
 
 
 
 
 

CHILDREN AUTHORING THEMSELVES: YOUNG CHILDREN’S NEGOTIATION 
OF AUTHORITY WITHIN DIALOGUE JOURNALS 

 

by 
 

Edward G. Nichols 
 
 
 

_____________________ 
Copyright © Edward G. Nichols 2009 

 
 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of 
 

LANGUAGE, READING AND CULTURE 
 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
For the Degree of 

 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 
      

 

In the Graduate College 
 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2009 
 

 

 



 2

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
GRADUATE COLLEGE 

 
As members of the Dissertation Committee, we certify that we have read the dissertation  
 
prepared by Edward G. Nichols 
 
entitled CHILDREN AUTHORING THEMSELVES: YOUNG CHILDREN’S 
NEGOTIATION OF AUTHORITY WITHIN DIALOGUE JOURNALS 
 
and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement for the  
 
Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 
 
 

_______________________________________________________________________ Date: 9-28-09 
Dr. Kathy Short    
 
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: 9-28-09 
Dr. Teresa McCarty    
    
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: 9-28-09 
Dr. Richard Ruiz    
 
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: 9-28-09 
Dr. Patricia Anders    
    
 
 
Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon the candidate’s 
submission of the final copies of the dissertation to the Graduate College.   
 
I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my direction and 
recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement. 
 
 
________________________________________________ Date: 9-28-09 
Dissertation Director: Dr. Kathy Short    
 
________________________________________________ Date: 9-28-09 
Dissertation Director: Dr. Teresa McCarty    
 

 



 3

 
 
 
 
 

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 
 
This dissertation has been submitted in partial fulfillment of requirements for an 
advanced degree at the University of Arizona and is deposited in the University Library 
to be made available to borrowers under rules of the Library. 
 
Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable without special permission, provided 
that accurate acknowledgment of source is made.  Requests for permission for extended 
quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript in whole or in part may be granted by 
the copyright holder.  
 
 
 
 
                        SIGNED: Edward G. Nichols 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 



 4

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 

Many people have played a part in guiding and encouraging me in this process.  I 
would like to gratefully acknowledge both Drs. Teresa L. McCarty and Kathy G. Short 
for their patience and kind support.  As the co-chairs of my committee their guidance, 
direction, collaboration and friendship made it possible for me to overcome my own 
limitations as I completed this dissertation.  Indeed, they taught the first two classes I 
took in the doctoral program, both having to do with qualitative research.  If this 
dissertation has any merit it is due to their efforts in teaching me the value of scholarly 
research.  At the same time I wish to acknowledge Dr. Yetta Goodman whose work in 
literacy I read as a young teacher in the 1990’s.  It was her connection to the University 
of Arizona’s Department of Language, Reading and Culture that led me to pursue an 
advanced degree there.  I was thrilled when she agreed to be a member of my original 
committee. 

 
I also wish to thank Drs. Richard Ruiz and Patricia L. Anders, two of the very 

distinguished faculty of Language, Reading and Culture, for agreeing to join my 
committee on rather short notice.   They generously gave of their time and expertise to 
ensure that my dissertation would be the best I could possibly write.  Their contributions 
and comments were invaluable to this process. 

 
I must also acknowledge Dr. Perry Gilmore for her encouragement throughout 

this process.  She introduced me to discourse analysis and Mikhail Bakhtin, both were 
invaluable to the analysis of the data contained herein. 

 
My gratitude is extended as well to my good friends Flory Simon, Dr. Darla 

Brown and Dr. Srilakshmi Ramakrishnan.  Flory first implanted in me the idea that 
teachers should be professionals.  It was through her that I was introduced to the works of 
Dr. Yetta Goodman.  Darla and I began our doctoral programs together and though she 
finished first, she never failed to encourage me in my own pursuit of a doctoral degree.  
Sri acted as both sounding board for my ideas and the prod that kept me writing when it 
seemed that I would never finish. 

 
Finally, I must acknowledge the many individuals who make the Department of 

Language, Reading and Culture at the University of Arizona such an extraordinary place 
to study.  It is no exaggeration to say that I would never have completed the requirements 
for this degree without the help of Maria Fierro.  Besides keeping my program on track 
and reminding me of every deadline Maria did many things for me that saved me the long 
drive to Tucson from Sierra Vista.  In addition, I wish to thank Yvonne Gonzalez, 
everyone in the LRC office and the entire fine faculty from whom I learned so much. 

 

 



 5

DEDICATION 

 

This dissertation is dedicated to 

Diane, Flory, Margaret and Mary, 

the four friends who started me on this journey.  They knew that teaching was about 

children, not programs and test scores. 

 

I also dedicate this to the memory of my parents, 

Inez and Douglas Nichols, 

who taught me the value of an education. 

 



 6

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 
LIST OF FIGURES .................................................................................................................................... 9 

ABSTRACT ............................................................................................................................................. 10 

CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION: ORIGINS OF THE STUDY ...... ........................................................ 12 

MY ORIGINS AS A TEACHER ...................................................................................................................... 13 
ORIGINS OF DIALOGUE JOURNALS IN MY CLASSROOM .............................................................................. 15 

Multiage and dialogue journals ........................................................................................................... 17 

Praxis ................................................................................................................................................... 18 

ORIGINS OF THE STUDY ............................................................................................................................. 21 
OVERVIEW OF THE DISSERTATION ............................................................................................................ 23 

CHAPTER 2 REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE ............. ............................................................ 26 

CONSTRUCTIVISM...................................................................................................................................... 27 

Social constructivism ........................................................................................................................... 28 

Symbolic interactionism ....................................................................................................................... 29 

Vygotsky and mediation ....................................................................................................................... 29 

DIALOGISM................................................................................................................................................ 30 

DISCOURSE ANALYSIS ............................................................................................................................... 34 
Frame analysis ..................................................................................................................................... 36 

Teacher research: Examining practice to create praxis ...................................................................... 37 

REVIEW OF RELATED RESEARCH .............................................................................................................. 39 
Conversational analysis: Deborah Tannen ......................................................................................... 40 

Childhood literacy development: Ann Haas Dyson ............................................................................. 43 

Using dialogue journals in classrooms ................................................................................................ 46 

Designing teacher research and the use of ethnographic portraiture to create context ...................... 50 

Student resistance and negotiation of authority ................................................................................... 51 

SUMMARY  ................................................................................................................................................. 56 

CHAPTER 3 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY ....................................................................................... 59 

THE RESEARCH SETTING: A SMALL -TOWN SCHOOL ................................................................................. 60 

Framework for dialogue journals ........................................................................................................ 62 

The participants ................................................................................................................................... 66 

RESEARCH DESIGN .................................................................................................................................... 69 

DATA COLLECTION ................................................................................................................................... 71 

Physical artifacts ................................................................................................................................. 72 

Participant observation ....................................................................................................................... 74 

The teacher journal .............................................................................................................................. 75 

DATA ANALYSIS ....................................................................................................................................... 76 



 7

Organizing the Data ............................................................................................................................ 81 

PROTOCOLS FOR TRANSCRIBING JOURNAL ENTRIES ................................................................................. 82 

SUMMARY  ................................................................................................................................................. 86 

CHAPTER 4 EXPLORING THE STUDENT/TEACHER RELATIONSHI P ...................................... 87 

TEXTUAL TOYS ......................................................................................................................................... 90 

EVOLVING COMMUNICATIVE PRACTICES: BETH ....................................................................................... 91 

Looking for an audience: Beth in first grade ....................................................................................... 92 

Expanding horizons: Beth’s strategic improvisation in genres in the first grade .............................. 101 

Looking for an audience: Beth in second grade ................................................................................ 106 

Summary: Beth ................................................................................................................................... 119 

EVOLVING COMMUNICATIVE PRACTICES: SAM  ....................................................................................... 120 

Looking for an audience: Sam in first grade ..................................................................................... 122 

Expanding horizons: Sam’s strategic improvisation in genres in the first grade .............................. 130 

Looking for an audience: Sam in second grade ................................................................................. 137 

Expanding horizons: Sam’s strategic innovations in the second grade ............................................. 139 

Summary: Sam ................................................................................................................................... 147 

EVOLVING COMMUNICATIVE PRACTICES: CLAIRE .................................................................................. 148 

Looking for an audience: Claire in first grade .................................................................................. 150 

Expanding horizons: Claire’s strategic improvisation in genres in the first grade ........................... 153 

Looking for an audience: Claire in second grade.............................................................................. 166 

Expanding horizons: Claire’s strategic improvisations in genres in the second grade ..................... 166 

Summary: Claire ................................................................................................................................ 181 

EVOLVING COMMUNICATIVE PRACTICES: DORIAN ................................................................................. 181 

Looking for an audience: Dorian in the first grade ........................................................................... 184 

Expanding horizons: Dorian’s strategic improvisations in genres in the first grade ........................ 185 

Looking for an audience: Dorian in second grade ............................................................................ 195 

Expanding horizons: Dorian’s strategic improvisations in genres in the second grade ................... 197 

Summary: Dorian .............................................................................................................................. 204 

CONSIDERING THE TEACHER/STUDENT RELATIONSHIP IN DIALOGUE JOURNALS .................................... 205 

SUMMARY  ............................................................................................................................................... 208 

CHAPTER 5 NEGOTIATING AUTHORITY IN COMMUNICATIVE EV ENTS............................ 210 

Procedures and process of data analysis ........................................................................................... 212 

HOW THE DATA FIT THE FUNCTIONS: SOME EXAMPLES ......................................................................... 217 
RESISTANCE ............................................................................................................................................ 222 

Resistance: Beth ................................................................................................................................. 223 

Resistance: Sam ................................................................................................................................. 228 

Resistance: Claire .............................................................................................................................. 232 

Resistance: Dorian ............................................................................................................................ 237 



 8

FAMILIARITY  ........................................................................................................................................... 242 

Familiarity: Dorian ........................................................................................................................... 243 

Familiarity: Sam ................................................................................................................................ 244 

Familiarity: Claire ............................................................................................................................. 247 

Familiarity: Beth ................................................................................................................................ 251 

EXPLORATION OF BOUNDARIES ............................................................................................................... 260 
Exploration of boundaries: Beth ........................................................................................................ 260 

Exploration of boundaries: Dorian .................................................................................................... 267 

Exploration of boundaries: Claire ..................................................................................................... 270 

Exploration of boundaries: Sam ........................................................................................................ 272 

THE TEACHER’S ROLE IN CREATING AN ATMOSPHERE FOR NEGOTIATION OF AUTHORITY .................... 275 
The routines ....................................................................................................................................... 276 

My responses...................................................................................................................................... 278 

The atmosphere .................................................................................................................................. 283 

DISCUSSION ............................................................................................................................................. 285 

Resistance .......................................................................................................................................... 286 

Familiarity ......................................................................................................................................... 291 

Exploration of boundaries ................................................................................................................. 293 

The role of the teacher in facilitating negotiation of authority .......................................................... 295 

SUMMARY  ............................................................................................................................................... 296 

CHAPTER 6 SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS ................ ................................................................ 298 

SUMMARY OF THE STUDY ....................................................................................................................... 300 
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS .......................................................................................................................... 304 
IMPLICATIONS OF THIS STUDY ................................................................................................................ 315 

Creating a routine .............................................................................................................................. 317 

Creating an atmosphere for independence ........................................................................................ 318 

Interaction and response in the dialogue journals............................................................................. 321 

The importance of periodically reading the entire journal to spot trends ......................................... 323 

The use of ethnographic portraiture in teacher research .................................................................. 324 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH ......................................................................................... 327 

CONCLUSION ........................................................................................................................................... 329 

APPENDIX A - FIRST GRADE JOURNAL SAMPLES ...................................................................... 331 

APPENDIX B - SECOND GRADE JOURNAL ENTRIES ................................................................... 339 

APPENDIX C - HUMAN SUBJECTS CONSENT FORM ................................................................... 347 

REFERENCES .......................................................................................................................................... 351 

 



 9

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 3:1 Dorian's Handwriting ...................................................................................... 85 

Figure 4:1 My Drawing of Sam's Pets ............................................................................ 139 

Figure 4:2 My Drawing of a Robot for Claire ................................................................ 149 

Figure 4:3 Claire as a Fountain ....................................................................................... 164 

Figure 4:4 A Silly Face That "Sees" Dorian ................................................................... 183 

Figure 5:1 Wodn's Eye .................................................................................................... 267 

Figure A:1 Beth Early 1st Grade Sample ....................................................................... 331 

Figure A:2 Beth ate 1st Grade Sample ........................................................................... 332 

Figure A:3 Claire Early 1st Grade Sample ..................................................................... 333 

Figure A:4 Claire Late 1st Grade Sample ....................................................................... 334 

Figure A:5 Dorian Early 1st Grade Sample .................................................................... 335 

Figure A:6 Dorian Late 1st Grade Sample ..................................................................... 336 

Figure A:7 Sam Early 1st Grade Sample ........................................................................ 337 

Figure A:8 Sam Late 1st Grade Sample ......................................................................... 338 

Figure B:1 Beth Early 2nd Grade Sample ...................................................................... 339 

Figure B:2 Beth Late 2nd Grade Sample ........................................................................ 340 

Figure B:3 Claire Early 2nd Grade Sample .................................................................... 341 

Figure B:4 Claire Late 2nd Grade Sample ...................................................................... 342 

Figure B:5 Dorian Early 2nd Grade Sample ................................................................... 343 

Figure B:6 Dorian Late 2nd Grade Sample .................................................................... 344 

Figure B:7 Sam Early 2nd Grade Sample ....................................................................... 345 

Figure B:8 Sam Late 2nd Grade Sample ........................................................................ 346 

 



 10

ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation is a teacher research study of the ways that young children 

author themselves by negotiating teacher authority in the context of their dialogue 

journals.  The study detailed herein attempts to discover some of the ways in which 

young children negotiate teacher authority within the context of a dialogue journal. 

I collaborated with four second grade students in my multiage classroom who 

agreed to allow me to analyze the entries in their dialogue journals.  We engaged in 

written dialogue in the context of their journals over two years, from when they were first 

graders in my multiage class until they left my class at the end of second grade.   

As a participant observer I used a form of discourse analysis called textual 

analysis, as mediated by Deborah Tannen’s (2005, 2007) work in conversational analysis 

to unpack the negotiation of teacher authority revealed by the written interactions that 

took place in the context of the dialogue journals.  This study explores the role that the 

children’s personalities, textual competence and relationship with me as their teacher 

played in shaping their willingness and ability to negotiate teacher authority.  It also 

explores the role my attitudes and actions had in fostering or hindering that negotiation. 

Implications include the use of ethnographic portraiture to establish context in 

teacher research, the importance of establishing routines that foster independence in 

classroom assignments, creating an atmosphere that encourages ownership of the activity 

in question, the necessity for the teacher to interact with the students in ways that allow 

them to control the conversation in their dialogue journals, and the importance of 
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periodically reviewing the entire journals to counteract the myopic effect of reading only 

one journal entry per day.  This last is important because when reading only one journal 

entry at a time it is possible to misinterpret the students’ intent, lose sight of context or 

misinterpret the extent to which the students are engaged in writing in their dialogue 

journals. 
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION: ORIGINS OF THE STUDY 

 
Piaget: What makes the wind?  
Julia: The trees.  
P: How do you know?  
J: I saw them waving their arms.  
P: How does that make the wind?  
J (waving her hand in front of his face): Like this. Only they are bigger. And there 
are lots of trees.  
P: What makes the wind on the ocean?  
J: It blows there from the land. No. It's the waves... (Papert, 2003) 

 
 

This conversation between Jean Piaget and a child named Julia is illustrative of 

my interest in the ways that young children’s feelings of autonomy in learning activities 

affects their willingness to think independently.  Piaget used this passage to illustrate how 

simply giving children the answers to their questions interrupts the process of 

assimilation and accommodation which he considered to be the essence of adaptation.  

Piaget preferred the term adaption instead of learning.  He viewed learning as a biological 

process engaged in by all living things, which can adapt, even without a nervous system 

or brain (Boeree, 1999, 2006).  

 Children learn by assimilating information, processing it and reaching an 

accommodation.  The child’s mind begins in a state of equilibrium.  When processing 

information the mind enters a state in which it experiences what Piaget called cognitive 

conflict.  In other words, the child becomes aware that he or she holds two contradictory 

views about a situation and they both cannot be true. Piaget referred to this step as 

disequilibrium. Once an accommodation is reached the mind returns to a state of 

equilibrium.  According to Piaget, learning cannot occur without the process of 
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equilibrium, disequilibrium, equilibrium (Cook & Piaget, 1952, pp. 4-6).  By giving 

children the answers adults disrupt the adaption that takes place in the child’s struggle to 

return to a state of equilibrium, thus weakening the learning process and the child’s 

ability to make further connections based upon their own accommodations. 

One of the characteristics of the process of assimilation and accommodation that 

is often overlooked in modern education is the importance of the learner’s feelings of 

autonomy in the process.  This feeling gives the learner a sense of empowerment in the 

process that creates the confidence to take risks and even make mistakes, as Julia did in 

the above quotation that lead to further disequilibrium and prompt even more in-depth 

assimilation and accommodation.  Thus, intervention by adults in the learning process of 

children, giving them answers instead of helping them to explore and find those answers 

as a natural process, leads to shallower, superficial learning by the child.   

A key role for teachers in helping to empower their students in the learning 

process involves allowing them to take possession of learning activities.  In this study I 

explore the ways that fostering feelings of possession of a learning activity, in this case 

writing in dialogue journals, is manifested by negotiation of authority by young children 

within the context of those dialogue journals. 

 

My Origins as a Teacher 

I completed my undergraduate studies at the University of Arizona in 1984.  I had 

completed the requirements for a bachelor’s degree in political science.  While in school I 

had worked for the United States Senate as a research aide for a senate committee and 
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had always planned to go into government service.  However, while working to earn 

money for graduate school I met four teachers who changed my life.  Through contact 

with them I discovered that I liked children, teachers and teaching.  Instead of graduate 

school I decided to obtain my teaching certificate.   

At the time, Arizona required that elementary school teachers have a total of 60 

college credit hours in education.  I knew that a new elementary school was being built 

and would be opening in my area in 1987.  I also knew that my new friends would be 

teaching there.  In order to make sure that I was eligible to be hired at this new school I 

began taking the classes to complete the requirements for an elementary school teaching 

certificate in the spring of 1985.  I took all 60 credit hours in three semesters and two 

summers.  I did my student teaching in the spring of 1987 and had my teaching certificate 

by the summer of 1987.  I was hired to teach second grade at the new school when it 

opened that fall. 

So, in the fall of 1987, with a teaching certificate but no teaching degree and after 

a taking so many classes so fast that I remembered nearly nothing about what I had been 

taught, I found myself standing in front of a classroom with 19 second-graders.  The door 

was closed and I was alone.   

I quickly found that nothing happened in that classroom unless I initiated it.  The 

students were well trained to let the adult decide the direction and content of their day.  I 

felt the weight of that responsibility and was terrified.  Luckily I had the support of my 

four friends who encouraged and enlightened me in the craft at which they were so 
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talented.  But still, every morning when that classroom door closed, I found myself alone 

and in charge and worried.   

I worried about what to teach.  I worried about how to teach it.  I worried when 

they didn’t seem to understand me and I worried when I didn’t understand them.   But the 

thing I worried the most about was whether or not I was wasting their time.  I realized 

very quickly that the structure of an elementary school day was time-dependent; so many 

of the things I was required to teach and the students were required to learn seemed to be 

things that they could learn in half the time if they weren’t in a room with so many other 

children.  The curriculum seemed to be designed to move at the pace of the slowest child 

in the room.  And those who designed the curriculum seemed to be silent about their 

motivations.   

As a trained researcher I understood that motivation was a key to understanding 

why we do certain things and why we do them a certain way.  I also knew that 

understanding why we do things helps to evaluate the effectiveness of what we do.  If I 

was going to be an effective teacher I needed to understand the purpose behind the 

curriculum content and make my own judgments about its effectiveness.  Thus began my 

journey down the road of inquiry and praxis in the educational process. 

 

Origins of Dialogue Journals in my Classroom 

 In the 1990-91 school year I had just completed my master’s degree.  It was my 

fourth year as a teacher and I was teaching second grade.  I felt that I really understood 

how children learned and what my role in their learning should be.  As with Freire’s 
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(1993) banking model of education I was in charge, I had all of the knowledge and I 

would dole out the answers to the students when I felt they were ready to learn them.  

The year before that, however, I had been leading a basal reading group when I fell 

asleep while a child struggled to read a passage aloud.  I fell off the stool on which I was 

sitting and hit the floor.  Out of my embarrassment grew a determination to avoid ever 

hearing that story again.   

The process of moving away from workbook-based methods of teaching reading 

and writing towards a more holistic approach led me to introduce the use of dialogue 

journals in my classroom that year.  Dialogue journals are a form of journaling in which 

correspondents write back and forth to each other.  Dialogue journal writing is defined as,  

. . . the use of a journal for the purpose of carrying out a written conversation 
between two persons, in this case a student and the teacher, on a regular, 
continuous basis. The frequency of writing, the external form (a bound notebook), 
and even the participants may all vary in different settings. The essential attributes 
of dialogue journal writing are these: a dialogue or conversation in writing carried 
on over an extended length of time, with each partner having equal and frequent 
(daily, semiweekly, weekly) turns. In addition to its interactive, continuous 
nature, each writer is free to initiate a conversation on any topic of personal and 
mutual interest, with the expectation that the other participant will generally 
acknowledge the topic and often comment on it. There will be external, shared 
frames of reference and boundaries which determine the topics each feels free to 
bring up, as in any mutual conversation. But a wide range of personal concerns, 
not just academic work, is acceptable as in any conversation between friends.  
(Staton, 1988d, p. 4) 
 

Such journals are used across disciplines to allow for a written dialogue to take 

place between students or between students and teachers.  Often the dialogue will be 

about a single academic subject, as with a science dialogue journal or a math dialogue 

journal.  However, our dialogue journals are used simply to carry on a written dialogue 
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between the student and teacher.  Its academic purpose is to introduce students to 

purpose-based writing while giving them the freedom to choose the subjects of that 

writing.  In the process it is hoped that they will develop textual competence by learning 

to manipulate the written medium in ways that suit their own purposes. 

An unexpected aspect of writing in dialogue journals was that the journals 

represented a concrete record of the students’ progress in reading and writing as the year 

went on.  It was such a good predictor of success or failure in other subject areas that I 

began using then, with the students’ permission, during parent/teacher conferences to 

show parents how much progress their children were making. At this time I also became 

interested in studying the journals for clues as to why the children were or were not 

making progress in school.  I thought their lack of what I considered to be progress in the 

dialogue journals was due to difficulties in reading and writing.   I waged constant battles 

with struggling students to get them to be more productive in their dialogue journals. I 

was also constantly trying to find a satisfactory answer to the question, “What should I 

write?”   

 

Multiage and dialogue journals 

At the beginning of the 1994-95 academic year three other teachers and I began 

teaching primary multiage classes.  These were dual-age classes in that we were only 

allowed to mix first-and second-graders in our classes.  I was the only second-grade 

teacher participating in the program.  My three colleagues had been first-grade teachers 

and so had been able to keep half of their classes to become their second-graders in their 
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multiage classes.  This meant that half of their class already knew many of the rules and 

routines that formed a part of each teacher’s classroom culture.  In addition, those 

teachers were also familiar with the way first-graders learned to write.  Because I had 

never taught first-grade before I was only familiar with how first-graders learned to read 

and write in theory.  One of the aspects of teaching first-graders that caused me the most 

trepidation was how to go about teaching them to write in a dialogue journal. 

It was through trial and error, as well as reading research on multiage classrooms, 

talking to colleagues and finding out everything I could about how young children 

learned to write, that I developed the routines I now use to govern how to write in a 

dialogue journal.  But I still struggled to understand the reasons behind what I then 

viewed as children who resisted writing.  By this I mean students who either could not or 

would not elaborate (Peyton & Seyoum, 1993) when writing.  Instead, they wrote short 

answers, repeated themselves or wrote what they liked over and over.  I was afraid that 

they were not getting the same benefits from the activity as the other students.  I began to 

look for other writing activities that might provide a more efficient and effective way to 

get the struggling students to engage in purposeful writing. 

 

Praxis 

I had also become interested in teacher research around this time.  I began to learn 

its value for developing praxis in teachers.  Praxis means to engage in purposeful 

reflection that is also transformative.  Freire (1993) referred to  praxis as being dialogic.  

This means that the purposeful reflection leads to conscious choices about right, wrong 



 19

and change.  That in turn leads to more reflection.  In this way it is a dialogue that takes 

place in the mind of the person engaged in praxis.  Problems are posed; possible solutions 

are examined as a response to the problems posed.  Then the best solution is acted upon.  

Further reflection takes place in which the effectiveness of the solution is judged.   

In education praxis is important for both the student and the teacher because for 

education to be democratic both must be engaged in a dialogic cycle of purposeful 

reflection and transformative action.  In that way praxis is the antithesis of the banking 

concept of education.  The banking concept of education posits that knowledge resides in 

a vessel, a teacher or a book or a curriculum, as if residing in a bank.  Students represent 

empty accounts and must go to the bank and await the deposit of that knowledge intact 

and without question by the teacher.  They then must demonstrate their ability to apply 

that knowledge to artificial situations provided by the teacher or curriculum.  This model 

reinforces a hierarchical order of authority and power in schools and later in society.  It 

reinforces in the student the idea that they are inferior to those who have the knowledge.  

It discourages questioning and creative problem-solving and therefore encourages 

subservience and acceptance of the roles laid out by society for the student’s future 

(Bernstein, 1983). 

Praxis, however, is a problem-posing model of education (Freire, 1993).  In this 

model a dialogue between the learner and problems develops which leads the learner to 

creative problem-solving rather than simply applying memorized facts to artificial 

problems.  Because the learner is involved in the process of finding answers to problems 

posed by an exploration of subject matter she/he has a personal stake in the answers they 



 20

develop.  In this way praxis as a dialogic, problem-posing pedagogy fosters ownership of 

learning activities by those involved.  Because they are involved in designing solutions to 

the problems posed by their environment the learners in this model have a stake in the 

quality and justice of those solutions.  In other words they become self-aware and change 

their behavior out of conviction of the correctness of their position. 

Thus engaging in purposeful, transformative reflection leads one to self-

awareness.  By becoming self-aware teachers as learners can begin to understand why 

they do things a certain way and can make informed decisions about whether or not they 

are engaging in practices that are truly useful for their students.  Also, understanding how 

things work helps us to understand why things work, and when we understand why things 

work we can learn how to make them better. 

As I became purposely reflective about the things I did as a teacher I began to 

make better informed decisions about the academic activities I wanted my students to 

engage in.  At the same time I became interested in the possibility of helping to 

encourage the development of praxis in my students.  I reasoned that if the students could 

be encouraged toward purposeful reflection about their school work they might develop 

an interest in why they learned certain things and, concomitantly be able to make 

informed decisions about what was and wasn’t important to learn.  By doing so I hoped 

they would develop agency (the power to make choices and impose those choices on 

one’s environment) in order to take control of their education on a personal level.  That 

control would create an interest in learning that would form a strong connection between 

the student and education in the way Dewey (1938) discussed.   
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Origins of the Study 

This study evolved from a decades-long process of reflection about my teaching 

practices that led me to enter the doctoral program at the University of Arizona.  I took 

my first class in the program in the fall of 1999.  It was called Teacher Research and was 

taught by Kathy Short.  My interest in the benefits that teacher research offered to my 

teaching practice grew from that class. 

During a semester-long research institute conducted by the Southern Arizona 

Writing Project I was given the chance to design and implement a teacher research study 

that explored the ways in which children’s views of themselves and their impression of 

how they are viewed by people in authority affect their learning in school settings 

(Nichols, 2001b).  From this study and through my association with the doctoral program 

in the University of Arizona’s College of Education, my interests grew to include how 

young students negotiate authority in a classroom setting.   Another research study 

(Nichols, 2002) conducted in a course on Retrospective Miscue Analysis taught by Yetta 

Goodman explored the relationships among students’ perceptions of themselves as 

learners and their actual performance as students.  In that study, I had noticed an 

interesting relationship between a child struggling to learn to read and her friend of the 

same age who was already an accomplished reader.  The accomplished reader appeared 

to dominate the relationship between the girls, both academically and socially.  When 

asked about their relationship, the accomplished reader asserted that she and her friend 

had equal status in their relationship.  But in interviews with classmates and with the less 
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accomplished friend, all of the students acknowledged that the accomplished reader 

dominated the girls’ relationship and the social hierarchy of the class as a whole.  

That paper explored the girls’ relationship and how it changed the way other 

students viewed the academic status of the struggling reader.  By examining a 

combination of the students’ dialogue journal entries, sociograms exploring their attitudes 

about fluent and struggling readers, and interviews concerning which classmates the 

students considered to be good readers and which ones they thought were not good 

readers, I discovered an interesting phenomenon.  There appeared to be a relationship 

between what the dominant, fluent-reading friend wanted the class to believe about the 

reading skills of the struggling reader and what they actually believed.  Because the 

dominant friend said the struggling reader was “smart, and a good reader,” her classmates 

overwhelmingly agreed with her.  After witnessing this incident I became curious as to 

how authority affected learning among elementary school students.   

As my interest in the relationship between authority and learning grew I was 

struck by the ways in which students seemed to be constantly negotiating authority in all 

classroom activities.  In another teacher research project (Nichols, 2001a) I was made 

aware of my own role in encouraging that negotiation and how my encouragement may 

help to develop praxis among my young students.  In that study I examined how that 

relationship manifested itself in the context of dialogue journals. 

Through time I began to develop a greater interest in what I might be able to 

discover about the ways in which the student/teacher relationship affects learning.  I 

began to look for academic activities in which children seemed to be negotiating 
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authority. As I looked more closely at the interaction between the students and me in the 

dialogue journals I saw what I interpreted as dialogue that seemed to be taking place 

between equals rather than between students and their teacher.   Out of this observation 

grew my desire to design and conduct a research study that would specifically examine 

the following research question: what are the ways in which young children negotiate 

teacher authority within the context of a dialogue journal? 

To that end I invited four students from my own first and second grade multiage 

class to participate in the study described in this dissertation.  I reviewed their dialogue 

journals from both first and second grade.  I examined their journal entries and my 

responses in a historical context supported by my entries in a teacher journal.  I used this 

context to paint an ethnographic portrait of each child’s disposition and her/his 

developing relationship with me within the context of their dialogue journals. I placed the 

various conversational threads that took place between the students and I within the 

context of our relationship and their dispositions and examined them for evidence of 

negotiation of authority.   

 

Overview of the Dissertation 

The dissertation is organized into six chapters.  The next chapter, chapter two 

gives an overview of the theories and writings that form the theoretical basis for this 

study.  I discuss the works from which I have learned about discourse analysis, 

conversational analysis, dialogism and social theories concerning the way children learn.   
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In chapter three I set forth my research methodology.  I describe the purpose of 

the study and then state the research question to be answered by the study.  I go on to 

describe the setting and classroom context in which the study took place.  I include 

demographics for the school as well as my classroom.  I then explain the rules and 

routines that govern how the students and I write in the dialogue journals.   

I discuss in detail my reasons for choosing my participants and then describe each 

of them.  I describe my research design including the data collection methods and the 

physical artifacts from which the data was taken.  I detail the kind of data collected as 

well as the methods I used to organize and code the data.  Finally I explain how the other 

chapters are organized and how I went about reporting the information defined by the 

data. 

In chapter four I fashion ethnographic portraits of the student/participants in the 

study.  By describing as well the relationships they have with me I begin to build the 

context required for interpreting their journal entries in the context of the research 

question.  I also categorize the types of journal entries by linguistic functions. 

In chapter five I report on the methods I used to categorize the data according to 

the type of negotiation of authority it represents.  I use the ethnographic portraits created 

in chapter four to provide context for the data analysis in this chapter.  I also discuss my 

role in the negotiation of authority that takes place in the dialogue journals.   

In chapter six I summarize the purpose of the study, the study itself and the 

findings as well.  I then describe its potential implications for teaching practice, 

especially with regards to the potential for improving learning in children’s’ negotiation 
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of authority.  I also discuss ways in which teachers can foster negotiation of authority.  

Finally, I discuss some ideas for future research and provide a conclusion based upon the 

findings suggested by the data in this study.  
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CHAPTER 2 REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

 

This qualitative teacher research study grew out of my observations of what I 

considered to be negotiation of teacher authority in various academic activities taking 

place in my primary multiage class.  As I began to try to interpret what motivated the 

students to engage in this negotiation I noticed that all students seemed to engage in it in 

to some degree.  I also noticed that the degree of negotiation of authority did not seem to 

be related to a student’s willingness to follow class room rules. 

In my search for meaning in this student negotiation of teacher authority I was 

influenced by my professors in the doctoral program to first look at what was happening 

before I tried to explain why it was happening.  Thus the question asked by this study 

concerning the ways in which young children engage in negotiation of authority within 

the context of dialogue journals was formed.  In this chapter I outline the theory that has 

informed my attempt to answer that question.  I summarize the theories around which this 

study was organized.  I then discuss the ideas and contributions of some of the main 

researchers whose work helped me to understand what was happening in my students’ 

dialogue journals.  While I present the theory and ideas in broad fashion in this chapter it 

will also be woven into the presentation of the data in subsequent chapters in ways that 

show how my interpretations of the data are specifically based upon accepted theory. 
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Constructivism 

Constructivism is the broad theory upon which the rest of my theoretical frames 

are founded.  Constructivism essentially argues that all human beings “construct” 

meaning from their previous experiences.  In this way all learners are active participants 

in the process of constructing their knowledge.  With this in mind the quality of the 

“construction” materials they are provided is of paramount importance, as is the 

environment and opportunity to engage in constructing their knowledge.  An early and 

important influence for the development of constructivist theory was Jean Piaget.   

Piaget focused on the learning processes of the child.  In formulating his theories 

of cognitive development he became one of the first to argue that learning, or 

constructing knowledge, was a biological process.  His work showed among other things 

that children’s play was not aimless.  Instead it was evidence of adaption, his term for 

purposeful learning, and a necessary part of cognitive development.   

From the constructivist perspective, as Piaget stressed, knowing is an adaptive 
activity. This means that one should think of knowledge as a kind of compendium 
of concepts and actions that one has found to be successful, given the purposes 
one had in mind. This notion is analogous to the notion of adaptation in 
evolutionary biology, expanded to include beyond the goal of survival, the goal of 
a coherent conceptual organization of the world as we experience it.  (Steffe & 
Gale, 1995, p. 7) 
 

Piaget referred to this process as assimilation and accommodation.  In this process 

the child constructs meaning by assimilating new knowledge, which causes a state of 

disequilibrium to exist in the child’s existing understandings.  The child then reconstructs 

those understandings to accommodate the new knowledge, thus returning to a stated of 

equilibrium (Cook & Piaget, 1952; Piaget, 1971). 
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It is important to note that constructivism is a broad theory in that it is used to 

explain how learning happens regardless of a particular pedagogy.  However, the 

following theories all have their origins in constructivism. 

 

Social constructivism 

In an attempt to identify specific ways in which accommodation is influenced by 

the individual and their environment, social constructivism theory arose from Piaget’s 

constructivist theory.  In the perspective of social constructivism, the language and 

cultural aspects of a particular classroom influence the ways in which students assimilate 

knowledge.   

Bruner (1986)  discusses the difference between discovery learning by the solitary 

child and social learning. "My model of the child in those days was very much in the 

tradition of the solo child. I have come increasingly to recognize that most learning in 

most settings is a communal activity, a sharing of the culture . . . It is this that leads me to 

emphasize not only discovery and invention but the importance of negotiating and 

sharing--in a word, of joint culture creating" (p. 127).  Taken together it is easy to see 

why these theories form the base for my attempts to understand the ways in which 

students negotiate authority; negotiation is a social act and requires more than one actor.  

The social structure of the classroom and the language of the students provide the 

scaffolding necessary for the students to be able to negotiate authority. 
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Symbolic interactionism 

Blumer (1969) coined the term “symbolic interactionism” to mean that people 

react to things and events based upon the meaning, or symbolism, those things or events 

have for them.  However, those meanings are changeable and are derived from social 

interaction and the ways in which people’s perspectives cause them to interpret those 

things or events. Symbolic interactionists recognize the significance of personal 

experience in interpreting symbols.  They engage in research, “focusing on the 

symbolically enabled and actively constituted nature of the human community” (Prus & 

Grills, 2003, p. 5). 

 

Vygotsky and mediation 

Wertsch (1985) describes Vygotsky’s theoretical approach as being identifiable 

only in terms of general themes.  He describes those three themes as, “(1) a reliance on a 

genetic or developmental method; (2) the claim that higher mental processes in the 

individual have their origin in social processes; and (3) the claim that mental processes 

can be understood only if we understand the tools and signs that mediate them” (pp. 14-

15).  For the purposes of this study the most important theme is the third one; I must 

endeavor to understand the tools and signs that mediate the students’ mental processes.  

Mediation emphasizes the communicative nature of what Vygotsky called “signs.”  Signs 

are essentially tools that people use to make meaning.  These include speech, writing and 

number systems.  Sign systems are interrelated signs whose meaning can only be 

understood in the context of the sign system, such as language.  Vygotsky said that all 
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learning takes place in relation to the social self, that part of the self that relates to the 

society in which one exists.  But mediation postulates that the relationship between 

person and society is mediated by sign systems and tools.   

For us that means that the tools our students use, such as pencils, loose leaf paper, 

and three-pronged pocket portfolios, physically affect the way in which the students 

make meaning in their dialogue journals because they mediate between thought and 

production.  Language itself, and the structure of written language, is a sign system that 

also mediates between the students’ thought and their ability to construct meaning.  As   I 

examine the students’ journal entries it will become evident that their personal 

interpretation of written language as a sign system affects the way they make meaning.   

 

Dialogism 

Mikhail Bakhtin (1981) is the originator of the term “dialogism.”  However in 

order to explain dialogism I must first explain heteroglossia.  Heteroglossia is “the base 

condition governing the operation of meaning in any utterance” (Holquist, 1981b, p. 

428).  It refers to the idea that context, including physical and mental conditions, will 

ensure that a word uttered in that context will always have a different meaning than it 

would have if uttered at any other time in any other circumstances.   

Holquist (1981b) explains dialogism as a way to understand that all persons are 

constantly in a state of dialogue.   

Everything means, is understood, as part of a greater whole-there is a constant 
interaction between meanings, all of which have the potential of conditioning 
others.  Which will affect the other, how it will do so and in what degree is what 
is actually settled at the moment of utterance.  (p. 426) 
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This constant state of dialogue means that there can be no such thing as a true 

“monologue” (p. 426).  All thought and speech takes place as a dialogue and to 

understand one side   I must have access to both sides of a dialogue. 

In addition, or as a part of dialogism I also use Bakhtin’s (1981b) terms to frame 

the power context encompassing the dialogue between the students and I.  These terms 

are “authoritative discourse” (p. 342, 424), “centripetal and centrifugal forces” (pp. 272-

273), “ennobled discourse” (pp. 381-384), “evaluative” (p. 428) and “genre” (p. 428). 

Authoritative discourse is discourse that exerts power over the listener.  However, 

it only exerts such power as long as the speaker is in power.  In this study the data will 

show that, while I attempt to use authoritative discourse in the context of the dialogue 

journals it is never perceived as such, or at least not treated as such because the “framing 

context” (p. 342) will not permit it to exist.  This absence of authoritative discourse leads 

us to infer that, within the frame of the dialogue journals, I am not in power; that is to say 

that they negotiate authority because they do not perceive it to exist in a conventional 

manner within the context of their dialogue journals. 

Centripetal and centrifugal forces are “respectively the centralizing and 

decentralizing forces in any language or culture.  The rulers and the high poetic genres of 

any era exercise a centripetal-a homogenizing and hierarchicizing-influence; the 

centrifugal (decrowning, dispersing) forces of the clown, mimic and rogue create 

alternative “degraded” genres down below” (p. 425).  In this study, my use of these terms 

describes the ways in which the students’ language resists my efforts “homogenize” it.  I 
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cannot make the students use language in a way that I deem “correct” without stepping 

out of the contextual frame of the dialogue journal. 

Evaluative refers to the hierarchical and therefore rank-leveling nature of 

evaluative statements.  It is impossible to evaluate something without implying rank in a 

hierarchy.  But it is also impossible to evaluate something without implying that your 

rank qualifies you to do so. 

“Genre is in the most general terms, a horizon of expectations brought to bear on 

a certain class of text types” (Holquist, 1981b, p. 428).  In this study genre refers to the 

different purposes for which the students’ write.  They can include such varied themes as 

asking personal questions or using listing as imagery. 

Bakhtin’s (1981) work as a whole is mediated in this study by Tannen’s (2005, 

2007)  interpretations in conversational analysis and Dyson’s (2003) work with children’s 

recontextualization of their social selves in school settings.  Tannen’s description of style 

and context as significant to understanding a speaker’s purpose provides the scaffold in 

which I place my interpretations of the students’ intentions in the conversations they 

initiate in their dialogue journals.  In Conversational Style: Analyzing Talk among 

Friends (Tannen, 2005), a “microanalysis of an audiotaped dinner-table conversation” (p. 

xv) is presented as a means analyzing conversational discourse.  For my study the way in 

which the “microanalysis of everyday conversation can play a role in understanding and 

addressing cross-cultural communication” (p. xv) was particularly applicable.  

Communication between teacher and student in this dissertation is treated as cross-
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cultural communication because of the differences in status between me as the teacher 

and the students who participated in the study. 

In Talking Voices: Repetition, Dialogue, and Imagery in Conversational 

Discourse (Tannen, 2007) ordinary conversation is presented as being made up of 

“linguistic strategies that have been thought quintessentially literary” (p. 1).  These are 

referred to as “involvement strategies” by Tannen and it is this view of the purpose of the 

students’ linguistic strategies that informs my analysis of their journal entries.  By 

looking at them from this point of view I am able to gain a clearer understanding of the 

sophisticated nature of the language styles the students use.  I also am able to recognize 

when those language styles represent negotiation of authority. 

Ann Haas Dyson’s book, The Brothers and Sisters Learn to Write: Popular 

Literacies in Childhood and School Cultures, (2003) is about the importance of 

recontextualization of children’s social beings within the context of school activities to 

their literacy development.  It is her description of the recontextualization process the 

children use to reconcile their social selves with their school selves that helped me to 

interpret the context in which the children grounded their journal entries. By enabling me 

to recognize the significance of their social selves, that part of their persona that exists 

outside of the school setting, I was better able to understand and interpret the sources of 

the internal dialogue that shaped their journal entries. 

Because of their significance to this study I will be discussing both Tannen and 

Dyson in greater detail later in this chapter. 
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Discourse Analysis 

Discourse analysis is the study of discourse.  Discourse is “language in use” 

(Jaworski & Coupland, 1999, p. 3).  This is a great simplification of the idea of discourse 

but there are differing purposes attached to the range of definitions of discourse.  Much of 

the differing purposes imply conflict between their proponents. 

But there is a large body of opinion (see the later quotations) that stresses what 
discourse is beyond language in use.  Discourse is language use relative to social, 
political and cultural formations – it is language reflecting social order but also 
language shaping social order, and shaping individuals’ interaction with society.  
(Jaworski & Coupland, 1999, p. 3) 
 

Fairclough’s (1992) definition is used within this study: 

 

Discourse constitutes the social.  Three dimensions of the social are distinguished 
– knowledge, social relations, and social identity – and these correspond 
respectively to the three major functions of language . . . Discourse is shaped by 
relations of power, and invested with ideologies.  (p. 8) 
 

Social relations, social identity, and power are the characteristics of the type of 

discourse that takes place within the context of the dialogue journals.  Because I am 

studying the nature of the relationships built by, maintained by and sometimes destroyed 

by the use of language in the context of the students’ dialogue journals I can be said to be 

engaging in discourse analysis.  In discussing the study of the use of language in the 

classroom, the authors of  Discourse Analysis and the Study of Classroom Language and 

Literacy Events (Bloome et al., 2005) use dance as a metaphor for the interplay of 

language in the classroom.  They say that, “as observers, researchers, and participants in 

such events we cannot just bring with us some prior definition-such as what constitutes a 
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“dance”-before we actually see the people “dancing” “(p. ix).  With that in mind I painted 

ethnographic portraits of the participants in this study.  In that way I attempted to define 

the “dance” that I saw taking place in the context of the dialogue journals analyzed in this 

study. 

It can also be said that writing in dialogue journals as a school-based literacy 

activity is simply “doing school” (Bloome et al., 2005, p. 52).  That is to say that it is 

done as a school activity and only participated in as such.  Thus, the children only learn 

to write in a school activity and nothing more.  But as the authors point out, “teachers and 

students are not simply cultural dupes enacting the predetermined scripts of the cultural 

practices of doing classroom reading and writing.  They may modify, adapt, and 

transform those cultural practices from other social institutions and from other domains 

of cultural life-more like semi-improvisational theater than a rigidly scripted drama” (p. 

52).   

The type of discourse analysis in this research is a subset of conversational 

analysis called textual analysis.  Fairclough (1999) discusses textual analysis while 

hinting at some controversy as to the forms textual analysis takes.  He says he feels “that 

detailed textual analysis will always strengthen discourse analysis, notwithstanding the 

considerable range of objectives and theories and methods in the field, and the diversity 

of the academic disciplines which draw upon it and contribute to it” (p. 183).   

Fairclough (1999) describes textual analysis as a necessary extension of linguistic 

and intertextual analysis because texts “. . . selectively draw upon linguistic systems 

(again, in an extended sense), intertextual analysis shows how texts selectively draw upon 
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orders of discourse – the particular configurations of conventualized practices (genres, 

discourse, narratives, etc.) which are available to text producers and interpreters in 

particular social circumstances” (p. 184). 

I shall be examining the linguistic features of the participants’ text, including 

genres, discourse and narratives while being guided by the work of Deborah Tannen 

(2005, 2007) in aspects of conversational analysis to be discussed in a later section of this 

chapter. 

 

Frame analysis 

The work of Erving Goffman (1974) in the realm of frame analysis will be used to 

help interpret the intent behind the journal entries of the participants.  The idea of frames 

in discourse has to do with the ways in which people “structure experience” (Schiffrin, 

1994, p. 103).  It is a way of organizing analysis of the “contextual presuppositions” (p. 

103) made by speakers and hearers.  In this study it will be those suppositions made by 

the correspondents in the dialogue journals.  Those frames must be correctly identified by 

situating the journal entries in a social context of which I as a participant observer am 

aware.  Using that context to identify frames consistently will help me to correctly 

interpret the “. . . contextual presuppositions that people both use and construct during the 

inferencing process, and offering a view of the means by which those presuppositions are 

externally constructed and impose external constraints on the ways in which we 

understand messages” (pp. 103-104). 
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Teacher research: Examining practice to create praxis 

Another key concept that shaped the design and purpose of this study is that 

teacher research can be used to create praxis, not only for teachers but for students as 

well.  As a theory teacher research represents a way of thinking about research and 

practice and how the two are interrelated and affect one another.  Teacher research 

represents more than a search for the kinds of information provided by student 

assessment. 

In this era of abundant assessment, we know a lot about scores on tests, rankings, 
and percentiles; but all too often, too many of us are left not knowing if the 
students we are teaching are receiving enough of what they need to be good 
citizens, strong and productive members of the communities they inhabit who are 
able to make a decent living because they can think, write, and analyze their 
world.  (Goswami & Rutherford, 2009, p. 2) 

 
It is clear that teacher research is a key to becoming self-aware as a teacher.  In 

this light, the relationship between praxis and teacher research cannot be minimized.  In 

order to have praxis one must have a true understanding of the problem as well as the 

effect one’s actions have upon that problem.  For teachers the problem is often one 

involving best practice.  If the object of praxis for teachers is to improve practice then 

teacher research is the key to gaining the understanding necessary to become self aware 

and to design effective solutions to the problems teachers face in everyday situations.   

The process of engaging in teacher research typically begins with the 

identification of a problem, anything that provokes the teacher’s curiosity about what, 

why or in what way certain things occur in the classroom.  The teacher then uses that to 

become self aware and to make informed choices about ways to change and improve their 
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practice.  At the same time they often add to the existing body of knowledge concerning 

teaching and learning (Cochran-Smith, Marilyn & Lytle, 2009).   

Becoming self-aware as teachers transforms our teaching practice because we also 

become “theorists who articulate our intentions, test assumptions, and find connections 

with practice” (Goswami & Rutherford, 2009, p. 3). This idea of teacher-research as 

“stance” is promoted by Marilyn Cochran-Smith and Susan Lytle (2009) in Inquiry as 

Stance: Practitioner Research for the Next Generation.  The authors discuss the 

importance of teacher inquiry to challenging and “interrupting dominant viewpoints 

about what it takes to make educational resources and outcomes more just and equitable” 

(p. viii).  They describe inquiry as stance “ as a grounded theory of action that positions 

the role of practitioners and practitioner knowledge as central to the goal of transforming 

teaching, learning, leading, and schooling” (p. 119).  It is the authors’ contention that the 

wide-spread engagement in practitioner research by teachers would make untenable the 

current government-sponsored idea of scientific, or “scientistic” (p. ix) as the authors 

term it, research as the sole basis for determining best practice in teaching in public 

schools.   

With this in mind it is easy to view this study as an example of teacher research as 

stance.  It not only examines a teaching practice, (the use of dialogue journals with young 

children), in light of student engagement; it examines it in relation to how the students 

view the practice and how their views affect their feeling of empowerment as individuals 

and as students.  It also affects the way in which I view the value of the learning activity 

and my role in encouraging the students’ feeling of control over the activity. 
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Ruth Shagoury Hubbard and Brenda Miller Power (1999) discuss teacher research 

in terms of the “little r and the big R” (p. 3).  Big R research describes the university-

based research most people think of when they hear the term.  It is characterized by 

“objective, large-scale, and distant analysis of issues” (p. 4) with implications that may 

affect education policy.  Instead, teacher research, or the “little r,” has a simpler agenda.  

It seeks answers to the questions teachers ask about things that are happening in their 

classrooms.  It seeks to improve the teachers’ understanding of their students and to 

improve her/his practice as well. 

Teacher research is the overarching theory of inquiry under which this study is 

designed and articulated.  It puts forth the view that teacher research is not only a method 

of inquiring about teacher practice but also a way for teachers to develop praxis about the 

ways they teach and treat their students.  In addition it has the potential to help teachers to 

push back against the encroachment of government-backed curriculum designed to 

standardize practice and minimalize student autonomy and flexibility as humans in 

society. 

 

Review of Related Research 

The related research that supports the methods used for creating the structure of 

this study and analyzing the study data are conversational discourse analysis (Tannen, 

2005, 2007) and the work of Anne Haas Dyson (2003), which is used to bridge the gap 

between conversational and textual discourse analysis.  The work of Staton (1988c, 

1993), Joy Kreeft Peyton (1988a, 1993),  and Roger Shuy (1993, 1988b), in the use of 
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dialogue journals in classrooms and the language functions present in dialogue journals 

was pivotal to interpreting the context and content in which the data was written.  Also, 

the work of Gregory Michie (2005, 2009) provided precedents for the design of this 

teacher-research study and my use of ethnographic portraiture as context for data 

analysis.  Finally, several studies that examine the ways that children resist authority, 

possible reasons for that resistance and the ways that resistance affect the children’s 

views of and involvement in their writing assignments are used to enhance the reliability 

of the way in which I interpret the data. 

Conversational analysis: Deborah Tannen 

Schiffrin (1994) describes conversational analysis as a branch of discourse 

analysis that “differs from other branches of sociology because rather than analyzing 

social order per se, it seeks to discover the methods by which members of a society 

produce a sense of social order” (p. 10).  She goes on to say that since we get much of 

what we know about social order from analyzing conversations it is possible to make 

inferences about speakers’ sense of social structure from their conversations.  

Deborah Tannen’s (2005) study of an audiotaped dinner-table conversation 

between friends discusses conversational analysis in terms of exploring style and context, 

important concepts for this study because analysis of the students’ journal entries depends 

upon interpreting the styles they use as well as the context in which they are written.  A 

part of Tannen’s focus is how to address issues of social justice.  To do so she says it is 

necessary “to understand how “political and economic relationships of power” interplay 

with linguistic processes by which “social worlds are created in interaction” (p. xvii).  For 
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the purposes of this study it is her analysis of the ways in which speakers use language to 

“signal their intentions in different ways” (p. xvii) that is particularly helpful in 

interpreting the intentions of the correspondents in the dialogue journals I examined.   

Tannen also discusses framing in terms of Bateson’s (1979) work.  This is the 

basis for my stance that the intention of the exchanges between the students and I is the 

key to understanding whether or not our journal entries represent negotiation of authority.  

Tannen says that the metamessage of an utterance signals the frame in which the speaker 

places the utterance as well as the frame in which she/he is expecting the listener to 

situate the utterance.  “This is play signals the context within which a bite or a slap does 

not stand for what it is otherwise known to mean, namely aggression” (Tannen, 2005, p. 

32).  In the present study, my knowledge of the context in which the journal entries were 

made is used to interpret metamessages used to signal frames.  The ethnographic portraits 

of the students’ dispositions, everyday relationship with me and their typical 

conversational style described in Chapter four is used to signal the frames in which the 

correspondents place the particular series of entries being discussed.  This in turn is used 

to interpret the intention of the correspondents. 

Tannen’s (2005) definition of the term “contextualization” is used in this study to 

support my interpretation of the ways in which the correspondents’ attempt to make their 

readers aware of the context of their conversational threads.  She says that “. . . no text 

would be comprehensible without considerable shared context and background 

knowledge. . .” (p. 196).  Indeed, Wertsch (1985) discusses Vygotsky’s views on 

linguistic context in terms of its affect on understanding and the ability to abbreviate, or 
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assume shared context, in further conversation.  “Of particular importance in this respect 

is linguistic context, since in dialogue previous discourse (both of the speaker and of the 

interlocutor) provides much of the context in which subsequent utterances are interpreted 

and can be abbreviated” (p. 113).  Finally, I  return to Bakhtin (Holquist, 1981b) and 

heteroglossia for the reasons why the principles of conversational analysis can be applied 

to textual analysis.  Holquist (1981b) says that heteroglossia insures the “primacy of 

context over text” (p. 428).  In order to understand the text from the dialogue journals of 

the participants in this study it is necessary to understand the context in which the writing 

takes place.  But, as Tannen (2005) points out, “Nearly all conversational analysts have 

observed that most casual conversation, if transcribed by itself, appears incoherent (for 

example, Labov and Fanshel [1977])” (p. 196).  Since the students, as will be seen in 

Chapter four, often write in their journals as though engaging in casual conversation 

context can be difficult to discern.  Conversational analysis provides the tools to define 

the context of each journal entry and to then interpret their meanings.  

Of further use to this study is the discussion of imagery as “involvement 

strategies” (Tannen, 2007).  Her examination of linguistic strategies as being similar to 

literary strategies helps to make sense of the intentions behind the students’ journal 

entries.  Imagery is described as being used by the author or speaker to create context.  In 

turn, creating context allows the author or speaker to try to control the interpretation of 

the reader or listener.  For the reasons discussed above, interpreting the context in which 

the journal entries are written is critical to interpreting the intent of the author.  The way 

they use imagery is one way to interpret the authors’ intent because Tannen’s (2007) 
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work describes the relationship between imagery and intent in both speech and text.  

Especially useful to this study is her enumeration of five forms of repetition and their 

functions in discourse.   

 

Childhood literacy development: Ann Haas Dyson 

Ann Haas Dyson has examined the relationship of children’s social selves to their 

literacy development, especially in the area of textual competence.  She studied the 

relationship among children’s social selves, school literacy activities, and the 

development of writing competence in young children.  Dyson described the growing 

competence in the written medium of the children in her book in light of their desire to 

recontextualize their everyday lives into associations that legitimized their approaches to 

and attitudes toward their new academic lives.  This interpretation of Bakhtin’s concept 

of dialogism helped me understand how my students were constructing their identities by 

experimenting with “textual toys” (Dyson, 2003, p. 17).   

It is Dyson’s discussion of how children who are relatively new to formal 

schooling, as were mine, begin to learn how to use a new medium, written language, that 

helped me to categorize the development of textual competence in the participants in this 

study.  Her definition of the recontextualization process that children use to reconcile 

their social selves with their school selves guided my attempt to interpret the context in 

which the children grounded their journal entries. 

Their responses to literacy events, especially those allowing them room for 
discretion, for choice, were shaped not only by official curricular purposes, 
relationships and textual information, but also by unofficial child relationships 
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and by their use of cultural materials that figured into their lives as children.  
(Dyson, 2003, p. 10) 
 

One of the aims of this study was to paint ethnographic portraits of children 

“authoring themselves.”  This concept is described by Dyson (2003) as a developmental 

process in the sense that it involves building upon a foundation of who the children are to 

produce who they become.  But rather than being a linear development authoring 

themselves is an “expanding landscape” (Dyson, 2003, p. 15).  This makes it difficult to 

situate the process in a hierarchy of development.  Instead I had to draw an ethnographic 

portrait of each child using their dialogue journal entries.  As the children’s textual 

competence grew it became possible to see the “expanding landscape” illustrated in the 

growing depth and breadth of the children’s journal entries. 

I organized the children’s conversational threads into “communicative events.”  

These consisted of either single journal entries which I felt stood alone or multiple 

journal entries which encompassed a complete conversational thread.  I developed the 

idea for organizing the threads into communicative events from Dyson’s (2003) 

organizational model:   

To find my way into the textual tangles of the children’s productions, I used as 
my basic organizational unit a child’s production event, that is, all of the child 
action and interaction that occurred during the production (and/or the 
interpretation) of a text.   (p. 23) 
 

In the same way, I used this organizational tool to help me make sense of the multiple 

possibilities for purpose and context potentially contained within each journal entry.   
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I also used some of Dyson’s (2003) terminology to organize my ethnography of 

the study participants and of their relationship with me.  I divided all of the student 

entries into groups based upon whether they were written in first or second grade.  I then 

attempted to structure my portrait of their “expanding landscape” (p. 15) by organizing 

their communicative events into a series of “evolving communicative practices.”  These 

practices included “looking for an audience” and “strategic improvisations.”   

I used evolving communicative practices as the heading for each ethnographic 

portrait because Dyson (2003) refers to communicative practices as the framework in 

which the “recontextualization processes—the process of differentiating, appropriating 

from, translating across, and reframing textual material” (p. 12) takes place.   

Looking for an audience refers to the children’s attempts to build a relationship 

with me in the context of their dialogue journals.  This process is referred to as 

“positioning themselves on the social landscape,” by Dyson (2003, p. 15).  This process 

of revoicing and recontextualizing is how the children in her book look for an audience.   

Strategic improvisations refer to the students’ evolution as writers.  Their ability 

to appropriate genres to make their writing serve their purposes is described as 

experimentation with genres which take place “. . . in the interactional moment” (p. 16).  

The participants in this study engage in these strategic improvisations while interacting 

with me. So I felt it was an appropriate label for the category that contained their 

experimentation with genres.  
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Using dialogue journals in classrooms 

Two books, Dialogue Journal Communication: Classroom, Linguistic, Social and 

Cognitive Views (Staton et al., 1988) and Dialogue Journals in the Multilingual 

Classroom: Building Language Fluency and Writing Skills Through Written Interaction, 

(Peyton & Staton, 1993) provided much of the conceptual basis for my discussions about 

the utility of dialogue journals, the form they take, and the types of language and 

language functions that they contain.  In addition, they provided corroboration for my 

interpretation of one of the implications made by the data in this study--that a 

“sympathetic teacher” (Bruner, 1988, p. vii) is the key to the success of dialogue journals 

as classroom pedagogy.   

In the first book the authors provide the definition of a dialogue journal I used in 

this study.  The purposes they describe for engaging in dialogue journal writing in 

elementary school classrooms is the same which I used.  They call dialogue journal 

writing both a “natural, functional” (Staton et al., 1988, p. 6) writing activity and the 

embodiment of  Vygotsky’s (1962) definition of writing as thought written down. This 

supported my assertion of the utility of dialogue journals as an academic activity as well 

as the need to provide students with as much of a sense of autonomy in the activity as 

possible in order for them to write naturally for what would seem to be an unnatural 

audience.   

  Among the many topics covered by the Staton et al that helped me to place the 

activity of writing in dialogue journals within the proper research frame were the 

approach to analysis of journal entries and the coding scheme used to categorize the 
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language functions of the journals entries of both the students and their teachers.  

According to Staton et al, student perceptions of the dialogue journals “stress 

understanding and being understood, expressing personal feelings, asserting one’s rights 

(complaining), and knowing and being known by the teacher” (p. 43).   The reader will 

recognize similarities between these student perceptions as detailed by the authors and 

the themes I developed to categorize types of negotiation of authority in Chapter 5 of this 

study.   

In a later section of the book Staton (1988b, pp. 202-244)  introduces a topic of 

particular interest to my study, “interactional scaffolding” (pp. 215-217).  She uses it to 

refer to Vygotsky’s (1978) argument that the development of higher-order thinking skills 

is brought about through interaction with adults or older children.  It is one of the 

premises behind my use of writing group leaders, which will be discussed in more detail 

in the next chapter.   

I also used Staton’s description of elaboration to make clear the difference 

between elaboration and embellishment.  She discusses elaboration in terms of writing 

details that clarify by providing context.  Embellishment is adding “lots of adjectives, 

give lots of physical details, write longer sentences” (p. 279), or just writing  more. I also 

mean elaboration when I discuss the ways in which the students begin to write longer 

entries as they become more adept at manipulating the written medium.  The distinction 

is important because in the classroom I view academic progress in part as the ability to 

elaborate rather than embellish.  In class we refer to it as adding interest to our writing by 

involving the reader in our purpose.  Since I teach this as a desirable outcome outside the 
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frame of writing in the dialogue journals, if I discuss the nature of a journal entry as being 

“interesting” the reader should understand it to refer to elaboration.  As well, it can be 

assumed that if I use the term in writing in a journal entry I am also referring only to 

elaboration and not embellishment. 

In addition, Kreeft Peyton’s (1988b) discussion of the function of questioning in 

dialogue journals helped me to understand how negotiation of authority was evident 

when the students did not reply to my questions in ways that I had expected.  Questioning 

behavior in dialogue journals does not follow the classroom discourse model of question 

and answer as an “adjacency pair” (p. 163) that requires a response due to the status of 

the teacher as an authority figure.  Instead, it represents negotiation of authority in and of 

itself because it allows the student to claim the status of an authority figure simply by 

asking questions and insisting upon answers.  That negotiation also was exhibited when 

the students ignored the teacher’s questions in the dialogue journals thus denying the 

teacher their usual status as the ultimate classroom authority figure. 

Finally, Roger Shuy’s (1988a) discussion of sentence  and discourse level 

language functions served as the basis for the themes of response types that developed 

from the analysis of my data.  Of special interest to me was complaining since it was used 

to analyze frame and intent in my students’ journal entries.  How I developed my 

categories and themes from these sentence and discourse level language functions is 

discussed in greater detail in Chapters 3 and 5. 

In Dialogue Journals in the Multilingual Classroom: Building Language Fluency 

and Writing Skills Through Written Interaction, Peyton, Staton and Shuy (1993) 
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elaborate further upon the use of dialogue journals in the classroom.  They discuss ways 

in which the use of dialogue journals aid the development of language fluency and 

writing skill as it applies to second-language learners.  More importantly, they discuss 

how teachers who write in dialogue journals with their students become learners as well.  

This was important to my implications from the data in this study, particularly in relation 

to an assumption of equality of status among the correspondents in dialogue journals.  In 

fact Peyton, Staton and Shuy (1993) describe how attempts by teachers to reframe the 

activity as a type of traditional classroom discourse results in the writing taking on “the 

quality of an interview consisting of teacher questions, brief student responses, and then 

more teacher questions” (p. 193).  This supported the assertions made in this study about 

the teacher’s role in allowing the negotiation of authority to take place.   

However, everything Peyton, Staton and Shuy discuss is germane to the use of 

dialogue journals with young children.  Many of the principles apply because, for young 

children new to the school environment, acquiring written language competence is very 

much like acquiring a second language.  As Dyson’s (2003) work demonstrated young 

children, like second language learners, attempt to recontextualize their social selves 

within school academic activities in order to help them to make sense of what it is they 

are being asked to learn.  Her book and this one both demonstrate how learning is more 

active and productive when the students are allowed to influence the activity. 
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Designing teacher research and the use of ethnographic portraiture to create context 

Many works have influenced the way I designed and implemented this study.  

Among them I must list books from my classes on teacher research and the study of 

language at the University of Arizona.  The earliest works that influenced my desire to 

convert casual inquiry into formal research are Teachers as Researchers: A Yearbook of 

Reflection and Action (Short, 1993) and Creating Classrooms for Authors and Inquirers 

(Short, & Harste, 1996).  These represented my introduction to teacher research as a 

methodology.   

Confirmation and encouragement in the need to be a “kid watcher” came from 

Notes from a Kidwatcher: Selected Writings of Yetta M. Goodman (Goodman & Wilde, 

1996).  Appropriately, Valuing Language Study: Inquiry into Language for Elementary 

and Middle Schools (Goodman, 2003) helped me to understand that the ways in which I 

viewed language in the classroom could affect the quality of the learning that went on in 

my classroom.   

As well as the importance of rigorous design and valuing what one studies, the 

idea that qualitative research was not just anecdotal but a rigorous examination of events 

in cultural context was brought home for me by A Place to be Navajo: Rough Rock and 

the Struggle for Self-Determination in Indigenous Schooling (McCarty, 2002).   

When I began this study the need to create context in which to situate my analysis 

of the students’ and my own writing quickly became apparent.  Gregory Michie’s (2005, 

2009) use of ethnographic portraits to help the reader understand the context of what the 
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students and teachers are saying influenced my use of ethnographic portraits in Chapter 

four to create context for the data analysis that takes place in Chapter five. 

 

Student resistance and negotiation of authority 

Negotiation of authority similar to that in which the students in this study engaged 

was described in other studies (Britsch, 2004; Nickel, 2001; Wollman-Bonilla, 2003; 

Wollman-Bonilla & Werchadlo, 1995) dealing with children’s resistance to authority in 

school writing assignments.  While none of the studies dealt specifically with dialogue 

journals there were several that dealt with the effects of teacher actions on student 

resistance, types of resistance engaged in by students in writing assignments, and some of 

the circumstances that may explain that resistance.   

Some of the negotiation of authority by students in this study involved ways in 

which they resisted the teacher’s suggestions and directives in the dialogue journals.  Jodi 

Nickel (2001) wrote about that resistance in face-to-face writing conferences between 

herself and the first-graders in her classroom.  Her research indicated several reasons for 

this resistance.  One which she mentioned first was misunderstandings created by not 

correctly hearing what the child said in the writing conference.   She did not realize that a 

character in the child’s story was a girl and the resulting confusion lead to tension in the 

writing conference that undermined her ability to communicate effectively with the 

student about the child’s story.  She believed that this misunderstanding and others like it 

occur because the teacher doesn’t understand the child’s purpose in writing. 
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Finally Nickel (2001) discussed the way teacher questions about student writing 

can threaten ownership of the writing.   This also supported my research by pointing out 

that reluctance to answer, or giving short answers is often a form of “fending off” the 

teacher’s power-grab in the writing conference.  But her questions were also asked in 

person.  She wrote about the ways in which her students seemed to acquiesce to her 

suggestions because they felt that they had no choice.  My suggestions in the dialogue 

journals were made in writing and were easier to ignore.  But when I stepped out of the 

frame of the dialogue journals to make a teacher directive in a face-to-face encounter my 

students also felt that they had no choice but to comply. 

Susan Britsch (2004) wrote about the ways that children seize control of writing 

activities when given the opportunity.  Her study involved the examination of genre as 

response and informed my work because it described the ways in which children used 

genre to “shift the power balance away from the control of the writer” (p. 214).   

While her study involved e-mail dialogue between students and adults who were 

not teachers the similarities to this study allow me to draw support from the questions and 

conclusions raised by Britsch’s work.  For example, one of the questions that arose from 

the initial exchanges between adults and children in her study was “What kinds of 

sociocultural tools would child writers bring to the task, unforeseen by their adult 

writers?” (p. 216).  In my study the idea that children’s sociocultural tools might 

influence their writing is discussed as unwrapping their “textual toys” (Dyson, 2003, p. 

14).  It became apparent that understanding the origins of those sociocultural tools, or at 

least being aware of their existence, helped the teacher/researcher to create context for the 
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negotiation of authority that takes place within the written exchanges in the dialogue 

journals.   

Even though the adults in Britsch’s study attempted to engage in science-content 

based e-mail exchanges with the students the students evaded their control without 

straying from the purpose of the email dialogue.  They began to make up riddles for the 

science content, to demand riddles in exchange from their adult correspondents, and to 

ignore other dialogue by beginning new riddles instead.  Of particular interest to me was 

the sophisticated way in which the students in Britsch’s study were able to tell when 

questions asked by their older correspondents were attempts to redirect conversation to 

elicit information rather than simply “talk.”   

An interesting point brought out by this research was Newkirk’s (2002) assertion 

that boys engage in more aggressive narratives expressing “anger, frustration, and 

resistance” (p. 17).  In discussing this, Britsch (2004) said that “On this view, it might be 

argued that I acquiesced too much to the boys’ need to prove, to assert, to better me 

through riddling as a “combative structure for written interaction” (p. 220).  Her 

assertions about the relationship of gender to aggressive writing and resistance provide 

another frame of reference for developing clues to the types and causes of resistance 

exhibited by the students participating in this study.   

That age and ability to manipulate the written medium affect the nature of the 

students’ journal entries is the focus of a study by Julie E. Wollman-Bonilla (2003) 

entitled E-mail as Genre: A Beginning Writer Learns the Conventions  supports this 

assertion.   This study deals with Wollman-Bonilla’s examination of her six-year-old 
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daughters’ e-mail conversations with various correspondents.  What she found was that, 

while keyboarding skills and other mechanistic obstacles to writing e-mail existed for a 

six-year-old, they were insignificant obstacles to her daughter’s written conversations.  

Interest and audience awareness, as well as autonomy, were more important to the e-mail 

conversations that she engaged in.  As her competence in the use of e-mail as a genre of 

written communication grew, so did the sophistication of her writing and the connection 

to her audience.  She even began experimenting with non-standard textual conventions, 

such as BTW for “by the way,” that she did not use in her pencil and paper writing. 

Interest, audience awareness and autonomy of authorship are pivotal concepts for 

understanding the purpose and effect of the types of negotiation of authority that take 

place in my students’ dialogue journals.  In Writing for Real-World Functions and 

Audiences in Family Message journals: New Insights into Writing Instruction Wollman-

Bonilla (1999) looked at the effect of writing for a purpose outside of the classroom on 

first-graders’ development of audience awareness and their subsequent sense of control 

and engagement.  She found that creating a clearly delineated purpose for writing, along 

with explicit writing instruction, helped the students to become better, more active 

writers.   

When discussing student resistance in this study I actually examine a possible 

outcome, negotiation of authority.  That this is an outcome to be encouraged is supported 

by the research of Caroline E. McGuire and Lawrence R. Sipe (2006).  Their study dealt 

with children’s resistance to reading certain genres of literature.  They found that when 

teachers treated that resistance as the students’ legitimate rights instead of disobedience, 
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teachable moments were created that were superior to forcing the students to read things 

they did not want to read for purposes they did not understand.  For example, when a 

student resisted reading whole genres of stories they were encouraged to make 

comparisons to genres that they did like. 

The importance of recognizing and correctly interpreting resistance is supported 

in Goin' to Grandma's House: Using Instructional Conversation to Promote Literacy and 

Reduce Resistance In Minority Children (Chryst, Hudson & Reamsnyder, 1994).  In this 

study the authors cite as study by Gumperz (1981) on the effect of misinterpretation by 

white, middle class teachers of resistant statements such as “I can’t do this” and I don’t 

want to do this” that were made by African American children on the quality of 

instruction received by the African American children.  The white teachers interpreted 

them as resistance or an indication of the students’ learning difficulties.  This 

interpretation was likely to decrease teacher expectations for the students’ performance 

and invite “separation” (p. 226).  When the same statements were displayed for an 

African American audience the statements were interpreted as requests for help with the 

assignment.  

All of these studies assert that correct interpretation of resistance was one of the 

key implications made by the data.  When resistance is interpreted as an aid to thinking 

and learning it becomes a tool for deeper comprehension and engagement in learning 

activities. 

Examining the research related to issues of resistance and power in young 

children’s writing played an integral part in helping me to understand what my data were 
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telling me.  While none of the studies specifically looked at the negotiation of authority 

that takes place in young children’s dialogue journals reading them helped me to 

understand the ways in which resistance affected their learning and how context affects 

the possible reasons for that resistance.   

In the end, however, this study is about the ways in which young children, when 

allowed the opportunity to negotiate authority, seize control of and shape the assignment 

to their ends.  In that light, the research on resistance in children’s writing activities 

allows me to compare and contrast the ways in which other students in other situations 

negotiate authority to the ways in which my students did so.  This comparison improved 

the trustworthiness of this study, allowing me to make some generalizations in reporting 

my data.  Finally, because it seems to indicate that using resistance as a learning tool for 

students may improve the depth and breadth of their learning and comprehension, this 

body of work encourages further study into the relationship among resistance, negotiation 

of authority, and learning. 

 

Summary 

The review of the theoretical structure upon which this study was based began 

with the broadest theory acting as a conceptual umbrella under which all of the others 

reside.  I began with a review of constructivism, listing Piaget as its main proponent and 

describing it as a theory of learning that says that humans construct meaning from their 

previous experiences.  Bruner’s view of social constructivism explains the influences of 

the adaptations described by constructivism.  His view stresses the importance of 
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interaction to learning, an important concept when discussing dialogue journals.  Blumer 

and symbolic interactionism views peoples’ interaction with symbols and the meaning 

they make of it as being dependent upon the meanings they attach to those symbols at any 

given moment. 

Vygotsky views of mediation are significant to this study because mediation 

describes the importance of the tools and signs the children work with to the process of 

making meaning.  Bakhtin’s concept of dialogism pertains to the issues of power inherent 

in dialogue between teacher and student.  This included a definition of Bakhtin’s terms 

used by me to frame those issues of power. 

This was followed by a section in which I defined discourse analysis and 

discussed justifications and methods for engaging in textual analysis.  Goffman’s idea of 

frame analysis was one of the keys to unpacking the intents of the students’ journal 

entries. 

Teacher research as a theory focuses on the ways in which teacher research differs 

from traditional research.  Hubbard and Power (1999) label traditional, university-based 

research as the big R and teacher research as the little r.  Teacher research as critical 

action research is framed by Cochrane-Smith and Lytle’s (2009) use of the term “stance,” 

which has implications for the role of teacher research in combating intrusive, culturally 

insensitive and limiting curricula.   

Next I discussed research related to my study.  These included Deborah Tannen’s 

work in conversational analysis and repetition used to position and analyze the data in my 

study.   Dyson’s interpretation of dialogism influenced the structure of my study and the 
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way in which I analyzed my data.  I also discussed works of Staton, Shuy, Kreeft Peyton 

and others in studying the effectiveness of, and effective ways to use dialogue journals as 

tools to teach writing. 

I ended the chapter by examining other research on children’s resistance to 

authority in writing activities with adults. 

In the following chapter I will detail my research design, including the setting, 

participants and methodology and conventions used to analyze and report the data 

gleaned from studying the dialogue journals of the participants in this study. 
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CHAPTER 3 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Through more than 20 years as a classroom teacher of primary-age children in 

public school classrooms, I became interested in the effects of my students’ negotiation 

of authority in academic activities on their development of praxis and agency.  I am 

especially intrigued by the ways in which they engage in negotiation of authority and the 

ways in which I am a willing and unwilling partner in that negotiation.  Writing in 

dialogue journals has seemed to present the best opportunity to study the ways in which 

students negotiate authority with a teacher because of the nature of the activity itself.    

The important point for the purpose of this study is that the participants are free to 

bring up any topic they are comfortable with.  For many of the students, writing in their 

dialogue journals represents the first time they are free to make decisions about the work 

they produce in a school activity.  While there are limits to that freedom that I shall 

discuss later, it is the realization of that freedom, the resultant exploration of that 

freedom’s boundaries and attempts to expand those boundaries that will be explored by 

this study.  The following question frames the exploration of this idea: 

What are the ways in which young children negotiate teacher authority within the 

context of a dialogue journal?   

In describing the methodology used to develop this study I found it useful to 

divide this chapter into three sections.  The first describes the setting in which the study 

was conducted.  The second describes the data sources and the participants.  The third 

describes the ways in which the data were analyzed. 
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The Research Setting: A Small-town School 

This qualitative study took place from August of 2006 to May of 2008 in my 

primary multiage classroom in a suburban elementary school in a small city of about 

40,000 people near the Mexican border in the southwestern U. S.  The city is adjacent to 

an army base that is the primary employer and economic force for the populace.  Because 

of this physical proximity, a large percentage of the student population of the public 

school system in the city consists of the children of uniformed military personnel or the 

children of civilian employees of the army.  This makes for a racially diverse population.  

However, it is a population that is also of higher economic status than one would expect 

in a rural, borderlands area. 

The school has kindergarten through fifth grade classes.   The neighborhood 

consists of mostly middle- to upper-middle class homes.  Fewer than 22% of its students 

qualify for free or reduced lunches, thus precluding it from receiving Title 1 funding from 

the federal government.  With 552 students, it is by far the largest elementary school in 

the school district, surpassing the next largest school by over 50 students.  The population 

is 58% Caucasian, 26% Hispanic, 9% African American, 6% Asian, and less than 1% 

Native American.  At the time of this study there were at least three classes for each 

grade level, with most grades having four classes.  There were four single-age first-grade 

classes, three-single-age second-grade classes and two first/second-grade multiage 

classes.  The multiage classroom described above is in reality a dual-age classroom.  The 

students enter the class as first-graders (in our classroom they are referred to as juniors), 

at about six years of age.  They make up approximately half of the class.   
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The other half is made up of second-graders (referred to as seniors).  At the end of 

the year the seniors move on to third grade.  The juniors stay in the class for the next 

year, becoming seniors, and a new group of juniors enters the class to fill in the spots 

vacated by the departing seniors.  The school’s local school district has strict class-size 

limits that ensure that first grade is limited to no more than 23 students per class and 

second grade to no more than 24.  However, there is no policy for multiage class sizes.  

The number of juniors, or first-graders and seniors, or second-graders in the class 

depends upon the number of first and second-graders enrolled in the school.  While the 

administration does attempt to keep our junior and senior enrollment as even as possible, 

overall enrollment numbers can sometimes dictate the relative sizes of the junior and 

senior populations in our class.  This can sometimes fluctuate dramatically over the 

course of the school-year because our military population can be quite transient.  If a 

child moves he or she will be replaced by the next first or second-grader to enroll in the 

school.  

The administration tries to make our multiage class conform to our first-grade 

class-size limits, but enrollment sometimes forces them to place 24 students in the 

multiage classes. At the time of this study I had 23 students, 13 juniors and ten seniors.   

The ethnic makeup of my class was representative of the school-wide population 

with 16 Caucasian students (seven seniors and nine juniors), five Latino students (four 

seniors and one junior), and two African American students (both seniors).  Also, there 

were 11 girls (four seniors, seven juniors) and 12 boys (nine seniors, three juniors). 
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What is unique about this situation for me as a teacher and a researcher is that I 

have access to the children for two years.  This allows me to observe and interact with the 

students over a longer period of time than in a normal class.  It also allows me to develop 

relationships of greater depth than a single year student-teacher relationship.  For the 

purposes of dialogue journal writing this is important because it allows the participants to 

feel safe in exploring and expanding the boundaries of acceptable subjects in their 

journals.  It also allows us to develop a more playful, even flippant response pattern to 

each other’s journal entries.    

 

Framework for dialogue journals 

Our classroom is set up to allow for a maximum of independence and a minimum 

of time spent on logistical tasks. The children sit at tables instead of desks.  There are six 

tables with generally three or four students to each table, depending upon total class size.  

The table groups are referred to as “writing groups” and each has one student assigned as 

a writing group leader.  This is usually a responsible senior whom I appoint, though 

sometimes the role is filled by a particularly advanced junior.  In the second year of this 

study, for example, one of the writing group leaders was a junior girl.   

One of the most important factors I take into account when appointing writing 

group leaders is the student’s ability to help others while still getting their own work 

done.  While the writing group leader does not take the teacher’s place in helping 

students she/he does provide a level of support for when the teacher is busy.  Further, 

when we are doing group activities the writing group leader is trained to help organize 
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the activities, lead peer editing sessions, and settle minor questions in their group.  The 

structure of a multiage class takes advantage of the concept of legitimate peripheral 

participation.  This means community is built and classroom culture legitimized in the 

scaffolding action by the seniors on behalf of the juniors (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 

The students’ supplies such as pencils, crayons and erasers, are kept in individual 

baskets belonging to each table.  Their books, journals and personal property are kept in 

magazine boxes on a bookshelf near the coat rack.   

“Journal time,” as we refer to dialogue journal writing, takes place first thing 

every morning except for Mondays.  On Mondays I introduce new concepts for study for 

the week.  I teach a class lesson in each subject that day.  The rest of the week is devoted 

to practicing the concept and small group and individual mini-lessons or review to 

strengthen their ability to apply the concept independently.  However, the first lesson 

taught is a language lesson and is followed by a period devoted to writing in their 

dialogue journals.  This results in longer journal entries on Mondays. The lesson never 

imposes a response in the journals, but it is a lesson designed to improve their writing 

skills.   

Tuesday through Friday the students line up to enter the classroom, do their own 

attendance, hang up their personal items and get their boxes with their journals in them 

and proceed directly to their tables. At this time guided reading groups meet with me 

while the students write in their journals.  They do their journal-writing with a minimum 

of supervision from me which, I think, enhances the students’ sense of ownership of the 

activity.  Early in the year this can be difficult for the juniors because writing 
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independently is usually a new concept for them.  However, we1 teach them to use simple 

subject-predicate combinations to construct sentences they can write on their own.  We 

show them a few simple verbs such as “like,” and “want.”  Next we teach them to add “I” 

in front of the verb. Finally, we teach them that they only have to ask how to spell the 

subject in order to have constructed a sentence. Once they learn this it is a quick leap for 

most to substituting “went” for “like” or “had” for “want.”  The following is an example 

of the journal entries of one of the participants in this study, Sam, from the first three 

days of school when he was a junior.  Notice that Sam begins with a simple “I like” 

statement, but quickly adds to it on the second day.  That was slightly unusual but may 

have been because his writing group leader pushed him to add more.  Also notice that, 

while “like” was spelled on the chalkboard for the class, Sam was already confident 

enough in his understanding of how written language works to attempt to spell on his 

own.   

8/14/06 

Sam: I    lik     mistr       nicis. 
 (like) (Mister) (Nichols) 

Me:  I like Sam!  Welcome to our class, Sam.  Did you have fun? 

 
 
8/15/06 
Sam:  I lik         noljs      dcus          yestda    I got a new nejs 
 (like) (ninjas) (because) (yesterday)              (ninjas) 

Me:  You did?  Do you play with it? 

Sam: No 

 

                                                 
1 I use the word “we” here because the seniors, and especially the writing group leaders, are active 
participants in the teaching process.  I do very little writing instruction without their help with the process. 
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8/16/06 
Sam:  I  lic the zoz    dcus         theres      muces. 
 (like)   (zoo) (because) (there’s) (monkeys) 

Me:  I like it too. 

 
Another thing most students must be taught to do is to read and answer my 

responses.  Notice that Sam answered my question on 8/10/06.  That is because the class 

as a whole was instructed to read what I had written to them and then respond before 

beginning a new topic.  For most of the juniors this is the most difficult part of the 

process simply because they cannot read well enough to respond to me without help from 

someone in their writing group.  In fact, Sam did not respond to something I had written 

again until 9/29/06, nearly a month later, when he could read enough of it to be curious 

about what I had written. 

In addition to having a regular time for writing in their dialogue journals, the 

children are organized into groups that determine when they should turn them in so I can 

read and respond to them.  I divide the journals into two groups determined by the color 

of their journals.  The colors of the journals change each year.   For this class the 

participants’ junior year journals’ colors were red and green, and in their senior year they 

were blue and yellow.  The division is done randomly and the only factors I attempt to 

control are to try to keep the gender and grade levels evenly divided between the groups.  

I don’t want the students to think of a green journal as a senior journal or a red journal as 

a girl’s journal. 

    The green journals were turned in every Monday and Wednesday.  The red 

journals were turned in every Tuesday and Thursday.  In their senior year the blue 
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journals were turned in on Monday and Wednesday and the yellow journals were turned 

in on Tuesday and Thursday.  Friday was a free day on which everyone could turn in her 

or his journal if they wanted to.   

By dividing the journals into two groups I am able to devote more time and 

attention to reading and answering them.  I only have to read and answer 11 or 12 every 

evening instead of 23 or 24.   On Fridays most of the children turn their journals in, but I 

have all weekend to answer them.  In addition, all students are reminded every day that 

they may turn their journals in any day if they feel that they want me to read and respond 

to what they wrote right away. 

The participants 

In choosing the participants for this study I used four criteria.  First was the 

willingness of the student to participate in the study.  Along with that I needed to take 

into account the willingness of the students’ parents to allow them to participate in the 

study.   

Second, I needed the students to be seniors because I wanted to study their journal 

activity over their entire two years in our class.  Because of this I also needed to choose 

students who had been in the class the entire, or nearly the entire two years.  I was careful 

to choose students whose parents could assure me they would not be moving before the 

school year ended. 

Third, I wanted the genders to be equally represented in the study.  For that reason 

I chose two boys and two girls.  Ethnicity was not as important a factor in my final choice 

because I was looking for seniors only and the majority of my seniors were Caucasian.  
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However, as it turned out the two female participants are African American and the two 

male participants are Caucasian. 

Fourth, I was looking for participants whose journal entries were germane to the 

purposes of the study.  What I found particularly pleasing about the journal entries of my 

final choices was that they all showed a pattern of negotiation of authority, but each had 

their own individual styles for doing so. 

The male participants varied the most in academic ability.  Sam was the youngest 

participant and the youngest in his family by a wide margin.  His next oldest sibling, a 

girl who was also in my class six years ago, is now in middle school.  Sam had difficulty 

adjusting to school as a first-grader.  He cried nearly every morning to some degree after 

his mother left him at school.  Even as a senior he would sometimes cry in the mornings, 

though he always dismissed it as being the result of being “tired.”  He was very nervous 

of any perceived criticism and I would always have to be very careful of how I phrased 

any critique of his work.  He also struggled with learning to read and was barely at grade-

level on state performance tests at the end of the second grade.  Despite this he developed 

into an excellent student in that he was willing to take chances and always showed a 

desire to learn.  He was also a very kind child and well liked by his peers.  Sam had a red 

journal as a junior and a blue journal as a senior. 

Dorian, the other male participant, was the only participant to have transferred 

into the class from another school.  However, I still chose him as a participant because 

even though he entered the class in October of his junior year I felt that his journal entries 

were of enough interest to merit inclusion in the study.  Dorian often had trouble getting 
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his work done on time, one of the reasons his mother gave for transferring him from a 

local charter school to our school.  She felt that the teacher there did not have the 

experience needed to handle him and that he was falling behind.  However, Dorian was 

never a problem student and was a bright and energetic learner.  He was also resistant to 

conventions, as can be witnessed by his spelling in his journal, which became a source of 

contention between him and me.  Dorian had a red journal as a junior and a blue journal 

as a senior. 

Claire is one of the funniest students I have ever had.  Her irreverence and sense 

of fun was often a source of concern for her parents and, I confess, sometimes for me.  

But it made her one of the most interesting students I have ever had and perfect for this 

study.  For example, when told she could choose a pseudonym for herself in this study 

she thought about it for a week.  Then she came up with “Platinum Z.”  We argued off 

and on about that name for a month.  I told her that this was a serious study and that if I 

had to refer to Platinum Z it would sound silly, but she was adamant.  I finally told her 

that I just didn’t feel like writing such a long name over and over and she said that she 

could relate.  So she settled for Claire.  Claire had a red journal as a junior and a yellow 

journal as a senior. 

Beth is one of the toughest-minded students I have ever had.  Her insistence upon 

being taken seriously as a person began early in her junior year and grew stronger all the 

time.  While she was not a writing group leader as a senior, she soon swept her leader 

aside and took over the group.  The old leader acquiesced to this usurpation and though 

he remained the leader in name Beth was the power behind the throne.  What was most 
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satisfying about having her as a student was watching that leadership ability develop 

from a bullying manner as a junior to a calm confidence in her abilities as a senior.  She 

had presence and the other children listened to her as a matter of course by her second 

year.  Beth had a green journal as a junior and a blue journal as a senior. 

 

Research Design 

This is a multi-case study using the principles of teacher research.  Teacher 

research is an offshoot of action research, which is research that practitioners in any field 

can do to improve their knowledge of the environments in which they practice their 

profession.  Teacher research has been around for about 50 years now.  But for most of 

that time teachers and their classrooms have been the objects of research while teachers' 

knowledge and thinking have not been recognized as “critical components in teaching” 

(Cochran-Smith, Marilyn  & Lytle, 1993).  However, many of the issues that divide 

teacher research from university-based qualitative research are being resolved by the 

sheer amount and rigorous nature of current teacher research.  The forms of 

documentation by teacher researchers have come to resemble the forms used by 

university researchers, such as “the standard forms of interpretive research. Field notes 

about classroom interactions, interviews with students and teachers, and classroom 

documents (e.g., students' writing and drawing, test scores, and teachers' plans and 

handouts) are commonly collected by teacher researchers” (Cochran-Smith, Marilyn  & 

Lytle, 1993, pp. 17-18) .  
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Teacher research may be said to have a different purpose from university-based 

research, while maintaining its scientific rigueur.  Teacher research is defined as, 

“systematic and intentional inquiry carried out by teachers” (Cochran-Smith, Marilyn  & 

Lytle, 1993, p. 7).  Its purpose is not to make generalizations about teaching theory and 

practice but to help teachers examine, reflect on and understand questions they have 

about things that happen within their own classrooms. While it may be “self-evident that 

research questions in teacher research emanate from the day-to-day experiences of 

teachers themselves” (Cochran-Smith, Marilyn  & Lytle, 1993, p. 14), it is important to 

note that rather than being based upon theoretical and empirical literature, teacher 

research questions tend to be based upon  observed “discrepancies between what is 

intended and what occurs” (Cochran-Smith, Marilyn  & Lytle, 1993, p. 14).  

McCarty (1997) notes that praxis, which she defines as “the dynamic interplay 

between reflection and action” (p. 227) is the heart of teacher research.  In my case, I am 

at the beginning stage of a search for ways in which teachers can be made aware of the 

role that their student’s negotiation of authority plays in their willingness to learn.  It may 

be a way in which students develop praxis while exploring their place within the culture 

of schools.   

This is a qualitative multi-case study.  A multi-case study is used when the same 

study contains multiple cases.  For example, when one wishes to study the effectiveness 

of school innovations occurring independently at different sites, “each site may be the 

subject of an individual case study, and the study as a whole would have used a multiple-

case design” (Yin, 1989, p. 52).  This study examines the journal entries of four student 
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participants engaged in the same activity.  As each student represents a single case within 

the same program or activity together they are a multi-case study.  Multi-case studies 

have distinct advantages over single-case studies in that the evidence from multiple cases 

represents replication of data and is often considered to be more robust (Yin, 1989).   

This study does not focus on dialogue journal writing as a literacy activity, but 

follows a “replication not a sampling logic” (Yin, 1989, p. 59).  Replication logic calls 

for results to either match those predicted (literal replication) or be contrary to those 

predicted (theoretical replication).   

 

Data Collection 

Yin (1989) describes six sources of evidence that can be the focus of data 

collection for case studies.  They are: 1) documentation, 2) archival records, 3) 

interviews, 4) direct observations, 5) participant observations, and 6) physical artifacts (p. 

85).  I primarily used participant observation and physical artifacts.  One of the 

characteristics of teacher research is that the teacher is a participant in the process being 

studied.  As I am a participant in the dialogue journal writing process I cannot escape the 

role of participant observer in this study.  However, being a participant observer has 

distinct advantages over other methods of data collection.  The greatest opportunity 

presented by the participant observer role is the ability to gain access to groups which 

would normally be cut off from scientific study.  Another opportunity is the ability to 

gain an insider perspective on the case study.  As a participant, my views of events in the 

case study are the views and attitudes of an insider.   
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There are also disadvantages to being a participant observer.  It is possible to lose 

one’s objectivity in the study.  One may come to identify with and become a “supporter 

of the group or organization being studied” (Yin, 1989, p. 93).  In fact, consciousness of 

my role and the very existence of this study led me to self-edit my responses to the 

student’s journal entries early in the year.  I had to make an effort to forget that the study 

existed in order to make my responses more natural.  I also had difficulty initiating 

written conversations in the journal early in the year.  I tried to appear more serious than I 

really am.  Again, as the year progressed the conversations that I initiated became more 

natural. 

Though I gathered a single type of data for analysis multiple data sources were 

used within the activity of dialogue journal writing. Other documents, such as dates in 

journal entries were cross referenced with the school calendar, holiday dates, student 

attendance etc., to enable me to place the journal entries in their historical context.  I also 

used direct observations  to describe conditions at the site at the time of the journal entry 

as well to help place the entries in historical context.  These archival sources and direct 

observations were recorded in a teaching journal. 

Physical artifacts 

The physical artifacts consist of the dialogue journal entries of four senior 

students.  These journal entries are artifacts created as a normal class activity and have 

never been collected for the purpose of conducting research.  All students in the class 

write in their dialogue journals every day.   
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One of my reasons for collecting and analyzing the dialogue journal writings of 

my students is that they are created in an atmosphere of relative isolation.  So much of 

what children say and do in school is done in “plain sight.”  That is, it is a public 

performance.  Reading, writing for the class, participating in lessons and even “show and 

tell” all involve public performances.  They require a certain adherence to rules created 

not only by the teacher but the performers as well.  That the students create rules may be 

an act of negotiation.  Mechling (1986) says that, “Children are an underclass in most 

societies, including our own. But unlike racial, ethnic, gender, and other underclasses in 

American society, children as a group are perpetually in the one-down relation to adults. 

To be antithetical is to be posed against an official order of meanings, uses, and 

processes” (p. 97).   

So while children’s public performances are something I hope to explore 

someday, they take place in plain sight.  Foucault ([1975] 1977) says “visibility is a trap” 

(p. 200).  It is through this visibility that modern society exercises its controlling systems 

of power and knowledge.  Increasing visibility, as in these public performances in class, 

leads to power being concentrated in the hands of a narrower group of people.  In a 

classroom, that means the teacher.    

Foucault ([1975] 1977) calls schools a part of the "carceral continuum" (p. 303) 

because they have the “singular power to punish” (p. 302).  He says that every institution 

that controls someone’s movements, and everyone in authority in those institutions, 

including teachers, are purveyors and enforcers of society’s rules.  Foucault used the 

example of Jeremy Bentham’s Panopticon, a social institution whose purpose was to 
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allow surveillance to control behavior.  It became the model for late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century prison design because it allowed one guard to watch many prisoners at 

the same time.  If modern society has become an example of a Panopticon, then all forms 

of utterances in a classroom are altered by the existence of the watchful eye of the 

teacher.  In order to be a truly hermeneutic study, I must examine writings meant to be an 

act of communication between the students and myself.  This makes me a participant in 

the act and may mitigate my role as a supervisor.    

In coding my data I used information-oriented sampling, rather than random 

sampling.  This is because the random sample is not always the sample richest in 

information (Flyvbjerg, 2006).  Information-oriented sampling allows the researcher to 

choose data that inform or potentially inform the study rather than sifting through random 

data in the hopes of finding samples of significance to the researcher’s purpose.  I 

collected and analyzed new data in the form of these journal entries over the course of the 

fall of the 2007-2008 academic year.  In addition, I collected and analyzed the data from 

the same students’ journal entries from their junior or first-grade year, 2006-2007.   The 

entries were coded based upon ways in which they pertained to issues relating to 

negotiation of authority. This was justified because, “when seeking interpretive data, we 

make individual observations or find episodes giving insight into our main issues” (Stake, 

2004, p. 108). 

Participant observation 

The main data for my role as participant observer are my own entries in the 

participants’ dialogue journals.  I wrote to them every other day, though I often 
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responded to both days’ entries.  Sometimes my entries are brief, sometimes funny and 

sometimes perhaps a little nagging.   I always had to keep in mind my role as the teacher 

so that I was not always free to say what I wanted.  Instead I had to remain conscious of 

my responsibility to help guide the students’ progress as well as maintain a dialogue with 

them.  It is their resistance to my attempts to control the activity that produces some of 

our most interesting exchanges. 

The teacher journal 

The archival records and other documentation, especially direct observation, are 

contained in my teacher journal.  I began keeping a teacher journal after taking the 

Southern Arizona Writing Project in the summer of 1994.  I used them to record 

memories of the school year and especially areas in which I thought that I could improve 

my teaching.  I have kept one, in varying forms, ever since.  For this reason I do have a 

teacher journal that covers the 2006-2007 school year, though as it was not intended to 

aid in a research study it is not as complete as I would have hoped.   

The teacher journal I have for the 2007-2008 school year provides a link between 

archival records and other documentation, such as holiday dates and school events, and 

the entries made by the students and me on particular dates.  It also contains my thoughts 

about student entries that I recorded on the day that the student entered them in their 

journal.  This helps to provide evidence to back up my interpretation of the intent behind 

certain student entries.   

In 2007-2008 during the second year of this study, after reading and then writing 

in the students’ dialogue journals, usually after school every day, I wrote notes in my 
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teacher journal.  These usually consisted of observations that provided context for the 

students’ or my own entries.  These included my impressions of the students’ behavior 

that day, reasons why I made certain entries and historical context for the conversational 

threads, the written conversations that took place in the dialogue journals with a clear 

beginning and ending, occurring in the journals on particular dates.  However, they did 

not always include every one of those types of observations.   

Instead, historical context was only provided at the beginning of a conversational 

thread.  Impressions of the students’ behavior or emotional state were only provided 

when I believed, or had direct knowledge that they were significant to the type of entry 

made by the student.  Any other links were only provided when I thought they might be 

significant as well.  Dates were always recorded so they could be cross-referenced with 

the school calendar.   

 

Data Analysis 

I began analyzing data at a basic level the first time that I wrote in my teacher 

journal.  I was attempting to find significance for each student journal entry as well as 

patterns of response in my own entries.  I was also trying to find significance in the 

historical context of each of their entries as well as my own.  In reflecting upon each day 

I tried to catalogue minutia that would help to shed light upon the students’ reasons for 

the entries they made. 

However, it was not until the end of the school year when I was able to sit down 

and code the journal data that I noticed a trend in their types of entries that superseded the 
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influences of both the relative literacy level of each student at any given time and the 

historical context in which each entry was made.  This corresponds to the constant 

comparative analysis method described by Glaser and Strauss (1967).  In this method 

data collection is the first step.  The data are then coded according to codes which arise 

from the data.  The codes are grouped into similar concepts which are in turn categorized.  

These categories become the basis for analyzing the data.  Through repeated readings of 

the data (the dialogue journals), I developed a group of categories into which nearly 

every entry, including my own, fit.  The first code that I used was to organize the data 

into conversational threads.  These were written conversations in the dialogue journals 

for which I could identify a clear beginning, conclusion and provenance.  By provenance 

I mean that I could identify the origins of the thread and place it within a historical 

context.    

Next I began to look for trends in the conversational threads.  The first trend that I 

noticed was that the threads tended to vary in theme based upon whether they were 

information-seeking or information-providing.  Of further interest was that the more 

complex threads, which I later identified as being more aggressive or assertive forms of 

negotiation of authority, tended to consist of both information-seeking and information-

providing entries by the participants including me.  From these themes or concepts I 

developed categories that were used to analyze the data.  The five categories or themes I 

used to analyze the data were: 

1. Who am I? 

2. Who are you? 



 78

3. How do we relate? 

4. Information 

5. Breaking Rules 

In addition, each theme has a subset of themes.  In “Who am I?” they are: 

• What I like. 

• What I don’t like. 

• What I do. 

• What I’d like to do. 

• What I have. 

• What my family does. 

In “Who are You?” They are: 

• What do you like? 

• What don’t you like? 

• What do you have? 

• What do you like to do? 

• What don’t you like to do? 

• Who is your family? 

• Why? 

“How do we relate,” “Information, and “Breaking rules” contain all of the subsets 

listed above.  In fact, they may be said to be descriptors of some of the subsets.  By 

adding them to each subset they describe the personal, and therefore more trusting, even 
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conspiratorial nature of the entries.   However, I chose them as separate subsets because 

they are often signals for a change in the intensity of a theme or thread. 

These themes and their varying subsets can be said to correspond roughly to 15 

sentence level language functions developed by Shuy (1988b, pp. 110-111).  They are: 

1. Reporting opinions 

2. Reporting personal facts 

3. Reporting general facts 

4. Responding to questions 

5. Predicting future events 

6. Complaining 

7. Giving directives 

8. Apologizing 

9. Thanking 

10. Evaluating 

11. Offering 

12. Promising 

13. Asking information questions 

14. Asking procedure questions 

15. Asking opinion questions 

 

For these student/participants, questions make up a large part of their discourse, or 

at least are used to begin many of the conversational threads.  The first three of my 
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themes correspond to Shuy’s functions 13, 14 and 15.  However the other themes and 

their subsets are more difficult to place and, as will be seen, can be categorized at varying 

times as any of several of Shuy’s language functions. 

The research question addressed by this study is, “What are the ways in which 

young children negotiate teacher authority within the context of a dialogue journal?”  

With that in mind I have attempted to relate the above themes to negotiation of authority 

by the participants.  I used those themes to help me organize the data into three types of 

negotiation of authority: 

1. Resistance 

2. Familiarity 

3. Exploration of boundaries  

These negotiation types represent the different ways in which the students engage 

in exploration and negotiation of the boundaries of authority within the context of 

dialogue journals.  Each time they retreat to the safety of the more innocuous types of 

entries it is after they have explored the outer edges of what they perceive as acceptable 

behavior.   

I found the role of my own entries to be less significant to the negotiation process 

than I had originally believed.  They were more of a marker of the students’ relative 

boldness, for lack of a better term, in negotiating authority than a guide for what was and 

was not an acceptable entry.  However there was a certain amount of significance in the 

ways in which I answered their entries that encouraged them to continue writing in the 

same vein. 
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Finally, I found that the themes tended to intermix as the entries approached the 

boundaries of authority.  As the themes became more intermixed, the entries became 

more complex and could cross over into other themes.  When I began analyzing the data I 

assumed that many of the entries would exemplify the students’ natural tendency towards 

conformity.  What I found was very different.  The entries must be taken as a whole and 

represent a journey along the path of negotiation of authority.  The entries express 

negotiation in different ways and to different degrees but all are parts of a process that 

begins with learning to write and ends with authoring themselves. 

The work of Deborah Tannen (2005, 2007) in conversational analysis, repetition 

and imagery is appropriate for understanding the nature of the dialogue taking place in 

these journals. In addition, Ann Haas Dyson’s (2003) exploration of the ways in which 

children reconcile their social experiences to the requirements of school culture was an 

invaluable aid to me in interpreting my students’ dialogue journal entries within the 

framework of the appropriate literature.  

Organizing the Data 

  I organized and report the data around each participant.  Each student’s entries 

are analyzed in turn in an individual section of Chapter four.  They begin with the start of 

their junior (first grade) year and continue through the end of their senior (second grade) 

year.    This chapter consists of ethnographic portraits of the students as correspondents in 

a written dialogue.  These ethnographic portraits act as a sort of “snapshot” of the 

participants in the milieu of the act of engaging in a written conversation with me in their 

dialogue journals.  That milieu includes not only the setting in which the writing took 



 82

place and the individual conversational styles developed by the students, but their 

relationships with me both as their teacher and as their correspondent in their dialogue as 

well.  Thus the ethnographic portraits are used to create context in which to place the 

various written utterances made by both the children and I.  The context created by the 

use of ethnographic portraiture also gave me a reliable basis for developing the themes 

used to organize and analyze the data. 

These ethnographic portraits were created by exploring the relationship that 

developed between the students and me by examining our dialogue journal entries over 

the course of the entire two-year period they were with me. It is divided into sections 

based upon the year (junior and senior), and the children’s evolving communicative 

practices.  I use that data to set the stage for the next chapter, chapter five, in which I 

examine the students’ entries as communicative events related to the three types of 

negotiation of authority described above. 

Finally, my role as the teacher and a participant observer is discussed.  I examine 

the ways in which my directions, established routines, support, answers or lack of 

answers affect the student’s ability and willingness to negotiate authority.   

 

Protocols for Transcribing Journal Entries 

Because of differing ability levels in manipulating written conventions such as 

spelling, grammar and punctuation, transcribing the journal entries exactly as written 

makes them very difficult to read.  Providing a simultaneous translation is helpful but can 

make reading of the children’s journal entries confusing and tedious.  Because of this I 
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have taken the liberty of translating most of the entries into a more standard version of 

English than the children normally use.   

For example the following early first grade journal entry by Beth appears in the 

next chapter. 

 

(8/10/06) 
  Beth:   I LiKe spend Time with mom. 
            I wit To The zoo            
         I wit to the cove 
     
  

In the first line the word “like” is written with some capital letters, as is “time” 

because Beth wrote them that way.  The first line also appears to be missing the word 

“to” between like and spend.  However it is possible that she meant to write “spending” 

instead of “to spend.”  Also, “mom” could be missing a capital letter or the word “my” in 

front of it, which would no longer make it a proper noun.  Thus that line could have been 

translated as: 

 

I like to spend time with Mom. 

Or 

I like to spend time with my mom. 

Or 

I like spending time with Mom. 

Or even 

I like spending time with my mom. 
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Any of those translations would have conveyed the meaning that Beth intended. I 

can infer her meaning from the other lines since they also seem to have no obscured 

meaning despite the use of nonstandard spelling.   

In all of the transcriptions of the children’s journal entries I translate them in a 

way which I feel reflects the child’s intent.  This is not just based upon educated guesses 

of what the child could have meant by what they wrote.  It is also based upon my years of 

experience with reading first- and second-graders’ writing.  I have gained a familiarity 

with the types of textual miscues they make and have been able to find some patterns that 

can be relied on.  For example, “wit” almost always means “went.”  The context of the 

sentence will confirm my inference.   

However, there are times when the child’s unconventional spelling coupled with 

grammatical mistakes makes it difficult for me to decipher their meaning.  In these cases 

I transcribe the actual journal entry and give my best guess as to its meaning.  In the 

following example one can see that Dorian’s writing is often difficult to decipher.  Keep 

in mind too that his handwriting can make it difficult to tell what letters he is using to 

spell the words as well. 

 

12/6/06 
 Dorian:  Wall wie Alix is ta solol wall (Dorian) is ta hom jack is ta  

    his mom. 
 

I interpret this as:  
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   Well, while Alex is at school while Dorian is at home Jack  

    is at his mom’s. 

 

Figure 3:1 Dorian's Handwriting 
Also, when my inability to translate the child’s spelling or grammar (either caused 

by the difficulty of reading the words or my carelessness in reading the words) leads to 

misunderstandings in my or the child’s responses I transcribe the original entry in this 

paper along with an explanation of the misunderstanding and its results.   

For example: 

 

(8/11/06) 
Beth:   I LiCK Amazon at The   zoo 

             (I like the  Amazon at the zoo.)     

    I LiCK JaGuar 

          (I like jaguars.) 

Me:    I do too.  That is a good book! 

 

I mistranslated this entry and a detailed explanation follows in the next chapter.  

Briefly, she was talking about Reid Park Zoo in Tucson and I thought she meant a book 

in our class called The Amazon Alphabet. 

(Dorian) 
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Finally, when the children’s misspellings cause me to make either “teacher 

urgings” or teasing comments I will transcribe the misspelling to aid the reader in 

understanding the interaction taking place. 

If the children’s journal entries mention another student/participant in this study 

by name, I substitute the child’s pseudonym in parenthesis.  All other children’s names 

mentioned in the students’ journal entries are simply changed by me without notation 

 

Summary 

My interest in this study grew out of earlier teacher research I had conducted for 

classes at the University of Arizona.   I observed what I believed to be a link between 

students’ literacy development and their willingness to negotiate authority. 

As a teacher researcher I have used an embedded, qualitative multi-case study to 

explore the following research question: What are the ways in which young children 

negotiate teacher authority within the context of a dialogue journal?   The setting for the 

research study was my own first and second-grade multiage classroom.  The participants 

were four of my second-grade students, two boys and two girls.  I acted as a participant-

observer.  The data for the study included two years of daily participant entries in 

dialogue journals, as well as documentation kept in a teacher journal.  

I developed themes in which to organize and analyze the data using the constant 

comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  The data, when organized in this manner, 

addressed the research question.  In the following chapters I report the data in more detail 

and draw conclusions from that data. 
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CHAPTER 4 EXPLORING THE STUDENT/TEACHER RELATIONSHIP  

The affective quality that perhaps best expresses what both teachers and students 
need is what Stone (Forman et al., 1993 p. 16) calls "mutual trust"- trust by 
teachers and students in each other. Parents don't have to worry so much about 
establishing trust-it is inherent in the parent-child relationship; but teachers can't 
assume it.  (Cazden, 2001, p. 78) 

 

In this chapter I use the students’ dialogue journal entries and my responses to 

paint an ethnographic portrait of the relationship between the children and me as their 

teacher and journal correspondent.  Students reveal many facets of their relationship and 

attitude to school and home life in their dialogue journals.  Their journal entries may 

cover a range from simply completing the activity (journaling) as though it were any 

other assignment to engaging in a genuine written conversation with me as their dialogue 

journal partner.  The entries can be simple statements of what they like, or have or want 

or they can rise to the level of interrogations that demand personal information from their 

correspondent.  Staton (1988d) asserts that, “Like other communicative events, the 

communication which occurs in dialogue journals is determined by the particular setting 

and by the social roles of the participants” (p. 33).  

However, the threads of the entries can evolve into real conversations that often 

require both parties to assume a stance of genuine equality, eliminating, if only briefly, 

the difference in status between teacher and student.  For the student this involves a 

conscious assertion of self in order to attain equal status with her/his teacher; for the 

teacher this involves more than just letting the student assert herself or himself.  It 

requires of the teacher the ability to let such assertions pass unnoticed and uncommented 
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upon, for if the student is to assume that such an assertion of self is socially acceptable 

then the teacher must not seem to be “approving” of the change in status.   

The journal entries of the children are considered as being representative of 

developing conversational style.  Strictly speaking, style, and an awareness of style, takes 

place in oral conversations and is cued by syntax, inflection, speed of speech and other 

linguistic styles that indicate to the conversants markers of origin, politeness, hostility 

and even relative social status.  As defined by Ervin-Tripp (1972) style is “the co-

occurrent changes at various levels of linguistic structure within one language” (p. 235).  

Co-occurrent is the operative term here in that it denotes a need for immediate 

interpretation of utterances and formulation of response.   

However,  Kreeft Peyton (1988a) points out, “other scholars (Scollon & Scollon, 

1980; Tannen, 1982a, 1982b) argue that the key feature differentiating spoken and 

written language is not, in fact, the mode of expression (speaking or writing), but rather 

the presence or absence of an audience and the degree of negotiation and involvement 

with the audience that occurs” (p. 89).  

In essence writing is the act of creating a language utterance that makes sense and 

is appropriate without benefit of audience interaction.  That is why the acquisition of 

written language competency is often viewed as being more difficult than oral language 

acquisition. Schieffelin’s (1990) research among the Kahili of Papua New Guinea 

showed that children learn social knowledge simultaneously with language structure. “As 

she puts it, they simultaneously learn what to say, how to say it, and how to feel about it, 

which is entailed inevitably in the way to say it” (Tannen, 2005 p. 16). 
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When writing the lack of an audience makes determining style a more difficult 

proposition.  Often children learn what is appropriate from models.  They write in 

structured format that is little more than response to formulaic enquiries.  As they 

progress to writing in essay form they must make intuitive leaps from structured 

assignments to “creative” writing.  Learning what is appropriate for these types of writing 

is not intuitive at all, as evidenced by the numbers of children who do poorly on writing 

assignments on state tests.  In the fall of 2006 only 61% of Arizona high school eleventh-

graders met state standards in writing as measured by the Arizona Instrument to Measure 

Standards test.  Perhaps more telling was that only 9% were listed as “excelling,” the top 

grade on the test (Arizona Department of Education, 2009).  

But as Kreeft Peyton (1988a) points out, writing in a dialogue journal is “one 

powerful means of bridging the gap between the oral language competence that students 

already possess and the competence necessary for writing extended prose unassisted, and 

thus an effective way to prepare children or adults for literacy” (p. 91). 

This chapter focuses on the development of written language competence for each 

of the student participants and paints an ethnographic portrait of each child’s relationship 

with school, literacy and me.  Their growing competence is described not only in terms of 

their ability to communicate ideas that are appropriate for their audience, though that will 

be evident as I chronologically explore their entries, but also in terms of their attempts to 

determine what is appropriate to write about in their journals.   

This chapter is organized around a chronological perusal of each student’s junior 

or first-grade journal, through their senior or second-grade journal, looking at them 
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individually within the framework of how they learn to manipulate and navigate the 

“cultural and symbolic forms, including written language and disciplinary taxonomies 

and genres, that help children gain distance from, differentiate, and recontextualize their 

everyday experiences within the academic discourses and practices of school” (Dyson, 

2003, p. 14).  However, the main purpose is to give the reader a feeling for the repartee 

that goes on in the dialogue journals as well as to set the stage for the following chapter 

in which the dialogue journals will be examined for ways in which the children negotiate 

teacher authority in their dialogue journals as well as for evidence of praxis.   

This chapter demonstrates how each child’s writing develops at a different pace 

and each seems to have her/his own purpose for writing what they do.  And while they all 

develop a unique relationship with me it is always most successful when the students and 

I assume the stance of equals.   

This chapter also serves to familiarize the reader with the patterns of discourse 

that develop in each participant’s journal entries.  By becoming familiar with the child’s 

relationship with her/his audience one can feel more confident about the inferences made 

when analyzing specific journal entries later. 

Finally, there will be no attempt to make evaluative judgments about student 

writing ability except in how it affects their ability to influence the conversation.   

 

Textual Toys 

Textual toys is a term used by Anne Haas Dyson (2003) to describe Bakhtin’s 

(1981) concept of dialogism as it applies to how children learn to write.  She describes it 
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as linking “textual practices from different social worlds” (p. 17).  Bakhtin situates 

children on a “landscape of interrelated voices” (Dyson, 2003 p. 12).  For this study that 

landscape is simplified into what is and is not socially acceptable.  In turn, what is 

acceptable in school is governed by a seemingly rigid hierarchy of power that determines 

when and what children must produce in the way of a recontextualization of that 

landscape of voices.   

Writing in a dialogue journal does not free students to choose when they will 

produce written work; they must produce it at “journal time.”  Strictly speaking journal 

time does not give them freedom to produce whatever they want from the reconstitution 

of their social inputs, but does allow them more freedom than is typical of a school 

writing assignment.  It is in this limited choice that the reader will see the child articulate 

her/his “possible selves” (Dyson, 2003 p. 13) through the act of writing in a dialogue 

journal.  In this section the reader is able to witness the participants’ unwrapping of their 

textual toys. 

 

Evolving Communicative Practices: Beth 

Beth was a self-assured, assertive student right from the beginning of first grade.  

Her assertiveness often caused her to have problems socially with the other children.  

However, she had no trouble developing a sense of style in her dialogue journal.  On the 

first day in which we wrote in our dialogue journals2 Beth wrote: 

                                                 
2 Our first day of school was Tuesday, August 8, 2006.  We did not write in our journals until the next day, 
Wednesday, August 9, 2006. 
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8/9/06 
 Beth:   I am smart.  

 I went to the Cove.3 
  

 

Looking for an audience: Beth in first grade 

The above entry is in many ways a typical first entry for a first-grader or junior, 

writing in a dialogue journal.  It is a simple act of communication, telling us something 

about the writer, (she is smart), and something she did (went to the Cove).  This starting 

point is shaped by two important forces in a child’s life.  The first is that they lack the 

literary tools necessary to dive right into written communication.  In this instance, and 

because it is such a common entry point for beginning writers, one can consider it to be 

an initial exploration of appropriateness in the sense of style (Tannen, 2005), and of their 

position on the social landscape (Dyson, 2003).  The exact form of this exploration is 

however affected by the directions I give for writing in a journal when one does not know 

how to write.  I have developed these directions over the years that I have taught in a 

multiage classroom.  They are based upon expediency in that they allow the students to 

become independent writers very quickly.  But they are also based upon the amount of 

help the new students will get from the older students.   

My directions for writing in the journals are specifically to say something about 

you, then to say something you like or did or want to do.  I show them how to use the 

verb “to be,” in conjunction with a simple pronoun as a marker, such as “I,” to tell me 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
 
3 The Cove is the public swimming pool in this town.   
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something about them.  This teaches them to instantly become independent writers.  I 

then ask them to use another simple verb such as “like, want or did,” to extend their 

writing.  We refer to it in class as adding interest to their writing.  This allows them to use 

a simple sentence structure to create a communicative act, and to do so independently.  

Such directions are necessary not because the student lacks the ability to develop 

awareness of the rules of style necessary to communicate with the audience to whom they 

write.  Instead, it is because they have no experience with writing for an audience that 

they need some instruction in adding interest to their writing.   

As will be seen, after I write back to the student they quickly become aware that 

they have an audience.  The degree with which they desire to communicate with that 

audience tends to dictate their enthusiasm for writing in their journals.  For the 

participants in this study the sudden ability to communicate in writing sent an almost 

electric thrill coursing through their minds.  The idea that they are able to write to 

someone and receive a written answer in return opened the door to the creation of a 

different level of relationship with their correspondent than their status as a child would 

normally allow.  That is not to say that what I wrote back to them was important in and of 

itself.  At first I simply answered them and tried to comment on what they wrote in a way 

that let them know that I had read their entry.  My response to the above entry was: 

 You look smart.  I have been to the Cove too.   
 Welcome to our class! 

 
However, after reading what I wrote (I know she read it because she had to ask 

another student for help with the words), her next entry had nothing to do with what I had 

written. 
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8/01 
 (8/10/06) 
  Beth:   I like to spend time with Mom. 
         I went to the zoo. 
         I went to the Cove.        

Me:    I like the zoo.  Maybe we will go there this year. 

 

Again, I try to respond in a way that lets the students know that I have read what 

they wrote.  This time, with my “maybe” statement, I have tried to leave the door open to 

a response to my statement.  Unfortunately I don’t always recognize a response when I 

get one.   

In this case, Beth had been reading a book called Amazon Alphabet.  I knew this 

because at our silent reading time I helped her with some of the animal names.  This 

affected how I interpreted what she wrote back to me in her journal that day.   

8/11 
(8/11/06) 

Beth:   I LiCK Amazon at The   zoo 
             (I like the Amazon at the zoo.)     

    I LiCK JaGuar 
          (I like jaguars.) 

Me:    I do too.  That is a good book! 

 

It was only after reading this the following Monday (the 11th was a Friday), that I 

realized that she actually had answered me.  She had been referring to the Reid Park zoo 

in Tucson.  They have an Amazon section with a pair of jaguars in it.  I wrote in my 

teacher journal for that date that I was so used to the children ignoring what I wrote to 

them at the beginning of the year that I did not recognize an answer when I got one.  
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Whether or not Beth noticed I do not know, but her next entry did not mention it.  Instead 

she wrote to me about her weekend. 

 

8/14/06 
 Beth:   My two days were fun. 
     I like games. 

 Brothers are annoying. 

 Me:   I like weekends too. 

 

I should also note that the children are required to write for a specified period of 

time on Mondays.  I usually do a lesson on how to write in a journal on Monday 

mornings, and then require that they write for a certain amount of time afterwards.  This 

is more to give me time to meet with a couple of small groups than it is to give them time 

to write.  This means the entries on Mondays are often longer than on other days.  Juniors 

quickly learn to make lists of comments to fill the time, as Beth did above.   

More typical daily entries look like this: 

 
8/15/06 

Beth:   I am smart and I had fun. 

Me:   Yes you are and yes you do. 

 
8/16/06 

Beth:   I like school.  It is fun. 
Thanks god. 

Me:   Thanks.  We like it too. 

 
 

This next entry was confusing for me.  I was not sure how to translate it. 
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8/17/06 

Beth:   my Ten Das? 
Fun or Bad. 

 
 

I did not understand this entry at the time though in my Teacher Journal I did 

write that I was having some behavior problems with Beth.  She was arguing with, and 

becoming very angry with, one of the boys at the table.  In any case, I did not respond, 

which I sometimes do when I’m not sure what they are talking about.  It is possible that I 

asked Beth what she meant and she didn’t remember.  I don’t think that it means “ten 

days.”  I only add it here to show that I don’t always respond to what they write. 

At this time her difficulties with relationships were affecting her ability to work.  

When she does write she writes cheerful, newsy entries such as: 

 

8/18/06 (Friday) 
Beth:    I like school and I am smart. 

Me:    You sure are, you smarty pants! 

 
 

8/21/06 (Monday-time for a longer entry.  Also she wrote 8/13/06 for the date) 
 

Beth:   I like Mr. Nichols. 
I have fun at school. 

Me:   (After correcting her date) Please don’t make up a date. 

 
 

There was another problem with Beth both fighting and playing with her 

neighbors this morning.  I am often short and bossy with my answers after a day like that.  
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I’m not sure whether the children notice or not but I definitely see a connection between 

more teacher-like responses and their behavior.  They tend to ignore me if they do notice. 

Beth’s classroom behavior is a problem at this time and manifests itself in skipped 

entries.  She has no entry for Tuesday the 22nd of August, though she was present at 

school.  I have noted that even children who learn to love writing in their journals, as 

does Beth, have a tendency to skip writing if they are having trouble getting their work 

done.  I feel that they do this for two reasons: the first is that they only have to turn them 

in every other day.  Some begin to experiment with not writing in them when they don’t 

have to turn them in.  They eventually realize that I do look for, and hold them 

responsible for the missing entries.  The second reason is that they don’t see journal 

writing as a real school activity.  It isn’t graded and they are not held accountable for the 

conventional quality of the content.  Later in the year I like to take them in small groups 

and show them the improvement in their writing that shows in their journals.  It is only 

over time that I can demonstrate to the students the scholastic value of dialogue journals. 

Her next entry corresponds with a date on which she had to turn her journal in: 

 

8/23/06 
Beth:   I want to be a cheerleader. 

Me:   You would be a good one. 

 
 

8/24/06 (No entry) 
I noted that she was playing. 

 
8/25/06 (Friday) 

Beth:   My brother called me a gap tooth. 
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Me:   Well, we used to call people who lost a tooth “snaggle  

  tooth.” 

 
 

A new week seems to have brought with it a new attitude, as I noted in my 

Teacher Journal.  Beth made an attempt to impart interesting information and, for the 

second time, attempted to have a real conversation with me.  Again, I was slow on the 

uptake. 

8/28/06 
Beth:   I want to be in karate and a black belt.  My mom is the best. 

Me:   I think you should be in karate. 

 
 

Her entry for the 29th contains a question to which Beth expects an answer.  I 

missed it.  She wrote: 

 

8/29/06 
Beth:   I Wot to Be a? 

   (I want to be a?) 

   I wil Giv u a Ges 
   (I will give you a guess.) 

 
 

She did write on the wrong page, forcing me to search for it. I had to ask her 

where it was and was annoyed because at first I thought she had not written in her journal 

again.  I didn’t understand until the next day and to her credit Beth was patient with me. 

 

8/30/06 
Beth:   I Wot To Be?  Iwil Give a Ges so 

   (I want to be?  I will give you a guess so) 
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This time I got it.  I chose to be silly in response. 

 
Me:  Do you want to be a cowboy? 

 
8/31/06 

Beth:  No it was soccer. 
 

   I have soccer practice today. 
   Soccer hip, hip hooray. 

Mom and Dad have fun together.  They went out to eat.  
 They brought their kids. 

 

This marks the last time that I had to speak to Beth about writing in her journal.  I 

think that she genuinely enjoyed the repartee and found other ways to rebel against 

authority in the classroom.  All of her entries attempt to convey a message to which she 

wants an answer.  She in fact becomes exasperated with me when I don’t answer her.  

However, she remains in control of the activity, deciding for herself what she thinks is 

important and what isn’t.   

 

9/5/06 
Beth:   I am with my brother.  He is nice. 

I LicK My Brother and I LicK him 
(I like my brother and I like him.) 

Me:  Don’t lick him, he will get wet. 

 

That was written on a Monday.  She appears to have ignored my playful 

comment, but then notices it the following Monday, evidence that she rereads entries in 

her journal to gather the thread of the conversation. 
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9/12/06 
Beth:    Oh (?) lick him, he will get wet.  So what, it is him not me. 

 

In between those two entries is another exchange that illustrates that I am rarely in 

control of the conversation.  It also shows that I don’t always read what they write very 

carefully. 

 

9/9/06 (Friday) 
Beth:   I wot To Be a I saydr and a BaseBlle playr and  

   (I want to be an ice-skater and a baseball player and)  

   a BasBlle capin. 
   (a baseball captain.) 

Me:  Do you like sports? 

 
 
9/12/06 

Beth:    Oh (?) lick him, he will get wet.  So what, it is him not me. 

 Me:  No.  I asked whether or not you liked sports. 

 

 
Finally, the boy with whom Beth had such conflict the previous week is neither 

forgiven nor forgotten.   In between those two Monday entries was this entry that seems 

to express a wish for the boy’s future. 

 
9/8/06 

Beth:  Donovan went to jail for ever.  He had to stay for 22 years  
  when he was ten. 

 
 

I didn’t respond to that entry.  I didn’t know what to say. 
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Expanding horizons: Beth’s strategic improvisation in genres in the first grade 

Hanks (1996) describes genres as communicative practices used as ways of 

participating in society’s social life.  In this case, genre is not only the actual dialogue 

journal, but also the differing forms the individual journal entries take.  Whether these 

forms are dictated by the purpose of the entry or the particular skill level necessary to 

successfully execute the form, they are “neither rigid types nor formless inventions; they 

are potential ways people produce meaning, and they are shaped by formal symbol 

systems, by the existent social constellation, and by strategic improvisation in the 

interactional moment” (Dyson, 2003, p. 16). 

In this section I will analyze some examples of how Beth uses her growing 

cultural competence, as well as her developing ability to use writing as a tool to link the 

different aspects of her social world to the school literacy represented by her dialogue 

journal.  This link often takes the form of a change of subject or tone in the journal 

entries and tends to follow a pattern that includes an intensified level of intimacy in both 

her entry and the expected response from me.  It also includes a shift in tone from 

impersonal, though rarely deferential, to playful or even demanding. 

One of the interesting developments that occur in the dialogue journal is the direct 

result of the writer’s increasing mastery of writing conventions.  As they find it easier to 

write more, they begin to recontextualize the varied everyday experiences they are 

subject to in their social landscape (Vygotsky, 1962).   

“Like all learners, children must use familiar frames of reference (i.e. familiar 

practices) to make sense of new content, discursive forms and symbolic tools.  At the 
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same time, new frames or practices allow them vantage points for critical reflection on 

both old and new content, forms and tools” (Dyson, 2003 p. 15). 

For these participants this recontextualization involves connecting their homes, 

families and out-of-school social lives with the school-based literacy represented by the 

dialogue journal.  At the same time that they are imparting more intimate information 

they begin demanding more personal information from me.  The following exchange is 

typical of how Beth uses her growing familiarity with the medium (journaling), to tell me 

about her life and ask me about mine. 

 

10/18/06 
Beth:   I like school it 

I like math.  My dad’s birthday was fun he said that it was
 fun. 

 
Me:   Good.  Do you like to write? 

 
 
10/19/06 

Beth:   Yes I like to write.  My family likes to write too.  Do you  

   like to write Mr. Nichols? 

 
Me:   Yes I do.  I write a lot. 

 

10/20/06 
Beth:   Today is going to be fun like Funtasticks.   

it has Lots of Riyds but it is in Towson wic taks a  
(It has lots of rides but it is in Tucson which takes a) 

awre.  I wit thar with my Famile. 
(hour.  I went there with my family.) 
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Me:  I used to live in Towson.  That is in Baltimore.  I think you 
mean Tucson. 

 
Notice how I really ignore the purpose of Beth’s entry and tried to turn it into a 

spelling lesson.  I often resort to such pedantic entries either when I am bored, feeling 

guilty about not correcting their spelling, or simply trying to provoke a response from the 

students.  I usually am interested in engaging them in a “school” conversation but they 

rarely respond that way.  In this case I wrote in my teacher journal that I always take the 

opportunity to try to teach them how to spell Tucson.  I look for “teachable moments” 

such as this one because if the child is interested in the answer then they remember it 

better.  However, my attempts to appropriate control of the conversation in the dialogue 

journals are rarely successful.  They do occasionally respond but only if there is 

something interesting in my entry.  If I insist I usually get an apology as a response and 

then the student changes the subject again. 

Beth, however, was already demonstrating a willingness to respond to me in more 

sophisticated ways.  She answers my entry with an inquiry that indicates the critical 

reflection of which Dyson (2003) spoke.  She was clearly wondering what was going on 

in my mind when I wrote that and ignores the useful information I had given her. 

 

10/23/06 (The following Monday) 
Beth:   Mr. Nichols why do you write back to us?  Is that how we  

   contact?  I like this class.  I like knights.4 

Me:   I write to you to answer you.  I like knights too! 

                                                 
4 Our overall theme for the year was knights and castles.  The room is decorated to look like the inside of a 
castle and we have a six-foot suit of armor and other knight paraphernalia around the classroom. 
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As first grade comes to a close Beth’s entries are indicative of a student who has 

learned to write for a particular audience and to manipulate the written conversation to 

serve her purposes.  She sees her journal entries as “talking” and even equates long 

entries with chattering. 

 

3/26/07 
Beth:    Spell like what? What are you talking about?  Well I do  

   not know what are you trying to say please tell me.  Well,  
   never mind.  Are you even listening to me?  You better, OK, 
   OK? 

 
Me:   (written in margin) Yes I am! 

Beth:   This class is fun.  
My parents say I’m a chattering box.  They say I was made 

 for talking because you see I’ve almost written the whole 
 page. 

This class is fun with you Mr. Nichols.  It really is Mr. 
Edward.  It is. 

 
Me:   Thanks Miss Beth 

 

She is not shy about discussing her disappointments at home and at school. 

 

3/28/06 
Beth:   I told my mom if she would give me a dog ‘cause I wanted  

   a dog but she said no. 
I wish no was not a word. 

 

And she has learned that the style I have allowed to develop in the journal 

conversations leaves her free to treat it as though it were a conversation with a friend.  At 
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this time Beth was again fighting with Donovan and having a small problem with playing 

when I wanted her to be working.  The following entry was written at recess because she 

did not write anything at journal time.   

 

4/11/06 
Beth:   I like this school. 

It is fun, yes, yes, yes. 
The banana split contest was fun too.  It is fun here. 

 
Me:   Get your work done! 

 

My reply was an indication of my frustration with dealing with her unwillingness 

to work all day.  It doesn’t seem to bother her at all. 

 

4/12/07 
Beth:   What!  I give the school a complement and you say get your 

   work done!   
 

 Oh, good job.  Oh, really good job. 
 
 

Finally, these late May exchanges from Beth’s first grade journal are indicative of 

the type of relationship we had developed in her journal despite the conflicts we may 

have had in the classroom. 

 

5/16/07 
Beth:    People call me brown but I am black what should I do? 

 
Me:    Ignore them. People who make personal comments are  

   rude! 
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5/17/07 
Beth:   Thank you for the advice Mr. Nichols. 

 
 

5/18/07 
 Beth:   My mom and dad say they are jealous of my skin color they 
   just don’t want to admit it. 

 
Me:   Really?  They just love their baby girl! 

 
  

5/21/07 (Monday) 
Beth:  Do not say that, it embarrasses me.  So please don’t say  

   that. 
 

Me:  Well you shouldn’t be embarrassed just because your 
parents love you! 

 

Looking for an audience: Beth in second grade 

From the beginning of second grade, Beth’s senior year, it is apparent that she is 

expecting to have an audience and has some exciting information to impart.  She also has 

questions for me and is expecting answers.   

 

8/9/07 
Beth:   Did you have a good summer Mr. Nichols? 
  Did you see a movie?  Or go to the beach or something? 
  Where did you go for your vacation?  
  Mr. Nichols did you know I collect bells? 
  I have six so far and they are from different states. 

 
 

Me:   Hi Beth!  Welcome back!   
I thought the summer was too short!  I saw several movies.  
I saw Harry Potter and Transformers and The Bourne 
Supremacy.   
I went to Texas and Las Vegas. 
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I like bells too, but I do not collect them.  I think it is great 
to have a hobby.  Where did you go on vacation? 

 

Unlike the early entries in her first grade journal Beth reads and responds to my 

answer.  Notice the way her style resembles a spoken conversation.  Also notice that I no 

longer have trouble getting her to write in her journal in second grade.  As will be seen, 

this is partly because she is enjoying the play that is allowed between herself and her 

teacher in the dialogue journal.  However writing is also easier for her now and she can 

write a lot very quickly. 

 

8/13/07 (Monday – no 8/10/09 entry because she came to school in the afternoon) 
Beth:   I saw Transformers too!  Did you see Underdog?  It’s  

   funny. 
 

Me:   (in margin) No 
 

Beth:   I went to Florida.  Have you went to Tombstone? 
 

Me:   (in margin) Yes! 
 

Beth:  It’s fun.  They (cany sic) there and we took a picture and  
   made it look western.  It was fun! 

And we went to the Cove.  We stayed ‘til 6:44.  It was fun. 
 

Me:   I took a picture like that in Tombstone a long time ago.  It  
   was fun! 
 

This series of entries reads like the written transcript of a spoken conversation.  

As further evidence that Beth is paying attention to what I write, she has also corrected 

her spelling of Tombstone.  Also, notice the improvement in her ability to use writing 

conventions. 
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8/21/07 
Beth:   Mr. Nichols when was the first time you went to   

   Tombstone?   
 
Me:   1980 

 
8/22/07 

Beth:   Mr. Nichols when was the first time you 
 

 went to a Knight and casls? 
(knight and castles) 

 
Me:   1990.  I went to Europe for a month. 

 
8/23/07 

Beth:   Wow Europe for a month did 
 you undersand the people that were ther? 
( understand the people that were there?) 

 
 
8/24/07 

Beth:   Did you know how to spek Europen? 
(speak European) 

 
Me:  There are at least 18 European languages.  Do you mean 

English, Welsh, Gaelic, Erse, Cornish, Swedish, 
Norwegian, Danish, Walloon, French, Catalan, Briton, 
Norman, Burgundian, Spanish, Italian, German, Polish, 
Hungarian, Croatian, or any of many more? 

 
8/27/07 (Monday) 

Beth:   whaaaaaaaaaaaaaat eney ways what wer all thoes   
   lagwijis?  that was a lot of wards how did you know all  

theos? 
 

  (What!  Anyway, what were all those languages?  That was  
   a lot of words.  How did you know all those?) 

 
Me:   That’s not all of them.  There’s a couple for every country. 
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8/28/07 
Beth:   waaaaaaaaaaaaw that’s is a lot of stats in Europ.  

(Wow!  That is a lot of states in Europe.) 
 

When was your frist trip to a knights and casls? 
(first trip to a knights and castles?) 
 

Me:   1990 
 

 

The use of repeated letters to indicate emphasis is an example of how Beth begins 

to “unwrap her textual toys” (Dyson, 2003, p. 10).  She is maneuvering through her 

landscape of voices (Bakhtin, 1981), experimenting with forms and genres as used in her 

oral communication and recontextualizing them in her written conversations.   

 

Expanding horizons: Beth’s strategic improvisation in genres in the second grade 
 

In another example of this recontextualization, Beth will not allow me to ignore 

the thread of her entries.  She not only expects me to answer her questions, she expects 

me to follow the direction of her entries and participate appropriately. 

She had been interrogating me about where I played when I was a child.  This is 

several days into the conversation.  Beth begins to react to what she considers to be my 

inadequate answers with cartoon inspired imagery. 

10/26/07 
Beth:   Did you ever try putting a s’mor in a bowl and mashing it  

   up? 
 

Me:   No.  We only ate them outside. 
 

 
10/29/07 (Monday) 

Beth:   What are you talking about  
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I know you are supposed to eat it outside that’s pretty 
 obvious.  

I mean how would you warm it up by microwave that’s not 
 outdoor like am I right or am I right. 

 
Me:  You can use a microwave.  But I mean we didn’t take bowls 

with us to the woods. 
 

10/31/07 (Beth was absent on the 30th) 
Beth:   So how did you carry the marshmallows and hot dog’s?  

Did you carry them in a bag or something? 
 

Me:  Yes-in their packages.  We walked to the woods.  They were 
just down the street. 

 
11/1/07 

Beth:    Grrrrrrrrrr why couldn’t you tell me  
before all this madness started.  Then I wouldn’t be mad  
 (By “mad-ness” she means anger) 

 
 

I’m gonna get angry at somebody if they don’t start 
 explaining.  If  they don’t I’m gonna explode.  My head is 
 gonna burst, there’s  gonna be steam coming out of my 
 ear’s. I’m gonna be mad!!!!!! 

 
11/2/07 

Beth:   Where is the explaning I (‘m) gonna explode in  
10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 0 boooooooooooooooooom! 

 
Me:   Hmm, I guess I forgot to read your mind. 

 

As Dyson (2003) pointed out, a teacher could offer “children access to written 

language as a symbolic medium used in various ways.  In response, children drew from 

their everyday textual materials and familiar forms of agency . . . to construct a functional 

understanding of the written medium for their lives as children and as students” (p. 6).  
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The next two exchanges actually precede the above series of entries but I felt that 

the point they illustrate is best understood as a further recontextualization of the written 

medium as I had presented it to the child. 

In the following series of entries I offer Beth a new way of responding to a group 

of questions.  She deftly turns my response around and uses it on me.   

 
9/24/07 (Monday) 

Beth:   Do you have a dog?5  What is his or her name? 
Do they know any tricks? 
What’s their favorite food? 
What is their favorite thing to do? 
What is their favorite toy. 
Do they like fish? 
Do they chase cat’s? 
Do they have a mom? 

 
Me: Wow!  So many questions!  They do not know their moms.  

One chases cats, the other is afraid of them.  They like 
everything to eat-even some fruit.  They like to play chase 
with a rubber hamburger. 
Their favorite food is Beggin’ Strips.  The only trick they 
know is herding us to the pantry to give them Beggin’ 
Strips.  Their names are Petey and Katey.  Yes I have two 
dogs. 
See, I answered them all in reverse order. 

 
 
9/25/07 

Beth:   Wow that is a lot of answers because I had a lot of   
   questions a lot. 
 

Me:   That is an understatement. 
 

                                                 
5 This is such a common query that I often respond to it in a curt manner.  It is one of the questions that is 
asked most often in the children’s dialogue journals which leads me to conclude, perhaps erroneously, that 
they write it whenever they cannot think of anything else to say.  This time I tried a different approach and 
got a response from Beth. 
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The same sort of event takes place in the following exchange, with Beth 

appropriating both the flippant style and tone of my response to her anecdote and 

expressing anger at my lack of an appropriate response with more of her cartoon imagery.  

However, she also demonstrates an impressive feel for what is appropriate within the 

style allowed in the dialogue journal.  At the end of the exchange both she and I use 

humor show that we are not seriously angry at each other.   

10/1/07 
Beth:   Have you went to Pets West it has pet toys? 

(Pets West-a local pet store) 
 

I was leaving the place and  
I said buy the bugs buney to the rabit  
(I said bye to the Bugs Bunny to the rabbit.) 

 
It was a reley big rabit that’s why I said buy bugs buney  
(It was a really big rabbit) (bye Bugs Bunny) 
and I left. 

 
Me:  Ha!  I thought you wanted the rabbit to buy Bugs Bunny.  

Instead, you were saying “bye” to the rabbit and calling it 
“Bugs Bunny.” 
Buy means purchase.  Bye means goodbye. 

 
10/2/07 

Beth:   What I meant the Bye as in good Bye not Buy.  
Stop confusing me my brain hurts so stop confusing me  
Please Mr. Nichols stop.  Are you done confusing me are 

 you sure? 
 

Me:   No-that’s my job. 
 

10/3/07 
Beth:   Is this the quiet zone or something because I don’t see an  

   answer, where is my answer!!!! 
 

Me:   Your answer is . . . sorry, I forgot. 
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10/4/07 

Beth:   What kind of answer is that?  The rabbit I saw can make a  
   better answer than that!  The dog I saw can make a better  
   answer than that too!!!!!! 

 
10/5/07 

Beth:   Why didn’t you answer me when I was furious back there? 
 

Me:  Sweetie, you do realize that I can’t answer you if you don’t 
turn your journal in don’t you?  Yesterday was a yellow 
journal day, right?  Huh? 
By the way, I don’t believe that the rabbit could have given 
you a better answer.  Maybe the dog, but not the rabbit. 

 

Another form of strategic improvisation that Beth employs involves repetition.  In 

conversation, repetition serves several functions: production, comprehension, connection 

and interaction (Tannen, 2007, pp. 58-61).   

Production allows the writer to produce “more language, more fluently” (Tannen, 

2007, p. 58).  Production for our journal participants means that a single idea or 

conversational thread or interrogatory is able to produce, through repetition, a greater 

volume of writing than would be possible using only original speech.  For Beth, who has 

struggled in the past with filling space in her journal, repetition allows her to produce 

more writing.  

 
11/7/07 

Beth:   Are you even listening to me cause I’m pretty sure   
   whatever you’re listening to isn’t as important as I am.  Do 
   you think?  Cause I do.  Do you Mr. Nichols if you don’t  
   I’m gonna explode again so don’t make me mad. 
 

Me:   No, you are right.  You are the center of the universe. 
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Beth may have misinterpreted the “center of the universe” comment to refer to 

size rather than importance.  In any case, she repeats the comment several times in the 

next few entries, making it the central theme for a week’s worth of writing. 

 

11/8/07 
Beth:  I am not the center of the universe because I would go right 

through the hole you would fit in the hole.  I wouldn’t cause 
I’m not big enough ha, ha. 

    
Me:   Your logic is unimpeachable. 

 
11/9/07 

Beth:  I am not the center of the universe you are the center of the 
universe. 

 
Me:   You repeat yourself, madam. 

 
11/13/09 (Monday) 

Beth:  I am not the center of the universe you are the center of the 
universe not me you are the center of the universe I told 
you, you are the center of the universe I’m not big enough. 
   
grrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr!!! 

 
Me:   (No response) 

 
11/14/07 

Beth:  There I repeat myself I did it so don’t come crying to me 
you are saying repeat yourself madam. 

 

Comprehension has similar benefits to production in that repetition allows for an 

economy of listening as well as speaking, or in this case writing.  The listener does not 

have to hear, or in this case read every word to comprehend what is being said.  However, 

when a repetition is misinterpreted it can allow for repeated misinterpretation of the 

original statement.  For example, when on 11/9/07 I said:  
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You repeat yourself, madam. 

It becomes apparent by 11/14/07 that Beth has interpreted the statement as a 

command and then repeats herself because I told her to. 

Tannen (2007) discusses connection in terms of Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) 

taxonomy of cohesive devices.  She says that in addition to showing how new phrases are 

linked to earlier discourse it also serves as an evaluative addition to a comment.  In other 

words it connects the comments together and “evidences a speaker’s attitude” (Tannen, 

2007, p. 60). 

Labov (1972) describes repetition as evaluative as well.  Repetition enables the 

speaker to place emphasis on a certain portion of a phrase or utterance, thus indicating 

her/his evaluation of the relative importance of those phrases and utterances.  Beth gives 

an example of this through her repeated use of the phrase “center of the universe” in 

conjunction with “I am not” and “you are.”  Her emphasis indicates that this is the phrase 

to which she objects as a characterization, whether misinterpreted or not and thus 

indicates its importance to her as well. 

Production, comprehension, and connection all help to “create meaning in 

conversation” (Tannen, 2007, p. 61).  But repetition also serves to connect listener to 

speaker in the conversation.  Tannen refers to this as interaction.  In the case of the above 

series of entries interaction seems less evident because I don’t make many replies to 

Beth’s entries.   

However, she continually refers, through repetition, to what started the 

conversation.  Her repeated use of the phrases “you are” and “I’m not” keep the 



 116

connection to my original comment so that from the beginning of the conversational 

thread on 11/7/07 until her conclusion on 11/14/07 it is always clear to what she is 

referring as well as who she believes is “in the wrong” and needs to be “set straight.”  

When she feels the matter is settled the repetition ends. 

One of Beth’s favorite conversational devices is to ask me why I didn’t answer 

her.  It is usually a time-filler-sort of a written “umm” if you will.  For example: 

1/24/08 
Beth:   Why didn’t you answer me oh ya we had a sub.  

    Sorry. What’s your favorite thing to do? 
 

Me:   I like to write in journals (ha, ha). 
 

There are times that filler serves a legitimate purpose for all of my students.  

While Beth evidently enjoys writing in her journal there are also times when having to 

write can be a burden.  I can sympathize with her.  Though there are many instances of 

her using “why didn’t you answer me” as a time-filler I chose this one because it is an 

example of how I use sarcasm or other low humor to avoid putting real effort into my 

answers.   

Another device she uses is an example of connecting her socio-cultural materials 

with school culture.  She negotiates her way through varied school practices (Dyson, 

2003) by literally playing school. In this version of the familiar childhood game she 

encourages a reversal of our roles, with me becoming the student and her being the 

teacher.   

1/25/08 
Beth:   Mr. Nichols, fix this sentence please.  
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I hav no praty? 
 
I gave you a pretty easy sentence Mr. Nichols.  Hopefully 
you can  
fix it tonight. 

 
Me:   I have no party. 

Is that right? 
 

Beth:  (written the next day but above the date before she begins 
her entry) yes  

 

Beth has used this device many times since first grade and never seems to tire of 

it. 

Finally, as summer approaches Beth begins to write quite a bit about school 

ending.  She’s pretty happy about it. 

5/8/08 
Beth:   School is almost out due da due da. 

School is almost ouuut oh di due da day hey, 
We are really almost out of school yes.  I can’t wait.  We 

 only have 11 days right? 
 

Me:   Right 
 

She returns to familiar themes in order to produce work efficiently and quickly. 

5/12/08 
Beth:   Do you live with anyone? 
 
(She left space between questions so I could answer each individually.) 

 
Me:   My sisters for now. 

 
Beth:   What’s your favorite color? 

 
Me:   Green, what’s yours? 

 
Beth:   Mine are black, pink, blue or red. 
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Me:   Oh, I see. 

 
Beth:   Do you go anywhere besides here? 

 
Me:   Do you mean out of town? 

 
Beth:   Yes (written next day) 

 
5/13/08 

Beth:  When did you get your dogs?  I want a dog.  I see a lot of 
dogs around here.  Do You? 

 

 

I try, with some success, to get her to engage in conversation again.  I tease her 

about her next entry. 

5/14/08 
Beth:   I can’t wait until summer.  So then we can sleep in.  Yes! 

 
Me:   Not you.  You have to get a job. 

 
Beth:   (next day) No I don’t! 

 
5/15/08 

Beth:  I’m not getting a job until I’m 19.  So that’s like 11 years to 
wait.  Ma(y)be even more then (than) that.  So there. 

 
I have limited success.  After some half-hearted discussion of my home life she 

returns to a happier theme. 

5/20/08 
Beth:   I can’t wait until summer!   I’m so excited! 

Are you happy Mr. Nichols?  I am. 
 
 

Finally the last day comes.  There are rarely any goodbyes in the journals.  The 

children have been with me for two years now and don’t seem to realize that next year 
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will be different.  That is not to say that they don’t know that they will have a different 

teacher next year.  It doesn’t seem to connect for them with the end of this year.  Perhaps 

if they had to write in their journals on the last day of school they might make the 

connection.  But the last day is a half-day filled with school-wide activities such as the 

faculty-fifth-grade kickball game so there is no time to write in their journals. 

5/21/08 (last entry) 
Beth:   Yes I am happy I am going to Phoenix this Saturday.  I’m  

   going to have some fun there and I will.  When we are there 
   we will have a lot of fun. 
  

Summary: Beth 

Beth exhibited an aggressive style in her interaction with me in her dialogue 

journal.  From the beginning of first grade Beth seems to have been delighted to have 

found an audience with whom she could communicate in writing.  This was evident in the 

enthusiasm with which she approached writing in her dialogue journal.  Of particular note 

is the way in which she seemed to be always aware of the direction the conversational 

threads take.  She looked for answers to her questions and proper responses to her 

observations and declarations.  She objected aggressively to any lapses on my part.  This 

includes the fact that she noticed when I had misinterpreted the meaning of her journal 

entries and demanded redress.  She also determinedly pursued conversational threads to 

their end, even when she had misinterpreted what I had written. 

The sophistication and variety of Beth’s strategic improvisations showed that she 

quickly mastered the written medium available to her.  Indeed, she seemed to have a wide 

variety of textual toys at her disposal and was quite adept at using them.  She 
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demonstrated a grasp of style and genre that belied her age and as shall be seen in the 

next chapter aided her in negotiating teacher authority in the context of her dialogue 

journal. 

 

Evolving Communicative Practices: Sam 

In contrast to Beth, Sam was not a self-assured or assertive student at the 

beginning of first grade.  Sam was intimidated by the school environment and resisted 

entering the classroom on the first day of school so strenuously that his mother eventually 

took him home without his having made it into the building.  In this way Sam managed to 

successfully avoid beginning school until the second week.  So, while the other children’s 

journal entries begin on Wednesday, August 9th, Sam’s first entry is on Monday, August 

14th.   

I have known Sam since he was a baby.  I had his older sister in my class from 

1999 to 2001 and his mother often carried him when she dropped his sister off at the 

classroom door when she was in first grade.  Over the years I had seen him around school 

when his mother was there for various reasons.  I had said hello to him and had 

conversations with him almost every day while he was in kindergarten (the kindergarten 

classrooms are right across the hall from my room).  So I was quite surprised by his 

unwillingness to come to school.  Any analysis of his behavior would be speculative at 

best, but my awareness of Sam’s fear affected the way I interacted with him, even in his 

journal.  Any tears from Sam were cause for trepidation on my part.  I was actually afraid 



 121

that his parents might decide that his fear of school had something to do with me and so 

they would decide to move him to another classroom. 

Sam’s first journal entry, made the second week of school, was a simple “I like” 

statement made according to the formula described in the Framework for Dialogue 

Journals section of the last chapter.   

8/14/06 
Sam:   I like Mr. Nichols. 

 
Me:   I like Sam!  Welcome to our class! 

Did you have fun? 
 

Sam used the simple “I like” formula and I used repetition to both answer him and 

validate his choice of entry.  In doing so my use of repetition functioned as production, 

comprehension, connection and interaction (Tannen, 2007).  It functions as production as 

a convenient way to produce an answer to the simple entry by Sam.  It also served the 

comprehension and connection functions by allowing for an economy of writing on my 

part while taking into account Sam’s limited ability to comprehend written language as 

well as linking his entry to mine and thus validating his word choice.  Finally, it is 

interactive because it serves to connect my conversation to his. 

As Sam’s writing develops he falls into patterns of repetition that seem at first to 

be keeping him from developing a sense of style and audience.  In my ignorance I often 

try to nudge children out of such patterns because I misinterpret them as an intellectual 

“rut” rather than a valid attempt to recontextualize their social and school worlds.  In 

Sam’s case I left him alone because I wanted to reassure him that school wasn’t such a 
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scary place to be.  His sensitivity to any perceived criticism made me leave his writing 

alone and, inadvertently, allowed it to develop in a more natural way. 

Looking for an audience: Sam in first grade 

The next day, after getting my help reading what I had written to him, Sam wrote: 

8//010 (8/15/06) 
Sam:   I like ninjas because yesterday I got a new ninja. 

 
Me:   You did?  Do you play with it? 

 
Sam:   (written next day) No. 

 
 

Early in his journal Sam often answers me directly like this.  However, quite soon 

he no longer does so.  I recorded the observation in my teacher journal that I thought this 

was because he stopped asking me to read what I had written to him and instead got help 

from his writing group leader.  I also recorded that Sam had shown me his journal when 

he felt he was done writing and I had asked him to try adding “because” to his sentence.  

I offered to help him find the words he needed but he preferred to spell himself. In 

examining the writing in his journal it is clear that he did not begin first grade with the 

same literary tools as Beth, Claire or even Dorian.  But he makes the same efforts to 

recontextualize his social landscape within the framework of school literacy.   

He also takes control of the process right away, even if his version of dialogue 

journaling limits the importance of my role in the conversation to that of an audience; 

validation is all the participation he requires from me.  That validation comes in the form 

of repetition by me of his entry, albeit in the form of a question. 

Me:   You did?  Do you play with it? 
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My response acknowledges two things:  first that I understood what he said and 

second that what he said was of interest to people other than him.  Had I said “You got a 

new ninja?” instead of “You did,” I may have had more of a validating effect on his 

future responses.  However Sam’s ability to infer validation from my shorthand response 

is evident in his answer as well as his continuation of the “I like” theme. 

This theme continues in what is a very typical fashion for the participants at the 

beginning of first grade.  It is a form of imagery referred to as listing by Tannen (2007).  

Listing often involves describing groups of mundane items that the reader may interpret 

as irrelevant or even frivolous.  However the lists often convey images related to their 

mundane nature.  The example Tannen gives is a passage from a novel in which a 

widow’s father spends his time with her telling her things from the newspaper.  It is 

described as telling rather than reading because he doesn’t read the details.  Instead he 

presents them in the form of lists of events that he found interesting.  “The specific list of 

her father’s unrelated topics of conversation conveys the irrelevance of his presence” 

(Tannen, 2007, p. 153). 

Listing also can convey the image of intimacy, even if it may be inadvertent.  

Tannen (2007) describes two examples of this imagery.  In one, a mother gives detailed 

lists of what she eats at different meals.  This is done to give the daughter, “a sense of 

being present with her” (p. 153).  In the other example the imagery conveyed by making 

lists is determined by the subject of the list.  In her example, Tannen describes food lists 
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as a list of mundane items that signal, “intimacy between people who are not co-present 

to eat together” (p. 153).   

In examining Sam’s entries it may at first be difficult to understand that he is 

making lists because he tends to list one item per entry.  His entries must be examined 

over several days to see that he is engaging in a form of listing.  The first list was actually 

suggested by me when I help them to write an “I like” statement.  The subjects of the lists 

are the participants’ own.  Sam’s first list begins by saying that he likes me, then that he 

likes ninjas (action figures) and has obtained a new one.  The list continues thusly: 

8/16/06 
I like the zoo- 

 
8/17/06 

I like school- 
 

8/18/06 
I like recess- 

 
All of the above list items include “because” to explain why he likes the item.  

For example, he writes: 

I like the zoo because there are monkeys. 
 

I like school because you can play on the playground. 
 

I like recess because you can play. 
 

Because these first entries can be considered as an initial exploration of 

appropriateness in the sense of style (Tannen, 2005), and of their position on the social 

landscape (Dyson, 2003), the list can be treated as an initial attempt by Sam to convey 

intimate details about himself and his life outside of school.  Sam is searching for 
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connections between what he knows, what he knows how to do, and what is appropriate 

subject matter for school activities.  He mixes things he likes out of school with things he 

likes in school, an initial attempt to reconcile the world he knows with a world to which 

he has indicated a reluctance to join by his resistance to attending school.   

Sam begins a new list the following Monday after learning a new word.  That 

word is “want.” 

8/21/06 
Sam:   I want a goldfish because they are cool. 

 
Me:   Yes they are! 

 
8/22/06 

Sam:   I want a dog because they are cool. 
 

Me:   I agree – but are they as cool as you? 
 

8/23-24/06 Sam refused to come to school due to the fear/anxiety described 
previously. 

 
8/25/06 

Sam:   I want to go play on the playground. 
 

Me:   Me too!  Let’s quit school and go play!  Hey Sam! We  
   missed you! 
 

Telling us what he wants could represent an escalation in the intimacy level of 

Sam’s imagery.  However I believe that the difference in intimacy between “I like” 

statements and “I want” statements is open to interpretation by the reader.  I can only 

make an inference in light of what I know about Sam’s intent, which is twofold.   

The first part of his intent is to complete a school assignment.  I devoted a lesson 

that morning to using a new verb, “want,” to help the new students create variety in their 
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journal entries.  I also have other academic objectives in teaching the students to use a 

new verb, but the only one I actually describe to them at this time is the ability to vary 

their journal entries with a minimum of help from their peers or from me. 

The second part of his intent is to recontextualize his everyday experiences within 

the academic discourses and practices of school.  This is the very beginning of Sam’s 

development as a writer.  But “children do not move in step along a narrow literacy path 

but, at least ideally, more deliberately maneuver on an expanding landscape” (Dyson, 

2003, p. 15).  That landscape is influenced both by what the child already knows and 

what they learn in school.  So learning to use a new verb gives Sam a new tool with 

which to experiment with recontextualization.   

All the same it must be recognized that any form of communication, oral or 

written, that conveys desire or favor, however mundane, does require a certain amount of 

intimacy between speaker, (writer), and listener, (reader).  Even if the conversation is as 

mundane as casual “small talk” between two people at a bus stop, a certain awareness of 

shared experiences are required by the speaker that invites the listener to make judgments 

about subjects of the speaker’s conversation or even the speaker themselves that belie the 

inconsequential nature of the conversation.   

Because of the almost conspiratorial nature of the confidences involved in listing 

things he likes and wants, Sam is exhibiting not only the desire to complete a school 

assignment and to recontextualize his social experiences within an academic exercise.  

Sam is also inviting an evaluation of himself, albeit on a level he is confident that 

everyone shares and is therefore not terribly private, and in doing so he is demonstrating 
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an awareness of the nature of his audience and what might please and entertain that 

audience.  This is the sense of style that Tannen (2005) refers to and is an essential part of 

communication, both written and oral, on even the basic level of conventional 

competence exhibited by Sam at this time. 

Sam continued to make lists almost exclusively through November of that year.  

He varied them with occasional informational entries such as: 

9/11/06 
Sam:   Next Sunday we don’t have school because it is a weekend. 

 
Me:   True! (written in margin) 

 
10/24/06 

Sam:   Today is a new day. 
 

Me:   Yes it is.  Are you a new boy?  You have new hair. 
 

Sam:   (written on 10/25) Yes 
 

Because at the time I did not recognize the significance of listing as imagery and 

exploration of literacy6 by Sam and the other first graders I often made more complex, 

playful responses to entries such as the one above in order to encourage the student to 

communicate with me.  I even made a small drawing after the entry of Sam with a 

Mohawk haircut.  Sam did respond to the silliness by experimenting with a silly entry of 

his own. 

10/25/06 
Sam:   I am a kitten. 

                                                 
6 I did not realize that these daily entries constituted list-making until I began coding my data after the 
2007-2008 school year.  I only saw the entries every other day and did not recognize how they were 
connected.  Often my responses to their entries are colored by my desire to get them to move beyond what I 
saw as a basic level of writing skill.  I did not value the nature of the entry for what it meant to the child. 
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That was written on a day when Sam did not have to turn his journal in to me so I 

did not see the entry until 10/26/06.  I did not record that I recognized any significance 

for this entry in my teacher journal.  I did not even respond when I saw it the next day.  

As was seen with Beth’s entries I often misinterpreted student motives for the entries they 

made in their dialogue journals.  I also often missed the connections the entries had to 

previous entries or failed to recognize them as responses to my own entries.   

Other exceptions to listing entries include: 

10/31/06 
Sam:   Today is Halloween yay! 

 
Me:   Yes it is 

 
11/7/06 

Sam:   I am glad I am taking a retake for picture day. 
 

Me:  Me too.  Where will you take it?  Here?  There?  (We were 
studying Dr. Seuss in our Authors Study that month.) 

 

Another reoccurring deviation from listing is Sam’s “I was late” entries.  Sam was 

often ten minutes to a half an hour late for school in the first half of the year.  This was 

due to his reluctance to come in the classroom in the mornings.  Some mornings it was 

very difficult for his mother to pry him loose (he would grip her very tightly and beg not 

to have to go to school), and, even by November he still occasionally won that battle.   

However he had become aware that the other children noticed his behavior and, though 

they were always kind to him, were beginning to ask him about it.   
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After one such incident I asked Sam if crying in front of adults embarrassed him 

and he said no.  But when I asked about how he thought the other children viewed such 

behavior he didn’t answer me.  However I began to notice occasional entries such as 

these: 

11/8/06 
Sam:   I was late today 

 
11/9/06 

Sam:   I was almost late today. 
 

Me:   I am glad you were not late. 
 

Sam: (written 11/13/06 Monday-there was no school on Friday) I 
am glad too. 

 
12/14/06 

Sam:   I was late today 
 

Me:   I noticed. 
 

These references to his tardiness begin to take on a different tone as Sam’s ability 

to manipulate written language improves.   

1/25/07 
Sam:   I slept in last night but I wasn’t late but I was lucky. 

 
Me: You were late.  Did your mom let you sleep in?  Did (your 

sister) sleep in? 
 

Sam:   (written 1/26/07) No. 
 

Then Sam actually argues his point with me, a significant change from his past 

entries. 

1/26/07 
Sam:   I slept in a little but I wasn’t late. 
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Me:   Yesterday you were, weren’t you? 
 

Sam:   I don’t know. 
 

I wrote in my teacher journal that I knew that Sam was sleeping in because he was 

staying up late.  I had had an oral conversation about getting to bed earlier but Sam had 

just laughed.  So this was one of the few times that I wrote a response in any of the 

participants’ journals that indicated that I thought it was important that they acknowledge 

me as being right.  I let it go after I got in what I thought was the last word.  But as I read 

Sam’s last response I think it was he who got in the last word.  “I don’t know” was 

definitely not an acknowledgement of the superiority of my position. 

  

Expanding horizons: Sam’s strategic improvisation in genres in the first grade 

The main genre that Sam experiments with in the first half of first grade is listing.  

In addition to the “I like” and “I want” lists mentioned above Sam also experiments with 

the following lists. 

9/14/09 
Sam:   I am going to Hawaii for spring break. 

 
Me:   Wow! Will you swim and play on the beach? 

 
Sam:   (written on 9/15) Yes. 

 
9/15/06 

Sam:  I am going to Disney world 
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These “I am going” lists are always shorter and sometimes not true but usually 

occur in pairs such as the one above.  The genre varies in tense such as this “I went” 

pairing of entries. 

11/16/06 
Sam:   I went to Target yesterday and I got cool Legos. 

 
Me:   Legos are my favorite toy 

 
Sam:   Mine too. 

 
11/17/06 

Sam:   I went to the hospital last year. 
 

Me:   Why, Do you like to look at sick people? 
 

Another variation is the “I am going to go” list such as this one. 

1/4/07 
Sam:   I am going to go bowling again with some other friends. 

 
I didn’t understand the entry because it looked like this: 
 

Sam:   I am gnoo go Balen a gi with sum ulr fens. 
 
 
So my answer was incongruous. 
 

Me:   How does that work? 
 

Sam asked me what I meant the next day and I asked him what he had written.  

He explained that “Balen” was bowling and then I was able to decipher the rest. 

1/5/07 
Sam:   I am going to go get some pizza tomorrow. 
Me:   What is getsa? 
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Sam still had difficulties with letter reversals and his p in pizza was written 

backwards.  He had meant to write “petsa” but it came out looking like “getsa.”  I knew 

what he meant but was hoping to make him self-conscious about his letter reversals.   

An interesting point about Sam’s experimentation with lists is that he begins to 

add more information to his basic list-type entries. 

1/22/07 (Monday) 
Sam:  Today I might go bowling but if I don’t go bowling today I 

will be very angry and I might hit my mom on her head and 
it will hurt really bad and it was so today. 

 
1/23/07 

Sam:  Yesterday we did (not) go bowling and that makes me 
really mad so I’m going to hit my mom. 

 
Me:   No Hitting! 

 
Sam:   Ka (sic) 

 

As can be seen Sam is beginning to experiment with other genres.  Here he has 

mixed the same sort of cartoon violence imagery that Beth used in with one of his lists.  

From now on, listing is no longer the most significant genre Sam uses to engage his 

audience.  However I will record here some of the other types of lists Sam made and their 

durations in his journal. 

“I like . . . because” lists remain the most significant.  Even though his entries 

become more sophisticated in content they retain this basic form into January of 2007.  

Sam’s “cool” lists are legion. 

9/28/06 
Sam:   I like Levi because he is so cool. 

 
10/4/0/06 
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Sam:   I like purple crayons books because they are cool. 
 

10/5/06 
Sam:   I like Dorian because he is so, so, so cool. 

 
Me:   Well Sam, you are a master of compliments! 

 
Sam:   Yes I know. 

 
10/6/06 

Sam:   I like Blake because he is so, so, so cool. 
 

There are many such lists.  As his ability to manipulate the medium improves so 

does his willingness to vary the imagery. 

10/27/06 
Sam:  I like Halloween because it is so, so, so, so, so cool because 

it has monsters and devils and aliens and yummy candy like 
(thorlite) and caramel. 

 

When Sam finally begins to let go of the listing genre it is to recontextualize his 

everyday experiences in his social landscape (Vygotsky, 1962) in the same way that Beth 

recontextualized her own everyday experiences.  I begin to get a look at events in Sam’s 

family life. 

11/16/06 
Sam:   My mom is back from Tucson but she got me a kite. 

 
Me:   What kind? 

 
11/17/06 

Sam:   I can’t believe my grandma is here today. 
 

We also read what at first might appear to be a variation of his “I like” statements.  

However, the imagery is different.  He tells us about the weather that morning and then 
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mentions that he likes it.  The purpose was not to tell us what he liked.  He only mentions 

it as a clarification of how he felt about the weather that day. 

11/19/06 
Sam:   It was raining this morning and I like it because it was  

   cool. 
 

Me:   Rain is rare here, huh? 
 

As first grade comes to a close Sam’s journal entries are indicative of a student 

who has become comfortable with the medium and uses writing to serve his purposes as 

well.  Subjects that are still important to him continue to make frequent appearances in 

his entries.  

3/1/07 
Sam:   I was late today and yesterday. 

 
Me:   Late little boy. 

 
3/2/07 

Sam:   I was not late today so I am happy. 
 

Me:   Me too, buddy! 
 

He is also engaging in conversations with me.  While they are not as developed as 

those conducted by Beth he does regularly respond to what I write. 

3/20/07 
Sam:   I know what I have a Spongebob Lego set for my birthday. 

 
Me:   What if it changes into a Bratz doll?  Would you be  

   shocked? 
 
3/27/09 

Sam:   No.  My mom got me a new Lego set and it is fun. 
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3/29/07 
Sam:   Today is a half day.  That is why I am glad. 

 
Me:   No! You are not allowed to be glad on a half day! 

 
Sam:   I know. 

 

In April we took a field trip to the Reid Park Zoo in Tucson.  It involves a one and 

a half-hour ride on a school bus to get there and makes for a very long day for the adults 

at least.  That morning before we left Sam wrote: 

4/23/07 
Sam:   Today we are going to have fun. 

 
Me:   How do you know? 

 
Me:   (after the zoo trip) So how did you like the zoo, Sam? 

 
4/24/07 

Sam:  I thought the zoo was cool.  We didn’t see the gators but the 
polar bear was cool. 

 
Me:   I missed the polar bear.  He wasn’t out when we went to  

   his cage. 
 

Sam begins to do the same sort of countdowns as Beth did at the end of the year. 

4/25/07 
Sam:   I am glad we are going to the cove. (The whole school went 
as a    school  trip.) 

 
4/26/07 

Sam:   Only 4 more days until we are going to the Cove. 
 

Me:   It will be very fun.  Can you swim? 
  

Sam:   No 
 
4/27/07 

Sam:   Can we go on the water slide I wonder? 
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Me:   Yes! 

 
 
5/1/07 

Sam:   Yesterday we went to the Cove and my boat hit the wall. 
 

Me:   You really flipped around! 
 

Sam:   I know. 
 

He also complains of an injustice.  This is a big step for Sam because he has never 

used his journal to make a direct challenge to me before.  Complaining would be function 

six of the sentence level functions described by Shuy (1988b, pp. 110-111).  As he points 

out, complaining doesn’t really begin in the dialogue journal until a sense of community 

develops between the writer and the reader.   

Complaining is a very important aspect of dialogue journal writing in that the 
ability to carry out this language function indicates the writer’s ability to state the 
supposed prejudice and successfully determine whether or not the complaint event 
is new information to the reader.  (Shuy, 1988b, p. 114) 
 

This is Sam’s first true complaint.  On the other hand, Beth began complaining 

early and frequently in her dialogue journal.  This could be as indicative of the social 

landscape from which both children come as it is of their relative academic competence.  

However Sam’s early entries concerning his tardiness and wish to be at home, while 

indicating dissatisfaction with circumstances beyond his control, do not rise to the level 

of complaint described by Shuy because he is unable to state the supposed prejudice other 

than to indicate unhappiness.  In the following entry Sam clearly argues his side of the 

issue. 
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5/17/07 
Sam:   Today I lost my recess and I wasn’t talking. 

 
Me:   Well, remember not to turn around to listen in line.  It is the 
  same as talking.  Sorry kiddo. 

 

The incident is not forgotten by Sam.  The next day he writes: 

5/18/07 
Sam:   Today I will not lose my recess. 

 
Me:  I’m glad. 

 
Sam:   OK. 

 
 

Sam’s final journal entry of first grade indicates the relief he felt as school ended. 

5/23/07 
Sam:   In two days it will be the summer and I’ll be really, really  

   happy. 
 

Looking for an audience: Sam in second grade 

Sam’s early journal entries in second grade show that his expectations about his 

audience have become more sophisticated since last year.  He has interesting information 

to impart and he expects that I will be happy to hear from him.  The reader can also note 

that he hasn’t forgotten his attendance problem from last year, but he has an explanation 

ready. 

8/0/07 
 Sam:   I just came back from my grandma’s house last night so  
   this is everyone’s second day but for me it is my first day  
   for me. 

 
 Me:   Hi Sam!  Welcome back!  I missed you!  How is (your  
   sister)? Where does your Grandma live? 
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 Sam:   In Saint George. 

 
 

Notice that, as with Beth’s early second-grade journal entries, Sam is expecting 

me to write back and responds to everything that I write. 

 

8/10/07  
 Sam:   I have a new flight simulator game that is cool. 

 
 Me:   Do you feel like a pilot when you play it? 

 
 Sam:   Yes 

 
 

8/13/07 
Sam:      I stayed at home over the weekend and watched TV and  
  played  with my flight simulator and played with my kitten.   
  I mostly played with my kitten. 

 
Me:   Is it a new kitten? 

 
Sam:   Yes. 

 
8/20/07 
 Sam:   My sister’s dog Sammy and my brother’s cat Mitharis (?)  
   are getting along together now. 

 
 Me:   That’s good.  Sometimes cats and dogs are mean to each  
   other. Like in the cartoons. 

 
 Sam:   Yes. 
 

I then drew a cat and a dog smiling at each other.  I often draw in Sam’s journal 

just to entertain him and indicate that I really liked what he wrote.  For me, a drawing 

response is a type of repetition that indicates both interest and approval.  Sam noticed. 

8/21/07 



 139

Sam:   I like these pictures in my journal and I don’t know what to  
   write. 

 

Figure 4:1 My Drawing of Sam's Pets 
 

Expanding horizons: Sam’s strategic innovations in the second grade 

This begins a new entry genre for Sam: the “I don’t know what to write” genre.  

All of my students use this genre at times, but it is one to which I object and I try to keep 

them from using it.  For Sam it may represent the recontextualization of the school-

avoidance actions used in first grade.  He no longer refuses to go to school in the 

mornings.  He often has red eyes and the appearance of having been crying which he 

explains away as being “tired.”  So now he has recontextualized that as not having 

anything to say in his journal.  There is some evidence of that in this journal entry: 

8/23/07 
 Sam:  I don’t know what to write right now because I am tired right now. 
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 Me:  Sorry. 
 

Notice that I make no comment on the lack of writing now.  In light of what I 

knew about Sam’s relationship to school from last year I was giving him some space to 

relax and keep the pressure off.  I did write in my teacher journal that Sam appeared to be 

crying when he arrived for school that morning. His mother was there but she waited 

outside and he did not plead with her to be allowed to go home as he did the year before. 

Sam used this thread, or lack of a thread four more times before stopping.  I had 

to speak to him orally to tell him that it was not “OK.”  Generally I tell the children that if 

they can’t think of anything to write then they must write me at least five sentences about 

why they cannot think of anything to write.  Usually I have to say that more than once 

and have to enforce it by making them write in their journals at recess time before they 

stop experimenting with that clever idea.  But I spoke to Sam after he wrote “I don’t 

know what to write” on 9/7/07.  The next, and last, time that he wrote it he added a 

playful twist to the genre. 

9/11/07 (Monday) 
 Sam:  I don’t know what to write but I’m writing this so I do know what  
  to write. That’s weird. 

 
 Me:  It’s a dichotomy. 
 

As with Beth, I offered Sam “access to written language as a symbolic medium 

used in various ways” (Dyson, 2003, p. 6).  Sam’s everyday textual materials and familiar 

forms of agency are different from Beth’s and therefore he constructs a different 

functional understanding of the written medium (as interpreted by Dyson, 2003) than did 
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she.  Nevertheless he begins to play with written conversation as though I were an equal 

rather than his teacher. 

9/12/07 
 Sam:  In three weeks I am going to Disney World.  When I get back it will 
  almost  be Halloween. 

 
 Me:  Sorry, Disney World is closed for repairs.  You will have to go to  
   Plumbing World! They have cool rides that teach you about 
sinks,     bathtubs and toilets. 

 
 Sam:  Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa 
 
9/13/07 
 Sam:  I think that I am going to Disney World no matter what even if it is 
closed. 
 
9/14/07 
 Sam:  How do they have a half day on picture day? 

 
 Me:  Are you sure it is a half day?  I think that is the 25th. 

 
 Sam:  What does that mean dude? 

 
 Me:  Tomorrow is not a half day. 
 

The next written exchange takes place in December but I insert it here as a further 

illustration of Sam’s ability to recontextualize the written medium based upon the ways 

in which I present it to him. 

12/14/07 (Friday) 
 Sam:  I have to take steroids and antibiotics and an inhaler and pink  
  medicine. 

 
 Me:  You are the king of sick! 

 
12/17/07 (Monday) 
 Sam:  I am the king of Bionicles because I like them and I am the king of  
  snacks.  I like them and it reminds me, I am the king of sick   
  because I am sick all the time and my favorite is the king of   
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  monkeys.  That’s my favorite.  Do  you have a favorite?  Do you  
  have a king please?  If you do write A  If you don’t write B.   
  Remember.  My dad always forgets.  Remember to do it.    
  Remember. 

 
 Me:  (I wrote A.  I also asked in the margin about the word monkeys.   
  He had spelled it mokis.  He didn’t answer me in his journal.  I had 
  to ask him. 

 
 Me:  I remembered.  Did you?  You are also the king of rebounds  
  because you hustle. 7 
 

We can also see that Sam has discovered the use of repetition as a strategic 

function.  While I can find several examples of repetition by me in earlier entries going 

back to first grade, they all involved attempts to signify my approval or interest in certain 

subjects.  I was rarely successful, though he usually acknowledged what I had said by 

answering it.  This is the first time that Sam uses repetition in his writing.   

Sam makes a connection to my writing by his repetition of the phrase “king of.”  

This is connection as Tannen (2007) and Labov (1972) describe it.  It both links his 

comments to my earlier comment and is evaluative as well.  His long entry repeating the 

form five times in the passage indicate his approval of and desire to manipulate the 

phrase I used himself.   

The entry also demonstrates comprehension, because he understands the 

symbolism of my phraseology, and production.  While production may not be an 

intentional consequence of this repetition for Sam the result is one of his longest journal 

                                                 
7 I play basketball with my kids nearly every day that I have recess duty.  He is not one of the taller boys 
yet Sam often gets the rebound because he is quick and gets position early.  This willingness to play rough 
and tumble sports with the other children on the playground is an interesting aspect of his personality.  It is 
important to note this because Sam’s fear of going to school could lead the reader to misinterpret his 
personality. 
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entries to date.  Coupled with the fact that this occurred on a Monday when he had more 

time to write, (and more time to fill), it is obvious that production was a desirable 

function for him.   

Finally Sam’s entry demonstrates the interactional function of repetition in 

conversation.  This is a broad function that can include: 

. . . getting and keeping the floor, showing listenership, providing back-channel 
response, stalling, gearing up to answer or speak, humor and play, savoring and 
showing appreciation for a good line or a good joke, persuasion (what Koch, 1983 
calls "presentation as proof"), linking one speaker’s ideas to another’s, ratifying 
another’s contributions (including another’s ratification), and including in an 
interaction a person who did not hear a previous utterance.  In other words, 
repetition not only ties parts of discourse to other parts, but it bonds participants 
to the discourse and to each other, linking individual speakers in a conversation 
and in relationships.  (Tannen, 2007, p. 61) 
 

Sam’s entry clearly shows humor and play.  Giving himself the self-deprecating 

title of king of the monkeys is both funny and playful.  His repetition of the “king of” 

phrase shows that he is savoring the words.  And he ties me to the conversation again by 

asking me if I have any kings.   

He also asks me to give him an answer to his question in a specific way.  This is a 

form of playing school that was seen in Beth’s journal entries.  Notice that Sam asked me 

to write A or B.  The other students generally write an A and a B and then ask me to 

circle them.  Or they write a Yes and a No and ask me to circle my choice.  Sam’s request 

is unique in the structure of the desired answer.  Whether it is because he tried to repeat a 

type of structure he had seen in other’s work, such as “circle yes or no” and didn’t 

understand how to make it work or if this was his own interpretation of the type I do not 

know.  However, it does appear again on 11/9/07 in the following entry: 
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 Sam:  Today when I cried I was just tired understand, if you do write A  
  and if you don’t write B. 

 
 Me:  A 
 

This was the last time that Sam used this genre.  However, the other interesting 

connection Sam made in the passage from 12/17/07 was to mention that his dad always 

forgets to answer him.  This leads me to believe that this answer structure has been used 

in school-play activities at home.   

It also shows that Sam is beginning to recontextualize family members and 

activities in his journal.  He has done it before on a simpler level, for example he tells 

about trips and birthdays and shopping.  But this is the first mention of family that shows 

how he feels about something they do.  This is an example of reporting personal facts 

(Shuy, 1988b) but I think that the way in which it is reported indicates that Sam didn’t 

mean to give that much information.  He relates a fact directly related to him, but the 

purpose for relating it is to encourage me to act in the manner he desires, providing 

evidence of his development of a “socioideological consciousness” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 

345).  That is, he is “differentiating between social worlds and . . . actively exploiting 

differences for (his) own communicative ends” (Dyson, 2003, p. 152). 

Sam has placed me in the category of “adult” along with his father, equated his 

father’s behavior to all adults’ potential behavior, and warned me to act differently. 

As Sam’s communicative practices evolve so do his ability to exploit genres.  

After Christmas he writes: 
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1/7/08 
 Sam:  For Christmas the whole family got a trampoline.  I got a   
  trampoline, some Lincoln logs, a remote control skater, a fake  
  gator, a jacket, my cyst was gone and a bionical.  

 
(Sam had a cyst on his face near his eye.  He had it removed by a doctor over the 

Christmas break.) 

 Me:  Do you miss your cyst? 
 

 Sam:  Yes I do. 
 

This is evidence of his growing sense of appropriate style.  Instead of answering 

with an expletive such as “Aaaaaaaa,” Sam recognizes the absurdity of my question and 

responds in a similar manner. 

Sam was bitten by a feral cat at the beginning of February and had to get rabies 

shots.  He told the class about it at show-and-tell but this is the only reference he made to 

it in his journal. 

2/7/07 
 Sam:  Tomorrow I am getting a rabies shot. 
 
2/11/08 (Monday) 
 Sam:  The reason why I wasn’t here on Friday is because I had to get a  
  rabies shot at 9:30 and my mom thought it would be too late to go  
  to school so I did not go to school that’s the story today I hope you 
  liked it. I sure enjoyed telling I, didn’t you?   
  Next week’s story will be good.  I’m also getting another rabies  
  shot on Friday I think. 

 
 Me:  You smart aleck!  So you had to get a rabies shot?  Just one?   
  When I was a kid it was a series of 12 shots-one each for 12 days- 
  all in the stomach!  No lie! 
  Oh, I see you get another one.  Where?  Stomach or arm? 

 
 Sam:  Aaaaa. 
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On 2/13/08, the next time I saw the journal, I asked, “Did you forget to answer 

me?” because Sam didn’t tell me where the shot was administered.  However Sam’s 

answer indicated that he had answered what he considered to be the important part of my 

entry.  Here is the whole conversation: 

 Me:  Did you forget to answer me?  (I drew a line with an arrow  
  pointing to my question on 2/11/08.) 

 
 Sam:   No.  That’s (then he drew a screaming face). 
 

He’s referring to the “Aaaaa,” which he considers to be an appropriate answer to 

my entry.  Further, he uses one of my own devices, drawing, to make his point more 

emphatically.  He feels that I misunderstood his answer and he wants to make sure that I 

“get it” this time.  (See figure 6:16). 

As the end of school approaches Sam, like Beth, returns to familiar themes to in 

order to produce work more efficiently.  For Sam it is the use of “today” as an entry 

starter.  For example in March, April and May he began a single-sentence entry with 

either “today I,” “today will be,” or “today is,” 21 times.  On six of those days he simply 

wrote “Today will be fun.”   

Here is Sam’s last entry for second grade.  It uses a variation of his filler entries 

listed above when he adds some detail to whatever he says about the day.   

5/21/07 
 Sam:  Today we have art and tomorrow is the last day.  Tomorrow we  
  have music.  So the last day we have music.  That will be fun.  It  
  will be a fun last day. 
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Summary: Sam 

Sam was a much more timid student than Beth at the beginning of first grade.  He 

did not, in fact, want to be in school at all and so was often in tears as he wrote in his 

journal first thing every morning.  This affected the frequency of his early journal entries 

and the tone and tenor of my interaction with him.  Still he was a dutiful child and made 

an effort to complete the assignments as best he could.  Sam was not eagerly searching 

for an audience at the beginning of first grade and so it took him longer to find that he 

had one.  He did, however, exhibit a willingness to engage in conversation of a personal 

nature through his use of listing as a conversational device.  He allowed me a glimpse 

into his opinions of things and people, even though I did not recognize it as such at the 

time. 

By second grade Sam was more sophisticated in his attempts to communicate 

with an audience.  He imparted information that he thought was interesting and continued 

conversational threads over periods of several days.   

He also became more willing to engage in strategic innovations in genres in 

second grade.  In first grade he did not have many textual toys at his disposal nor did he 

have a firm grasp of the written medium.  Because of this he tended to experiment with 

one genre over long periods of time.  Once mastered, the genre became a regular part of 

his repertoire of writing styles.  In second grade he was more confident and though he 

still used genres with which he had been successful, such as his “I don’t know what to 

write” or “I wasn’t late” genres, he was more willing to experiment and demonstrate that 

he was in control of his dialogue journal.  
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Evolving Communicative Practices: Claire 

Claire, amongst the participants in this study, stands out as having had the most 

difficult time in adapting her social landscape to her school landscape.  She had a difficult 

time finding an interest in writing as a first-grader.   This was perhaps because she had 

such a wonderful time talking with her peers that she could not see the value of slowing 

down to write what she could say in seconds.  For her, school was a wonderful 

playground made for social exploration.  School practices only got in the way of that 

social exploration.  Unlike her peers in this study she seemed to exhibit no desire to 

recontextualize her social landscape in school practices. 

Because of this Claire and I were often in conflict and many of my journal entries 

involve some type of command from me to stop talking in class and get some work done.  

She had to call her father on the classroom telephone four times in the first semester to 

tell him she had been misbehaving.  This was always accompanied by a lot of tears 

because she knew that she was in “big trouble.”  But it did not stop her disruptive 

behavior for very long.   

She also had the most trouble manipulating written media early in first grade and 

took the longest to begin to experiment with any genres in her journal.   In fact, the first 

day that she even answered me was in the following entry: 

8/29/06 (Monday) 
 Claire:  I love robots.  Robots are so, so cool.  

 
 Me:   Are you a robot?  

 
 Claire:  Yes 
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I had drawn a picture of Bender, a robot from a TV show and the only one I can 

draw.  That may be why she answered me. 

 

 

Figure 4:2 My Drawing of a Robot for Claire 
 

 

Despite the late start, many of even her earliest entries reflected her personality.  

She sometimes did not finish her sentences and could not be induced to finish them later.  

She would say that she forgot what she was writing.  Her first entry was such a one. 

8/9/06 
 Claire:  I have a dog that ran away.  My mom drove me to the 

 
 Me:  I’m sorry to hear that your dog ran away. 
  Welcome to our class! 
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The second day she wrote something she had already frequently said in the 

classroom. 

8/10/06 
 Claire:  Kids rule the world. 

 
 Me:   Especially smart kids like you. 
 

The third day she wrote about something she’d done in line while waiting to come 

into the classroom.  It was against the rules. 

 
8/11/06 
 Claire:  I am so strong that I picked up Olivia. 

 
 Me:   Don’t drop her! 
 

By the first Monday I was already beginning to show my frustration with her 

behavior in class. 

8/14/06 
 Claire:  I woke up at 2:00 in the morning. 

 
 Me:   Why, to talk? 
 

Looking for an audience: Claire in first grade 

It’s possible that production is the main or at least most common reason for 

repetition in dialogue journal writing by beginning first graders.  When Claire receives 

the reinforcement provided by my drawing of a robot she repeats the entry about robots 

with slight variations. 

8/30/06 
 Claire:   I love robots so, so much. 
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8/31/06 
 Claire:  Robots are so, so, so, so, so, so, so, so, so, so cool. 

 
 Me:   Young lady, you better quit that talking. 
 
9/1/06 
 Claire:   But robots are evil. 

 
 Me:   Some are, yes. 
 
9/6/06 (Claire did not write in her journal for two days) 
 Claire:  Robots are so, so, so, so, so, so, so, so, so, so, so, so, so, so, 
so     cool.  But they’re so evil.  So, so, so, so, so evil. 

 
9/7/06 
 Claire:   I love robots so, so, so much.  I am cool. 

 
 Me:   No more of this, smarty pants. 
 

At the time the difficulty I was having in dealing with what I saw as Claire’s 

problem behaviors in class affected how I viewed her journal entries.  She often took 

upwards of forty minutes to write a single sentence such as the following.  

9/26/06 
 Claire:   I love half days do you? 
 
 Me:   I bet you do! 
  
 Claire:  Yes 
 

Her often disruptive classroom behavior caused me to make assumptions about 

her journal entries that I now realize may have been untrue.  I often thought she was 

simply writing something quickly to avoid getting in trouble.  I now realize that she was 

often making very coherent attempts to recontextualize her experiences in her journal.  

She alone among the participants never used the simple “I like” or “I want” formulas that 
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I had taught them.  I thought she was just not paying attention.  In reality, those formulas 

simply did not work for what she wanted to say.  The following entry is an example of 

how our classroom relationship negatively affected my assessment of her writing.  I never 

recognized that this was an answer, and a repetition, of my entry above. 

9/27/06 
 Claire:   I bet you do too! 
 

In this series I again failed to make the connection between these entries when I 

wrote about them in my teacher journal.  Instead, I wrote that Claire had had to call her 

father again on Monday, 10/2/06. 

9/29/06 
 Claire:  I guess it is Friday, do you? 

 
 Me:   No, it is Friday. 

 
 Claire:   I know. 
 
10/2/06 (Monday) 
 Claire:  You put Friday Mr. Nichols and I did too Mr. Nichols.  Mr.  
   Nichols you are 
 

On 10/3/06 she wrote nothing and was punished for it. 

On the following day she acknowledged that and wrote about it.  My comment 

was unsympathetic and again a reflection of my frustration with her behavior.  Instead of 

recognizing the connection she had made or acknowledging that she was “being good,” I 

commented on a spelling mistake. 

10/4/06 
 Claire:  I am writing Mr. Nichols (She spelled writing “ritd”) 

 
 Me:   Do you mean writing?  
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 Claire:   Yes. 
 

Unfortunately the talking and playing continued.  Her first grade journal is 

sprinkled with entries such as the following.  Claire’s search for an audience was leading 

only to an angry teacher instead of a conversational partner. 

10/5/06 
 Claire:   I did not finish my math. 

 
 Me:   You will from now on, OK? 
 

Expanding horizons: Claire’s strategic improvisation in genres in the first grade 

Because of our conflict I failed to recognize at the time how varied and personal 

were Claire’s strategic improvisations.  Instead I saw disjointed writing that often 

contained comments for which I could find no context.  When I look back at my teacher 

journal at the time I find a stream of commentary about how difficult it was to get her to 

do her work.  So while many of her journal entries are personal and clever 

recontextualizations of her “landscape of voices” (Bakhtin, 1981) at the time they were 

pulled from her pencil with threats, punishments, isolation from her peers and many 

headaches for me; probably for her as well.  Yet in retrospect I find many of her entries 

and our exchanges to be among the most interesting of the participants’ work.   

Claire experimented with many genres over the year.  She loved music.  Her 

father, she said, was very interested in rock and roll and other types of music and she 

sometimes wrote song titles or simple rhymes in her journal.  She also mentioned 

Hollywood and seemed to make the most connections between media and her dialogue 
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journal.  She seemed to have no fear of writing inappropriate entries, possibly because 

she was often in a hurry to finish.  But her entries have a different flavor than those by the 

other children.  I can find no evidence of listing (Tannen, 2007).  However she does carry 

over subjects from day to day.    

She uses repetition (Tannen, 2007) but sparingly.  In our exchange from 9/26/06 

above she writes “I bet you do too” in answer to my entry which read, “I bet you do.”  

This is an example of the comprehension function because it allows her to make her point 

with an economy of words, the connective function because it links her writing to mine, 

is evaluative because it shows approval of my statement and expects that approval to 

transfer to hers and it is interactional in that it shows appreciation of a good line (Tannen, 

2007, pp. 59-61). 

But most of her use of repetition is merely productive.  As with the robot series of 

entries above Claire gets production out of a single idea.  Sometimes it is the repetition of 

a word, such as “so” in the example above.  At other times it is a series of repetitions 

carried over from day to day as with the following entries.    

 

10/31/06 
 Claire:  This is the life. 

 
 Me:   Life is good! 
 
11/1/06 
 Claire:   The life is good. 
 
11/2/06 
 Claire:  The life is good. 

 
 Me:   Talking instead of working is not. 
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One of Claire’s favorite connections was with media and Hollywood.  She makes 

several entries such as the following. 

10/6/06 
 Claire:   I am going to Hollywood.  Beth came to my house for a  
   sleepover and my dad took my bed. 
 

If the sentences seem incongruous it is because she originally wrote “I am going 

to Hollywood,” in her journal.  She had been playing around all morning and I made her 

write more at recess.  So she added the bit about Beth.  She and Beth were good friends 

and did have sleepovers so that may be true.  I don’t know about the bed. 

Another genre that Claire uses frequently and with skill is the reporting of 

opinions and personal and general facts (Shuy, 1988b, p. 113).  Interestingly Claire 

manages to convey the emotion she feels by the type of fact she chooses to report.  

Cognition and emotion are central to constructing and interpreting dialogue (Heath, 1983) 

and while Claire’s writing skills may be rudimentary her sense of purpose in reporting 

facts is not.  In the following entry she recounts her dismay at having caught her fingers 

in the hinge-side crack of the heavy, piston-driven door of the girls’ bathroom.  We had 

heard her screaming and I had had to run to her rescue as the door was too heavy for her 

to push open at that angle.  Fortunately she wasn’t seriously hurt.  (She actually did it 

again in the spring.  I’ve never had another child do that.) 

10/19/06 
 Claire:   I have fingers that are crushed. 

 
 Me:   I know-owee!  Don’t put your fingers in the door crack! 
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In another series Claire reported her opinion within the context of her own speech 

genres.  In order to confirm this one would have to speak with Claire in order to see the 

expressiveness with which she imbued the most mundane of topics.  This series of entries 

is for me one of the most pleasing series looking back on it from the perspective of this 

study because it is evocative of Claire as I remember her in personal conversation.  At the 

time I’m sure that it was not clear what she was doing.  But as was seen with Sam, when 

his entries are examined over a period of time it is evident that the participant is pleased 

with the imagery and opinion and actually develops it into a textual representation of 

their oral conversation.  In this case, Claire repeats her original phrasing on 11/7/06 in a 

way that indicates that she is savoring her humorous text.  She creates humor with 

repetition and displays appreciation for it by varying it in a way that she finds to be 

humorous (Tannen, 2007). 

We were studying money.  She drew representations of the coins instead of 

writing the words.  It is interesting that she chose that imagery because as I noted in my 

teacher journal she was struggling with money because she could not remember the value 

of the coins. 

11/3/06 
 Claire:  I am a (penny).  I am a (dime).   

 
  Me:   Huh? 

 
11/6/06 
 Claire:  Hollywood is better than money. 

 
11/7/06 
 Claire:   I love money.  Love money me. 

 
 Me:   Where? Here? There? 
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11/8/06 
 Claire:   Do you like money too? 

 
 Me:   Yes! 
 

Claire’s classroom misbehaviors could be extreme in that she would walk around 

the room, visiting and laughing and keeping others from her work.  She actually crawled 

on the floor one day thinking that I wouldn’t see her.  She crawled over to Beth and 

began poking her leg.  Beth yelled, “Stop bothering me Claire!” and Claire was “busted.  

I made her sit at a desk outside the entrance to the classroom and finish her work.  She 

wrote the following entry while in the hall. 

11/15/06 
 Claire: I got put out! No, no, no, no! 
 

A day later this is what she wrote in her journal.  She had to call her father from 

the class telephone again. 

11/17/06 
 Claire:  We(1)  will(2)  are(3) 

 
 Me:   (I numbered her words)  Having trouble finishing?  Three  
   words in twenty minutes.  That’s not good. 

 
 Claire:  I know. 
 

I suspect that the following is a repetition of her father’s words to her at home. 

 

11/20/06 
 Claire:  The boss for this school is Mr. Nichols. 
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However, she played again instead of working for most of 11/20/06.  I lost my 

temper with her on 11/21/06 and raised my voice when she was again out of her seat 

visiting.  

11/21/06 
 Claire:  The teacher shouted at me today. 

 
 Me:   Sorry.  I hope you get your work done on time and   
   correctly or you will call your daddy. 

 
 Claire:   I am sorry. 
 
11/22/06 
 Claire:   I am so sorry to not do my work done.  I am so sorry. 
 

Clair also reported more mundane facts.  These were more sophisticated and 

required a relatively sophisticated ability to manipulate the written medium.  In this entry 

she discusses the hundred-piece-puzzle we have mounted on the calendar.  We add a 

piece each day so that it is completed on the hundredth day of school.  Claire has been 

keeping track.  My response is again colored by my frustration with her classroom 

behavior.   

12/14/06 
 Claire:  The puzzle is almost finished and we have a few (four?)  
   more days. 

 
 Me:   Yes it is.  Try to behave for the last four days. 
 

On the fifteenth she tries to engage me in a conversational thread but loses interest 

when she realizes that she shouldn’t tell me the surprise. 

12/15/06 
 Claire:  I have a good surprise. 
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 Me:   What is it? 
 

 Claire:  I don’t know. (she was referring to the Christmas present  
   she had bought for me) 
 

Often when Claire has not been in trouble for a while her entries regain their 

playful, repetitious nature as with this one.  She also recontextualizes something she saw 

on TV.  

12/18/06 
 Claire:  I am making the touchdown.  I am making it.  Yes I made it!  
   I made it! 
 

This is one of her very few entries that resemble the simple reporting of personal 

events in which most of the children engage in their dialogue journals. 

12/19/06 
 Claire:  I was on a hike with my dad and it was fun. 

 
 Me:   Yes it was! 

 
 Claire:  I know. 
 

The semester closes with a very familiar type of entry. 

12/20/06 
 Claire:  It is the last day of the year. (she spelled last “late.”) 
 Me:   Or the last. 
 

When Claire returns from Christmas break we both seem to approach her dialogue 

journal with a renewed sense of purpose; hers to find things to write about and get the 

writing done on time and mine to respond in a more civil fashion.  Her first entry of the 

New Year seems to be an attempt to “make up” with me. 
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1/3/07 
 Claire:  It’s a New Year yay.  We like you Mr. Nichols we really like 
   you and you are really, really cool you are Mr. Nichols and 
   you can be cool.  And you are cool and you have a yellow  
   ponytail in your hair. 

 
 Me:   Thanks. 
 

That is followed immediately by a conversational thread that spans three days and 

touches on a personal subject.  Claire is not at all intimidated by dialogue journal writing 

and seems to have decided to take advantage of its potential for amusement. 

1/4/07 
  Claire:  Ashley is a tomboy and I am too.  Are you a tomboy?  

 
 Me:   No.  Only girls can be tomboys. 

 
 
1/5/07 
 Claire:  No Mr. Nichols you keep saying you do. 

 
 Me:   No, I am right. 

 
 
1/5/07 
 Claire:  You have a ponytail Mr. Nichols in your hair you do have  
   one. 

 
 Me:   Do I?  Really? 
 

Claire’s journal entries provide a recurring example of how difficulty with the 

written medium can cause misunderstandings about the nature of either her or my journal 

entries.  Her responses to entries she doesn’t understand reflect her personality.  When I 

said something to her that she did not understand she would pause comically, roll her 
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eyes and make a remark such as, “OK Mr. Nichols, but I don’t get it.”  Then she would 

flounce away giggling.   

Other children have trouble understanding my journal entries at times.  

Sometimes they can’t read the words and sometimes they misread a word.  But usually it 

is because they have forgotten what they wrote the day before and so my comment does 

not make sense to them.  Significantly, Sam, to whom the activity of dialogue journal 

writing was an important communication tool, rarely misunderstood me.  If he couldn’t 

read what I’d written he would ask someone what it said.  But Claire, to who dialogue 

journal writing represented a chore, rarely asked for clarification.  She preferred to 

recontextualize her oral comments in her journal. 

In this exchange she misspelled report card and I was in a hurry when I answered 

her so I wrote a correction in a bit of a sarcastic manner.  I thought she would understand 

and respond in a similar fashion, as Beth often did. 

1/11/07 
 Claire:  My reipok ckond (report card) is good. 

 
 Me:   How about your report card? 

 
 Claire:   I don’t get it. 
 

This is also an example of what Schegloff  (1997) described as immediate 

repetition in order to initiate a repair.  In this case a speaker repeats another’s words, such 

as an address, in order to see if they have it correct.  In my case, I seek to show the 

student that they do not have it correct and to show them the repair that is necessary.  It is 
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fairly successful, especially if I keep the sarcasm out of my entry.  When I repeat what 

the child writes but spell it correctly I often see it written correctly in a later entry.    

The next exchange is such a perfect recontextualization of her oral language that I 

can still imagine her face as she says, “I don’t get it.”   

I have no idea of the context of this exchange.  Claire did not explain it.  I can 

only assume that, because her father was very in to rock and roll and Claire knew a lot of 

songs that it either came from a song or was a similar type of rhyme pairing.   

1/12/07 
 Claire:  I want to be the greeper of the weeper. 

 
 Me:   Why? 

 
 Claire:  I don’t know. 
 

Her answer is again ambivalent because she uses it orally to express disinterest in 

a topic as well as to mean that she doesn’t know the answer.  By the time I asked her 

about it she didn’t seem to recall the exchange. 

Often, however, when she writes an “I don’t know” or “I don’t get it” answer she 

just hasn’t read what she wrote.  My answers then have no context and she is not 

interested enough to try to place them in context.  This could be the result of the often 

hostile nature of my journal entries in the early part of the year.  Though she also used 

this device orally to end conversations in which she had no interest.  The following 

exchanges are examples of this phenomenon. 

1/18/07 
 Claire:  My mom has surgery on something. 

 
 Me:   I hope it is easy and fast! 
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 Claire:  I don’t get it. 
 
1/23/07 
 Claire:  My baby sister always pocos (pokes) me. 

 
 Me:   Pokes? 

 
 Claire:  That was weird. 
 

However some of her other entries in which she does understand my questions 

and answers or at least responds to them indicate that Claire is just being selective about 

where she wants to expend her literary efforts. 

2/1/07 (referring to Groundhog Day) 
 Claire:  On the news it said that it will definitely see its shadow. 

 
 Me:   But what if it doesn’t? 

 
 Claire:  What? 

 
 
2/2/07 
 Claire:   Six more weeks of winter in New York. 

 
 Me:   But here, winter is over when Claire sees her shadow! 

 
 Claire:   Ha! 
 
2/6/07 
 Claire:  What is going on with the fountain? 

 
 Me:   I’m not sure what you mean.  Which fountain?  (I then drew 
   a picture of Claire as a fountain, spitting water out of her  
   mouth.) 

 
 Claire:  You! 
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Figure 4:3 Claire as a Fountain 

 
 

3/5/07 
 Claire:   I am freaked out because I can’t speak Spanish and the  
   new guy can.   Well I can do some but not that much. So I  
   can(‘t) help him. 
 
3/6/07 
 Claire:   I am so, so, so, so, so freaked out.  Does he know how to  
   say food? 

 
 Me:   I don’t know.  Why don’t you ask him . . . nicely! Not  
   smarty  pantsish. 

 
 Claire:  But I can’t speak Spanish. 
 

As first grade drew to a close Claire continued to write as she pleased and I 

continued to try to change what she was doing.  Our conflict was unresolved as far as I 

was concerned.  I believe that for Claire, the conflict had been resolved in her favor a 

long time ago. 
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4/24/07 
 Claire:  I got bit by a duck. 

 
 Me:   And by a substitute.  Why did the substitute complain about 
   you? 

 
 Claire:   I don’t know. 

 
 Me:   Yes you do! 
 
4/27/07 
 Claire:  What do you mean? 

 
 Me:   You were not good for the substitute. 
 

She changed the subject. 

5/17/07 
 Claire:  I hope I am cool. 
 Me:   I hope that you write more than this. 

 
 Claire:  Yes. 
 
5/18/07 
 Claire:  Hey Mr. Nichols do you know school is almost out? 

 
 Me:   Yes, I am aware of that. 

 
 Claire:   Huh? 
 
5/21/07 
 Claire:  I need food!  I need food. 
 
5/22/07 
 Claire:   Hey Mr. Nichols what are doing today? 

 
 Me:   What are doing? Claire, today we are teaching little girls  
   to write in English instead of Russian. 

 
 

Finally, her last entry has to do with something she finds very important. 
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5/23/07 
 Claire:   I cannot wait until the party. 
 

Looking for an audience: Claire in second grade 

There is a dramatic change in the style of Claire’s dialogue journal entries in 

second grade.  She is more confident and has more to say.  She is also more playful and 

confidential.  As with her first grade journal she rarely forgets to write at least a one-word 

answer. The reader can also note a difference in the tone and tenor of my entries.  

Claire’s classroom behavior had dramatically improved by the beginning of second 

grade. 

8/9/07 
 Claire:   Hey Mr. Nichols I got to see Underdog the movie.  My dad 
   is going to teach me to rock. 

 
 Me:   You already rock, Claire!  I did not see Underdog.  Did you 
   see Transformers? 
 
8/10/07 
 Claire:  I like the battle on Transformers the movie. 

 
 Me:   Me too.  There was a lot of action.  Did you see Harry  
   Potter? 

 
 Claire:   No 
 

Expanding horizons: Claire’s strategic improvisations in genres in the second grade 

One of the early but recurring genres Claire experiments with is storytelling.  The 

following entry is fiction.  Both the date and the existence of other such entries at times 
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when she could not possibly have made the trip involved make it impossible that these 

might be true.  However she never admits that they are stories. 

8/14/07 
 Claire:   I went to a wrestling match last night.  I got body   
   slammed. 

 
 Me:   No way!  It was probably because you were mouthing off. 

 
 Claire:   I don’t get it. 
 

Claire’s most used genre is to relate personal or general information.  The 

following refers to the fact that she takes karate lessons. 

8/24/07 
 Claire:  Mr. Nichols I can speak Korean. 

 
 Me:   I heard you counting! 

 
 Claire:  You did? 
 

And she is now able to carry on a conversation across several days’ worth of 

entries.   

8/28/07 
 Claire:   I am going surfing today. 
  
 Me:   Really, where? 

 
 Claire:   At the beach. 

 
 Me:   Sorry I forgot your gummi bear, Stinky 
. 
 Claire:  Ha. 
 

The following entry is sandwiched between the ones I am interested in.  I include 

it to show the timeline of the entries concerning my use of the name “Stinky” to describe 
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Claire.  I actually didn’t respond until 8/29/07 so she did not read my response until 

8/30/07.  It shows, however that she is aware of the necessity of reading more than a day 

behind the current entry to find the beginning of my thread.  Nothing I said on 8/30 

necessitated reading the 8/28/07 entry.  Claire had to be interested in what I had to say to 

look two days back and respond. 

8/29/07 
 Claire:  That does not sound like Mrs. Miller’s class.8 

 
 Me:   That sounds like pigs! 
 
8/30/07 
 Claire:  Stop calling me stinky Mr. Nichols. 

 
 Me:   OK, smell-pot. 

 
 Claire:  Hey! 
 

Music is very important in Claire’s life and she broaches the subject for the first 

time here. 

8/31/07 
 Claire:  Hey Mr. Nichols I just learned a new song.  Do you want to 
   hear it Mr. Nichols?  I can pretend guitar. 

 
 Me:   Then you must be rockin’. 

 
 Claire:  Yeah. 
 

Her recontextualizations of music become more elaborate as the year goes on. 

                                                 
8 Mrs. Miller is the teacher next door to us.  Her class was doing a rather noisy activity.  The pigs reference 
comes from our authors study.  We had been studying the work of Robert Munsch and had read a book of 
his called Pigs.  This exchange between Claire and I imitates the main idea of the book wherein the main 
character says, “That doesn’t sound like (whatever), that sounds like pigs!” 
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This entry demonstrates that she is aware of changes I made to the “Must Do’s” 

list.  It is the list of things the students must do every morning and her failure to complete 

the list on many days caused her much trouble in first grade.  Noticing and commenting 

on the change, (she was the only student in the class to comment on it in writing), may 

demonstrate some lingering anxiety about finishing her work.   

We also see another example of her preoccupation with media and going to 

Hollywood. 

9/4/07 (Tuesday after Labor Day so it is like a Monday for journal purposes.) 
 Claire:   Isn’t must do number seven supposed to be choices? 
   
 Me:   (In margin: Yes) 

 
 Claire:  Mr. Nichols on fall break I am going to Hollywood and I  
   am a super star and I get to meet Jack Black and Josh  
   (Peak?).  I am going to meet lots of stars isn’t that cool Mr. 
   Nichols? 

 
 Me:   (In margin: Yes!) 

 
 Claire:   Oh Yeah, I am going to Las Vegas tonight. 
   
 Me:   Tonight? That means you’re not here? 

 
 Claire:   No I went after school. 
 

The trip to Las Vegas was fiction.  She could not have gone and returned in one 

night.  But she doesn’t admit it. 

I sometimes had to pester Claire for answers to my questions.  She used “I don’t 

know” to put me off, not because the question was hard but because the answer didn’t 

interest her.  I had figured out what she meant by “spenre” but I insisted on an answer.  
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The tone of her final answer doesn’t translate in computer font the way it did in print.  I 

got the impression that she was irritated with me. 

9/6/07 
 Claire:  I think I broke my arm Mr. Nichols and my spenre (spine).   
   I like being called Claire.9 

 
 Me:   What is a spenre Claire? 

 
 Claire:  I don’t know. 
 
9/7/07 
 Claire:  I got sand in my pants. 

 
 Me:   What is a spenre! 

 
 Claire:  A part of our body. 
 

Another genre Claire returns to again and again is food.  Her imagery is evocative 

and is an exact recontextualization of her speech forms when discussing food. 

10/15/07 
 Claire:  I like bacon a lot.  It is juicy.  It is flavory.  And it sizzles.   
   BACON I love you.  I eat bacon for breakfast, lunch and  
   dinner.  Do you like bacon? 

 
 Me:   Bacon is the best meat ever! 
 

Here is an example of how spelling and context can lead to misunderstanding in 

textual conversations.  Actually it is my familiarity with the context that causes the 

misunderstanding.  We had a student named Gabriel and he was a senior (second-grader), 

as was Claire.  I assumed that she was talking about Gabriel and in stating that he was a 

“singer” she had meant to write that he was a senior.  What’s more, I was referring back 

                                                 
9 Claire chose her pseudonym because I often called her Claire even though it was not her real name. 
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to first grade when Claire sometimes wrote small statements like this to avoid thinking 

about what to write.  Indeed, many of the students, even in second grade, used these sorts 

of filler or marker entries when they were in a hurry or tired.   

But I wasn’t aware of a new context, though I would be soon.  Claire was 

referring to a character from the movie High School Musical named Gabriella who is a 

singer.  My sarcastic response was resented. 

10/19/07 
 Claire:   Gabriel is a singer. 

 
 Me:   Claire is a junior. 

 
 Claire:   No. 
 

I would tease her about her musical references at first.  She would try to explain 

them to me. 

11/15/07 
 Claire:  The Naked Brothers Band has a new movie called Battle of  
   the Bands.  And Bobby Love. 

 
 Me:  Bobby Love?  What a name!  Do you know the lyrics to a  
   lot of songs? 

 
 Claire:   (written in margin: Yes.) 

 
 Me:   (I wrote her a haiku) 

 
   (Claire) can sing 
   She has a head for lyrics. (Claire wrote “Yes” here) 
   Her warbling rocks! 
   Claire: Bobby Love is a boy. 
 

We can see here that Claire and I have a different understanding of what she 

means by knowing “mostly” Nate’s songs.  She means more. 
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11/16/07 
 Claire:  Bobby Love hates Nate Wolf.  I know all of Bobby Love’s  
   songs but mostly Nate’s.  Nate has made more songs than  
   Bobby Love. 

 
 Me:   Why more of Nate’s? 

 
 Claire:  He wrote more. 
 

As any holiday approaches Claire returns to the subject of food. 

11/19/07 
 Claire:  I can’t wait three more days (until Thanksgiving). I like  
   ham. 
   
 Me:   Are you a hamster? 
 
11/20/07 
 Claire:  Mr. Nichols did you know that the Hines 57 Sauce is good  
   and delicious?  It is better with steak.  Did you taste it? 

 
 Me:   Yes, it is good stuff.  But I like A1 Sauce better. 

 
 Claire:   I don’t. 
 

This is an example of a form of repetition called imitation that I shall explore 

further later in this section of the chapter.  I answer with “what” because I wasn’t sure to 

what she was referring.  I should have been clearer and Claire lets me know by imitating 

and doubling my “what.” 

12/6/07 
 Claire:  What is with the tree?  My Dad told me that you were not  
   here Thursday. 

 
 Me:   What? 

 
 Claire:   What, what? 
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I have often explored the students’ media-driven attitudes and perceptions simply 

out of curiosity.  Several years ago, when Brittany Spears was younger and her songs 

were very popular with my girls I asked them one day if they thought she was a good 

singer.  “Yes!” they chorused.  I then asked, “What if she weighed three hundred pounds?  

Would she still be a good singer?”   

“No!” they screamed.   

Since then the subject of appearance’s relationship to talent in my students’ 

attitudes has always interested me.  Anytime I get a chance I ask about it.  At first I 

caught Claire off guard and she gave the standard response.  However, (perhaps because 

she saw the response in print, I don’t know because I’ve never had the opportunity to 

repeat the experiment), she recognizes the injustice of the statement and tries to clarify it.  

I was being playful when I pretended not to understand her clarification but she doesn’t 

see it that way. 

 

1/15/08 
 Claire:  There’s a person on High School Musical and his name is  
   Zac Efron.  I like him because I like the song “Bet on It.” 

 
 Me:   Is he fat? 

 
 Claire:   No he is skinny. 
 
1/16/08 
 Claire:   If Zac Efon was fat I would not like him.  I am not saying  
   that I don’t like fat people. 

 
1/17/08 
 Claire:  Zac Efron sang a song in High School Musical.  It’s called  
   Bedonit. 
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 Me:   Are you sure that it isn’t “Bet” on it? 
 

 Claire:   It’s Bet on it. 
 

(I then drew an arrow to her comment from 1/16/08 and asked for a clarification.) 
(Claire had written, “I am not saying that I don’t like fat people.”) 

 
 Me:   Well, what are you saying then? 

 
 Claire:  I am saying I like fat people. 
 
1/18/08 
 Claire:  On Christmas I got a High School Musical DVD. 

 
 Me:   No! Really? You?  I can’t believe it! 
   Hey, if you like fat people then you would like Zac if he was 
   fat! 

 
 Claire:  You don’t get it! 
 

On 1/22/08 Claire tried to change the subject and snapped at me when I wouldn’t 

let her. 

 Me:   I don’t get it.  Why don’t you explain it to me? 
 

 Claire:  I explained it to you four times. 
 

When Claire is tired or in a hurry her handwriting becomes difficult to read and 

she has a tendency to write in shorthand, evidence of how she really translates thought 

into text. 

2/14/08 
 Claire:   I have these bracelets.  I gave them out.  

 
 Me:   To whom did you give them? 

 
 Claire:  Hailey and two more.  (Writing the other names was too  
   much trouble.) 
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2/15/08 
 Claire:  I think I saw the Grim Reaper on the way to school. 

 
 Me:   Did he wave? 

 
 Claire:  Don’t know. 

 
 Me:   Have I ever mentioned that you are one strange child? 

 
 Claire:  Hey. 
 

The Grim Reaper reference was another nod to her social sphere.  She’d seen a 

movie a few days before and liked the name. 

Claire began really referencing movies and especially songs in her journal.  At the 

time, I recognized it as repetition for the sake of production but not the value it had to 

Claire or her friends, who were doing the same thing.  I continually tried to steer the 

conversation away from songs with absolutely no success.  In the following exchange, 

Claire began listing every song written by Nate Wolf (or Nat, she writes it both ways).  

He is part of the Naked Brothers Band and I again sought to amuse myself at Claire’s 

expense.  I had used this joke before in varying versions and she was sick of it.  The fact 

that her answer is curt but a complete sentence shows a desire to get her point across to 

me.  Normally she writes “no” or “hey.”  For brevity’s sake I will not list all of the songs.  

She listed a total of seven songs along with who wrote them. 

2/19/08 
 Claire:  (Lists songs) 

 
 Me:   I am not familiar with these guys (The Naked Brothers).   
   Why are they naked?  Does it help them sing? 

 
 Claire:  No it doesn’t. 
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2/20/08 
 Claire:  Back to what I was saying yesterday.  (She then lists three  
   more song titles). 
 
2/21/08 
 Claire:   Back to the show.  (She lists three more songs). 

 
 Me:   (referring to Nate Wolf) Fake name? 

 
 Claire:   What? 

 
2/22/08 
 Claire:   OK, let’s finish this thing. (She lists two more Nat Wolf  
   songs). 

 
 Me:   I knew a kid once that was eaten by Nat Wolfs. 

 
 Claire:   Liar. 
 

On 2/25/08 Claire began a series of entries that frustrated me because it really 

didn’t allow for conversation.  She began writing all of the lyrics to songs from High 

School Musical.  I wish I could say that it was her original idea.  However, two of her 

best friends were doing the same thing in their journals so it is impossible to know who 

started it.  They were the “High School Musical girls.”  This cultural obsession set them 

apart because while other girls liked the movie and the songs none of the others had the 

energy to pursue the genre with such thoroughness and single-mindedness.  It actually 

drove a bit of a wedge between Beth and Claire.  They didn’t actively fight but Beth just 

didn’t have the interest in High School Musical that Claire and her other friends had.  

Like many other conversational threads in these journals it took the change in perspective 

that time and distance from day to day writing gave me before I realized the connection 
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they were making to their social voices and media.  At the time I tried everything I could 

think of to interest them in another subject.   

2/25/08 
 Claire:  On High School Musical 2 and there’s this song called  
   “Gotta Go My Own Way” and “Bet On It.”  Here goes- 
   (She then begins writing the lyrics to “Gotta Go My Own  
   Way.”  It goes on for a full page’s worth of writing.) 

 
 Me:   Wow. How do you remember all of that?  You forget so  
   many other things, such as your reading homework. 

 
 Claire:  What? 
 
2/27/08 (Not as much time to write today.) 
 Claire:  OK here goes “Bet On It.”  (She writes the first two lines). 

 
 Me:   Hmm? 
 
2/28/08 
 Claire:  We’re back.  (She writes three more lines from “Bet On  
   It.”). 

 
 Me:   Is that supposed to make sense? 

 
 Claire:   I don’t know. 
 

All of her entries from this point until 3/12/08 consist of writing the lyrics to 

various songs.  On 3/12/08 she congratulated herself for completing the job. 

3/12/08 
 Claire:  Very nice huge job. 
 

In the next exchange Claire gives me a glimpse of the kinds of things her family 

talks about at home.  In my teacher journal I wrote that her response to me seemed a little 

self-satisfied. 
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3/14/08 
 Claire:  Hey Mr. Nichols today is Albert Einstein’s birthday.  And  
   over the weekend my family is going to celebrate. 

 
 Me:   Wow! I didn’t know that.  We should have (celebrated too)! 

 
 Claire:   Well I did. 
 

Here’s an example of me using imitation as repetition to express disapproval.  

Claire had written more lyrics and I wrote a long response that tried to direct her attention 

from the songs.  She used “what” as her short-hand dismissal of my response and I 

paraphrased “what” to show that I knew what she was doing.  My assumption that Claire 

would understand my meaning in imitating/paraphrasing her is an example of the power 

of our shared understanding of language.  Imitation is a form of the prepatterning that 

exists in language.  This prepatterning is used by individuals to repeat parts of prior talk, 

“not as mindless mimics but to create new meanings” (Tannen, 2007, p. 100). 

This was, in fact an automatic or even autonomic response by me to having seen 

“what” used so often by Claire.  Tannen (2007) describes this sort of repetition as a 

necessary aspect of the freedom to formulate language.   

Paradoxically, it is the individual imagination that makes possible the shared 
understanding of language.  Linguistic prepatterning is a means by which 
speakers create worlds that listeners can recreate in their own imaginations, 
recognizing the outlines of the prepatterning.  Through prepatterning, the 
individual speaks through the group, and the group speaks through the individual. 
(p. 100) 
 

It is my knowledge that Claire uses this shorthand utterance frequently that allows 

me to be sure enough of her ability to comprehend my meaning that lets me paraphrase 
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her in a satirical way with an automaticity that I found striking enough to note in my 

teacher journal.  I wrote that “Huh just came running out.” 

3/25/08 
 Claire:  (Song stuff). 

 
 Me:   You know, I think it’s great that you can memorize the  
   words for a song.  But how come you can’t remember when 
   to use capital letters? 

 
 Claire:  What? 

 
 Me:   Huh? 
 

As further evidence that Claire recognized the function of my utterance the 

following entry exists in which she turned my satire back on me.  I know that was her 

intent because I asked her and noted it in my teacher journal.  

4/22/08 
 Claire:   (More Nat Wolf lyrics, then “cites” him by name as the  
   author). 

 
 Me:   Wolfs? What? Huh? 

 
 Claire:  Huh? 
 

Claire continued off and on to write lyrics in her journal.  Later she returned to 

her food theme.  When she wished to be playful, (or deflect criticism, she used it for both 

purposes, though she may have seen them as the same thing), Claire would look at me, 

smile and say, “I like pie.”  Here she recontextualizes it in her journal as a song. 

4/4/08 
 Claire:  Pie, pie, pie, going to have a pie time.  Ha, ha, ha, ha, na,  
   na, na, going to have a pie time. 
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Here is one of the few examples of a direct inquiry by Claire for information, 

(personal), from me. 

5/2/08 
 Claire:   Hey Mr. Nichols for when will I get an award. 

 
 Me:   When you learn English. 

 
 Claire:   Hey. 
 

Here is evidence that she noticed the sarcastic, silly nature of my responses to 

much of her informational entries. 

5/15/08 
 Claire:  Hey Mr. Nichols I got a Naked Brothers Band tattoo.  It is  
   a electric guitar. 

 
 Me:   An electric guitar?  Aren’t you afraid of being shocked?   

 
 Claire:   Of course not. 

 
 Me:   Do you ever wish that I would just write a serious answer? 

 
 Claire:  Yeah! 
 

Claire’s final entry is typical of the participants’ final entries.  She barely 

acknowledges that the year is over and focuses on what she will do next week. 

5/21/08 
 Claire:  Tomorrow is the last day of school.  I am going swimming  
   at the Cove all next week.  Because it is the end of Teresa’s  
   week.  We’ll next week. 
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Summary: Claire 

Claire had a difficult time recontextualizing her social self in a school setting 

because so many of her behaviors were antithetical to what society might label as proper 

school discipline.  Context was key to understanding the nature of Claire’s early search 

for an audience because she seemed to have used her early journal entries simply to show 

that she had completed the assignment of writing in a journal.  Similarly, my early entries 

in her journal consisted of attempts to entice or encourage her to participate in the 

activity, such as drawing or teasing.  But they also reflected my frustration with her 

classroom behavior and showed me taking an authoritative stance.  

However, her responses to my authoritative entries, either in the form of 

complaining or excusing herself, represented the beginning of her search for an audience 

in her journal.  They also were the origins of our relationship as equals within the context 

of her dialogue journal.  She never backed down or allowed me to play the role of teacher 

and came to embrace the autonomy offered by writing in a dialogue journal.   

Eventually Claire unwrapped a dazzling array of textual toys over the two years 

that our correspondence continued.  Her experimentation with genres was both daring 

and relentless.  And her willingness to negotiate authority was confirmed in the way she 

asserted her autonomy within her dialogue journal. 

 

Evolving Communicative Practices: Dorian 

Dorian’s journal is not an example of a typical first grade dialogue journal from 

my class.  In fact it is different in nearly every way possible.  Dorian was not a typical 
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student either.  But it was because of the atypical nature of both his journal entries and his 

background and development that I asked him to be a part of this study.   

 Dorian joined our class well after the beginning of the school year, matriculating 

in late October of 2006.  He came from a local charter school where his mother reported 

that he had excelled in math but had not yet begun to learn to read.  She transferred him 

to our school, she said, because she felt that his teacher at the charter school had no 

control over her classroom.  Further, Dorian’s mother felt that the teacher was not taking 

her concerns about what she perceived as Dorian’s lack of learning seriously. 

When Dorian joined our class he seemed to me to be quite bright and capable.  

Yet he rarely paid attention in large-group learning sessions and was often off-task.  He 

had difficulty getting his work done on time or even at all.   

One of the first tasks Dorian needed to learn was how to write in a dialogue 

journal.  Of course “how” varies with the purpose of the journal and the intent of the 

journal writer.   My teaching only involved showing him how to write using the simple 

subject-predicate combinations that I have described above.  I also provided some 

guidance in the form of modeling and volunteered examples from other students’ journals 

in order to help him to generate ideas for subject matter for his journals. 

At first glance his very first journal entry appears conventional. 

10/23/06 (Monday) 
 Dorian:  I can run too the cat the cat cat run 
 
10/24/06 
 Dorian:  Do you see yes we can see. 
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I drew a silly face.  I recorded that I drew it because I knew that Dorian couldn’t read and 

that I understood that what he did not expect an answer to his entry. 

 

Figure 4:4 A Silly Face That "Sees" Dorian 
 

Dorian’s journal entries do exhibit some of the characteristics of our simple 

sentence paradigm.  However I recorded in my teacher journal that Dorian was copying 

sentences from workbook pages he had brought with him from his old school.   

Whether Dorian didn’t understand how to construct a sentence or just felt safe and 

comfortable when copying from a school-approved workbook page I can but speculate.  

Given the precocious nature of his oral dialogue, his friendliness with other students and 

his success in other school activities such as math or science I suspect that copying 

represented a safe way to complete an unfamiliar activity.   

I did record in my teacher journal that Dorian seemed aware of how far behind the 

other children he was in reading and writing.  Indeed, he often expressed dismay later in 

the year at what seemed to him to be his unequal performance in reading and writing 

compared to other students.  He often retreated into “safe” production in writing activities 

and it was very difficult to get him to take a chance. 



 184

Looking for an audience: Dorian in the first grade 

Dorian’s search for an audience began haltingly.  Any help by me was brushed 

aside as though I were irrelevant to the process in which he was involved.    In fact 

Dorian was moving toward a journal style in which I would be irrelevant.   

10/25/06 
 Dorian:  Do I run yes you run 
 
10/26/06 
 Dorian:  can I see?  Yes you can. 
   Can the man? Yes 

 
 Me:   What kids do you play with? 
 

This is not to say that I did not try to help Dorian to write in a conventional 

manner.  I did take away his workbook pages so he could not copy them.  But he 

remembered the sentence structure and reproduced it in his journal.  As with the above 

entry I tried to get him interested in answering my questions.  I even took him aside and 

read to him what I had written and wrote possible answers with him on a separate piece 

of paper, but he did not use them.   

On 10/27/06 I was already frustrated by his resistance and used a device I had 

used before with some success.  I wrote a nonsense answer (from a Robert Munsch book) 

hoping that he would be curious about it and ask what it meant.  He never did. 

10/27/06 
 Dorian:  I can see yes you can. 

 
 Me:   Murmle, murmle. 
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There are two things happening here with Dorian’s writing that at this point it is 

important to explore.  The first has to do with the intertextual nature of Dorian’s journal 

entries, a concept I will explore in more depth in the following chapter.  Intertextuality is 

what Richard Bauman called “the rational orientation of a text to other texts” (2004, p. 4).  

Since I know that Dorian is copying, or mimicking other known texts to fill his journal I 

can say that the intertextual nature of his entries is evident.   

However, intent and mediation by the author (Dorian) and the medium (dialogue 

journals) affect the nature of the intertextual relationship.  One of those mediations is the 

way in which the text relates to previous texts in Dorian’s social landscape.  One of the 

clues to that relationship comes from what I can deduce about Dorian’s intent in writing 

them.  Tannen (2007) observes that the drive to imitate is fueled by the “fundamental 

human purpose of learning” (p. 98).  This, she says is borne out by “the extensive 

findings of imitation in children’s talk” (p. 99). 

For Dorian, who is beset by insistence that he learn to produce “acceptable” text 

in a school setting but finds the task difficult and embarrassing, imitation offers a way of 

reproducing the only text that school-based authorities have approved.  When he imitates 

these forms he engages in s form of resistance to authority.  But he also satisfies his 

interpretation of what completions of the assigned activity involves.  Dorian’s search for 

an audience would seem to have involved a search for approval rather than a conversant. 

Expanding horizons: Dorian’s strategic improvisations in genres in the first grade 

It was not until I asked Dorian to sit near me (I was teaching reading groups at 

journal time in the morning) when he was writing in his journal that Dorian began to try 
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to produce a dialogue in his journal.  He wrote some standard informational entries such 

as the following: 

11/8/06 
 Dorian:  I lost my ball and the can and my bat. 
 
11/9/06 
 Dorian:  I like my mom in the house the house is good I like 

 
 Me:   Really? 
 

I was putting so much effort in oral conversation that I wasted opportunities to 

build a conversation with Dorian in his journal.  I had spent nearly a half an hour helping 

Dorian make sense of that entry.  I did not think that a reply would be relevant, and I was 

tired when I answered him.  Had I recognized what he was trying to do I could have done 

a much better job of supporting him.  I wrote in my teacher journal that I was very 

concerned about his lack of progress because his mother had moved him to our school 

out of frustration with his former institution.  In this case my anxiety impeded my ability 

to facilitate learning for Dorian. 

Dorian’s handwriting and spelling also made it very difficult to interpret what he 

was trying to say.  The following is an example of his first entry that was an attempt to 

impart information but was not driven by, or suggested by me.  It was not until now as I 

write this, with the distance of time, that I even recognize what he was doing.  It is a 

rather sophisticated set of directions for making sand suitable for building sand castles. 

11/13/06 
 Dorian:  I made a lot of sand.  I figured out to make the sand.  I will  
   teach you to make the sand.  This is how you make it.  Step  
   one put some water in it.  Step two put some sand in it.   
   Three keep it out side for 24 hours. 
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Dorian‘s search for approval, both in text and with authority is evident in the 

following series of entries.  I on the other hand seem to be withholding that approval.  To 

me he seemed at the time to be stuck in a repetitive cycle of “easy” entries that did not 

require my participation.  I made most of my responses orally in an attempt to guide him 

toward a more acceptable format of journal writing. 

11/16/06 
 Dorian:  I love my mom and dad they’re the best. Boy I love they’re  
   the best I love them. 

 
 Me:   They love you too. 
 
11/17/07 
 Dorian:  I love my (spelled “moe”) dad and my (moe) mom is the  
   best I love her with all my (moe) heart she is the best mom  
   in the world I love her a lot.  

 
 Me:   Moe = my?  It’s spelled “my”, not moe. 
 

I had worked with him about how to spell “my” correctly.  I had done several 

lessons, shown him where to find it in his word card ring10 and finally wrote it on a note 

card and taped it to his table with firm instructions not to misspell it again.  The above 

entry was written the day after I had taped the card to his table.  The next entry is from 

the following Monday, after a reminder about using the card taped to his table. 

 

                                                 
10 A sort of personal spelling journal, the word card ring is a group of 3x5 inch cards, on a sort of key ring, 
with the Dolsch list words printed on it in alphabetical order.  When the children wish to spell something 
they check their cards.  If they cannot find it they bring the cards to me turned to the appropriate beginning 
sound and I write it there for them.  Dorian never liked to use his and while most juniors would need 
several new cards by the semester break because theirs would be so full of words they’d asked me to spell 
Dorian’s was quite pristine. 
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11/20/06 
 Dorian:  I love my (moe) mom and dad.  He does stuff and I like to  
   get a lot of stuff.  It is awesome.  It is very awesome.  I like  
   all my (moe) things that dad got me. 
 

I wrote in my teacher journal that I had an unpleasant exchange with Dorian about 

spelling “my.”  I also discussed the nature of his journal entries in general in a way that 

left him in no doubt that I disapproved of what he was doing.  The next day he writes 

what at first I took to be a conventional entry reporting an event.  My response indicates 

that I incorrectly read what he had written.  The word that threw me off looked as though 

he had written “mom,” so his entry read like this to me: 

11/21/06 
 Dorian:  I went to the “mom.”  I liked it.  I went to it again. 10,  
   9,8,7,6,5,4,3,2,1 cr cr cr! 

 
 Me:   Where Dorian? 
 

In actuality, when I looked at it again I could see that he had tried to erase the 

second hump on the second “m” of “mom” so that it actually read “mon.”  Then it 

became evident that he was telling a story, his first attempt at fiction but not his last.  The 

entry should have read: 

11/21/06 
 Dorian:   I went to the moon.  I liked it.  I went again.   
   10, 9, 8, 7, 6, 5, 4, 3, 2, 1 cr cr cr! 
 

He also used the only example of onomatopoeia that I can find in the junior’s 

dialogue journals.  The “cr cr cr!” was supposed to be the sound of the rocket blasting 

off.  These sound words are an example of constructed dialogue.  Constructed dialogue is 
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“the recontextualization of words in a current discourse” (Tannen, 2007, p. 17).  In 

Tannen’s view, all reported dialogue is constructed dialogue because the person 

recounting it must construct it according to their own various antecedents in order to 

understand it enough to reproduce it.  The use of self-constructed onomatopoeia is 

particularly sophisticated because the connotation of different sound words is different, 

reflecting the nature of the events they dramatize while showing the speaker’s 

interpretation of the sound (Tannen, 2007).   

This is not the first time that my misinterpretation of what the students write in 

their journals represented a missed teaching opportunity.  I am a believer in “critical 

moment teaching” (Goodman, 2003).  I mourn the loss of those critical moments that I 

missed in the first readings of these journals.  Unfortunately the nature of teaching in an 

elementary classroom makes paying attention all the time difficult and highlights the 

importance of catching as much as possible as things happen in the classroom. 

As Dorian finally begins to write journal entries that invite a comment he also 

begins the conversion of his entry style from personal to reported or constructed dialogue.  

This is the first entry in which he “reports” what Dorian can do, switching between third 

person and first person. 

12/5/06 
 Dorian:  I can run on one leg said Dorian and then my (moe) friends 
   came over to play at my (moe) house said Dorian and then  
   Alex came over to play with me then mom came up the  
   stairs. 

 
 Me:   Oh. I see. 
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I often did not know what to make of this sort of entry.  At the time I only saw the 

person changes as something typically present in dialogue in stories written by young 

writers.  I wasn’t sure what his intent was and I really wanted to avoid another 

confrontation about how to spell “my.” 

Here seems a good place to illustrate the both the difficulty in interpreting 

Dorian’s journals entries and what I found frustrating about what I considered to be the 

inconsistency of his effort in writing.  The following is one of his journal entries as he 

wrote it.   While it illustrates his spelling mistakes it fails to give the reader an idea of 

how his handwriting could contribute to the potential for misinterpretation (see F 3.1). 

12/6/06 
 Dorian:  Wall wie Alix is ta solol wall (Dorian) is ta hom jack is ta  
   his mom. 
 

I interpret this as: Well, while Alex is at school while Dorian is at home Jack is at 

his mom’s. 

I spoke to Dorian about the quality of his effort in that entry.  Here is his next 

entry: 

12/7/06 
 Dorian:  I will go to the moll to Shop to Bie Stuf For me i will like  
   get StuF. 

 
 Me:   Getting stuff is fun. 
 

As can be seen, the second entry was quite easy to read and easy to interpret.  

Knowing that his performance often did not live up to his capabilities often made me 
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impatient with Dorian.  It affected the quality of my entries and the effort I made to 

encourage him in his journal.  For example the very next day Dorian wrote: 

 

12/8/06 
 Dorian: moe Funs Alex is at going to the iscrm ShoP he likes me. 
 

Instead of responding to the content of Dorian’s journal entry my response was 

critical and instructional. 

 Me:   My friend Alex is at going to the ice cream shop.  He likes  
   me. 
 

Rather than respond to what I had written Dorian began telling a story.  Notice 

that it is filled with reported or constructed dialogue. 

12/11/06 
 Dorian:  We have no water said Samwise and Frodo started to defeat the  
   bad guys. We are the best hobbits in Hobbit Town.  When I came to 
   Hobbit Town my grampa died. 

 

As Dorian developed his narrative style he used it in ways that I did not 

understand.  I assume now that in the next entry he was experimenting with constructing 

dialogue.  However at the time I was at a loss to understand his motivation.  My entry 

was an attempt to use repetition to demonstrate disapproval.  I changed his entry enough 

to make it humorous (or so I thought at the time), in the hope that it would make Dorian 

reflect on how others might see his writing. 

12/15/06 
 Dorian:  I am at the house.  I love the house said (Dorian).  He  
   liked the house. 
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 Me:   “Yay for the house!” said (Dorian), “Yay for me!”  “Yay  
   for my pants and the ways I dance!”  “Yay for me,” said  
   (Dorian)!  

 
 Dorian:  Thank you. 
 

That is the first time that Dorian answered me in his journal, so at least I got his 

attention.  He didn’t ask me to read it, though and I doubt that he could at that time.  I 

suspect that it got his writing group leader’s attention and that child read it to him. 

Dorian’s storytelling began in earnest after the semester break.  He began 

including his friends from class in his adventures as well as expressing hostility toward 

students he did not like in the safety of his stories. 

1/15/07 (Monday) 
 Dorian:   I am Dorian Baughman and my side kick is Sam.  Then  
   Dorian sprang into action and Dorian killed Ian the evil  
   villain. 

  
 Me:   Who are you?  

 
 Dorian:  I am right here. 
 

Dorian recontextualizes not only comic or cartoon imagery but text as well.  He 

uses “sprang into action” and “evil villain” to create an action hero or super hero persona 

for the Dorian character he writes of.  I can also see here evidence that Dorian is 

beginning to read my responses himself.  I noted that he tended to decode only first 

sounds in words and then use assumed context to guess the rest.  He assumes that when I 

wrote “who” I actually meant “where” since it made more sense in the question he 

expected to see.  I was again referring to what I saw as an odd use of the third person to 

impart information about himself.  He assumed that I knew what he was doing and that I 
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was asking where the story took place.  Thus his answer, “I am right here.”  Again his 

spelling made it difficult for me to decipher his words or divine his intent.  For example, 

he spelled “sidekick as “sicikc” and he spelled “sprang into action” as “sBrcgdin to 

acshin.”  In context now it is rather obvious what he was trying to say, but at the time, 

reading quickly after school, I was unable to read it.  My expectations about what he was 

trying to write certainly affected my attempts to read it.  I thought “sicikc” was a further 

reference to ice cream as he had written it before.  So I assumed that he was writing about 

he and Sam getting ice cream. 

What follows are two examples of the stories that Dorian wrote in his dialogue 

journal.  There are numerous examples but these are representative of the lot. 

1/31/07 
 Dorian:  I am in a universe.  It is not my home said Dorian.  I am  
   sad.  I want to go home really bad. Hey, what is that?  It is  
   a time machine.  I am happy that I can go home.  Yay, said  
   Dorian.  I am ready to go home. 
 

The stories sometimes spanned more than one day.  Or, as in this case, 

consecutive stories had similar themes. 

2/1/07 
 Dorian:  I am going to space.  Yay, said Dorian.  I am happy to go in 
   space.  I can not wait to go in space.  I am going to tell  
   Mom that we can go to space and I ran to tell Mom and I  
   told her.  She said Dorian how did you get them?  I am  
   happy said Mom.  I love you Dorian.  I am ready to go. 

 
 Me:   I see. 

 
 Dorian:  Yes I can see. 
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As the year drew to a close Dorian did begin to write more conventional entries.  

This coincided with an overall improvement in his ability to manipulate the medium.  

This is an actual exchange of entries between Dorian and me. 

3/29/07 
 Dorian:  Mr. Nichols why am I winning a award?  I don’t know why.  
   Is it because I got a 4 in math and music11 and P.E. Mr.  
   Nichols?  Am I right Mr. Nichols I wonder? 

 
 Me:   It is for talking a lot.  No, just kidding!  It is for being a  
   good, smart student. 

 
 Dorian:  Thank you. 
 

In May Dorian began a story about dragons that spanned eight journal entries.  He 

then wrote about math, one of the few subjects that he wanted to talk about in his journal  

He actually spoke to me in his journal, but never responded to my answer, probably 

because it was written on a Friday and he forgot about it by Monday.   

5/18/07 
 Dorian:   I live math a lot.  I will try to do the seniors and juniors. 

 
 Me:   Seniors and juniors?  Will you have time?  Because I want  
   them done neatly, too.   
 

The entry on 5/21/07, the last Monday of the school year, shows that he 

remembered his intention to do “senior math” but did not either see or acknowledge my 

comment. 

5/21/07 
Dorian:  You got some tricky senior problems but the juniors are really easy 
  to do Mr. Nichols.  But I like them a lot.  I can’t wait to  

                                                 
11 He is referring to his report card.  Our grades go from 1 (lowest) to 4 (highest).  He had earned 4’s in 
math, music and P.E. 
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His last entry of the year was the only one of our participants to be directed 

personally at me. 

5/23/07 
 Dorian:  I like you.  Mr. Nichols is the best teacher in the world you  
   are good at teaching. 
 

Looking for an audience: Dorian in second grade 

At the beginning of second grade it is evident that Dorian is determined to 

continue writing stories in his dialogue journal.  But what is different is that I was 

determined to take a different approach to how I treated his journal entries.  My tone is 

much more positive. 

8/9/07 
 Dorian:  It was a dark night.  There was a battle against man and  
   monster.  Then the prince (thrinse) won the battle.  The End 

 
 Me:   Hi Dorian!  Welcome back!  Did you do anything fun this  
   summer?  I like your story.  Here’s mine: 
   It was a dark and stormy night.  Suddenly a shot rang out!   
   The boy was scared until he realized that it was only on TV.  
   The End 

 
 Dorian:  I had a good summer. 
 

I repeated Dorian’s format by starting with the dark night image and ending with 

“The End.”  I indicated approval and connected out text.  In so doing I encouraged 

Dorian to participate and he did by answering my question. 

He wrote another story the next day that turned out to continue for eleven days in 

a row.  It began: 
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8/10/07 
 Dorian:  There were four boys on a journey.   They rode dragons.   
   They battled the dark wizard.  Their names are Dorian,  
   Gabriel, Sam, Christian.  Their mission was to defeat the  
   dark wizard.  To be continued . . . 

 
 Me:   Oooh!  What happens next? 
 

The story continued through 8/13/07, a Monday.  I wrote a long comment that had 

nothing to do with the story.  Dorian took the time to answer me briefly and then 

continued with the story. 

8/13/07 
 Dorian:  (more story) 

 
 Me:   Nice story!  Hey Dorian, you’re a senior now and it is  
   important that you set a good example.  If the juniors see  
   you misbehaving and getting away with it then they will  
   think that they can too. 

 
 Dorian:  Thanks. 
 

The story continues through 8/15/07, when I made an attempt to distract him by 

writing my own story again.  I was trying to engage him in dialogue. 

8/15/07 
 Dorian:  (more story) 

 
 Me:   Then, Dorian’s hair caught fire.  “Aaaa!” he screamed.   
   “My hair is on fire!” 
   Then Gabriel came and said, “Stay still, I will take care of  
   this.” 
   He put a hot dog on a fork and roasted it over Dorian’s  
   head. 

 
 Dorian:  Hey! 
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The story continued for two more days.  I again began writing my own story.  I 

even tried making it “continue” as Dorian did with his.  At first he didn’t acknowledge it, 

but he did mention it later. 

8/17/07 
 Dorian:  (more story) 
 
 Me:   Then the toilet stopped!  Dorian said, “I know what to do!   
   He grabbed a plunger and set to work.  It was a grueling,  
   horrible fight!  To be continued . . . 
 

Finally, on 8/23/07 Dorian ended his story.  He wrote an emphatic “The End” two 

lines high with three exclamation points. 

 

Expanding horizons: Dorian’s strategic improvisations in genres in the second grade 

Dorian proved more adept at imparting personal information and opinions in 

second grade than he had in first.  He was also more willing to do so.  After finishing his 

story described above he wrote: 

 8/24/07 (Friday) 
 Dorian:  Mr. Nichols I had fun this week at school and I had learning too.   
   It was a good week.  On the first day of school it was great at the  
   playground. 

 

Dorian began another story on the following Monday, 8/27/07.  In response I 

continued my story about the toilet monster and was rewarded with a response from 

Dorian.  On 8/31/07 Dorian wrote: 

8/31/07 
 Dorian:  When they came to the top their dragon came out and got  
   them out of the water. 
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 Me:   Dorian was almost dragged into the toilet.  Luckily, he had 
   the presence of mind to let go of the plunger before he was  
   pulled in.  He ran from the room screaming!   Then he  
   heard a sound. 
   “Fwoosh,” came from the bathroom he’d just left! 

 
 Dorian:  Good story. 
 

Dorian’s story continued through 9/6/07.  The next day is the first instance of 

Dorian directly complaining in his journal.  I wasn’t sure it was real or a story and had to 

ask. 

9/7/07 
 Dorian:  Yesterday two boys one choked me the other hit my head on 
   the seat.  One was in 1 grade and the 2 person was in the 2  
   grade. 

 
 Me:   Is this true?  Where did this happen? 

 
 Dorian:  It happened. 
 

Dorian began talking about books he had read or was going to read.  One of his 

favorites was The Adventures of Captain Underpants12, which he got from our school 

library. 

9/12/07 
 Dorian:  Oh Captain Underpants is a great book.  I am on chapter  
   15.  It is about two boys and for to get wet later they get a  
   Hypno ray.   

 
 Me:   But do they keep their underpants on? 

                                                 
12 The Adventures of Captain Underpants by Dav Pilkey.  This is a story about two boys who draw a comic 
book called Captain Underpants.  The hero wears nothing but a cape and underpants and fights a gross 
“cafeteria food monster.”  The boys also like to play pranks in school.  After a particularly bad series of 
pranks their principal catches them and forces them to do many disagreeable things as punishment.  The 
boys buy a “hypno ring” and use it to turn the principal into a real-life Captain Underpants.  They spend the 
rest of the book rescuing the hapless hero from the trouble he gets himself into. 



 199

 
 Dorian:  In one book they do. 
 

Some of Dorian’s stories were deliberately humorous, as opposed to 

unintentionally amusing to me.  In this one, Dorian is using underwear, and not Captain 

Underpants, as a villain for his story.  He felt that my comment needed a response, which 

was my aim in writing it. 

9/26/07 
 Dorian:  And smashed the TV. Then the three men saw the planets  
   and the underwear was alive so the man ate one and the  
   underwear tried to kill them in their spaceship chasing  
   them in the sea. 

 
 Me:   Underwear can be scary! 

 
 Dorian:  No, underwear is not scary. 
 

On 10/15/07 Dorian mentioned that he got a new dog.  After writing about the 

dog for two days he ended the week with a complaint. 

10/19/07 
 Dorian:  Our new dog is supposed to stay outside and she learned to 
   go through the doggy door and she should not do that. 

 
 Me:   Well, why do you have a dog door? 

 
 Dorian:  So our dogs can go outside. 
 

For Dorian this was a bit of a snippy answer.  I asked him about it later and said 

he thought I was being silly because everyone knew that a doggy door was for going 

outside.  In looking back on it I realized that two things made me misinterpret what he 

had written, while the physical form of the journal itself may have caused Dorian’s error.   
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He had begun his entry at the bottom of the page and ran out of room after writing 

“Our dog is supposed to stay.”  He continued it at the top of the next page with, “Outside 

and she. . .” 

Then in rereading it he had put a large period after “stay” on the first page and 

capitalized “Outside.”  Now it read “Our dog is supposed to stay.  Outside and she 

learned. . .”  Thus Dorian’s attempts to use punctuation conventions made his entry less 

clear. 

Here is an example of me teasing Dorian about a common mistake that students 

his age make and responding with humor.  He wrote “snacke” instead of “snake.”  I 

pretended not to understand.  His response disarmed my implied criticism. 

10/31/07 
 Dorian:  So he saw what took Leo.  It was a snacke.  So Dorian  
   snuc behind the snacke and the sneke said ssssss! to Leo  
   and Dorian stabbed the snacke.  The snacke was mad so it  
   chased Dorian.  To be continued. . .  

 
 Me:   Did Dorian eat the snack?  Was it a healthy snack or a  
   sugary  snack? 

 
 Dorian:  A sugary snack. 
 

However, Dorian continued to misspell snake.  The spelling wasn’t as important 

as his story.   

Dorian also experimented with the “I don’t know what to write” genre but it was 

the day after I had given the class a speech about NOT doing it unless you were prepared 

to write at least five lines about why you don’t know what to write.  It is interesting that 

Dorian chose to challenge me on this.  I know that he was being playful, especially since 
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he fulfilled my requirements for using the genre.  His use of an exclamation point as 

imagery is also interesting. 

1/29/08 
 Dorian:  I can’t think of anything to write.  What! should! I! write!  
   what!  I just don’t know what to write.  I wish I knew what  
   to write. 
 

By this time Dorian had become one of our writing group leaders simply because 

he was very kind to the younger students.  It seemed to help him get his work done as it 

gave him a sense of responsibility that he seemed to take seriously.  When not writing 

stories his journal entries were generally quite lengthy.  The following entry is from a 

Monday when the students were required to write for a certain length of time. 

3/10/08 
 Dorian:  I bought a transformer yesterday.  It’s a cool transformer.  It turns  
   into a jet.  It has something plug into it.  It is a canon.  I gave my  
   brother all of my transformers except my new transformer.  I like  
   my new transformer a lot.  My new transformer is a camouflaged  
   transformer.  It is a deceptacon.  I play with it every day.  When  
   you plug the thing in the canon opens up when it’s a jet but when it 
   transforms into a robot the canon just points to the side.  When it’s 
   closed it points straight.  I love my transformer.  When I got it I  
   didn’t know it had wheels at first. 
 
 Me:   That transformer is cool.  What if they made a bionical   
   transformer?  Or a transonical.  Or a bioformer. 
 
 Dorian:  That’s funny. 

 

Dorian doesn’t use repetition in his journal entries the way that the other children 

did.  He does repeat my name, as in “Mr. Nichols I saw a bird Mr. Nichols.”  That sort of 

repetition is seeking approval and connecting his reader to the text, a form of interaction 

(Tannen, 2007).  He uses repetition in the form of intertextual recontextualizations by 
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mimicking the stories he sees in movies, cartoons and video games into stories in which 

he and his friends are the heroes.  But the only evidence of repetition as production 

functions in his journals from first and second grade are where he repeats “I love you 

Mom and Mom loves Dorian,” through several variations sometimes going on for more 

than a page.   

His second grade journal is completely devoid of such repetitions.  I think that is 

because he always had something to say. If not, he always could just write a story.   He 

does repeat story beginnings such as “It was a dark night” several times.  And he uses 

question and answer repetition, another form of interaction, to involve his reader in the 

conversation. 

5/2/08 
 Dorian:  I think I have asthma.  Do I have asthma?  I think I have  
   asthma because I’m having trouble breathing.  That’s why I 
   think I have asthma. 

 
 Me:   You’re having trouble breathing because you stuck crayons 
   up your nose. 

 
 Dorian:  NO! 
 

In April Dorian began to express anxiety about taking the state achievement tests 

for second grade.  He is the only one of the participants that did so, evidence that it was 

not a normal fear for most of the students.  Dorian had, however, expressed anxiety about 

taking Accelerated Reader tests on the computer. 

4/8/08 
 Dorian:  I! don’t! want! to! know! about! the! test!  What could be  
   on the test? The real one.  I’m scared.  It’s about the test. 

 
 Me:   It’s a game dude.  Being a little scared gives you an edge. 
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4/9/08 (after the first day of the test) 
 Dorian:  This test is real hard,  I wish the test was easier.  I wish it  
   was easier because the test is hard, real hard.  I wonder  
   what we’re going to do today on the test.  I really don’t  
   know.  Really, really badly. 

 
 Me:    Actually, you have done well.  Do well forever! 

 
 Dorian:  Yay! 
 

Dorian also experimented with writing nonsense lyrics from songs in order to 

express joy.  For example: 

5/1/08 
Dorian:   It! May!  Five more days until our field trip.  Five more  
   days until we go on our field trip, ooo the do da day Ha! 
  

At the end of the school year I was still frustrated by Dorian’s spelling.  He could 

spell very well and he could lapse into spelling patterns that made no phonological sense.  

He never really took my comments seriously. 

5/14/08 
 Dorian:  Only 6 mor days of scoohl. Intall sumer It’s going to be  
   cool. 

 
 Me:   Why are you going to Sumer?  It’s very hot there, not cool  
   at all. 

 
 Dorian:  But they’re fun. 
 

He could still become anxious about not finishing his work, though it was rare in 

second grade.  But close to the end of the year he began chatting a lot with his table mates 

and struggled a bit with finishing work.  This exchange demonstrates Dorian’s love for 

imagery in his text. 
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5/19/08 
 Dorian:  I hope I can finish my math and work.  It’s going  

 
 Me:   Going where?  This is all you wrote?!!  
 Dorian:  I wasn’t done. 

 
5/20/08 
 Dorian:  Man I wasn’t done yesterday writing.  This is my first time I 
   didn’t get finished writing.  I hope I can today.  I did!  Yes! 
 

On the last day Dorian plays with sound words again, making for an expressive 

last entry. 

5/21/08 
 Dorian:  One and a half more days until we’re out of school too.   
   Boogey ya ya boooooooogyeeeeeeey. 
 

Summary: Dorian 

Dorian’s search for an audience was complicated by his late entry into our class in 

first grade.  He also had problems with getting work done and seemed at first to use his 

journal entries as markers to indicate a finished assignment rather than exhibiting a desire 

to communicate in writing.  In fact, his earliest entries consisted of copying sentences 

from workbook pages he had brought with him from his old school.  I tried many ways to 

get Dorian to respond to me in his journal, such as drawing and teasing or imitating the 

seemingly nonsensical entries he wrote but nothing worked.  I only got responses from 

him when I stepped out of the frame of the dialogue journal and verbally asked for a 

response.  Unfortunately, in this way I reinforced Dorian’s substitution of a search for 

approval in place of a search for an audience.  My frustration with Dorian’s lack of 

progress was evident in many of the entries I made in his journal. 
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Dorian also had many handwriting and spelling characteristics that made 

interpreting what he wrote difficult for me.  As I became frustrated with the types of 

journal entries he made I also became less inclined to put in the type of effort needed to 

interpret the things that he wrote.  It was perhaps this that led Dorian to use his main 

genre, writing stories.  He wrote stories in first grade that were often simply third-person 

narratives of things he’d done in real life.  By the second grade Dorian was writing long 

and complex stories that were nevertheless recontextualizations of books, movies and 

T.V. shows.   

Through all of this Dorian maintained his independence in the dialogue journal.  

He took possession on his own terms, never allowing me to maintain a teacher stance 

even when I stepped out of the frame of the dialogue journal to try and direct his writing.  

He followed my verbal orders only for the day in question, and then returned to journal 

entries that suited his own purposes. 

 

Considering the Teacher/Student Relationship in Dialogue Journals 

I began using dialogue journals in my classroom as a way to help students 

develop a sense of style in their writing.  I believed that dialogue journals encouraged 

students to develop a sense of written language style in the same way that oral 

conversation offered a platform for developing a sense of appropriate language style in 

social settings.  As the students moved from simple statements of fact toward real 

conversational interaction I noticed that they were also experimenting with what might be 
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considered to be inappropriate conversational interaction in a face to face social setting 

between parties of unequal status.   

In examining the relationships the students built with me over a two-year period 

in their dialogue journals I found that they did develop a sense of style.  While each 

student experimented to a different degree, (there is no doubt that Beth was the most 

aggressive of the students in this study), each displayed a developing sense of appropriate 

style for the activity.   

Foucault (1972) discusses discourse analysis in terms of deviation from the norm.  

This means that researchers can find indications that certain characteristics in discourse 

are indicated by differences from what might be the perceived norm within the context in 

which the discourse takes place.  In this case it was the fact that the participants often 

wrote entries within their journals in a style that might be deemed inappropriate in an oral 

setting with a teacher that showed that they had developed a sense of social competence 

for what was appropriate for their audience.  None of the participants ever held an oral 

conversation with me that approached the intimate and aggressive level they displayed in 

their dialogue journals. 

Except in the case of Dorian the most socially conventional exchanges between 

the participants and I was at the beginning of what may be characterized as the larger 

cycles of dialogue journaling: the school year.  Dorian was different in that he didn’t 

begin engaging in more conventional exchanges with me until he had established a style 

that included storytelling as a conversational style.   
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Dorian aside, at both the beginning of first grade and the beginning of second 

grade the journal entries were more conventional, from an exchange of pleasantries to 

trading trivial information to expressing opinions on innocuous subjects.  At the 

beginning of the first grade this was governed by the participants’ relative ability to 

manipulate the text.  The more difficult the task, the more effort was expended on simply 

completing the task and the content of the writing suffered accordingly. 

At the beginning of second grade the entries indicated more of a renewal of 

acquaintance with both the task and the audience.  In second grade they began 

recontextualizing their landscape of voices more quickly and with more skill.  However 

the ways in which they approached this developmental process varied according to each 

participant’s personality and skill level.  As Dyson says in describing the differing 

degrees to which children are able to mediate their shared cultural landscapes and school 

literacy, the “particularities of their resources mattered, since different sorts of cultural 

material posed different translation challenges and lent themselves differently well to 

reframing in varied, school-preferred practices” (Dyson, 2003, p. 24). 

While it is true that writing in a dialogue journal is “one powerful means of 

bridging the gap between the oral language competence that students already possess and 

the competence necessary for writing extended prose unassisted, and thus an effective 

way to prepare children or adults for literacy” (Peyton, 1988a, p. 91), it is also true that 

any school writing activity is an assignment.  As an assignment it is a “sociolinguistic 

nod to the official world” (Dyson, 2003, p. 24).  Thus there were rules to follow and 

norms to navigate and the children proved adept at doing so. 
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The children used those rules in the same way that children at play use rules to 

govern the way they play games.  They accepted them as a template on which to order 

their conversations with me.  At the same time they interpreted and reinterpreted the rules 

to legitimize new directions they wished the conversation to take or subjects they wished 

to cover. Finally, they used the written dialogue as a tool to “recontextualize their 

everyday experiences within the within the academic discourses and practices of school” 

(Dyson, 2003, p. 14). 

In the following chapter I will use what I have learned about the nature of the 

evolution of the children’s written discourse with me to identify patterns of dialogue that 

indicate the development of praxis and the negotiation of authority within the dialogue 

journals. 

 

Summary 

This chapter used ethnographic portraiture to explore the ways in which the 

student/teacher relationship developed between me as a participant observer and each of 

the four student participants in the study.  Ethnographic portraiture is a way of providing 

a “snapshot” of the participant in the milieu of the activity being studied.  It is used to 

create context for data analysis by the researcher.  Ethnographic portraiture focuses 

attention on the participant in the moment of whatever is being studied.  In this case it 

focused on the students, their relationship with me, and the tools that mediated their 

ability to manipulate the written medium in which they were engaged.  It also placed all 
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of the written conversational threads within a context that allowed for reliable 

organization and analysis of the data reported by this study.   

The students’ journals were analyzed over a two-year period starting at the 

beginning of the first grade (their junior year) and continuing until the end of second 

grade (their senior year).  The analysis placed the journal entries into the framework of 

conversational analysis, dividing them into a series of conversational threads.   These 

conversational threads were divided into two categories.  They were, Looking for an 

Audience and Strategic Improvisation with Genres, which included a discussion of the 

role of repetition in the dialogue entries.  At the same time the ethnographic portrait that 

emerged of each participant, including me, made clear that their individual personalities 

and personal landscape of voices influenced the ways in which the participants both 

addressed their audience and engaged in strategic improvisation with writing genres. 

 Each event was considered as a textual toy which the students used to 

recontextualize their social selves within school activities.  Their ability to manipulate 

those textual toys changed with their growing competency in school literacies.  At the 

same time, the students’ relationship with their teacher was seen to grow and change as 

their ability to manipulate the textual conventions of writing in a dialogue journal enabled 

them to treat writing as a true conversation. 
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CHAPTER 5 NEGOTIATING AUTHORITY IN COMMUNICATIVE EVENTS 

None of these necessary characteristics (of dialogue journal writing) provides a 
sufficient motivation to explain why students and teacher so willingly engage in 
dialogue journal writing every day of the school year. That motivation comes 
from the rather unusual functional nature of the interaction; quite simply, the 
teacher (in this case higher status or power person) shares the power to get things 
done in the classroom through writing with her students.  (Staton, 1988d, p. 4) 
 

While it is true that the role I take as an equal communicant in the dialogue 

journals encourages the children to take control of the activity, each child uses that 

agency with differing degrees of enthusiasm.  Some, such as Beth, have such social 

competence that they recognize when the rules have changed and take immediate 

advantage of that change.  Others, such as Sam, show less interest in exploring the limits 

of teacher authority in a school-based activity.  However, all of the children, through 

recontextualization processes, “began to mediate in more complex ways their efforts to 

declare and maintain themselves as playful, knowledgeable, powerful, and socially 

valued people in official and unofficial worlds” (Dyson, 2003, p. 24).  This chapter 

provides a framework in which to examine the negotiation of authority within the 

communicative processes constructed by the student participants in this study.   

In this way I address the question of “what are the ways in which young children 

negotiate teacher authority within the context of a dialogue journal.”  In the last chapter I 

analyzed the students’ journal entries and my journal entries in the context of the 

students’ dispositions and previous interactions with me.  I also placed them in an 

historical context based upon the notations I had made in my teacher journal about what 

they and I had been thinking at the time of the entry.  In this way I painted an 
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ethnographic portrait of each student that allowed me to interpret the meaning behind the 

children’s journal entries based upon what I knew of their interests and family life.  It 

also included how I thought their performance in other academic subjects may have been 

affecting the things they wrote in their dialogue journals. 

In this chapter I will be examining many of the same entries as I did in the last 

chapter.  By using the same entries whenever possible I will be able to place 

communicative events with whose provenance I am already familiar into the framework I 

have created for discerning the type of negotiation of authority taking place.  In some 

cases the entries will include more in-depth analysis of the student’s intent or my reaction 

than was given in the last chapter.  However, my intent there was to construct an 

ethnographic portrait of my relationship with each child as well as to describe the cultural 

processes that were being demonstrated by the child’s journal entries.  In this chapter my 

purpose is to describe the specific ways in which the students engage in negotiation of 

authority within their dialogue journals. 

Finally, the deliberate negotiation of authority demonstrates the development of 

praxis by the student.  When I view communicative events that demonstrate negotiation 

of authority I am also seeing evidence of praxis in that such demonstrations in an 

authoritative setting such as a school activity require that the student reflect upon the 

consequences of what they write before acting.  This does not mean that they deliberately 

reflect upon the possible consequences of each journal entry.  Instead, the conscious 

reflection comes at the point at which they first realize that they are free to negotiate 

authority without fear of serious consequences.  For primary-age students this realization 
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is at the most basic level of consciousness and is evidenced by the characteristics of their 

subsequent writings. 

 

Procedures and process of data analysis 

The procedure and process for data analysis that I used included six steps: 

1. Examine the data for common themes and trends. 

2. Organize the data according to codes which arise from the first step. 

3. Group the codes into similar concepts. 

4. Categorize the similar concepts 

5. Organize the data into communicative events. 

6. Create context in which to place the categories by crafting ethnographic 

portraits of the participants. 

 

The first step in the data analysis process was to intensively examine the data for 

common themes and trends.  I used the constant comparative analysis method described 

by Glaser and Strauss (1967).  In step two the data were organized according to codes 

which arose from reading and rereading the data. The first code that I used was to 

organize the data into conversational threads.  These were conversations that seemed to 

have a beginning and an ending. 

 In the third step the codes were then grouped into similar concepts which were 

then, in step four, categorized.  These categories, which became the basis for analyzing 
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the data, were based upon Shuy’s (1988b) language functions.  His language functions 

are: 

1. Reporting opinions 

2. Reporting personal facts 

3. Reporting general facts 

4. Responding to questions 

5. Predicting future events 

6. Complaining 

7. Giving directives 

8. Apologizing 

9. Thanking 

10. Evaluating 

11. Offering 

12. Promising 

13. Asking information questions 

14. Asking procedure questions 

15. Asking opinion questions 

(pp. 110-111) 

I condensed those functions to serve my purposes.  I found that the majority of the 

conversational threads in my data fit the following five themes:  

1. Who am I? 

2. Who are you? 
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3. How do we relate? 

4. Information 

5. Breaking Rules 

 

The first theme, “who am I,” is a form of both reporting personal opinions and 

reporting personal facts, as in functions number one and two.  Anything the children say 

or ask that gives insight into their preferences in school and social activities falls under 

this theme.   

The second theme, “who are you,” involves asking personal questions about me 

or questioning their relationship with me, family or friends.  For this reason it falls into 

several of Shuy’s categories including responding to questions, complaining, evaluating 

and asking opinion questions. 

The third theme, “how do we relate,” encompasses Shuy’s 13th, 14th, and 15th 

language functions.  These are asking information, procedure and opinion questions.   

The fourth theme, “information,” is very broad and can include all of the 

functions listed by Shuy.  I used it as a broad theme because younger children have many 

different purposes in asking for, or giving information.  However for my participants, 

journal entries that only offered or asked for information fell at the beginning of the 

communicative event and did not involve negotiating authority. 

The final theme, “breaking rules,” involves any entry that is either the result of a 

conflict of some sort or represents an overstepping of boundaries that would not be 

allowed or encouraged in a face-to-face teacher-student relationship.  This includes 
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asking for personal information, even if it would not be considered too personal in a face 

to face conversation.  This is because there normally would not be time in a regular 

classroom for this type of question to be asked.  In fact, outside of the dialogue journals 

there is rarely time for personal conversations between student and teacher during class 

time. 

In addition, each theme has a subset of themes.  In “Who am I?” they are: 

• What I like. 

• What I don’t like. 

• What I do. 

• What I’d like to do. 

• What I have. 

• What my family does. 

• Who is my family? 

In “Who are You?” They are: 

• What do you like? 

• What don’t you like? 

• What do you have? 

• What do you like to do? 

• What don’t you like to do? 

• Who is your family? 

• Why? 
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“How do we relate,” “Information, and “Breaking rules” contain all of the subsets 

listed above.  In fact, they may be said to be descriptors of some of the subsets.  By 

adding them to each subset they describe the personal, and therefore more trusting, even 

conspiratorial nature of the entries.   However, I chose them as separate subsets because 

they are often signals for a change in the intensity of a theme or thread. 

These subsets simply allowed me to identify the types of information contained in 

each entry so that I could deal with any ambiguities that placing the entry into one of the 

five themes mentioned above.   

I then divided the students’ entries into a series of communicative events which I 

used to examine the factors that trigger, sustain and end periods of negotiation of 

authority.  These communicative events are “considered as social structures that people 

make use to make sense individually and collectively” (Solomon, 1997, p. 1112).  By this 

I mean that a communicative event may consist not only of a conversational thread but 

the events that lead up to it and the various interpretations, misinterpretations and 

negotiation of authority that occur within its context. 

Finally, I crafted ethnographic portraits of each student/participant.  In order to 

understand what was happening in the students’ writing it was necessary to create a 

context in which to situate the data.  After examining a number of options I decided upon 

using ethnographic portraiture to create a snapshot of the child in the context of writing in 

their dialogue journals.  By doing so I found that I had created a contextual framework in 

which to present the students’ data.  When examined within this framework, and in light 
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of the above-described categories I developed three general ways in which the students 

engaged in negotiation of authority.  These are: 

1. Resistance 

2. Familiarity 

3. Exploration of boundaries  

 

How the Data Fit the Functions: Some Examples 

Although many of the children’s journal entries could fit into several categories in 

this study I fit them into one category only.  Mainly this is a matter of logistical 

expediency.  I wish to use the widest variety of journal entries possible to demonstrate the 

scope of the students’ negotiation of authority.   However, using too many would be 

repetitive and add nothing to the conclusions suggested by the data.  Therefore I placed 

the journal entries into the categories of which they were the most representative.  By this 

I mean that they most easily illustrated the point that I wanted to make. 

In order to avoid the appearance of arbitrary categorization I have made my 

determinations based upon what I know about the provenance of the journals entries.  

This includes my knowledge of the origins of the conversational threads, students’ intent 

in writing the entries, my own reaction to the journal entries and where in the 

conversational thread the particular entry fits.   

For example, the following entry from Claire’s first grade journal could be 

considered to be casually personal and therefore fall into the “who are you” category.   
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1/16/07 

 Claire:   Do you have ten uncles, do you?  Please say yes please,  

   please, please.  I have pizza and it is pepperoni. 

 Me:   I had six uncles. 

 Claire:   I have one. 

 

However, this entry grew out of an earlier conversation we had had during small 

group reading instruction.  In that conversation we were discussing the meaning of the 

word “uncle.”  I was surprised that she did not know what it meant and explained that an 

uncle was the brother of one’s father or mother.   

As with many of the children’s journal entries, the addition of my response and a 

further response from the child often stretches the conversational thread so that it fits 

more than one category.  In this case, Claire responds to my answer with some personal 

information of her own. 

I wrote: 

 Me:   I had six uncles. 
 
 To which she responded: 
 

 Claire:   I have one. 
 

Now the event is not only an example from the “who are you?” category but the 

“who am I?” category as well.  In many cases the natural responses to inquiries enable 

the communicative events to fit in more than one category.  The above event is also an 

informational event in that it requests and then imparts information about the participants.   
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The following is an example of a “how do we relate?” event that began as an 

“information” event but after two responses demonstrated the type of relationship that 

Claire and I had in her journal. 

2/15/08 
 Claire:   I think I saw the grim reaper on the way to school. 

 
 Me:   Did he wave? 

 
 Claire:   Don’t know. 

 
 Me:   Have I ever mentioned that you are one strange child? 

 
 Claire:   Hey 
 

Further, it is an example of how both participants “break rules” in the journals.  

Normally, a teacher would not refer to a student as “one strange child.”  However the 

characterization is recognized by Claire as being playful and appropriate as a response to 

the non-sequiter entry she had made.  Her response, (Hey), is playfully angry but not the 

sort of response one would expect from a student to a teacher in face-to-face 

conversation.  Therefore, it is an example of “breaking rules” by the student.   

It is also an example of the result of the type of praxis the students develop in 

their relationship to me, their teacher, in the context of their dialogue journals.  As seen in 

the last chapter, Claire and the other students grew to understand that what they wrote in 

their journals was governed by rules that were different from those that normally existed 

in a classroom situation.   

The third category, “how do we relate?” is the most complicated one to describe.  

All of the examples of this type of communicative event develop out of informational 



 220

events.  Children at this level tend not to ask, “How are we the same or different?”  

Instead, they tell me about something they did or had or saw and then ask whether or not 

I have done, had or seen something similar.  The following example is from Sam’s 

second-grade journal.  Our class was getting ready to take a field trip to the Reid Park 

Zoo on the following day. 

10/29/07 
 Sam:   I am going to see the polar bears at the zoo tomorrow.   
   Are you going to the zoo tomorrow?  Are you going to see  
   the polar bears and the lions and the tigers? 
 
 Me:   Waaa! The polar bears were hiding!   
 
 Sam:   Really. 
 

Another example from Sam’s journal shows how imparting certain types of 

information can demonstrate how well he understands how we relate.  It also 

demonstrates how well he understands the dynamics of the journal relationship.  He asks 

me something that is not personal yet would not be the type of question one would ask in 

a face to face encounter.   

11/26/07 
 Sam:   For Thanksgiving my cousins came to my house.  One of  
   them is 17, the other one is 8 and the last one is 5.  The first 
   one is Jirian, the second one is Scilor, the last one is  
   Logan.  Logan hit me in the face.  You can see what he did  
   to me at recess if you want.  Do you want to? 
 
 Me:   Yes, you showed me.  Was he mad at you?  Or is he just  
   grumpy? 
 
 Sam:   Just grumpy. 
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By asking if I wanted to see where his cousin hit him at recess Sam demonstrates 

that he understands that I may not have time to look during class.  He also demonstrates 

that he understands that writing is different from speaking face to face because he knows 

that he can ask me if I want to look when it is convenient.  If we were face to face he 

would just show it to me right then. 

The subsets of the themes, which were mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, 

served to help me organize the data.  I was able to ensure that I was not being subjective 

in my categorization of the communicative events by checking to see if the subsets of 

themes were present in the communicative event.  For example, Claire’s entry above 

concerning the number of uncles in my family was categorized originally as a “who are 

you?” event.  It contains the subset “who is your family?”  It also contains the subset 

“what do you have?”   

It also falls into the “Who am I?” category because it describes her family, as well 

as what she has. 

The use of these themes to describe the communicative events allows me to 

identify the patterns of negotiation of authority that take place in the students’ dialogue 

journals.  There are three types of negotiation in which the students engage:  

1. Resistance 

2. Familiarity 

3. Exploration of boundaries  
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Resistance 

Resistance refers only to the students’ replies or written reactions to my 

comments, questions or answers to their journal entries.  Resistance is my term for replies 

made in the dialogue journals that I regarded as being inadequate according to the 

instructions the students received for writing in their journals. These can be as basic as 

writing “I don’t know what to write” to ignoring comments or directions I write in their 

journal geared toward improving the quality of their journal entries.  By quality I mean 

adherence to spelling or grammar conventions but more importantly, I refer to the content 

of their replies and the quality of students’ efforts to engage in a dialogue in their 

journals. 

If one keeps in mind that writing in the dialogue journal is a school-based 

academic activity that would probably not be a voluntary, extracurricular activity of 

choice for young students, then it follows that the activity has an academic purpose.  That 

is, to develop the students’ ability to manipulate the written medium.  To accomplish this 

I engage in an activity that Shuy (1988c) referred to as “teacher urging” (p. 130).  He 

describes teacher urging as a common role of teachers.  “The language functions most 

relevant to this clustering are the teacher’s predicting, complaining, giving of directives 

and evaluating” (1988c, p. 130). 

Examined in this context the tenor of my urgings directed at the students is often 

what could be described as negative.  Overt urgings, such as the one that follows, are 

often negative because they represent an attempt by me to step out of the frame of 

dialogue journal writing to assume the authoritative role of “teacher” in order to give 
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written directives to the students.  I am often frustrated with a particular student’s 

performance when I do this and so am less likely to attempt to word my directives in a 

positive fashion.  This is a function of my personality in combination with the time 

constraints inherent in answering so many journals every day.  If my directives referred 

to something in their journal they were usually urging the students to either be more 

thoughtful in the way they spelled words, be more careful to make sure that what they 

wrote made sense, or to remind them to write the date.  They rarely got more than a 

dismissive response such as “O.K.”  But sometimes I referred to things that had occurred 

outside of the journal context, such as Beth’s struggles with getting her other work done 

in first grade. 

 

Resistance: Beth 

4/11/07 
 Beth:   I like this school, it is fun.  Yes, yes, yes.  The banana split  
   contest was fun too.  It is fun here. 
 
 Me:   Get your work done! 
 

Resistance takes four forms: 

1. ignoring what I write 

2. giving a short answer such as “O.K.,” “oh,” “yes” or “no,” or even writing 

“I don’t know what to write”  

3. making approval or disapproval statements 
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4. Arguing the point, in which the child does not dispute the accuracy of my 

statement or my authority to make the statement.  Instead, they dispute the 

appropriateness of the statement as a response to what they have written. 

 

The above exchange is an example of the last type of resistance as one discovers 

when one looks at the entire communicative event. 

4/12/07 
 Beth:   What! I give the school a compliment and you say, “Get  
   your work done!”  Ooo good job.  Ooo very good job. 

 

4/13/07 
 Beth:    And what I mean by good job I mean who cares. 

 
 Me:   You will call your parents today if you have trouble getting  
   your work done! 
 

This was not the sort of exchange one would expect from Beth in a face-to face 

encounter.  While she did have anger management issues they generally were manifested 

by crying or pouting.  She even shouted in frustration, but the words themselves were 

respectful.  Beth was, however, genuinely upset with me about what she saw as my 

unwillingness to stay within the frame of dialogue journaling.  Her sarcasm was not an 

attempt at humor; it was in fact a rebuke of what she saw as my inappropriate journal 

entry.  Of all of the students Beth was the most protective of her status within the 

dialogue journal. 

Further evidence of the seriousness with which Beth approached writing in her 

dialogue journal is the lack of the second type of resistance, ignoring what I write.  In two 
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years of daily journal entries I can only find two examples of this type of resistance.  Beth 

almost always took the time to answer me or respond to my journal entries.  But as was 

seen in the last chapter, Beth almost always initiated the exchanges.  This means that she 

was in control of the communicative events.  Answering, or at least commenting upon 

what I wrote was a way of maintaining that control.  In one example of ignoring what I 

write I answered a question she had asked in a facetious manner.   

1/24/08 
 Beth:    Why didn’t you answer me?  Oh yeah, we had a sub.   
   Sorry.  What’s your favorite thing to do? 
 
 Me:   I like to write in journals, (ha, ha.) 
 

I believe that Beth may have been distracted from responding to what I wrote 

because she was, at that time, often engaging in an activity I call “Fix this Sentence,” in 

which the students write “Fix this sentence please.”  They then write an incorrect 

sentence and ask me to correct it.  It is a form of playing school in which they get to 

recontextualize their school experiences within the dialogue journal framework.  It was 

quite popular with several of the students and Beth apparently was more interested in 

starting that conversation than in thinking of a response to what I wrote.  It is unfortunate 

that at the time I did not notice or comment on the reasons for this. 

The second example is from a few days before the above entry.  Perhaps she was 

distracted by something I have missed during that time period.  However, I believe that 

her failure to answer me because she was frustrated with my avoidance of the “fix this 

sentence” game. 
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1/22/08 
 Beth:   O.K. that’s good but you didn’t fix my sentence.  Will you  
   fix my sentence later please and thank you.  That’s what my 
   mom says a lot of to me.  What is your favorite thing to do  
   on a rainy day?  Mine is to wrestle with my brother.  Or  
   play board games and watch a movie and eat popcorn.  My 
   brother and me want a dog so bad we ask every day can we 
   have a dog.  We ask as nicely every day but the only answer 
   is no. 
 
 Me:   Doesn’t your mom like dogs? 
 

Beth’s next entry, written the following day, begins a new conversational thread 

and doesn’t answer my question or even refer to what I wrote at all. 

The short answer form of resistance is not present in either Beth’s first or second-

grade dialogue journal.  Short answers do exist in this form: 

3/14/08 
 Beth:   Hello, anyone in there, there, there?  (An echo) 
   Why didn’t you answer me?  Oh yeah, it was yellow  
   journals yesterday.  Duh, Beth.  I say that a lot at home. 
 
 Me:   Here too. 

 
 Beth:   Oh. 
 

But to qualify as resistance it must follow a teacher urging or be inadequate in 

some other way.  Beth always argues with my urgings.  Also, her short answers are 

usually related to the format of the journal style rather than the desire to be brief or to 

dismiss my entry.  I encourage, though I do not require, the students to answer what I 

wrote, then write something new.  Most only do that occasionally, preferring instead to 

combine their answer to what I wrote with their new entry.   
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Beth, however, often follows my preferred format and answers me or comments 

upon what I have written before writing something new and continuing the thread.  For 

example, this event contains a short answer that is then continued in her new entry. 

2125/08 
 Beth:   Did you know that if you sit at the table with your kids 
they’re less    likely to do drugs?   
 
 Me:   (Written in margin) So I’ve heard. 
 
 Beth:   I did because it was on a T.V. commercial.  So then my  
   mom said you guys better not do drugs period when you’re  
   grown-up.  But we’re going to do drugs.  So anyway I hurt  
   my neck in a basketball game.  But we still won the game.   
   What is your favorite activity at school?13 My favorite is  
   Art and P.E. 
 
 Me:   I think it is library. 
 
 Beth:   Oh. 
 
2/26/08 
 Beth:   I love to read.  I think I am going to get to slime Mrs.  K.  
   So is Bryan.  I got 106 books. 
 

As can be seen, she continues my thought about library, confirming that it is good 

by noting that she likes to read as well.  This is another form of resistance.  It is an 

approval statement that represents a form of negotiation of authority in that it indicates 

Beth’s assumption that we are equals within the frame of the dialogue journal and her 

approval of my opinion is important.  More to the point as an evaluative statement any 

indication of approval or disapproval is to “assess and rank” (Holquist, 1981b, p. 428), 

                                                 
13 By activity Beth means our specialist programs, taught by specialist teachers outside of our classrooms.  
They are Art, Music, P.E., and Library.   
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and to have the “right” to assess and rank in a formal activity one must have at least equal 

status with others engaged in that activity. 

Resistance: Sam 

At the beginning of first grade when many of the students are just beginning to 

learn to read and write, “ignoring what I write” occurs the most often in their journals.  

While these instances may be attributed to ignorance of procedure or desire to finish 

quickly rather than outright resistance to my authority it still amounts to a form of 

negotiating authority.  I know this because when they do not feel rushed, or when I check 

their journals while they are writing they ask a senior (second-grader) or me for help with 

what I have written in their journals.  They are aware that it is procedure to do so and 

they are aware that a senior will help them read it.  However, as with most short answers, 

they are often pressed for time or do not wish to put in the effort of laboring over an 

answer.  They therefore make the conscious decision to ignore what I wrote by either not 

reading it or, if they do read it, to dismiss it as not being worth their trouble to answer.  

That is a form of negotiation of authority because, as Foucault (1972) said, I can tell what 

is happening by noting what is not happening because I know that certain characteristics 

in discourse are indicated by differences from what might be the perceived norm within 

the context in which the discourse takes place. 

In a face-to-face conversation with a teacher a student would know that a question 

requires an answer.  The teacher’s position gives them the authority to ask questions and 

expect answers.  If the student does not wish to answer, or has no answer, there is usually 
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present a facial expression indicating either trepidation or defiance or even confusion.  

They expect there to be some sort of consequence for their noncompliance.   

However, in their dialogue journals, where the rules provide a framework for 

written conversations but are open to negotiation for the content of those conversations 

the opportunity to avoid answering requires little more than a metaphorical shrug of the 

shoulders to be considered legitimate.  The students merely get on with what they want to 

say.  In this example I ask Sam a specific question.  He doesn’t answer.  He often doesn’t 

respond to my comments but he does answer my questions.  I have included his spelling 

of “Peter Piper,” a pizza restaurant, in order that the reader may understand my question.  

The first e in “Peter” is backwards and looks like an “s.”  The second e is missing.  I did 

not know what the word was until I asked two days later.   

8/15/06 
 Sam:   Today I am going to petrpir (Peter Piper.) 
 
 Me:   What is that, Sam? 
 
8/16/06 
 Sam:   I like recess because you can play. 

 
 Me:   Me too! 
 

Sam uses the short answer form of resistance to indicate that he has read what I 

wrote.  He is aware that he should, according to my stated preference, answer me and 

then write something new.  But he is not willing to engage in long conversations about 

things that I write, even when they are responses to his entries.   

8/15/07 
 Sam:   I am allergic to my cat but I still play with it.  I play with  
   my cat  even though I am allergic to it. 
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 Me:   Do you sneeze or get itchy eyes?  You could wear a gas  
   mask.   How about it?  Have you seen (another Sam-a  
   friend of his)?  Is he having fun at the middle school? 
 
 Sam:   I don’t know. 
 

 
8/20/07 
 Sam:   My sister’s dog Sammy and my brother’s cat Mitharis are  
   getting along together now. 
 
 Me:   That’s good.  Sometimes cats and dogs are mean to each  
   other.   Like in the cartoons. 

 
 Sam:   Yes. 
 

Sam also uses “I don’t know what to write” in his journal.  Sometimes he is 

apologetic and gives a reason for not knowing what to right, other times he simply says “I 

don’t know what to write” and leaves it at that. 

8/21/07 
 Sam:   I like these pictures in my journal and I don’t know what to  
   write. 

 
8/23/07 
 Sam:   I don’t know what to write right now because I am tired  
   right now. 

 
 Me:   Sorry. 
 
8/30/07 
 Sam:   Today I don’t know what to write today. 
 

Sometimes his short answers are not resistance.  Instead they are a form of playful 

participation in the conversation indicative of his ability to manipulate language to his 

own ends. 
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8/31/07 
 Sam:   In 5 weeks I am going to Disney World with Mike Smith. 
 
 Me:   No way!  They are going to make you carry the luggage! 
 
 Sam:   Nooooo. 
 

Sam’s use of “no” as a graphic response is indicative of his ability to act as a 

centrifugal force in opposition to the centripetal role of both the activity of writing in a 

dialogue journal and my journal responses.  Centripetal and centrifugal forces are 

“respectively the centralizing and decentralizing forces in any language or culture.  The 

rulers and the high poetic genres of any era exercise a centripetal-a homogenizing and 

hierarchicizing-influence; the centrifugal (decrowning, dispersing) forces of the clown, 

mimic and rogue create alternative “degraded” genres down below” (Holquist, 1981b, p. 

425). 

Sam makes use of approval statements as well.  His are short and to the point but 

indicate that he feels that I seek his approval for statements that I make, thus making him 

an equal within the frame of the activity. 

9/28/07 
 Sam:   Halo 3 is awesome. It has boot chops, they’re awesome  
   they have 6 wheels in the front and they have boosters. 
 
 Me:   I hear that game is very popular. 
 
 Sam:    It is. 
 
9/5/07 
 Sam:   I wonder where my cat and dog are going to stay.   
 
 Me:   Perhaps they will stay at a pet hotel. 
 
 Sam:   Okay! 
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Sam uses short answers as approval statements, which suits his style of writing.   

I could find no real instances of Sam “arguing the point” in either Sam’s first or 

second-grade dialogue journals.  It is not surprising to me because it does not really suit 

his personality.  He is never argumentative or even defensive in face-to-face encounters 

with me.  The closest he comes to using this form of resistance is the use of cartoonish 

expletives such as “aaaaa!” or “noooooo.”  But these do not really indicate an 

argumentative stance in his answer.  At best they can indicate a disapproval of my 

statement as a characterization of himself, as is indicated by the following 

communicative event. 

11/9/07 
 Sam:   I got new shoes on Saturday.  I also got some ribs after  
   that.  I got the shoes at Big 5.  I got the ribs at Chili’s.  I  
   went to Target to get a Birrokae.  A birrokae is a bionical  
   on Sunday. 
 
 Me:   What is it on Monday?  Ha, just kidding.  Do you like ribs?  
   I love them.  What kind did you get?  Were you a complete  
   mess? 
 
 Sam:   What the. . . 

 

Resistance: Claire 

Claire almost always answers me in her journal.  It is difficult to find a place 

where she is genuinely ignoring what I say.  But she uses short answers to affect the same 

result.  For example she often replies to my urgings with, “Huh?” or “I don’t know what 

you mean.”  My teacher urgings in her journal often take the form of questions or 

comments that ask for clarification.  Some may seem unclear, such as when I write, 
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“Excuse me.”  Sometimes I choose a misspelled word in her entry and ask for 

clarification in a way that is admittedly not very clear. 

2/27/07 
 Claire:  Today is my brother’s birthday and he is tring 10 years old. 
 
 Me:   Trying or turning? 
 
 Claire:   Huh? 
 

The following examples show that she doesn’t exactly ignore me but her answers 

have the same effect. 

3/27/07 
 Claire:  That a meeting but it didn’t sound like one. 

 
 Me:   I don’t know what you mean. 

 
 Claire:  Huh? 

 
 
2/1/07 
 Claire:  On the news it said that it will definitely see its shadow. 
 
 Me:   Oh.  But what if it doesn’t? 
 
 Claire:  What? 
 
2/12/07 
 Claire:  I don’t like Valentine’s Day because Paris Paris you  
   already know what I mean.  But when I get home I am  
   going to run to my room and I hope the door is closed.   
 
2/13/07 
 Claire:  I don’t like tomorrow and I don’t have the lollipops. 
 
 Me:   Well then you are the strangest girl in America!  What did  
   you mean by, “I don’t like Valentine’s Day because of  
   Paris?” 
 
 Claire:  I don’t get it. 



 234

 
2/14/07 
 Claire:  I like Valentine’s now why we have a lot of candy. 
 
 Me:   Excuse me? 
 
 Claire:   I don’t get it. 
 

While it may seem likely from the above entries that Claire really doesn’t 

understand what I mean I have written in my teacher journal on several occasions that she 

used “feigned ignorance” to avoid dealing with issues that she found in some way 

threatening or daunting.  I offer the following exchanges as evidence that she was capable 

of answering my enquiries when they were not teacher urgings. 

2/20/07 
 Claire:  How come Junie B. Jones just likes the  
   By the way I have to go to the dentist. 
 
 Me:   Just likes the what? 
 
 Claire:   B ( In the Junie B. Jones series of books by Barbara   
   Parks the main character, Junie B. Jones, introduces  
   herself and says that the B. stands for Beatrice, then says,  
   “But I just like B. and that’s all.”) 
 
2/22/07 
 Claire:  I got so excited but I forgot something for the bakery. 
 
 Me:   What?  What did you forget? 
 
 Claire:  The bakery stuff. 

 
 

Claire gives short answers as well.  For her it often means that she is going to 

ignore my urging. 
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3/29/07 
 Claire:  Levi is confusing V  ay  vray  much. 
 
 Me:   ( I draw and arrow pointing to “vray) Do you really think  
   that is right? 
 
 Claire:   No 
 
3/30/07 
 Claire:  I get what you mean now. 
 
 Me:   Good.  How about writing a little more nicely in here? 
 
 Claire:  OK. 
 

But the in her next entry, the following Monday, she writes the title of a song, 

leaving off capital letters and leaving out any explanation. 

4/2/07 
 Claire:  boys are back in town 
 
4/3/07  
 Claire:   I write very, very, very weird. 
 
 Me:   Well you can do better. 
 
 Claire:  yaa 
 
4/4/07 
 Claire:  uuu wut did you say. 
 

Claire’s uses of approval and disapproval statements are rare and only occur in 

her first grade dialogue journal.  In the following entry she confirms that I may be right in 

my answer to her question. 

2/9/07 
 Claire:   Why is Melannie gone? 
 
 Me:   I don’t know.  Perhaps she is sick. 
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 Claire:  Maybe. 
 

In this entry she uses repetition to express approval. 

9/26/06 
 Claire:  I love half days do you know that? 

 
 Me:   I bet you do! 

 
 Claire:  Yes. 
 
9/27/06 
 Claire:   I bet you do, too! 
 

Claire also uses a short answer format to argue the point with me.  In this 

communicative event Claire answers one of my questions, the rhetorical one, but avoids 

answering the main subject of my inquiry.  She then argues the point. 

2/15/07 
 Claire:  Why do we have 2 post. 
 
 Me:   I don’t know what you mean by “2 post.”  Why do you  
   write like that?  Don’t you care what people think? 
 
 Claire:  Yes. 

 
2/16/07 
 Claire:  I am going to Beth’s house. 
 
 Me:   Not if you don’t answer me. 
 
 Claire:   I did. 
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Resistance: Dorian 

The tenor of the communicative events in Dorian’s dialogue journals is quite 

different from the other students’ communicative events because Dorian perceived a 

different purpose for his journals than was my intention.  I had intended for them to be 

true dialogue journals in which the students would write to me and I would write back to 

them.  We would be engaging in a true written dialogue. 

It was clear from October of first grade when he entered the class that Dorian 

liked to write stories and wanted to use the dialogue journal for this purpose.  In itself this 

is a form of resistance that I will discuss further when I examine intertextuality as a form 

of negotiation of authority.   

In any case, it is more difficult to find specific examples of the types of resistance 

mentioned above simply because his main form of resistance is to ignore me, or to regard 

my journal entries as intrusions into his private world.  When later he comes to accept me 

into his journal world it is mainly as an audience and not as anything more than an 

occasional participant.  So in a broad sense the vast majority of Dorian’s journal entries 

are representative of the “Ignoring me” form of resistance.  Here are two typical 

communicative events which I first examined in the last chapter.  In this context is seen a 

typical way in which Dorian would ignore my journal entries. 

 

10/26/06 
 Dorian:  Can I see the man?  Yes you can. 
 
 Me:   What do you play with? 
 
10/27/06 
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 Dorian:  I can see!  Yes you can. 
 

11/17/06 
 Dorian:  I love moe (my) dad and mom.  Moe mom is the best.  I love 
   her with all moe heart. She is the best mom in the world.  I  
   love her a lot. 
 
 Me:   Moe = my?  It’s spelled “my” not moe. 

 
11/20/07 
 Dorian:  I love moe mom and dad.  He buys me stuff and I like to  
   get a lot of stuff.  I like it is awesome.  It is awesome.  It is  
   very awesome.  I like all moe things that Dad got me. 
 

Dorian’s favorite form of short response was to write “thanks,” even if it was not 

an entirely appropriate response to what I had written.  He would also use “Okay” in the 

same way. 

8/13/07 
 Dorian:  They found the wizard then they fought inside a volcano.   
   The dark wizard knocked the man out.  They woke up then  
   they snuck up on the dark wizard but with dragons but the  
   dark wizard beat the dragons and they beat the dark  
   wizard.   
   To be continued 
 
 Me:   Nice story!  Hey Dorian, you’re a senior now and it is  
   important that you set a good example.  If the juniors see  
   you misbehaving and getting away with it then they will  
   think that they can too. 
 
 Dorian:  Thanks. 
 

Dorian may be thanking me for my compliment about his story and ignoring my 

teacher urging about behavior. Or he may be misinterpreting my teacher urging as a 

compliment and thanking me for that.  Just as likely, Dorian used “thanks” as a 

dismissive response simply to fill space and fulfill his obligation to respond to me in 
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some way.  His short answers often seem to be placatory statements designed to keep me 

happy or fend off my criticism without having any real effect on his writing.   

For example, in this next communicative event I try to remind Dorian to use a 

capital I for the word “I.”  He responds with O.K., but continues to use a small i for the 

word “I.” 

8/24/07 
 Dorian:  Mr. Nichols i had fun this week at school and had learning 
   too it was a good week.  On the first day of school it was  
   great at the playground. 
 
 Me:   (I had written a capital “I” in ink over his lower case “i.”)  
   Capital “I”, Dorian.  Capital “I.” 
 
 Dorian:   Okay!  Mr. Nichols. 
 
8/27/07 
 Dorian:  Michael’s my first friend is Tyler but he moved far away  
   AAAA!  i think because i am sad he moved. 
 

Because Dorian seemed to regard his dialogue journal as a personal journal and 

my entries as intrusions I tried other ways to engage him in conversation.  I began writing 

short stories of my own in his journal.  These provide the only approval/disapproval 

statements made by Dorian.  They are short answers and expletives such as “hey!” 

8/15/07 
 Dorian:  It was a dark night.  When he woke up all his friends were  
   gone and he found them.  They were captured.  To be  
   continued. 
 
 Me:   Then, Dorian’s hair caught fire.  “AAA!” he screamed.   
   “My hair is on fire!”   
   Then Gabriel came and said, “Stay still, I will take care of  
   this.” 
   He put a hot dog on a fork and roasted it over Dorian’s  
   head. 
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 Dorian:  Hey! 
 

The following entry, presented in the last chapter as an example of how I 

occasionally got Dorian to respond to my journal entries, is provided here as an example 

of the way Dorian used imitation of the types of comments I wrote about his stories to 

express approval for my story. 

8/31/07 
 Dorian:  When they came to the stop their dragon came and got  
   them out of the water. 
 
 Me:   Dorian was almost dragged into the toilet.  Luckily he had  
   the presence of mind to let go of the plunger before he was  
   pulled in.  He ran from the room screaming!  Then he  
   heard a sound. 
   “Fwoosh,” came from the bathroom he’d just left! 
 
 Dorian:   Good story. 
 

Dorian has a tendency to be dismissive of, or to ignore comments I make that he 

disagrees with.  In the following communicative event he does answer me in a way that is 

both argumentative and expresses a sense of superiority that indicates he regards us as 

equals within the frame of dialogue journaling.   

10/15/07 
 Dorian:  I am getting a new dog today at 5:00 pm.  It is a baby dog  
   Mr. Nichols.  It’s at the vet.  I cannot wait until she grows  
   up and our dogs will get along with the baby dog.  It is  
   going to be cool, so cool.  I will love it so much.  I will play  
   with her a lot.  But for like a week I can’t play with her. 
 
 Me:   I love puppies, but they are a lot of work. 
 
 Dorian:  Not for me. 
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In the next example Dorian actually indicates frustration with my repeated teacher 

urgings about his spelling.  I was “snippy” in my comment and he was snippy right back 

to me.  This is a continuation of an entry that goes on for nearly a page and a half.  I will 

only include the last 14 lines, (as counted in his journal-he does not organize his writing 

into paragraphs yet), the only part that is germane to my comment.  I will also use his 

original spelling so the meaning of my comment is clear. 

2/4/07 
 Dorian:  Now I cant think of inting (anything) alls (else) Mr.   
   Nichols.  I hope I can think of samthing (something) I wint  
   (went) to the rock show it was nice I got a lot of amithis  
   (amethyst) and I got a rock that is shapt (shaped) like a  
   piramint (pyramid) and I fond (found) a rock with cristols  
   (crystals) on it it was a cool rock I icspashale (especially)  
   like the peramint (pyramid) but I loost (lost) the peramint  
   (pyramid). 
 
 Me:   Say, are you spelling like this on purpose?  You really  
   think that “alls” spells else? 
   I’m sorry that you lost your p–y-r-a-m-i-d. 
 
 Dorian:  No I am not spelling like this on (purpose).  This is how I  
   think to spell. 
 

I referred to these types of negotiations of authority as resistance because, first of 

all, they are responses to my entries and represent evidence of active interpretation of the 

rules I had set forth for writing in the students dialogue journals.  What they are resisting, 

whether it is a direction from me or a rule they are aware of, is evident and easy for the 

researcher to see and interpret as resistance to rules and thus representative of negotiation 

of authority.  All negotiation of authority by students requires a complex knowledge of 

what is and is not allowed within the framework of the activity.  Thus it can be assumed 
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that they are resisting or negotiating authority when they ignore directions or rules even if 

they are not stated specifically in the conversational thread. 

This and other types of resistance are possible for the students because of my 

insistence of the idea that they own their dialogue journals.  Thus they are free to make 

decisions about what is and is not appropriate material for inclusion in their journals.  In 

that way the students become free to actively negotiate authority within the framework of 

their dialogue journals. 

 

Familiarity 

The term “familiarity” refers to attempts to elicit intimate details about the 

teacher’s life that might not be considered normal or appropriate in the teacher/student 

relationship in school.  These attempts at intimacy do occur in face-to-face encounters 

and are generally the product of a student’s curiosity about, combined with a certain 

amount of affection for their teacher.  However these attempts are usually limited to 

moments outside of the classroom, such as on the playground or in the cafeteria.  When 

they occur in class it is generally not during an academic activity.   

The appropriateness of the personal question usually depends upon the nature of 

the personal information it elicits as well as the time and place it is asked.   The nature of 

the personal information elicited by their questions is not what makes them a form of 

negotiation of authority.  That information is usually banal and something I would not 

view as privileged.  But in the dialogue journal the existence of such questions represents 

a form of negotiation of authority because they are indicative of a blurring of the 
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hierarchical boundary between teacher and student.  They are, in essence, the types of 

idling questions one would ask of a friend. 

Familiarity: Dorian 

I begin this section with Dorian because the nature of his communicative events 

differs from those of the other students in this study.  As such, he does not ask many 

questions of me.  I am an audience rather than a participant for the most part.   

In first grade Dorian’s dialogue journal only contains one example of an attempt 

to elicit my opinion about something.  It is an attempt to discern my opinion of him, but 

in what he considers to be a humorous fashion. 

 

3/23/07 
 Dorian:  I am a good boy Mr. Nichols.  If you say yes I will be good  
   but if yu say no I will be bad.  No, I am just kidding. 
 

In second grade Dorian asked a few more questions that could be construed as 

attempts to elicit my opinion or learn something about my life.  This is an example of a 

simple question. 

9/24/07 
 Dorian:  I did a Yu-Gi-Oh picture do you want to see it on Tuesday? 
   Do you think that Leo is a silly guy?  And do you think that  
   Leo is a weird guy?  Is he funny too Mr. Nichols? 
 

Dorian was trying also to trying to get me to discuss another student with him.  

Leo was his close friend and there was, as far as I know, nothing malicious intended by 
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this entry.   Leo had also written something silly about Dorian in his journal the same 

day.  They sat together so it is reasonable that the humor was directed at each other. 

As the year went on they began to struggle with getting their work done instead of 

amusing each other.  On the 12th of March I finally made the decision to separate them 

and moved them to different tables.  Dorian wrote the following entry the next morning.  

I’m not sure if it qualifies as a familiar question but it does suggest an intimate appeal to 

my sympathies.   

3/13/07 
 Dorian:  I’m not going to try to talk to someone.  Why.  Why.  Did!  
   We! Have! To! Move! 
 

In May I had admonished Dorian for forgetting his library books.  At our school if 

students do not return their library books they may not check out new ones.  This is often 

a problem for some students.  Several forgot their books on a regular basis.  I began 

penalizing them by taking away their recess until they returned the books.  While Dorian 

was not one of those who habitually forgot his books he still had to pay the same penalty.  

He felt it was unjust and had the confidence to argue the point in his dialogue journal. 

5/12/08 
 Dorian:  Why did you say Dorian where’s your book?  I’ve only  
   been overdue once. 
 

Familiarity: Sam 

Like Dorian, Sam does not ask a lot of personal questions.  In fact, he does not 

ask many questions at all.  In first grade he only asked what would be considered 
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rhetorical questions. They are the kinds that innocently assume a certain amount of 

camaraderie between parties.   

12/11/06 
 Sam:   I can’t believe today is Monday can you? 
 
 Me:   No!  The weekend went fast! 
 
12/13/07 
 Sam:   I’m still sick can you believe that? 
 

In second grade Sam was more confident in his writing and in his relationships 

with others at school.  He was also more willing to ask questions in his journal. 

9/14/07 
 Sam:   How do they have a half day on a picture day? 
 
 Me:   Are you sure it is a half day?  I think it is the 25th. 
 
 Sam:   What does that mean dude? 
 
 Me:   Tomorrow is not a half day. 
 

The question itself is not personal but it is his use of the term “dude” that makes 

this an example of familiarity.  While I had called him dude before in his dialogue 

journal, and often used it in oral conversation, Sam would not have called me dude in a 

face-to-face encounter. 

The playful nature of his journal entries increased as the year went on.  Here, his 

question indicates an attempt to recontextualize a conversation we had had about a T.V. 

show.  Sam and I shared a fondness for Futurama and we often shared private jokes about 

the show. 
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2/11/08 
 Sam:   The reason why I wasn’t here on Friday is because I had a  
   rabies shot at  9:30 and my mom thought it would be too  
   late to go to school so I did not go to school.  That’s the  
   story today.  I hope you liked it.  I sure liked telling it,  
   didn’t you?  Next week’s story will be good.  I’m also  
   getting another rabies shot on Friday I think. 
 
 Me:   You smart-aleck!  So you had to get a rabies shot?  Just  
   one?  When I was a kid it was a series of 12 shots-1 each  
   for 12 days-all in the stomach!  No lie! 
   Oh, I see you get another one.  Where?  Stomach or arm? 
 
 Sam:   Aaaaa! 
 

Finally, Sam’s reply ends this communicative event in a way that is both 

commiserative and evaluative.  Both stances imply an assumption about our relative 

status in the frame of the dialogue journal that is unlike what one would expect a seven-

year-old child to make about his hierarchical standing with his teacher. 

4/21/08 
 Sam:   Like a month ago I was riding my bike and one of the  
   handle bars hit a trash can and I flew over the bars and  
   flipped over and landed on my head.  I had a helmet on.   
   Not my Tony Hawk helmet.  And I was rolling on my side.   
   And it was fun actually but it hurt though. 
 
 Me:   You funny guy!  I did that when I was a kid but we didn’t  
   wear helmets then and I flew off the bike when I hit the  
   trash can and I chipped my front tooth and a piece went  
   into my bottom lip.  I had to get stitches.  I can still feel the  
   scar! 
 
 Sam:   Wow. 
 
4/22/08 
 Sam:   That must of hurt. 
 
 Me:   It did hurt. 
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Familiarity: Claire 

Even in first grade Claire was more likely to attempt to elicit information from me 

in her dialogue journal than either Sam or Dorian ever had been.  It may have had to do 

with her personality, which was inquisitive and not what one would describe as shy at all. 

In first grade Claire often wrote about going to Hollywood to be a star.  She also 

wrote about how much she loved money.  In this communicative event she begins by 

talking about both and ends by asking if I agree with her. 

11/6/06 
 Claire:  Hollywood is better than money. 

 
 
11/7/06 
 Claire:  Money, money, I love money me. 
 
 Me:   Where?  Here?  There? (This is one of my more cryptic  
   teacher urgings.  I want her to elaborate.) 
 
11/8/06 
 Claire:  Do you like money too? 
 
 Me:   Yes! 
 

She also mentioned having a dream about me.  The implications for status-mixing 

are numerous.  But outside of class, on the playground for example, she more than once 

told me about other dreams she had had about me.  They were often silly and seemed 

made-up.  She was trying to make me laugh and mitigate our hierarchical differences.  I 

recorded two such instances in my teacher journal and both occurred on days in which 

she had been reprimanded for not doing her work.  She told me about this one when I had 

before-school playground duty and was accessible to her.   
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11/14/06 
 Claire:  I had a dream about you Mr. Nichols.  I told you this  
   morning. 
 
 Me:   What was it?  Was I king of the world? 
 
 Claire:  Maybe 
 

I did not record what she said the dream was about.  My reply is an attempt to 

recoup some the status I lost by letting her control what the dream was about.  Her reply 

is a sign of her confidence in her status in the dialogue journal.  She lets me have my 

minor victory while keeping control of the final outcome.  It is too bad that this event was 

not continued but she got in serious trouble the next day and that occupied her next 

communicative event.   

Other examples of familiarity as negotiation of authority by Claire include more 

mundane questions about what I like and what I do. 

11/29/06 
 Claire:  Do you do chores every day? 
 
 Me:   Who doesn’t? 
 
11/30/06 
 Claire:  Do you like the movies? 
 
 Me:   Yes, I go every week. 
 
 Claire:  You do? 
 
1/26/07 
 Claire:  Do you (have) a gorilla name Mama do you? 
 
 Me:   No, do you?  
 
 Claire:  Yes. 
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I’m not sure what Claire’s intent was with the following communicative event.  I 

know she was aware that grownups do not lose baby teeth.  I think that she was just 

teasing me, a sign of her attitude about our status in the dialogue journal frame. 

2/5/07 
 Claire:   I have a wiggly tooth like Junie B. Jones but I don’t know  
   if you have one.  Do you?  So I am guessing you do.  Please 
   say yes please. 
 
 Me:   No-I have already lost all of my baby teeth. 
 

In second grade Claire often used the subject of types of food to begin 

communicative events in her journal.  Pies and bacon were her favorite food subjects.  

Notice her sophisticated use of listing as imagery to create intimacy in her writing. 

10/5/07 
 Claire:  I like bacon a lot.  It is juicy.  It is flavory.  And it sizzles.   
   Bacon I love you.  I eat bacon for breakfast, lunch and  
   dinner.  Do you like bacon? 
 
 Me:   Bacon is the best meat ever! 
 

The following communicative event is a reference to the fact that she had 

smashed her fingers in the bathroom door at school for the second time, having done so 

in first grade as well.  Her question is used to create a sense of shared experience, a 

status-equalizing event.  I tease her a little in a move that legitimizes her assumption of 

equal status between us. 

10/23/07 
 Claire:  Did you ever smash your finger?  It is still red. 
 



 250

 Me:   Yes, this summer.  The nail fell off and never grew back  
   right.  I blame you. 
 
 Claire:   I don’t get it. 
 

Claire was willing to tease me as well as evidenced by this next communicative 

event. 

4/30/08 
 Claire:  Mr. Nichols did you know that there is a Massachusetts  
   Bay!  There is also a Mr. Nichols Bay! 

 
 

Finally, towards the end of school, Claire accuses me of doing something silly 

that she knows I didn’t do.  This is a form of imitation because I often say “I blame you” 

when something happens in class that is obviously not the children’s fault.  She’s not 

happy that I did not respond to the joke and calls me on it.  She is demonstrating an 

example of both familiarity and her desire to control the content and direction of the 

communicative events. 

5/8/08 
 Claire:  Mr. Nichols you snuck in my backpack and put a picture in  
   my backpack. It was genie fish.  Why? 
 
 Me:   What?  No I didn’t.  Hey, Obama won!  I’m glad.   
 
 Claire:  You changed the subject. 
 
 Me:    But I didn’t do it, kiddo. 
 

A few days later she revisits the subject I had commented on above.  She had 

spotted an inaccuracy and was anxious to call me on it. 
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5/12/08 
 Claire:  Mr. Nichols you can’t know Obama won!  You know how I  
   know because I was watching the news and it said it wasn’t 
   over. 
   Does Obama like pie? 
 
 Me:   Why don’t you write to him and ask him? 
 

Familiarity: Beth 

Beth uses questioning in her dialogue journal in the same way that Dorian uses 

story-telling; the majority of her first and second-grade journals consist of attempts to 

elicit information from me.  As such it is a monument to her persistent nature.  She seizes 

upon the status-leveling nature of dialogue journals as I have designed the activity and 

constantly asserts her control of and therefore hierarchical superiority in the 

communicative events therein. 

While her first question to me in her first-grade dialogue journal does not elicit 

information about me it does ask me to participate in a guessing game in which I must 

demonstrate my knowledge of her.  This request that I participate in a game in which she 

is obviously in charge is status-leveling. 

8/30/06 
 Beth:    I want to be?  I will give you a guess.  So? 
 
 Me:   Do you want to be a cowboy?   
 
8/31/06 
 Beth:   No, it was soccer.  I have soccer practice today.  Soccer.   
   Hip, hip hooray. 
   Mom and Dad have fun together.  They went out to eat.   
   They brought their kids. 
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Notice how Beth finished the previous conversational thread and then began a 

new one in the same journal entry.  It is a mark of her control over the activity that she 

decides when a conversation ends and a new one begins. 

Beth doesn’t just offer opportunities for me to participate in her communicative 

events; she demands that I do so.  In the following event she uses a variation of the game 

scenario above to force my participation.  She writes “Sc” in order to prompt me to give 

the correct answer to her question.  I was supposed to add “hool” to “sc” to spell 

“school.” 

9/27/06 
 Beth:   Hello I love school.  Hey, don’t you get the point? 
 
 Me:   Yes, I’ve figured it out. 
 
9/28/06 
 Beth:   I like school.  Hip, hip, hooray.  What do I like Mr.   
   Nichols?  Sc 
 

I did not answer her.  The 28th was a red journal day and so she didn’t turn it in.  

On the 29th it is probable that I didn’t even read her 9/28 entry.  She had been saying that 

she loved school for four straight days.  The tone of my reply to her entry on 9/27 implies 

that I was tired of the thread.  It is likely that I noticed the “I like school” beginning and 

didn’t bother to read any more.  Her next entry was completely different and I answered 

that one instead. 

Beth also uses playful name-calling as a status-leveling device in her 

communicative events.  While not exactly attempts to elicit personal information they do 
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constitute an acceptance or assumption of equal status in the dialogue journals between 

she and I.  That qualifies it as a form of negotiation of authority. 

10/4/06 
 Beth:    I like everything except for peanut butter. 
 
 Me:   I don’t like peanut butter either! 
 
10/5/06 
 Beth:   Mr. Nichols you are a copy cat.  Yes you are a copy cat. 
 

It is interesting that Beth assumed that my repetition of the word peanut butter 

was being a “copy cat.”  It implies that she made a conscious choice to turn what I had 

said into a negative simply to add interest to the communicative event.  She was amusing 

herself at my expense. 

The next entry is a straightforward attempt to elicit some information about my 

life.  It is not particularly personal information but it does ask for specific information not 

available to the rest of the class.  Our classroom theme that year had been Knights and 

Castles and so the subject came up quite a bit.  The children tended to refer to anything 

having to do with the middle ages as “knights and castles,” including places or countries 

where knights or castles had existed. 

11/16/06 
 Beth:   Mr. Nichols where (or when, I’m not sure – she wrote  
   “wer” but the “r” looked a lot like an “n.”  I answered  
   both potential questions) was your first trip to Knights and  
   Castles? 
 
 Me:    I guess 1974.  I went to Spain. 
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Beth circled the date “1974” which leads me to believe that she meant when and 

not where. 

The following communicative event is an example of how Beth uses a 

conversational tone in her writing to invite intimacy.  She doesn’t exactly ask for 

personal information but the friendly nature of her journal entry invites her correspondent 

to share in return.  It is a mark of Beth’s growing sophistication as a writer, (this is first 

grade, remember), as well as a sign of her assumption of equal status with her 

correspondent, who happens to be her teacher. 

3/5/07 
 Beth:    I had a really good week did you Mr. Nichols?  Fantastic.   
   I like to say that word because there is a place In Tucson  
   called “Fantastics.”  It is so fun.  It has bumper cars on  
   water, racing and Pizza Hut.  It is fun.  It is so fun.  I’m  
   going there March 30th.  I just can’t wait.  It is gonna be so  
   fun even you should come too.  It is gonna be so fun to go  
   to Fantastics you should come please. 
 
 Me:   I have never been there, but I love to go to places like that.  
   Did you know that you are an excellent journal writer?  In  
   fact, you are fantastic!  (I like to say that word as well.) 
 

The final question from Beth’s first-grade dialogue journal is a request for advice.  

Despite the status-leveling nature of her communicative events Beth is capable of treating 

me as an adult worthy of asking for advice with a problem. 

5/16/07 
 Beth:   People call me brown but I am black.  What should I do? 
 
 Me:    Ignore them.  People who make personal comments are  
   rude! 
 
5/17/07 
 Beth:   Thank you for the advice Mr. Nichols. 
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Beth begins second grade with the types of questions one would ask an old friend 

one hadn’t seen for some time.  This establishes her dominance in the frame from the 

beginning. 

8/9/07 
 Beth:   Did you have a good summer Mr. Nichols?  Did you see a  
   movie?  Or go to the beach or something?  Where did you  
   go for your vacation?  Mr. Nichols sis you know I collect  
   bells?  I have six so far and they are from different states. 
 
 Me:   Hi Beth!  Welcome back!  I thought the summer was too  
   short!  I saw several movies.  I saw Harry Potter and  
   Transormers and The Bourne Supremacy.  I went to Texas  
   and Las Vegas.  I like bells too but I do not collect them.  I  
   think it is great to have a hobby.  Where did you go on your 
   vacation? 

 
8/13/07 (Monday.  Beth was absent on the 10th, a Fiday) 
 Beth:   I saw Transformers too!  Did you see Under Dog? 
 
 Me:   (written in margin) No. 
 
 Beth:   It’s funny.  I went to Florida. Have you went to Tombstone? 
 
 Me:   (written in margin) Yes! 
 
 Beth:   It’s fun.   They have candy there and we took a picture and  
   made it look western.  It was fun!  And we went to the Cove.  
   We stayed there until 6:44.  It was fun. 
 
 Me:   I took a picture like that in Tombstone a long time ago.  It  
   was fun! 
 

Beth continues the questioning later when she begins a communicative event that 

is a series of questions and commentary upon my answers.   

8/21/07 
 Beth:   When was the first time you went to Tombstone? 
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 Me:   1980 
 
8/22/07 
 Beth:   Mr. Nichols when was the first time you went to a knight  
   and castles? 
 
 Me:   1990.  I went to Europe for a month. 
 

Notice this is the same question she asked me in her first-grade journal.  I’m not 

sure why my answer is different.  1990 was my first trip to Northern Europe, but my first 

trip to Europe was in 1974. 

As the event continues Beth’s use of “wow” to convey that she is impressed with 

my statement is both evaluative and therefore expressive of her assumption of the status 

necessary to make an evaluative statement. 

8/23/07 
 Beth:   Wow.  Europe for a month.  Did you understand the people 
   that were there? 
 
8/24/07 
 Beth:   Did you know how to speak European? 
 
 Me:   There are at least 18 European languages.  Did you mean  
   English, Welsh, Gaelic, Erse, Cornish, Swedish, Danish,  
   Walloon, French, Catalan, Briton, and Norman,   
   Burgundian, Basque, Spanish, Italian, High German, Low  
   German, Polish, Hungarian, Croatian, or any of many  
   more? 
 

I will note here that my purpose in listing all of those languages was to impress 

Beth.  It is an example of the “power/solidarity paradox” described by Tannen (2007).  

She says that, “The symbols that display power (unequal status) and solidarity are often 

the same, so every utterance is potentially ambiguous as to whether it is establishing 
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power or solidarity” (p. 144). She describes the act of listing things you know that others 

may not know as providing the speaker with both aesthetic satisfaction and an 

opportunity to show off.  Which one the listing represents depends upon the speaker and 

their audience’s point of view.  If the speaker is acting on an assumption of solidarity 

with the audience it can be seen as “matching and feeding, not topping” (p. 144).  As for 

this instance, I was trying to demonstrate how much I knew for Beth, thus establishing 

my dominant role in the conversation.   

Beth dutifully expresses her admiration for my knowledge but makes subtle 

changes that begin to reestablish her control over the event.  For example she changes the 

reference to languages to states.  Finally, she repeats the question about when I took my 

first trip to Europe as though none of this conversation had taken place.  She then 

switches to questions about food. 

8/27/07 
 Beth:   Whaaaaaaaaaat?  Anyways what were all those   
   languages?  That was a lot of words.  How did you know  
   all of those? 
 
 Me:   That’s not all of them.  There’s at least a couple for each  
   country. 
   (Beth traces over my writing with her pencil, a sign that she 
   is getting bored with this conversation) 

 
8/28/07 
 Beth:   Woooooow, that’s a lot of states in Europe.   
   When was your first trip to knights and castles? 
 
 Me:   1990. 

 
8/29/07 
 Beth:   When you were a little kid what was your favorite food? 
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 Me:   I would say it was either hot dogs and tater tots or ice  
   cream.  Mmm-mm! 
8/30/07 
 Beth:   What was your favorite restaurant when you were a kid? 
 
 Me:   Burger Chef. 
 

Notice the way Beth has reestablished control of the communicative events.  She 

goes on to tell me about her favorite restaurant and we discuss why it closed.  She 

describes the foods that were her favorites there and then probes for more information 

from me. 

 

9/5/07 
 Beth:   What was your favorite food in Burger Chef when you were 
   a little kid? 
 
 Me:   The french-fries and the milk shakes. 
 

A final example of familiarity for Beth concerns the way she repeats questions to 

elicit more information from me.  She asks what my favorite thing to do was when I was 

a kid.  She probes for more information about it.  She actually asks me what my favorite 

thing to do was when I was a kid 3 times in her second-grade dialogue journal.  But she 

focuses on a different aspect of my answers each time and uses those answers to probe 

for different information. 

For example: 

9/7/07 
 Beth:   What was your favorite thing to do when you were a kid? 
 
 Me:   We used to build forts in the woods. 
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9/10/07 
 Beth:   Did you hide behind them and have a war?  How old is  
   your sister?  My mom is 5’3” my dad is 3 inches and a foot  
   taller than my mom.  (There follows a long entry having  
   nothing to do with the above question.) 
 
 Me:   We did have wars with our forts and tree-houses. 
 

Beth gets off on a tangent and does not come back to this for some time.  She 

engages in a different probing series about my dogs that is structured similarly. After an 

argument in the journal about wasting time she returns to the subject of the forts in the 

woods.  She begins by asking the same question about what I liked to do when I was a 

kid.  But she quickly demonstrates that she remembers having this conversation before 

and moves on to different aspects of the same question. 

 

10/18/07 
 Beth:   Why did you like to play in the woods?  Was there anybody  
   there with you in the woods to play with when you go? 
 
 Me:   My friends.  We built forts and dug caves. 
 
10/19/07 
 Beth:   What was your favorite thing to do in the woods?  What is  
   your favorite game to play in the woods? 
 
 Me:   We had a tree fort and we would light campfires and cook. 
 

Beth seizes upon this new information to begin a communicative event which I 

will discuss in the next section, exploration of boundaries. 
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Exploration of Boundaries 

In this section I shall examine the ways in which the conversational thread 

contained in a communicative event may represent a gradual exploration of what would 

be considered the conventional boundaries between teacher and student.  By this I mean 

events that begin with a question or comment that may or may not be considered to be at 

the edge of the boundaries between what students and teachers normally discuss in face-

to-face encounters but then escalate to the point that they stretch those boundaries beyond 

their existing limits.   

This stretching of boundaries can be different for each student.  The extent to 

which each student explores and attempts to expand their boundaries depends upon the 

personality of the student, her/his relative ability to manipulate the written medium and 

where those boundaries existed before the student began stretching them.   

Another characteristic of these communicative events is the way they end.  

Invariably, the student either satisfies their need to explore or becomes bored with the 

conversational thread or even distracted by another event, and ends the event by changing 

the subject.  In none of the cases am I able to end the event while remaining within the 

frame of the dialogue journal. 

 

Exploration of boundaries: Beth 

As was seen in the previous section, Beth has mastered the art of eliciting 

information from her correspondent.  Her communicative events represent the 

archetypical exploration of boundaries type.  This is partly because of her confidence in 
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her ability to manipulate the written medium.  But it is also a function of her personality.  

She is aggressive and determined and genuinely enjoys the sense of empowerment that 

she gets from writing in her dialogue journal. 

In this continuation of this communicative event Beth continues to ask about 

things I did as a child.  She begins casually but quickly turns aggressive. 

10/22/07 
 Beth:   What would you cook in the woods?  Marshmallows or did 
   you cook soup or is it both?  Did you cook smors because  
   smors are good?  I like the chocolate.   
 
 Me:   Marshmallows, smors and hot dogs because you can put  
   them on sticks.  I wasn’t supposed to build a fire. 
 
10/23/07 
 Beth:   Oh now I know why you didn’t start a fire because there  
   was probably someone that already does it, right? 
 
 Me:   Well . . . we did it without permission.  We should have  
   gotten in trouble. 
 
10/24/07 
 Beth:   Mr. Nichols did you ever try burning your marshmallow  
   and blow it in a bowl and it makes a melted marshmallow  
   and keep doing it and there you have it; melted   
   marshmallow that you can drink!! 
 
 Me:   Only by accident.  I only like them melted a little, not  
   burned. 
 
10/25/07 
 Beth:   But have you done what I said before and put chocolate in  
   it?  Have you?   

 
10/26/07 
 Beth:   Did you ever try putting a smor in a bowl and mashing it  
   up? 
 
 Me:   No.  We only ate them outside. 
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10/29/07 
 Beth:   What are you talking about?   I know you only are   
   supposed to eat it outside.  That’s pretty obvious.  I mean  
   how would you warm it up, by microwave?  That’s not out- 
   door like.  Am I right or am I right? 
 
 Me:   You can use a microwave.  But I mean we didn’t take  
   bowls with us to the woods. 
 
10/31/07 
 Beth:   So how did you carry the marshmallows and the hot dogs?  
   Did you carry them in a bag or something? 
 
 Me:   Yes – in their packages.  We walked to the woods.  They  
   were just down the street. 
 
11/1/07 
 Beth:   Grrrrrrrr.  Why couldn’t you tell me before all this   
   madness started then?  I wouldn’t be mad.  I’m gonna get  
   angry at somebody if (they don’t) start explaining.  If they  
   don’t I’m gonna burst.  There’s gonna be steam coming out 
   of my ears.  I’m gonnabe  mad!!!!!! 
 
11/2/07 
 Beth:   Where is the explaining?  I’m gonna explode.    
   10,9,8,7,6,5,4,3,2,1,0 boooooooooooooom. 
 
 Me:   Hmm, I guess I forgot to read your mind. 
 
11/5/07 
 Beth:   You can’t read my mind because it is falling on you (from  
   the explosion I assume) so how can you read it when it’s in  
   the air and on the ground?  Mr. Nichols do you know what  
   I don’t get is Misses/Mrs.  I mean that technically says  
   Misters so it’s Misters K. and Misters Woodman.  I mean  
   did you get that?  I mean that doesn’t make any sense.  I  
   don’t believe that it does not make any sense.  See, I do not  
   get anything in the world.  I mean some things aren’t meant 
   to be understood in the world.  See I don’t understand  
   everything in the world, do you? 
 
 Me:   Yes, I am a super genius! 
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Beth ended this conversational thread and began haranguing me about listening to 

her. 

In first grade Beth had engaged in a similar cycle of boundary-pushing in which 

she begins with a premise and becomes increasingly strident in the demands she makes 

upon me for answers. 

2/14/07 
 Beth:   I miss my mom and dad. 
 
 Me:   So are you Ashlyn today?  That sounds more like something 
   Ashlyn would write. (Ashlyn was not as enthusiastic about  
   writing in her journal as was Beth.) 

 
2/16/07 
 Beth:   Well you said we could write whatever we want.  Am I  
   wrong or right?  You better answer me because I am going  
   to my friend’s home today for 14 days which is 2 whole  
   weeks.  It is going to be fun. 
 
 Me:   I did say that but I didn’t mean as little as you want. 
 
2/20/07 
 Beth:   What do you mean as little?  Are you trying to say I’m  
   little?  You better because I do not like being called little  
   and please do not call me little.  I may seem little but I do  
   brave and tough things like I got a cat out of a tree and got  
   a Dalmatian from being run over by a motorcycle. 
 
2/21/07 
 Beth:   If you are gonna call me little I will call you Mr. Edward.   
   So please do not call me little.  I will not call you Mr.  
   Edward O.K.?  Do we have a deal?  Do we, huh, do we  
   please so do we have a deal please, please, please do we,  
   do we, do, we, do we?  Hey Mr. Nichols, What is your  
   favorite thing to do? 
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Notice the way Beth ended this communicative event by asking me an unrelated 

question.  It’s almost as if she became bored with the conversation and changed the 

subject in mid sentence. 

Beth’s second-grade journal is the source of the next communicative event.  It 

begins with an innocent question and escalates into evaluative statements reflecting upon 

the character of my parents.  I do not believe that she meant it that way or even realized 

that it would be construed that way.  However she makes commiserative statements that 

are meant to be sympathetic but have the effect of being evaluative as well.  As 

evaluative statements they are expressive of the fact that she views our relative status as 

at least equal within frame of the dialogue journal. 

12/1/07 
 Beth:   Did you ever throw a party?  Apparently Clavdivs14 has  
   already thrown a party.  I’m gonna have a party too.   
 
 Me:   Yes, I have had them.  But not a Christmas one-at least not  
   when I  was a kid. 
 
12/17/07 
 Beth:   What kind of kid doesn’t get to throw a party?  That stinks.  
   I’m gonna be able to throw a party when I’m old enough. 
 
 Me:   Well, I had birthday parties, but only rich people let their  
   kids throw big parties at Christmas in my neighborhood. 
 
12/18/07 
 Beth:   Wow that stinks for you.  But I mean not a big party like  
   where you invite a few friends, dance and have a soda and  
   chips.  Then they go home.  I mean that kind of party. 
 
12/19/07 

                                                 
14 Claudia was one of Beth’s classmates.  When we studied Greek and Roman mythology we discussed the 
notion that the Roman emperor Claudius supposedly invented the letter U.  Before that his name was 
written Clavdivs.  So after that Claudia was often referred to as Clavdivs. 
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 Beth:   How come you couldn’t have a little party like have five  
   people over that’s a little party.  Then they help you clean  
   up and leave and there’s a party. 
 
 Me:   Well, my parents didn’t think kids should throw parties, I  
   guess.  I did have birthday parties. 
 
12/20/07 
 Beth:   You didn’t get to have birthday parties that’s messed up.  I  
   got to have birthday parties.  Did you at least get to go to  
   any parties? 
 

It is evident that Beth misread my last entry.  She thought that I wasn’t allowed to 

have birthday parties.  She refers to it as “messed up” and asks for more information that 

might at least mitigate my miserable childhood.  I wrote in my teacher journal that I was 

uncomfortable with this line of questioning because I was being put on the defensive.  I 

wanted to correct the mistake she had made in the 12/20/07 entry but decided to leave it 

alone since all of my attempts to explain had only seemed to agitate her more.  The next 

day was Christmas break and by the time she came back she had forgotten about this 

conversational thread.  I think that if I had answered her she may have continued it. 

The following entry is an example of how Beth could become agitated and carry 

on a theme for several days.  Notice that on 11/21/07 I tried to take a teacher stance and 

tell her to calm down.  She does not react well to that and continues to write in a style 

that Joos (1961) described as casual, meaning that we were friend and equals. 

11/19/07 
 Beth:   Yes, my plan worked.  Yes it definitely worked.  It worked  
   because I wanted to hit it.  That was the plan so my plan  
   succeeded.  Yes that’s the first time one of my plans have  
   actually worked.  Yes it worked.  Yes it I know it’s an  
   unbelievable isn’t it? 
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 Me:   Does your mother know how silly you are?  
   Now, are you a mad scientist plotting to . . . dare I say it?   
   Yes!  Rule the world!!! 
 
11/20/07 
 Beth:   I’m gonna start off ruling this room, then it’s the world.   
   My mom does know that I’m really silly thank you for  
   asking.  Not.  And I’m not a mad scientist, you are. 
 
11/21/07 
 Beth:   Do you want me to repeat myself Mr. Nichols? 
 
 Me:   I want you to stop being so hostile, Ms. (Beth). 
 
11/26/07 
 Beth:   And what’s that supposed to mean, hmmmm?  Come on  
   smart guy tell me, tell me, tell me, if you really are Mr.  
   Nichols.  Or should I say Mr. Edward I should say.  I  
   wonder if that is even your real name.  You better be glad  
   my brother isn’t here or he would find out if that is even  
   your real name because he found out that Mr. Edward.  If  
   he can do that he can do it again if he visits here ever.  I  
   bet he will because he’s gonna be picking me up in a few  
   more days.  I miss him walking me home.  We would always 
   tell jokes and I would laugh all the way home because it  
   would be so much fun.  I would laugh so much. 
 
 Me:   Do you walk home by yourself now?  My real name is  
   Wodn, by the way.  Here’s my other eye (I drew an   
   eyeball.)15 
 

 
 

                                                 
15 Odin, Wodin or Wodn was the king of the Norse gods.  We had read the story of how he traded one of 
his eyes to the three norns, or fates in exchange for the ravens Mungin and Hungin that spied on the world 
for him. 
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Figure 5:1 Wodn's Eye 

 
 

 
 
11/27/07 
 Beth:   One, you’re not Wodn and that isn’t your other eye.  I walk  
   home with my friend.  She is like a sister to me and my  
   brother and a daughter to my mom and dad.  She is family  
   to all of us and she always helps me with my homework.   
   She is very, very helpful. 
 

Again, Beth chooses when to end the event.  I could have stepped out of the frame 

as I did on another occasion and told her face-to-face that she was exceeding her limits 

but I chose not to as I was interested in how far this would go.  In the end she changed the 

subject when she was ready. 

 

Exploration of boundaries: Dorian 

In first grade it is more difficult to find examples of Dorian’s exploration of 

boundaries.  Nearly the entire journal is taken up by Dorian’s stories.  This in itself is an 

example of his negotiation of authority because he determinedly keeps to his story-
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writing agenda and avoids talking directly to me in the journal.  The closest he comes to 

making a personal connection with me is in shorter passages where he tells me how much 

he likes me or what a good teacher I am, or wants to discuss other students’ troubles and 

compare himself, (favorably), to them.  The following are two such examples. 

4/19/07 
 Dorian:  I cannot believe that Beth lost that much recess.  I have not  
   lost that much recess.  I have not lost that much.  I think  
   (another student) lost the most recess.  Am I right Mr.  
   Nichols? 
 
 Me:   Well, let’s just concentrate on you.  You know that getting  
   work done, on time and quietly is important, right? 
 
5/2/07 
 Dorian:  I wonder if I got the most stars for book reports.  I think I  
   did most Mr. Nichols.  I am happy for doing the most book  
   reports and getting the most stories too.  I am really proud. 

 
 

 
5/3/07 
 Dorian:  I am a good student Mr. Nichols and I cannot believe that  
   (another student) brought a toy to the play.  I cannot  
   believe it that she did that. 
 
 Me:   She can be naughty, huh? 
 

In second grade Dorian avoids such clear-cut exploration of boundaries as well, 

preferring to write stories or write about himself.  He does express anger and frustration 

at times, which is something he does not do in face-to-face situations.  He uses 

exclamation points after each word in order to express his frustration or anger.  Overall 

he is non-confrontational and relies on ignoring directions rather than disputing them.   
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However when the class was practicing for the state achievement tests he began a 

communicative event in which he expressed himself in an eloquent and personal manner.  

It is one of the few multi-day communicative events in his dialogue journals that are not 

stories. While he was not exploring the boundaries of our authority in the same overt and 

aggressive manner as Beth he was negotiating authority by expressing frustration and fear 

in a way that might have been considered to be defiant in a face-to-face encounter with 

his teacher. 

4/7/08 
 Dorian:  Why did the test take us so long Mr. Nichols?  Is it because  
   Mrs. Miller wasn’t in there?  And I can’t wait until every  
   Monday because I go to keyboarding classes.  O.K., why  
   did it take! a! long! time!!!!  Why? 
 
 Me:   What test? 
 
 Dorian:  The practice test.  That test. 
 
4/8/08 
 Dorian:  I don’t want! to! know! about! the! test!  What could be on  
   the test?  The Real one.  I’m scared about the test. 
 
 Me:   It’s a game, dude.  Being a little scared gives you an edge. 

 
4/9/08 
 Dorian:   This test is real hard.  I wish the test was easier.  I wish it  
   was easier because the test is hard, real hard.  I wonder  
   what we are going to do today on the test.  I really want to  
   know.  Really, really badly. 
 
 Me:   Actually, you have done well.  Do well forever! 
 
 Dorian:  Yay! 
 
4/10/08 
 Dorian:  Good thing the test is over.  That test was hard.  But the  
   good news is the test is done, right Mr. Nichols?  I wonder  
   what the test looks like in the red (third) grade.  It will be  
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   much more harder though in thuard (third) grade.  I  
   wonder how much harder though. 
  
 Me:   (I drew an arrow pointing to “the red”) Don’t worry, you  
   won’t be in the red grade.  There is no red grade.  But you  
   will be in third grade and that test will be hard.  Bwa, ha,  
   ha, ha, haaa! 
 

Exploration of boundaries: Claire 

While Claire’s entire first-grade dialogue journal could be considered an exercise 

in negotiating authority there is only one communicative event in which she sticks to a 

subject over several days in order to assert her authority and make sure that I accept the 

validity of her position on the subject.  I begin the event with her entry dated 1/3/07.  

Even though the main thread of the event does not begin here it becomes clear later that 

noticing my ponytail was important to the direction the event takes.  She also ends the 

event by changing the subject. 

1/3/07 
 Claire:  It’s a new year.  Yay.  We like you Mr. Nichols.  We really  
   like yu and you are really, really cool.  You are Mr. Nichols 
   and can be cool.  And you are cool and you have a yellow  
   ponytail in your hair. 
 
 Me:   Thanks 
 
1/4/07 
 Claire:   Ashley is a tomboy and I am too.  Are you a tomboy? 
 
 Me:   No.  Only girls can be tomboys. 
 
1/5/07 
 Claire:  No Mr. Nichols you keep saying you do. 
 
 Me:   No, I am right. 
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1/8/07 
 Claire:  You have a ponytail Mr. Nichols, in your hair.  You do have 
   one. 
 
 Me:   Do I?  Really? 
 
1/9/07 
 Claire:   Yay!  9 more days until the 100th day.  Yes. 
 

In second grade Claire’s exploration of boundaries generally involved writing the 

lyrics to entire Naked Brothers Band or High School Musical songs as journal entries.  

These went on for days.  My comments after such songs and her answers to my 

comments are representative of her knowledge of where the boundaries between what 

was and wasn’t acceptable in her journal were.  They are also indicative of her 

willingness to explore the limits of those boundaries.  Because much of this was covered 

in other sections I will only list some of my commentary here, the dates, and her answers. 

3/25/08  
 Claire:  16 lines of lyrics to the song, “All for One.” 
 
 Me:   You know, I think it’s great that you can memorize the  
   words for a song.  But how come you can’t remember when 
   to use capital letters? 
 
 Claire:   What? 
 
 Me:   Huh? 

 
 
3/26/07 
 Claire:   The last line of these lyrics say, “Each day we’ll be  
   together for now until forever.” 
 
 Me:   Do you mean it? 
 
3/27/08 
 Claire:  The lyrics begin with, “Let’s take it to the beach.” 
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 Me:   I don’t want to go to the beach right now.  Maybe later. 
 
 Claire:   I am talking about the song. 
 
3/28/08 
 Claire:  We’ve been there for each other. 
 
 Me:   Yes we have.  Have you needed me? 
 
 Claire:  The song. 
 

Claire starts a new song cycle but it is a short one.  Nothing I said broke her 

determination to write these songs.  That is a strong indication that she considered her 

authority in the dialogue journal to be absolute at this point.  I did not give a direct order 

to her to stop it, but the very next communicative event may indicate how she might have 

reacted to such an order. 

4/1/08 
 Claire:  How can cociekes (cookies) be smailler (smaller) then  
   (than) others.  Because my mom made cociekes Yesterday.   
 
 Me:   I’m not sure what those are.  Why do you write so terribly?  
   I had trouble figuring it out. 
 
 Claire:  Come on. 
 

Exploration of boundaries: Sam 

There are no series of entries In Sam’s first-grade dialogue journal that combine 

to create a communicative event of the types being discussed in this section.  Sam’s 

exploration of boundaries was limited to the types of single entry events listed in previous 

sections.  The only recurring theme in his first grade journals was mentioned before.  It is 
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his continuing recording of whether or not he was late for school.  This was because he 

was late several times a week which had to do with his reluctance to come to school that 

was discussed in the last chapter.  Sam was aware that I thought his continual tardiness 

was a problem.  Even though I never mentioned it to him because I knew it upset him he 

still felt the need to let me know that he was aware of it.   

His lateness entries took these forms: 

11/8/06 (first instance of these entries) 
 Sam:   I was late today 
 
11/9/06 
 Sam:   I was almost late today. 
 
11/15/07 
 Sam:   I was late today but I don’t care. 
 
1/25/07 
 Sam:   I slept in last night but I wasn’t late but I was lucky. 
 
 Me:   You were late. 
 
1/26/07 
 Sam:   I slept in a little but I wasn’t late. 
 
 Me:   Yesterday you were, weren’t you? 
 
 Sam:   I don’t know. 
 
2/19/07 
 Sam:   I wasn’t late today so I can get a vdeonew (new video?) 
today. 
 
2/21/07 
 Sam:   I was almost late today but I wasn’t late. 
 
2/26/07 
 Sam:   I was late for my journal today. 

 
3/1/07 
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 Sam:   I was late today and yesterday. 
 
3/2/07 
 Sam:   I was not late today so I am happy. 
 
3/28/07 
 Sam:   I was really late today. 
 

There were a total of eighteen entries in Sam’s first-grade dialogue journal 

dealing with the lateness theme.  His next to last entry dealing with tardiness seems to 

indicate that both Sam and I have come to terms with the behavior and it is not a 

contentious point anymore.  It represents negotiation of authority for Sam because he has 

used the entries to make sure that I know that he is aware of the problem and therefore 

there is no need for further criticism on my part.  It has been a way of preempting any use 

of my authority to criticize or punish him for the behavior. 

4/13/07 
 Sam:   Today I was late again. 
 
 Me:   Yes, it seems to be your way. 
 
 Sam:   I know. 
 

In second grade as well, Sam avoids overtly testing the boundaries between his 

authority and mine in his dialogue journal.  The fact that I never pushed him may explain 

this because he never had to push back.   

The following short communicative event demonstrates that Sam is aware of and 

comfortable working within the boundaries of his authority in the dialogue journal.  He 

had been absent for a few days before spring break and my question about it provoked the 

following exchange. 
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3/14/07 
 Sam:   Today will be fun because today is a half day. 
 
 Me:   Time to learn something, buddy.  Hey (Sam), where 
ya’been? 
 
 Sam:   In my bed. 
 
3/31/07 (after spring break and a further absence by Sam) 
 Sam:   I was in my bed all week playing my DS Light and   
   watching T.V. and watching Knick’s 2008 Kids’ Choice  
   awards and Sponge Bob Squarepants and a couple of new  
   episodes and some Camp lztho (Lazlo). 
 
 Me:   Lazlo.  What a fun week for little pukey.  What did you  
   learn from Sponge Bob? 
 
 Sam:   I learned about Mr. Crabs. 
 

We can see from his answer that Sam understood that I was making a reference to 

the amount of school and concomitantly the amount of learning he had missed.  But he 

did not feel the need to apologize for it.  The overall tone of my entries over two years’ 

time and his cultural competence had combined to give him the confidence to answer me 

in a like fashion.   

 

The Teacher’s Role in Creating an Atmosphere for Negotiation of Authority 

My examination of the students’ different types of journal entries has provided 

evidence that they do negotiate authority within the frame of the dialogue journal activity.  

It is also apparent that their dispositions affect the extent to which they negotiate 

authority as well as the way that negotiation is manifest in each student’s journals.  
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Finally, their ability to manipulate the written medium affects the sophistication of their 

negotiation of authority within their journals. 

However there is evidence that the ways in which I respond to their entries affects 

their willingness to take possession of the activity.  It is also important to take into 

account the routines that I establish for writing in their dialogue journals, as well as the 

atmosphere in which the activity takes place.  The routines set the stage for the children 

to begin to take possession of the activity and to defend that control in the various ways 

described above.   

 

The routines 

While I must begin each year by teaching our new juniors how to write in a 

dialogue journal it is important to remember that I also begin each year with a group of 

seniors who already know how to write and specifically how to communicate in their 

dialogue journals.  They help me to initiate the process with the juniors in many ways.  

Many of the juniors do not know how to write independently and are intimidated by a 

blank piece of paper and no guidance about what to write.   

But they also do not know how to make that second journal entry.  They don’t 

know how to separate the daily entries, how to write the date or even how to find the 

page they should be writing on.  The seniors really help me to establish these routines 

with the new juniors.  They do help me with spelling for the juniors too, but spelling is 

the least of my worries.  A good writing group leader is worth days of instructional time 

with beginning first-graders.  This is why it has become important for me to be consistent 
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with the types of routines that I establish at the beginning of each year.  If I allow bad 

habits to develop they will carry over for years to come.   

Because of this I am careful to make sure that my format does not change from 

year to year.  However, I also try to let content be dictated by the personality and ability 

of the student, within limits.  To this end I establish these rules concerning content: you 

must write every day, you must write about something that interests you, you must 

remember that it is your journal and no one will tell you what to write, as long as it is 

addressed to me.   

With those rules in mind I never directly answer the question, “What should I 

write?”  Instead, I say, “It’s your journal, write what you want.”  If they persist I tell them 

to ask me a question or tell me about something they like or do or want.  At no time will I 

give them specific ideas.  What is particularly satisfying for me is that most seniors parrot 

my words and refuse to give the juniors ideas for journal entries.  One of the most 

satisfactory aspects of a multiage classroom is that one participates in the development 

and transmission of a true classroom culture. 

Another consequence of these routines taking on an iconic, cultural role is that the 

children do come to view the journals as their own and do negotiate authority within the 

journals.   
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My responses 

My responses in the students’ dialogue journals are another way that I encourage 

the students to own the activity.  As has been seen, I tailor my responses to the types of 

entries of each student.  I would never allow Beth to write as little as Sam wrote because 

I am aware of what she is capable of doing.  On the other hand, Claire and Dorian 

frustrated me at times because they insisted on making intertextual entries such as song 

lyrics or stories that were recontextualizations of movies and T.V. shows.  I took a more 

teacher-like tone with Claire and Sam in first grade for different reasons; Sam needed 

encouragement and a gentle touch while Claire often needed goading to put an effort into 

her writing. 

The types of entries I made for Beth often seem to have had the effect of “egging 

her on.”  For example in this exchange, first reported on page 236, I had several 

opportunities to let the thread die out by simply agreeing with Beth.  Instead, I said 

something about ruling the world that got her wound up again. 

11/19/07 
 Beth:   Yes, my plan worked.  Yes it definitely worked.  It worked  
   because I wanted to hit it.  That was the plan so my plan  
   succeeded.  Yes that’s the first time one of my plans have  
   actually worked.  Yes it worked.  Yes it I know it’s an  
   unbelievable isn’t it? 
 
 Me:   Does your mother know how silly you are?  
   Now, are you a mad scientist plotting to . . . dare I say it?   
   Yes!  Rule the world!!! 

 
 
Had I simply said “Nice plan, Beth,” the rest of the conversation may never have 

taken place.  Of course, I couldn’t resist.  I enjoyed many of these exchanges.   
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11/20/07 
 Beth:   I’m gonna start off ruling this room, then it’s the world.   
   My mom does know that I’m really silly thank you for  
   asking.  Not.  And I’m not a mad scientist, you are. 
 
11/21/07 
 Beth:   Do you want me to repeat myself Mr. Nichols? 
 

 
Again, I could have defused this by apologizing or simply saying no, but she had 

a head of steam up and I gave her more fuel. 

 Me:   I want you to stop being so hostile, Ms. (Beth). 
 
11/26/07 
 Beth:   And what’s that supposed to mean, hmmmm?  Come on  
   smart guy tell me, tell me, tell me, if you really are Mr.  
   Nichols.  Or should I say Mr. Edward I should say. 

 
 

This exchange went on for awhile, (see page 236).  Finally, Beth seemed to be 

finished with the subject but I could not resist one more silly entry. 

 Me:   Do you walk home by yourself now? 
   My real name is Wodn, by the way.  Here’s my other eye (I  
   drew an eyeball.) 

 
 

11/27/07 
 Beth:   One, you’re not Wodn and that isn’t your other eye.  I walk  
   home with my friend.  She is like a sister to me and my  
   brother and a daughter to my mom and dad.  She is family  
   to all of us and she always helps me with my homework.   
   She is very, very helpful. 
 

I also had a tendency to tease Claire in her second grade journal.  The 

communicative even involving Zac Efron was done deliberately because I wanted to try 

to distract her from writing song lyrics.  I could have gone to her face-to-face and ordered 
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her to stop, but I recognized that it was important to her and created a connection to her 

dialogue journal that was based on desire to write, not writing as an assignment. 

1/15/08 
 Claire:  There’s a person on High School Musical and his name is  
   Zac Efron.  I like him because I like the song “Bet on It.” 

 
 Me:   Is he fat? 

 
 Claire:   No he is skinny. 

 
 
I explained in Chapter four why I chose to make the fat comment.  Claire’s 

reaction was much the same as mine was with Beth and the party communicative event.  

She didn’t want to continue the conversation but kept being drawn back into it.  By the 

end she was quite frustrated. 

 Me:   I don’t get it.  Why don’t you explain it to me? 
 

 Claire:  I explained it to you four times. 
 

Still, it only distracted her from her purpose briefly.  She kept writing song lyrics 

until she tired of it. 

I treated Dorian the same way, trying to distract him from writing stories.  But I 

was also unwilling to force him to stop writing them.   

One of the reasons that I asked Dorian to participate in this study was because his 

journals were so different from anyone else’s.  I believe that I am partly responsible 

because I did not adhere to my own rule about giving clear directions when the students 

begin writing in their dialogue journals for the first time.  Dorian did not join our class 
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until October of first grade.  I have a tendency to be less thorough about giving directions 

for new students who join us later in the year.   

Instead, I give general instructions and rely on the writing group leaders to catch 

them up.  I did not make the purpose of the dialogue journal clear to Dorian when he 

joined the class.  I then became frustrated with the way he wrote everything in the third 

person.  Instead of recognizing that this was a form of storytelling I assume that Dorian 

did not know how to write any other way.  So I concentrated on teaching him to write 

narratives and descriptions and such, which he did well outside of his dialogue journal.  

But he continued to write everything as a story in the journal.  When I recognized that 

this was happening I tried to be encouraging and yet distract him from the stories at the 

same time but it was too late.  Dorian had divined his own purpose for his dialogue 

journal. 

What follows is my first attempt to distract Dorian from his stories and yet 

encourage his writing.  I tried a little story of my own that was designed to tease and 

entertain while making a connection to his story. 

12/15/06 
 Dorian:  I am at the house. “I love the house,” Dorian said.  He  
   liked the house. 
 
 Me:   “Yay for the house!” said Dorian, “Yay for me!” 
   “Yay for my pants and the way I dance!” 
   “Yay for me,” said Dorian. 
 
 Dorian:  Thank you.  
 

In Sam’s case I was always quite gentle, even when I teased him.  In first grade he 

was very fragile emotionally and I could unintentionally make him cry.  When Sam was 



 282

going through his “cool” phase in his journal entries I allowed him to experiment and 

encouraged him by making connections to what he wrote.  With Claire and her robot 

phase I actually told her to cut it out. 

9/2/06 
 Sam:   I like Kyle because he is cool. 
 
 Me:   Is Kyle as cool as you? 
 
 Sam:   Yes. 
 

This paid off in second grade when Sam wrote more varied journal entries.  He 

returned to his “I was late” themes sometimes but I treated it as though he was returning 

to his comfort zone for a breather.  He could accept more silly answers about that. 

1/25/08 
 Sam:   I was late today on Friday. 
 
 Me:   Nor me! 
 
 Sam:   Hey. 
 

Because I tailor my responses to fit each student’s disposition and needs I am able 

to encourage them to own the activity without being strident about it.  If I assumed a 

formal style in my journal entries, or tried to lead the conversations the students would 

lose the feeling that it is their dialogue journal and that they have the right to negotiate 

authority in the text they create.  I believe that it is this ownership that makes dialogue 

journal writing such an important activity for developing praxis in young students.  By 

studying how the children and I interact in the dialogue journals I am able to develop 

praxis about what I view as important for young student’s emotional and academic 
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growth in school.   Finally, by encouraging the children to negotiate authority in their 

dialogue journals I was forced to become a participant in that negotiation.  Unless I was 

willing to give up some of my authority none of the student’s growth in confidence and 

agency would have happened. 

 

The atmosphere 

The atmosphere in which our students write in their journals also influences the 

students’ assumption of ownership of the activity and thus their willingness to negotiate 

teacher authority within the context of their dialogue journals.  The most important facet 

of the atmosphere of “journal time” in our classroom is that it takes place first thing in the 

morning every morning except Mondays.  It also takes place independently.  I use the 

first five or ten minutes of the day to take care of my own logistical routines such as 

reading notes from parent, checking the attendance before it is turned in to the office or 

helping a child find her or his pencil.  The students get their journals, sit down and write 

in them without any more than incidental contact with, or communication from me.   

After everyone has begun writing I call the beginning readers to the back of the 

room for a guided reading group.  I call them first for two reasons; first because they are 

often finished writing within five or ten minutes and second to allow the more 

accomplished writers the time to write uninterrupted in their dialogue journals.  After 

about 15 to 20 minutes when I am finished with the beginning readers’ guided reading 

group I call up another group and the beginners return to their seats. 
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Our class rule designed to ensure uninterrupted time for the guided reading groups 

is “don’t bother the reading group unless you are bleeding or on fire.”  To further this end 

the students go to the bathroom, get drinks and handle anything but emergencies by 

themselves.  If they have a problem reading what I wrote in their journals they ask their 

writing group leader.  If they want help with spelling during journal time or at any time 

during the school day the rule is, “ask three, then me,” meaning that they must ask three 

other people, be it classmates or any other adult in the room at the time, before they may 

ask me to spell for them.  

Interest, audience awareness and autonomy of authorship are pivotal concepts for 

understanding the purpose and effect of the types of negotiation of authority that take 

place in my students’ dialogue journals.  Wollman-Bonilla (1999) examined the effect of 

writing for a purpose outside of the classroom on first-graders’ development of audience 

awareness in Writing for Real-World Functions and Audiences in Family Message 

journals: New Insights into Writing Instruction.  Her research focused on the way that a 

sense of purpose beyond a school assignment affected the children’s subsequent sense of 

control and conversational style for the writing activity in which they were engaged.  She 

found that creating a clearly delineated purpose for writing, along with explicit writing 

instruction, helped the students to become better, more active writers.   

The data from my study point to audience awareness and a sense of purpose as 

being important to student engagement in dialogue-journal-writing as well.  Allowing the 

students to evolve their own purposes for their dialogue journals resulted in more 

engagement on their part, as well as negotiation of authority. 
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By removing myself from the authoritative aspect of writing in the dialogue 

journals the children became responsible for the activity.  They were able to develop their 

own purposes for writing in their dialogue journals.  Designing an atmosphere of 

autonomy is a technique I use with their math, handwriting and subject or theme journals 

as well.   The result of owning the content of the journals is that they quickly become 

independent writers.  As such the students begin to assume that everything that is written 

in their dialogue journals is their own business and their own responsibility.  By creating 

an atmosphere that encourages the students to become independent writers I help them to 

develop a feeling of ownership which leads the children to believe that they can negotiate 

teacher authority within the context of their dialogue journals. 

 

 

Discussion 

In this chapter I explored the ways in which the participants in this study 

negotiated authority by organizing the combinations of student entries and my entries into 

communicative events.  Communicative events were conversational threads that 

consisted of either a single entry or multiple entries that combined to make a cohesive 

written conversation.  Each communicative event had an identifiable beginning which 

could have been written by either of the correspondents in the dialogue journals, a 

definable purpose and an ending that signaled some sort of closure to the event.  They 

also had a provenance that made identification of the purpose of the event probable. 
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Through analyzing the data using my own modification of Shuy’s (1988b) 

language functions designed to suit my data I was able to identify three types of 

negotiation of authority used by the students.   They are: 

 

1. Resistance 

2. Familiarity 

3. Exploration of boundaries  

 

I examined each of these types of negotiation as separate entities in order to 

understand the different ways in which each student interacted with me while negotiating 

authority.  In the end, however, all of the types of negotiation were inseparable 

components of each student’s journey towards achieving agency and praxis.  They were 

also seen to be a part of my own journey towards praxis concerning my expectations for 

the benefits gained by assigning dialogue journals to my students. 

 

Resistance 

I use the term “resistance” to refer to replies made in the dialogue journals that I 

regard as being inadequate according to the instructions the students received for writing 

in their journals.  The term “resistance” is used as a form of negotiation of authority 

wherein the student is resisting my attempts to take a teacher stance in my entries in their 

dialogue journals.   
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Resistance included writing “I don’t know what to write” or ignoring comments 

or directions I wrote in their journal geared toward improving the quality of their journal 

entries. These were referred to as “teacher urging (Shuy, 1988c, p. 130).”  By quality of 

their journal entries I meant adherence to spelling or grammar conventions but more 

importantly, I referred to the content of their replies and the quality of students’ efforts to 

engage in a dialogue in their journals. 

I found that resistance took four forms: 

1. ignoring what I write 

2. giving a short answer such as “O.K.,” “oh,” “yes” or “no,” or even writing 

“I don’t know what to write”  

3. making approval or disapproval statements 

4. Arguing the point, in which the child does not dispute the accuracy of my 

statement or my authority to make the statement.  Instead, they dispute the 

appropriateness of the statement as a response to what they have written. 

 

All four of these forms were present to some degree in each of the students’ 

dialogue journal entries.  Though simple to discern, their origins and purposes could be 

more complex.   

Nickel (2001) indicated several reasons for resistance in children’s writing.  Of 

significance to this study was her discussion of misunderstandings.  In her study the 

misunderstandings were created because she as the teacher did not correctly hear what 

the child said in a writing conference.  Nickel (2001) said that one cause for resistance in 
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face-to-face conversations in writing conferences was that the teacher did not understand 

the child’s purpose in writing.  In the example she gave she did not realize that a 

character in a child’s story was a girl and the resulting confusion lead to tension in the 

writing conference that undermined Nickel’s ability to communicate effectively with the 

student about the child’s story.  Nickel (2001) believed that this misunderstanding and 

others like it occur because the teacher doesn’t understand the child’s purpose in writing. 

In my research the misunderstandings did not take place in face-to-face 

encounters but rather in written conversation and therefore could be even more profound 

and harder to clear up.  They could also be created by both parties.  The children often 

misinterpreted what I wanted to say and did not respond in a manner that I thought 

appropriate and I did the same to them. But the effect was the same; resistance that led 

the child to negotiate authority in order to maintain their autonomy and status within the 

context of the writing activity.   

Susan Britsch’s (2004) study of e-mail dialogue between students and adults who 

were not teachers had striking similarities to my study.  The adults in her study attempted 

to engage in science-content based e-mail exchanges with the young students.  However, 

as the students became more aware of their audience they began to resist attempts by the 

adults to control the subject matter and format of the e-mails.  The students evaded the 

adults’ control without straying from the purpose of the email dialogue.  They began to 

make up riddles for the science content, to demand riddles in exchange from their adult 

correspondents, and to ignore other dialogue by beginning new riddles instead.  This 

mirrors what happened in my study, with the children stubbornly sticking to their 
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purposes for dialogue and ignoring my attempts to redirect the conversation.  Particularly 

relevant to this study was the sophisticated way in which the students in Britsch’s article 

were able to tell when questions asked by the adult correspondents were attempts to 

redirect the conversations in order to elicit information rather than simply “talk.”  When 

this happened the students responded as mine did in my study.  They acknowledged the 

question with a token answer and then changed the subject.  This resistance to the adults’ 

authority allowed the students to maintain control of the dialogue in the e-mails.   

Another interesting finding brought out by Britsch (2004), but not supported by 

my data was Newkirk’s (2002) assertion that boys engage in more aggressive narratives 

expressing “anger, frustration, and resistance” (p. 17).  She said that “On this view, it 

might be argued that I acquiesced too much to the boys’ need to prove, to assert, to better 

me through riddling as a “combative structure for written interaction” (p. 220).  While her 

assertions about the relationship of gender to aggressive writing and resistance provide 

another frame of reference for developing clues to the types and causes of resistance 

exhibited by the students participating in her study, in looking at my research I found that 

the most aggressive writers were the girls, not the boys.  The boys generally pursued their 

own interests and rarely tried to “one-up” me, while both Claire and especially Beth 

could be extremely aggressive at times, which calls into question the generalizations 

made by Newkirk and Fleischer.  In fact I was unable to make any generalizations about 

aggressiveness based upon gender in this study, perhaps because of the small group of 

participants.   



 290

Student resistance in this study was examined in terms of a possible outcome, 

negotiation of authority.  This negotiation of authority was treated as a desired outcome 

of resistance.  It happened because the students were able to assume a status in the 

correspondent relationship within the context of their dialogue journals that encouraged 

them to believe that they had the right to resist my authority and to negotiate for status 

and power.  That this is an outcome to be encouraged is supported by the research of 

Caroline E. McGuire and Lawrence R. Sipe (2006).  Their study examined students’ 

resistance to reading certain genres of literature.  They found that when teachers 

interpreted that resistance as legitimate questioning activity within the context of the 

lesson instead of an expression of defiance or laziness the students could be encouraged 

to construct their own purposes for reading the genres they had resisted.  When they 

owned the purpose for the activity they took responsibility for their learning.  This 

resulted in higher quality scholarship on the part of the students. 

For my study, interpretation of resistance as an effective learning tool was one of 

the key implications made by the data.  When resistance is interpreted as an aid to 

thinking and learning it becomes a tool for deeper comprehension and engagement in 

learning activities. 

An important finding indicated by the data in this study is that the act of writing in 

a dialogue journal is one whose purpose is often obscure for students until they discover 

their audience.  Therefore the very purpose of the entire process is open to 

misinterpretation and can lead to students creating their own purposes for writing in 

dialogue journals.  The ethnographic portrait of Dorian in first grade in Chapter 4 is an 
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example of how my inability to adequately explain the purpose of a dialogue journal led 

to the student designing his own purpose for the assignment. 

The use of each of these types of resistance was not universal and seemed to be 

dictated by the students’ personalities.  Sam, for example, never truly “argued the point.”  

But his use of terms such as “okay” or “hey!” could be construed as accomplishing the 

same purpose for him in face-to-face encounters.  He would avoid stating his position in 

opposition to mine but at the same time he could preempt any further discussion by quick 

acquiescence.  This probably influenced the purposes behind his short answers in his 

journal. 

 I found that even though this form of negotiation of authority seemed to be 

triggered by my teacher urgings they were part of a larger pattern of resistance that was 

indicative of the students’ acceptance of their own dominant position as the primary 

authors of their dialogue journals. 

 

Familiarity 

The term “familiarity” refers to what I viewed as a slight escalation in the 

student’s process of negotiation of authority.   By familiarity I mean the type of intimacy 

that might exist between two good friends rather than what might be expected to exist 

between a student and their teacher.     

While these attempts at intimacy do occur in face-to-face encounters and are 

generally the product of a student’s natural curiosity about who their teacher is, they are 

not the sort of intimacy that occurs in academic activities.  For our purposes, and because 
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writing in a dialogue journal in school is considered an academic activity any attempt to 

elicit personal information by the student can be said to represent familiarity. 

I found that the degree to which they engaged in familiarity also depended upon 

the personality of the student.  Beth, as the most aggressive of the participants in this 

study, used these types of questions more than the other students.  However all of the 

students engaged in this type of negotiation of authority to some degree.  Dorian tried to 

discern my opinion of him as a student.  He also asked me to evaluate the behavior of 

other students in the class, with a presumably favorable comparison to his own behavior 

as the ultimate purpose.   

Sam explores familiarity by asking questions such as, “Can you believe it?”  

These types of questions assume the intimacy between friends because they are rhetorical 

in nature and assume agreement with the interlocutor’s position.  As such they invite 

camaraderie and commiseration and are evaluative in nature.  Evaluation implies ranking 

and the assumption of at least equal standing in a hierarchical order (Holquist, 1981b).  

Thus, even at this level it represents negotiation of authority for Sam. 

Claire and Beth both engage in questioning behavior much more often than do 

Sam or Dorian.  Indeed, Beth uses, “Mr. Nichols, did you know . . .,” as a place holder or 

marker for the beginning of many of her journal entries, especially in first grade.  She 

also used invitations to intimacy such as requests to “play school” by asking me to fix 

sentences as ways to explore the lines of familiarity.  Both girls become adept at turning 

such familiarity into the beginnings of our next type of negotiation of authority, 

“Exploration of Boundaries.” 
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Exploration of boundaries 

In this section I examined communicative events that contained individual entries 

combined to create a conversational thread that represented an exploration the student’s 

ability to extend what would be considered the normal boundaries between teacher and 

student.  By this I meant communicative events which begin at what may considered to 

be the edge of the boundaries between what students and teachers normally discuss in 

face-to-face encounters, but then escalate to the point that they stretch those boundaries 

beyond their existing limits.   

This stretching of boundaries was different for each student.  The extent to which 

each student attempted to explore or even to expand their boundaries depended upon the 

personality of the student, her/his relative textual competence and where those boundaries 

existed before the student began stretching them.   

I found that whatever the child’s relative competence or disposition all of the 

students engaged in some form of boundary stretching.  The more aggressive the student 

the more the boundaries were stretched.  However the extent of the exploration and 

expansion of their authority in their dialogue journals was dependent upon where those 

boundaries began.  Thus they were relative in comparison to each student’s efforts.   

For example, Sam’s boundaries were quite narrow.  In order for him to explore or 

expand them he only had to take a small step away from his normal entries.  When Sam 

acknowledged that he had missed a lot of school around spring break in 2008 he did so 

with what amounted to a sly wink.  He responded to my question about what he had 
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learned from watching Sponge Bob Squarepants on T.V. by saying that he learned about 

Mr. Crabs.  For Sam this represented as great a step into the unknown as did Beth’s 

repeated and aggressive probing of my childhood.  This is because it was an example of 

Sam’s new-found ability to deflect what was a criticism from me with humor. 

Beth represents the other extreme.  Having explored an expanded the boundaries 

of her authority since the beginning of the first grade it was necessary for Beth’s 

exploration of boundaries to be massive in order to push them back even further.  That is 

why she becomes increasingly aggressive as time goes by.  Her communicative events 

last longer and are more demanding than anything in any of the other students’ dialogue 

journals. 

Dorian and Claire fall somewhere in between.  However, their insistence upon 

recontextualizing various aspects of pop culture in their dialogue journals could be 

construed as pragmatic use of their cultural resources to provide production (Tannen, 

2007).  It could also be an indication that they did not view their journals simply as places 

for dialogue.  Instead, “They recontextualized their cultural resources as they deemed 

relevant within new school events” (Dyson, 2003, p. 206).  The key phrase for the 

purposes of this study is “as they deemed relevant.”  The fact that they were concerned 

with what they deemed relevant rather than what I deemed relevant was indicative of 

their willingness to engage in negotiation of authority in their dialogue journals. 

A final point made by my data is that age and ability to manipulate the written 

medium affect the nature of the students’ journal entries.  In every case the degree to 

which they engage in negotiation of authority, whether as resistance, familiarity or 
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exploration of boundaries is both a function of the students’ personal dispositions and the 

way their maturity and skills affected their ability to negate the mediation between what 

they wanted, or were willing to say and the tools (paper and pencil) with which they were 

required to say it.     

 

The role of the teacher in facilitating negotiation of authority 

When teachers begin writing in dialogue journals, they naturally want students to 
write freely and extend and expand and elaborate on topics, and they see their role 
as promoting that writing.  Our observations of teachers beginning to use dialogue 
journals indicate that the often apply their experience with oral classroom 
interaction to the writing, tending to initiate topics for the students to write about 
and to ask a lot of questions as a way to elicit more writing.  (Peyton & Seyoum, 
1993, p. 193) 
 

This quote could describe my role as teacher when encouraging my beginning 

first-graders to write in their dialogue journals.  However, that role quickly changes as the 

students perceive their own purposes for writing in their dialogue journals. 

My attitude about my role in the dialogue journal relationship is decisive in 

encouraging the students to negotiate authority in their dialogue journals.    I follow 

Kreeft Peyton and Seyoum’s (1993) advice on the way to respond to student writing in 

order to encourage more and varied writing by, “primarily responding to topics that the 

students wrote about, rather than initiating (my) own topics” (p. 193).  As the data show, 

my directions and the form of my responses allowed the students to develop a sense of 

ownership for their dialogue journals.  This sense of ownership developed as the students 

gained confidence in their ability to manipulate the written medium.  It also developed as 
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they explored the boundaries of their authority within the dialogue journals and 

discovered that I was willing to allow them to expand those boundaries.   

As their confidence developed they began to control the direction and content of 

the conversational threads contained in their journals and often reduced my role to that of 

audience or respondent rather than correspondent.  This study indicates that my strategies 

and beliefs may have influenced students’ responses and willingness to engage in more 

complex and varied writing.  Because my strategies and beliefs encouraged the students 

to negotiate authority and thereby create agency and develop praxis it may follow as well 

that praxis, agency and negotiation of authority are essential to children’s development as 

confident students. 

 

 

Summary 

This chapter addressed the ways that students negotiate authority in their dialogue 

journals by examining and categorizing their entries into communicative events.  Those 

communicative events were then organized into three types of negotiation of authority.  

They are 1) Resistance, 2) Familiarity and 3) Exploration of Boundaries. 

The first and second types consisted of individual entries in which some form of 

negotiation of authority was evident.  The third was characterized by several entries that 

linked together to expand the boundaries of the students’ authority as compared to my 

authority.  The analysis indicated that all of the students engaged in negotiation of 

authority to some degree, dependent upon their academic competence and their 
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personalities.  It also indicated that the role of the teacher was key in encouraging the 

negotiation of authority by the students. 
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CHAPTER 6 SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS 

I began using dialogue journals in my classroom in 1991 when, as a young 

teacher, I was in the process of moving away from workbook-based methods of teaching 

writing towards a more holistic approach.  From the beginning I noticed advantages and 

disadvantages to relying on dialogue journals to introduce primary-age children to 

purpose-driven writing.  Among the many advantages the one that stood out the most for 

me was that the dialogue journals represented a concrete record of the students’ progress 

in reading as the year went on.  It was such a good predictor of success or failure in other 

subject areas that I began using them, with the students’ permission, during 

parent/teacher conferences to show parents how much progress their children were 

making.  

However, I was also troubled by the lack of progress some students made, both in 

their dialogue journals and in other academic areas.  I worried about the constant battles I 

waged with those students to write in their journals and was constantly trying to find a 

satisfactory answer to the question, “What should I write?” 

At that time I taught second grade.  At the beginning of the 1994-95 academic 

year three other teachers and I began teaching primary multiage classes.  These were 

dual-age classes in that we were only allowed to mix first and second-graders in our 

classes.  That first year I did not have one of the main advantages of multiage classes; my 

second-graders had not been with me the previous year.  In fact, I was the only second-

grade teacher participating in the program.  My three colleagues had been first-grade 

teachers and had kept half of their classes to become their “seniors” in their multiage 
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classes.  They were also familiar with the way first-graders learned to write and I wasn’t.  

So it was with some trepidation that I approached using dialogue journals with my new 

multiage class. 

It was through trial and error, as well as reading research on multiage classrooms, 

talking to colleagues and finding out everything I could about how young children 

learned to write, that I developed the directions I now use for how to write in a dialogue 

journal.  But as I said, I still worried about the children who resisted writing by giving 

short answers, repeating themselves or listing what they like over and over.  I was afraid 

that they were not getting the same benefits from the activity as the other students.  And I 

worried that I was wasting their time by asking them to continue. 

However I had also become interested in teacher research around this time.  I 

began to learn its value for developing praxis in teachers.  By becoming self-aware 

teachers begin to understand why they do things a certain way and can make informed 

decisions about whether or not they are engaging in practices that are truly useful for 

their students.  Also, understanding how things work helps us to understand why things 

work, and when we understand why things work we can learn how to make them better. 

I became interested in developing praxis in my students in order to develop 

agency and thus help them to take control of their educations in the way Dewey meant for 

them to do.  I hoped that I would see improvements in their engagement with the activity 

and improvements in their confidence and connection with other school-based activities 

as well. 
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To this end I developed this study in order to better understand the ways that 

students negotiate authority in their dialogue journals.  In this chapter I summarize this 

teacher research study, describe the findings, discuss implications and offer 

recommendations for further research. 

 

Summary of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to use qualitative methods to explore the ways that 

primary age children negotiate authority and create agency and praxis in dialogue 

journals.  The question that guided this study is: 

What are the ways in which young children negotiate teacher authority within the 

context of a dialogue journal? 

The theoretical frames that support this study are conversational discourse 

analysis (Tannen, 2005, 2007), dialogism (Bakhtin, 1981) and (Holquist, 1981b) as well 

as frame analysis (Goffman, 1974).  These frames are part of the interactionist 

perspective, which suggests that all people continually create and recreate themselves 

through communication and negotiation.  Blumer (1969) coined the term “symbolic 

interactionism” to mean that people react to things and events based upon the meaning, or 

symbolism, those things or events have for them.  However, those meanings are 

changeable and are derived from social interaction and the ways in which people’s 

perspectives cause them to interpret those things or events. 

With this theoretical framework for study, the meaning contained in the students’ 

dialogue journal entries could not be interpreted without knowing the context in which 
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those entries were written.  That is why it was important for me to do this study as a 

participant-observer rather than as a detached observer.  It is also the reason why the 

students’ journal entries needed to be organized into communicative events.  By grouping 

those entries I was able to understand how and interpret why each conversational thread 

began, as well as to make inferences about the students’ intent for making the entries they 

chose to write. 

Conversational discourse analysis provides a framework in which to understand 

the specifics of how the participants’ choice of language and imagery signals their 

interpretation of communicative events, including the frame in which they place the 

communicative event.  Tannen (2005) says that this type of analysis explores, “how 

social worlds are created in interaction” (p. xvii).   

Conversational analysis also discusses imagery as “involvement strategies” 

(Tannen, 2007).  It describes how imagery is used by the author or speaker to create 

context.  In turn, creating context allows the author or speaker to try to control the 

interpretation of the reader or listener. 

Also important, the work of Anne Haas Dyson (2003) is used to bridge the gap 

between conversational and textual discourse analysis.  Her work helped me to interpret 

the students’ growing competence in the written medium in light of their desire to 

recontextualize their everyday lives into associations that legitimized their approaches to 

and attitudes toward their new academic lives.  It also helped me to interpret Bakhtin’s 

(Holquist, 1981a) concept of dialogism to help me understand how the students were 
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constructing their identities by the experimenting with “textual toys” (Dyson, 2003, p. 

17)  

Finally, dialogism is used to understand the importance of response to 

understanding.  Bakhtin (Holquist, 1981b) says that “To some extent, primacy (in 

understanding) belongs to response, as the activating principle: it creates the ground for 

understanding, it prepares the ground for and active and engaged understanding.  

Understanding only comes to fruition in the response.  Understanding and response are 

dialectically merged and mutually condition each other; one is impossible without the 

other” (p. 282). 

It is in the interplay between journal entry and response that I find evidence of 

negotiation of authority. 

 

This study used qualitative methods to examine the dialogue journal entries of 

four students at a suburban school in a small city of about 40,000 people near the 

Mexican border in southeastern Arizona.  It spanned the first and second-grade years of 

four of the students in my multiage classroom.  This encompassed the 2006-07 through 

the 2007-08 school years.   

This non-Title 1 school had 552 students at the time of this study.   The 

population was 58% Caucasian, 26% Hispanic, 9% African American, 6% Asian, and 

less than 1% Native American.    My multiage classroom was in reality a dual-age 

classroom.  The students entered the class as first-graders, or juniors, at about six years of 

age.  The juniors made up approximately half of the class.  The other half was made up of 
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second-graders, or seniors.  At the end of the year the seniors move on to third grade.  

The juniors stay in the class for the next year, becoming seniors, and a new group of 

juniors enters the class to fill in the spots vacated by the departing seniors.  At the time of 

this study I had 23 students, 13 juniors and ten seniors.   

The ethnic makeup of my class was representative of the school-wide population 

with 16 Caucasian students (seven seniors and nine juniors), 5 Hispanic students (four 

second-graders or seniors and one first-grader or junior), and two African American 

students (both seniors).  Also, there were 11 girls (four seniors, seven juniors) and 12 

boys (nine seniors, three juniors). 

The context of the study was journal time in my multiage classroom.  Journal time 

took place every day of the week.  On Mondays it began after a language lesson and had 

a prescribed timeframe in which only journal writing was allowed.  Tuesdays through 

Fridays it took place first thing in the morning as school started.  The children entered the 

classroom, obtained their dialogue journals and wrote in them before moving on to any 

other activity.  The timeframe varied with the length of time each student needed to write 

a journal entry that they, and by implication I, might be satisfied with.  

Two girls and two boys participated in the study.  I also participated as a 

participant/observer.  Beginning as first-graders and continuing for a total of two years, 

or to the end of their second grade year, the students wrote to me in their journals nearly 

every day that they were present in school.  I wrote back to them every other day as well 

as on every Friday.   
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Using the constant comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) I examined the 

students’ journal entries in search of trends and themes.  The data were coded according 

to the themes that emerged from the multiple readings of the students’ entries.  I used 

multiple data sources to ensure validity for my interpretation of the meanings constructed 

by the students’ journal entries and my responses to those entries.  In order to answer the 

research question, “What are the ways in which young children negotiate teacher 

authority within the context of a dialogue journal?” I developed three types of themes of 

negotiation of authority: 1) Resistance, 2) Familiarity and 3) Exploration of Boundaries.  

By grouping each student’s journal entries into communicative events I was able to 

categorize them according to how they fit into the three types of themes of negotiation of 

authority I had developed.  Once categorized they revealed patterns of negotiation which 

answered the research question posed by this study. 

 

Summary of Findings 

 As the data coalesced under my examination in light of the main research 

question three themes emerged which helped me to understand how the students 

negotiated authority win the context of their dialogue journals: 1) Resistance, 2) 

Familiarity and 3) Exploration of Boundaries. 

Resistance refers to replies made in the dialogue journals that I regarded as being 

inadequate according to the instructions the students received for writing in their journals. 

The students exhibited resistance when they made such journal entries as “I don’t know 

what to write” or ignored comments or directions I wrote in their journal geared toward 
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improving the quality of their journal entries. These “teacher urgings” (Shuy, 1988c, p. 

130)  were generally ignored by the students or dismissed with short answers such as 

O.K. or “yes or no.”  They also made evaluative statements about things that I said or 

other students said that indicated that they were taking a stance of equality with me when 

writing in their dialogue journals. Resistance also took the form of minor arguments, 

another stance that indicated an assumption of equality of status by the student when 

dealing with me in their dialogue journals.   

 While I was able to identify four main types of resistance (ignoring what I write, 

short answers, making approval or disapproval statements and arguing the point), the use 

all of these types of resistance was not universal and seemed to be dictated by the 

students’ personalities.   

Even though this form of negotiation of authority seemed to be triggered by my 

teacher urgings they were part of a larger pattern of negotiation of teacher authority 

occurring in varying degrees throughout their dialogue journals. 

The students engaged in familiarity when they attempted to elicit personal 

information from me in their journals.  While I found that the degree to which they 

engaged in familiarity also depended upon the personality of the student, all of the 

students engaged in this form of negotiation of authority to some degree.  The most 

aggressive form of familiarity consisted of asking direct questions about my personal life.  

The more aggressive the student, the more they used these types of questions.   

A less intrusive form of questioning involved trying to discern my opinion of the 

child as a student or asking me to evaluate the behavior of other students in the class, 
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with a presumably favorable comparison to the questioner’s own behavior as the ultimate 

purpose.  Another way in which the children engaged in familiarity was to ask questions 

such as, “Can you believe it?”  These types of questions assume the intimacy that exists 

between friends because they are rhetorical in nature and assume agreement with the 

interlocutor’s position.  In this way they invite camaraderie and commiseration and are 

evaluative in nature.  By presuming to make evaluations of my statements or offering 

commiseration the children assumed a standing at least equal to me in a hierarchical order 

(Holquist, 1981b).  Besides questioning behavior the students also used invitations to 

intimacy such as requests to “play school” by asking me to fix sentences as ways to 

explore the lines of familiarity.  By assuming equality of status with their teacher they 

were engaging in negotiation of teacher authority.   

The students also engaged in negotiation of teacher authority by exploring what 

would be considered the normal boundaries between teacher and student and attempting 

to stretch or expand those boundaries.  These communicative events were characterized 

by journal entries that begin at the edge of the particular student’s boundaries between 

her/his authority and then escalate to the point that they stretch those boundaries beyond 

their existing limits.   

This stretching of boundaries was different for each student depending upon the 

personality of the student, her/his relative textual competence and where those boundaries 

existed before the student began stretching them.  But whatever the child’s relative 

competence or personality all of the students engaged in some form of boundary 

stretching.  The more aggressive the student the more the boundaries were stretched.  
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However the extent of the exploration and expansion of their authority in their dialogue 

journals was dependent upon where those boundaries began.  Because of this, the 

exploration of boundaries and the attempts to expand those boundaries was relative in 

comparison to each student’s efforts.   

For example, because Sam’s boundaries were narrow to begin with he only had to 

take a small step away from his normal entries in order to expand them.  Beth on the 

other hand had been exploring and expanding the boundaries of her authority since the 

beginning of the first grade.   She had to engage in extensive exploration of boundaries in 

order to expand them even further.  Dorian and Claire’s insistence upon writing stories 

based upon movies and television programs or listing songs and writing the entire lyrics 

in their dialogue journals indicated that they did not view their journals solely as places 

for dialogue.  Instead, “They recontextualized their cultural resources as they deemed 

relevant within new school events” (Dyson, 2003, p. 206).  The fact that they were 

concerned with what they ‘deemed relevant’ rather than what I had asked them to do was 

indicative of their willingness to engage in negotiation of authority in their dialogue 

journals. 

In addition to the three ways the data indicated that the students engaged in 

negotiation of teacher authority in the context of their dialogue journals it also provided 

insight into factors that influence the students’ ability to negotiate teacher authority. 

Those factors as identified by the data were the ways in which I respond to their journal 

entries, the routines that I establish for writing in their dialogue journal and my reluctance 

to step outside of the frame of the dialogue journals to reprimand or redirect the students.  
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Also, the atmosphere in which dialogue journaling takes place plays a part in the 

children’s sense of ownership of the activity.   

The routines established for writing in our dialogue journals are consistent from 

year to year.  They are a part of our classroom culture and are passed along from the 

seniors to the juniors.  While I do conduct lessons on how to write in a dialogue journal it 

is the seniors who reinforce those lessons.  The routines I establish not only govern the 

format for writing in the dialogue journals; they also help beginning writers to write 

independently by the end of the first week of school.  In addition, the routines are 

designed to teach the students that they will be writing to someone and that they should 

expect an answer.  However it is not until they receive that first answer from me that they 

begin to understand and enjoy the process.   

On the morning that the students receive their first answer from me I or a senior 

help them to read what I have written and then answer me.  After they answer me they 

are expected to write something new for that day.  This direction is specifically important 

to the process of writing in the dialogue journals because it helps the new students to 

realize that I will read what they write and answer them in their journals.  As time goes 

by many begin to combine their answers to my entries with their new entries but this is 

done for an economy of effort, not to ignore me.   

I try to let content be dictated by the disposition and ability of the student, within 

limits.  To this end I give these directions concerning content: you must write every day, 

you must write about something that interests you, you must remember that it is your 

journal and no one will tell you what to write, as long as it is addressed to me.   
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I never directly answer the question, “What should I write?”  Instead, I say, “It’s 

your journal, write what you want.”   At no time will I give them specific ideas.  As a 

consequence of these factors the children come to view the journals as their own which 

contributes to their willingness to negotiate authority within the journals.   

Another way in which I affect the students’ ability to negotiate teacher authority 

in the context of their dialogue journals is that I adjust the tone and content of my replies 

to the students’ journal entries to suit the individual personalities of the children.  I take 

on a more challenging or engaging tone with more aggressive and accomplished writers.  

I take on a more encouraging tone with children that are easily offended or discouraged.  

But I take on a more teacher-like tone with students I perceive as not putting in enough 

effort in writing in their journals or who don’t treat the journals as true dialogue journals.  

In some cases I saw that the conflict that arises from this leads to negotiation of authority. 

By tailoring my responses to fit each student’s disposition and needs I allow them 

to naturally develop a sense of ownership of their dialogue journals.  By avoiding using a 

formal style in my journal entries and not trying to lead the conversations I encourage the 

students to feel that it is their dialogue journal and that they have the right to negotiate 

authority in the text they create.  It is this ownership that makes dialogue journal writing 

such an important activity for developing praxis in young students.   

Another factor that influences the students’ ability to negotiate teacher authority 

in their dialogue journals is the atmosphere in which our students write in their journals.  

“Journal time” in our classroom takes place first thing in the morning every morning 

except Mondays.  It can be considered to be an independent activity because the students’ 
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get their journals, find their seats and write in the journals without any more than 

incidental contact with me.   

At the same time I am leading guided reading groups.  Our class’ rules are 

designed to ensure uninterrupted time for the guided reading groups so handle all routine 

tasks at this time by themselves.  If they need help reading what I wrote in their journals 

or spelling a word they ask their writing group leader or another student. 

By removing the teacher as an overt factor in the atmosphere of dialogue journal 

time the children become responsible for the activity.  The students develop a sense of 

ownership of the content of the journals which leads them to quickly become independent 

writers.  By making the students independent writers the atmosphere leads the children to 

believe that they can negotiate teacher authority within the context of their dialogue 

journals. 

The data from the study indicate that the students’ willingness and ability to 

negotiate authority within the context of their dialogue journals affects the ways in which 

they engage in negotiate authority.  That willingness and ability is affected by the 

students’ relative ability to manipulate the written medium, the relationship the students 

have with me and my willingness to stay within the frame of the dialogue journals when I 

make entries in their journals. 

The children’s development of written language competence coincided with the 

development of their relationships with me.  The children’s language competence was 

described in Chapter four as a process in which they learned to use their “textual toys” 

(Dyson, 2003, p. 17),  by which she means the textual competencies they recontextualize 
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from their social selves.  Dyson uses the term to describe Bakhtin’s (1981) concept of 

dialogism as it applies to how children write. 

The data concerning the students’ growing competence in the use of these textual 

toys was categorized as “Evolving Communicative Practices.”   The process of evolving 

communicative practices was divided into two subcategories: 1) Looking for an audience 

and 2) Expanding horizons: strategic improvisation in genres.  In addition I examined the 

entries described by each subcategory as they occurred when the student was a first-

grader and a second-grader in order to understand the evolution of the children’s 

communicative practices.  

Looking for an audience refers to the students’ developing awareness that they are 

writing to someone and that this audience will write back to them.  It described how each 

child began in their first-grade dialogue journals by writing simple statements such as “I 

like,” or I have.”   The simplicity of the statements was governed by two factors: their 

inexperience with writing as a medium of communication and their unfamiliarity with the 

process of engaging in a written dialogue.   

In the first case the students are given the simple tools they needed to write 

independently by both their writing group leaders and I.  They were taught to write “I,” 

given a choice of verbs such as “like” or “have” and then given help filling in the subject.  

After I wrote back to them that afternoon, the students’ journals were returned to them 

the next morning.  If necessary they received help reading my replies to their journal 

entries.  They were then encouraged to comment upon what I had written and/or to 

answer any questions I had asked.  Then they were shown how to write the date and 



 312

begin a new entry.  As they came to realize that they were writing for an audience they 

began to develop a relationship with that audience that governed what they were willing 

to write and the replies from the audience that they were willing to consider relevant. The 

data indicated that the content and tone of my replies often reflected the student’s 

relationship with me outside of the context of the dialogue journal.  However, as the 

students’ abilities to manipulate the written medium grew, so did their attempts to control 

the content and direction of the communicative events taking place in their dialogue 

journals. 

In second grade, with the author/audience relationship established the children 

approach writing in their dialogue journals with evident eagerness.   They speak 

immediately to their audience, ask and answer questions and begin to engage in true 

written dialogue.  But the data also provide evidence that the students are more confident 

of their place within the hierarchy of power and authority that exists in the context of 

their dialogue journals.  Aspects of their dispositions, such as self confidence, tendencies 

to be aggressive and, at the opposite end of the spectrum, shyness and desire to please 

affect the content and tone of the communicative events in their dialogue journals.  These 

factors affect the tone of my entries in their journals which gave evidence of the 

developing relationship between the students and me. 

Expanding horizons: strategic improvisation in genres refers to the ways in which 

the students’ begin to “unwrap their textual toys” (Dyson, 2003, p. 10).    They do this by 

experimenting with imagery, forms and genres used in their oral communication and 

recontextualizing them in their written conversations.  This experimentation acts as a 
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“centrifugal force” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 273) in the students’ language development.  By 

mimicking genres and imagery from their social landscapes they create alternative forms 

of the language that invite the students’ to experiment with alternative power relations as 

well (1981). 

  In first grade the students’ strategic improvisations consist mainly of listing as 

imagery (Tannen, 2007).  Listing in the students’ dialogue journals was difficult to 

recognize. This was because the listing often occurred over the course of several days.  

Since I read the students’ journal entries every two days the way in which the entries 

combined to make lists was not readily apparent until I had a chance to examine the data 

as a whole.   

Listing as imagery involves describing groups of mundane items that the reader 

may interpret as irrelevant or even frivolous.  However the lists often convey images 

related to their mundane nature.  Read this way, the data indicates a great deal about the 

lives of the students and their ability to recontextualize them in their first grade dialogue 

journals.  It reveals them to be shrewd manipulators of the written medium.  In 

continuing the lists despite my attempts to act as a “centripetal force” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 

425) and organize their language use in more accepted ways the students’ were engaged 

in negotiation of teacher authority. 

The students experimented with other genres in first grade as well.  They used 

cartoon-like violence as imagery such as, “I’m going to explode,” or “I’ll hit you.” They 

also engaged in complaining, which Shuy (1988b) points out doesn’t really begin in the 

dialogue journal until a sense of community develops between the writer and the reader.  
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Thus it is an indication of the developing sense of shared or equal status by the students 

towards the relationship between themselves and me in the context of their dialogue 

journals. 

In second grade their strategic improvisations became more sophisticated.  They 

used probing questions to elicit personal information from me.  They also engaged in 

repetition, a form of imagery similar to listing but which serves other functions as well. 

Tannen (2007) describes the language functions of repetition as production, 

comprehension, connection and interaction.  She says that these four discourse functions 

“provide(s) a fourth and over-arching function in the establishment of coherence and 

personal involvement” (p. 58).  Production allows the writer to produce more writing 

volume by using repetition.  Comprehension refers to the way in which repetition relieves 

the listener or reader from having to comprehend every word being said or written.  

Repetition as connection refers to the way that repetition connects different speakers’ 

comments together and, as Labov (1972) said, can indicate an evaluation of the relative 

importance of the speech to the speaker.  Interaction refers to the way in which repetition 

serves to connect the listener or speaker in the conversation.   

The data gave us examples of ways in which each child used repetition to perform 

one or more of the above discourse functions.  The fact that children of this age could 

learn to manipulate written language in this manner and so quickly reveals the usefulness 

of engaging in written dialogue with young students; they quickly learn to manipulate 

style, genre and imagery in order to establish personal involvement and coherence.  They 
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become as adept at gaining textual competence as they are in gaining oral language 

competence.   

Another genre with which the students experiment is playing school.  In this 

genre, the students ask me to fix sentences.  They then present me with a sentence that 

contains mistakes and ask me to correct it.  It is a form of role reversal because it puts me 

in the role of student and them in the role of teacher. 

Finally, in describing a school assignment as a part of the official world in which 

students must learn to navigate Dyson (2003) also praises their ability to do so.  The rules 

that establish the routines required by me for writing in dialogue journals were 

manipulated by the children in the same way that children at play use rules to govern how 

they play games.  They were used merely as a template to organize the activity.  But at 

the same time, and with my acquiescence, they were interpreted and reinterpreted to 

legitimize the students’ assumption of more and more authority in the context of their 

dialogue journals.  In engaging in strategic experimentation with genres they not only 

searched for an audience; they transformed the status of the audience from a teacher into 

an equal partner in the textual play that took place within the context of their dialogue 

journals.  

 

Implications of This Study 

This teacher research study has described ways in which primary-age children 

negotiate authority within the context of dialogue journals.  It has also described the ways 

in which the teacher’s attitudes about writing in dialogue journals, the students’ relative 
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textual competence and the students’ individual personalities affect their willingness and 

ability to engage in negotiation of authority in the context of their dialogue journals.  

Finally, the data in this study have provided evidence that designing the dialogue journal-

writing activity so that the participants are encouraged to negotiate authority creates 

agency for the students and enables them to develop praxis about their connection with 

academic life.  This can have a significant effect upon the quality and quantity of the 

students’ writing in the dialogue journals.  Insights I have gained from designing and 

implementing this study, and especially from reading and re-reading the data in the 

context of the relevant literature, have led me to consider these implications for this 

study. 

In discussing the implications of this study I must focus first and foremost on 

what I have learned about the types of factors that affect students’ ability to negotiate 

authority and the teacher’s role in creating the atmosphere necessary for those factors to 

flourish.  The factors identified by this study were the routines created to govern the 

logistical details of writing in dialogue journals, the atmosphere established by the time 

period and rules established for writing in dialogue journals and the ways in which I 

interact with the students within the context of the dialogue journals. 

The importance of periodically reading the entire journal to spot trends is another 

factor that has implications for teaching practice in relation to using dialogue journals. 
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Creating a routine 

The first factor, that of creating a routine to cover the logistical details, is related 

to the establishment and transmission of a classroom culture and may be applicable only 

to multiage classrooms, or to classrooms in which the population is based upon a similar 

system.  If at least a part of the students occupying a class stay with the teacher for more 

than one school year then this type of transmission of culture would be possible.  The 

creation of a classroom culture requires gaining the acceptance by the members of the 

class of such a culture and the acquiescence in its belief systems, rules and hierarchical 

structure in order for true transmission to occur.  One of the aspects of classroom culture 

as opposed to imposed rules is that the structure of the culture comes to be accepted as 

“good” and the need to conform to it a matter of moral right.  That children do assign 

moral right to authority is an accepted belief (Piaget, 1997).  That moral right can be 

legitimized in two ways, by teacher authority, or what Bakhtin (Holquist, 1981b) calls 

“authoritative discourse” (p. 424).  The biggest problem with authoritative discourse is 

that it only has power over us as long as the speaker is in power.   

Dewey (1938) discusses how authoritative discourse is a part of traditional 

schooling.  His use of imagery is the textual equivalent to holding up a mirror to two 

opposing viewpoints.  The way the viewpoints are arranged, with traditional education 

starting and progressive education replying, suggests which one he considers to be the 

superior method. 

 
To imposition from above is opposed expression and cultivation of  individuality; 
to external discipline is opposed free activity; to learning from texts and teachers, 
learning through experience; to acquisition of isolated skills and techniques by 
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drill, is opposed acquisition of them as a means of attaining ends which make 
direct vital appeal; to preparation for a more or less remote future is opposed 
making the most of the opportunities of present life; to static aims and materials is 
opposed acquaintance with a changing world.  (Dewey, 1938, p. 19) 
 

In this view the importance of children’s acceptance of the routines because they 

are deemed right by the rest of the class diminishes the number of incidences of 

deliberate deviation from the norm.  When deviation occurred within the context of the 

dialogue journals it was in reality as a result of the culture of the activity rather than a 

simple desire to deviate.  Since the culture as delineated by routines that encourage the 

students to take possession of the activity it also invites negotiation of teacher authority.  

Thus, negotiation of teacher authority within the context of the dialogue journals is 

desirable both as an exercise in progressive education and as a more efficient means of 

encouraging the students to perform to the best of their abilities when writing in their 

dialogue journals. 

 

Creating an atmosphere for independence 

Another important factor in encouraging the students to feel ownership for the act 

of writing in their dialogue journals was the atmosphere in which the activity took place.  

This atmosphere was created both by the time frame for the activity and my expectations 

for independent writing in the dialogue journals.  Working independently in the dialogue 

journals fostered a sense of ownership and autonomy in the students that was only 

mitigated by the knowledge that they were writing for an audience: their teacher.  

Knowing that they were writing for their teacher made writing in their dialogue journals a 
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school activity.  In that sense it remained an assignment and as such always had that aura 

of compulsion associated with it. 

 However, as the data in this study have shown the students came to regard me as 

an equal within the context of their dialogue journals and often did not treat me with the 

deference one would expect students, especially primary-age students, to exhibit toward 

their teacher.  For many, the aura of compulsion was mitigated by a desire to participate.  

They came to look forward to writing to me and were anxious to find out what I had to 

write back to them.  In considering the implications of creating this type of atmosphere 

for an academic activity one should consider its parts separately: the time frame for the 

activity and the expectation for independent work during the activity.   

“Journal time,” as we referred to the time set aside for writing in the dialogue 

journals, began every Tuesday through Friday as soon as the students entered the room.  

When the morning bell rang signaling the start of class time the students came from the 

playground, lined up outside the school doors and were brought inside the school by their 

teachers.  My students lined up outside the classroom door and entered the classroom one 

at a time.  They each marked their own attendance by turning a card with their name on it 

so that their names faced the wall while the rest of the class waited outside the door.  

They then moved on to hang up their things while the next child entered the room to turn 

their attendance card and hang up their things.  This routine took less about two minutes 

but its independent nature helped foster an atmosphere of self-responsibility that was a 

part of the classroom culture.   
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Next, the children looked for their dialogue journals, which would either be in 

their boxes, if they had not turned them in to me the day before; if they had they would be 

in one of three separate piles on the ends of the tables.  They then acquired a pencil, sat 

down and began writing.  Because the children got right to work each morning without 

discussion, announcements or directions journal time became truly independent work 

time.  By making journal time independent it also made it personal, which helped foster 

the feeling among the students that they had the “right” to negotiate teacher authority 

within the context of the dialogue journals.   

The fact that I was occupied with guided reading groups contributed to the feeling 

of autonomy for the activity.   I was unavailable for consultation on any but the most 

important of subjects.  Thus the students were forced to make their own decisions or to 

look to other students for help with problems that they may have asked the teacher to 

solve for them in the normal course of things.  This also encouraged the students to feel 

ownership for the writing in the dialogue journals and as a consequence they felt they had 

the right to negotiate authority in that context. 

This concept of creating an atmosphere for independent work has implications for 

other subjects as well.  I teach a whole-class math lesson on Mondays only.  The rest of 

the week math problems relating to that lesson are on the chalk board at the front of the 

classroom.  After finishing with their dialogue journals the students get their math 

journals, copy the math problems from the chalk board into the journals and solve the 

problems.  They also write answers and evaluations to discussion questions in their 

journals at the same time.  During the day I meet with the children in small math groups 
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to discuss their work and give mini lessons designed to either remediate difficulties or 

extend learning.  The same sort of work is done in their thematic journals.  They work 

independently or in groups to discuss aspects of our thematic unit that are listed for them 

on large sheets of paper stapled to the wall.  Because the subjects of these journal entries 

are dictated for them the same sorts of negotiation of authority do not occur in them.  

However by fostering independent work they encourage independent thought which often 

results in exploration of answers beyond what I had expected when I posed the problems 

for them.  This is especially true in math, where that independence allows and encourages 

students to explore the math that is beyond the bounds of the first and second-grade 

curriculum. 

 

Interaction and response in the dialogue journals 

The importance of the types and tone of my responses is the trigger for the 

negotiation of authority that takes place in the dialogue journals.  The extent to which the 

children are willing to negotiate authority is evident in the ways that they control the 

content and direction of the communicative events that make up the content of the 

dialogue journals.  But it is in our responses to each other that the extent of our 

understanding becomes evident.  “To some extent, primacy belongs to the response, as 

the activating principle: it creates the ground for understanding, it prepares the ground for 

an active and engaged understanding.  Understanding comes to fruition only in the 

response” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 282). 
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The data in this study support Bakhtin’s assertion.  Many of the communicative 

events examined in this study only become interesting when there is a reaction to my 

responses.  Some of the most interesting conversations result from a misunderstanding of 

a response.  Finally, it is in the students’ responses that one can see the majority of the 

negotiation of authority that takes place in the dialogue journals.   

One of the traditional goals of using dialogue journals is to teach students that it is 

important to “elaborate” on their topics (Staton, 1988c).  By elaboration I mean the need 

to give more specific details to give the reader context and improve their comprehension.  

However, when students are told that they must elaborate they look for ways to add 

volume, not meaning.  One of the ways in which they are encouraged to elaborate is to 

follow a few basic rules, such as using a lot of adjectives or to add details.  “The result is 

not informative, interesting prose, but overwritten and irrelevant discourse which lacks 

precision and direction” (p. 279).   

With that in mind fostering negotiation of authority, and with it all of the 

elaboration and experimentation that follows in the students’ writing, involves an 

avoidance of the traditional classroom language of teacher questions followed by student 

response (Cazden, 2001).  Indeed, the data show the students often use short answers as 

responses to my questions and often only “elaborate” when they have initiated the 

conversational thread.  In discussing teacher observations about the content of student 

dialogue journals Kreeft Peyton and Seyoum (1993) observe “that student writing in 

response to those questions has often been brief, a simple answer to the question” (p. 

193).  In fact, the authors note that the experienced teacher they were discussing used 
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many of the response strategies I used with my students.  They point out this teacher 

strived to be viewed as a genuine collaborator in the writing process.  “She was not only a 

supporter; she was also a co-participant in the writing.   She did not remain aloof to 

review, comment on, and question what the students expressed, but entered into the 

interaction itself, as a writer with each student” (p. 194). 

The implications of this are that the success of the students’ attempts to negotiate 

authority within the context of their dialogue journals depends in large part on the ways 

in which the teacher interacts with the students in her/his responses to their journal 

entries.  In order to encourage negotiation and elaboration the teacher must be an “active 

partner in a meaningful, shared communication” (Peyton & Seyoum, 1993, p. 195). 

 

The importance of periodically reading the entire journal to spot trends 

While I read the children’s dialogue journals every day it seems from examining 

the data in this study that I often did not know what was happening in the communicative 

events they contained.  I misinterpreted the meaning of their entries, misread the spelling 

and missed trends in the patterns of their journal entries that, had I spotted them earlier, 

could have led me to make different sorts of replies; replies that may have better 

supported their learning.   

For example, I thought that the students’ use of “I like” statements for prolonged 

periods of time represented academic stagnation in which the student had found an 

academic comfort zone, by which I mean they had learned to do one thing well, and since 

they found it to be an easy way to complete the assignment they avoided risking mistakes 
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by only using what they knew.  But when I read and reread the data for this study I 

realized that the students were engaging in listing behavior (Tannen, 2007).  What I saw 

as stagnation was actually experimentation with genres (Dyson, 2003) and though it 

continued periodically in differing forms it was a legitimate and useful learning tool for 

the students that helped them to improve their writing.  Knowing this I have been better 

able to understand the progress my students were making in their textual competence. I 

have been a better, more engaged and supportive correspondent as well.   

Now, at least every other weekend, I try to read half of my students’ dialogue 

journals from beginning to end.  This has resulted not only in my having a better 

understanding of the origins and directions of conversational threads, but also in a 

reduction in my anxiety level about the value of what the children are writing.  I am able 

to focus more on making thoughtful responses to their journal entries and less on the 

perceived lack of quality of those journal entries. 

The use of ethnographic portraiture in teacher research 

One of the most difficult problems facing teachers when designing teacher 

research is how to impart the context in which the research takes place to an audience that 

does not know them or their students.  This needs to be done in a way that not only helps 

the researcher to design a scheme of analysis for the data they gather but allows any 

readers of the final study to understand why the researcher chose to interpret the data the 

way that she/he did.  This study shows that ethnographic portraiture is an effective means 

of creating context in which to analyze and present data generated by teacher research. 
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The concept of ethnographic portraiture comes from The Good High School: 

Portraits of Character and Culture by Sara Lawrence Lightfoot (1983).  Gregory 

Michie’s (2005) interpretation of Lightfoot’s concept formed the foundation for my 

interpretation and use of portraiture in this study.  He says that ethnographic portraiture is 

“an attempt to describe and depict the complexity of human experience from the 

perspectives of the people living that experience” (p. 197).   

As with the portrayals of the student-participants in this study, ethnographic 

portraiture “does not convey a literal image of its subject” (Michie, 2005, p. 197).  

Instead it gives both the researcher and the reader a snapshot-like, focused portrait of its 

subject in the milieu in which they are being studied.  For this study the portraits did not 

show the whole child that made up each student who participated in the research.  

Instead, they only described the child as she/he existed at the moment that each 

communicative event took place.  “Depth and texture” (p. 201) were added when the 

communicative events were grouped together as part of a process that began on the first 

day of first grade and ended on the last day of second grade.   

Interwoven in that mix were the children’s developing relationships with me, the 

atmosphere in which the activity took place and the differing skill-levels and dispositions 

with which each child approached writing in their dialogue journals.  The images were 

further sharpened and focused by the inclusion of events that took place outside of the 

dialogue journals, such as Claire’s lament about being yelled at by the teacher or Sam’s 

self-consciousness about missing school.  Taken as a whole these portraits created the 
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context in which it was possible to situate a reasonable interpretation of the data in terms 

of negotiation of authority.   

Unlike the those crafted in Michie’s (2005) work, the portraits painted in this 

study do not have as a primary purpose an attempt to help the reader understand life as a 

first or second-grader writing in a dialogue journal, though they may do so in a limited 

way.  Instead, they are used to create a shared context between the reader and the 

researcher.   By creating context teacher-researchers “highlight the unique, zoom-in on 

individual experience in all its complexity and unpredictability, help us better understand 

small corners of the world in ways other forms of inquiry cannot” (p. 184).  In so doing 

they allow the reader to feel as though they have an emic perspective of the subject 

matter that is being studied.  

For teacher-researchers context can also be a key to reliability when interpreting 

and presenting their data.  Often, because teacher research involves an examination of the 

effect of attitudes and personalities on a process data analysis and the findings presented 

by the research can seem to be open to interpretation.  By using ethnographic portraiture 

to create context the teacher-researcher can make a better argument for their 

interpretation of the data.  At the same time, they invite readers of the research to use that 

shared context to enhance their understanding of the researcher’s interpretation of the 

data, rather than to dispute its validity through misunderstanding or misinterpretation.    
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Recommendations for Future Research 

This study examined the ways in which young children negotiated authority in the 

context of dialogue journals.  One of the interesting findings of the study was the role that 

teacher/student interaction played in the students’ ability and willingness to negotiate 

authority.  The interaction took a different form from normal teacher/student interaction 

in the classroom (Peyton & Seyoum, 1993) and seemed to influence the students’ 

engagement with the activity.  The data pointed to this engagement being a result of the 

students’ feeling of ownership of the activity.    

This engagement, and the mutual respect it establishes among participants may 

help to mitigate what Moll (2005) discussed as the tendency of society in general, and 

teachers in particular to establish a “model of moral worthiness of the good readers and, 

conversely, of the “immorality” of the poor readers, mostly children of color” (p. 211).  

Before beginning this study I had in fact assumed that the children who wrote more were 

more engaged in the activity and where better readers and writers.  In my mind I 

categorized them as being better students and unconsciously imbued them with a moral 

superiority over those less engaged in the activity.  The fact that two of the participants 

whom I considered to be better students were African American may be because I have, 

as Moll said, “had a history of personal relationships with African-American adults and 

children” (p. 212).  Having grown up in a military family and gone to public schools in 

urban areas as well as foreign countries it is possible that I did not expect there to be a 

difference in ability between them and the white students.  
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When writing in their dialogue journals, however, the students’ negotiation of 

authority may have made them less likely to feel my prejudices about their relative 

abilities and shielded them from developing a feeling of inferiority that could have 

resulted from my belittling the quality of their writing.  Real writing, the type the student 

initiates and feels a connection to, may make the child more vulnerable to taking 

criticism personally.   

Thus, further research could be used to provide insights about the ways in which 

students engage in, or can be encouraged to engage in negotiation of authority in other 

classroom activities.  Besides finding ways in which to improve instruction the teacher-

researcher might find ways to improve the students’ feeling of “worthiness” while 

mitigating teachers’ tendency to assign moral value to academic achievement.  Further 

research may also find ways in which the ownership which students feel for writing in 

dialogue journals may be used to support other writing activities in which the students’ 

use of writing conventions is explicitly taught and evaluated.  

If, “the commitment to social justice demands that we (re)position critical literacy 

research “in the fray,” moving our work from the margins to the center of political and 

social action” (McCarty, 2005, p. 301), then the teacher, or practitioner researcher is an 

integral part of that repositioning.  Research on negotiation of authority has the potential 

to demonstrate for teachers and policy-makers as well the importance of linking theory 

and practice.  It can be used to show that literacy activities need not be a narrowly 

defined pedagogy consisting of learned skills applied to narrowly-defined scholastic 

assignments.  Children don’t have to just “do school” (Bloome et al., 2005, p. 52).  
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Indeed, they won’t just learn the activity.  In some way they will apply and include their 

social selves in that activity.  Teacher research can show that becoming literate is a 

process and that student engagement in that process may be enhanced by creating an 

atmosphere amenable to negotiation of authority. 

To that end, the question of whether or not negotiation of authority is a natural 

result of students enmeshing their social selves in academic activities or the result of 

encouragement by the teacher to feel a sense of ownership for those activities, or a 

combination of both, could also be of benefit to classroom teachers and teaching 

practices.   

 

Conclusion 

Developing praxis in me as a way to improve my teaching and in my students as a 

way to improve their engagement with schooling was one of the goals of this study.  

Praxis is the “dynamic interplay between reflection and action” (McCarty, 1997, p. 227).  

By continuing to reflect and act on my reflection I am engaging in one of the main 

purposes of teacher research: to use practice to understand theory and in so doing to 

improve practice.  That is the goal of teacher research as well.  Teacher researchers have 

an “insider” perspective as opposed to the university researchers’ “outsider” perspective.  

Teacher researchers put theory into practice every day and if they are reflective they are 

able to make judgments about whether or not the theory works in the classroom.  

One of the theories tested here was whether or not young children could be 

consciously reflective about their writing and use that reflection to improve the way they 
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write.  It is a difficult concept to prove because it is impossible to know what the children 

are thinking when they write.  Instead, as an insider I can contextualize the children’s 

writing and from that infer something about their purposes in writing it.  But I cannot 

take a truly emic (Headland et al., 1990) perspective because I cannot become a first or 

second-grader.   

I do believe that the data in this study show that the students are at least reflective 

about what they write.  They are purposeful in their writing and choose their journal 

entries and conversational threads with at least as much care as they use when choosing 

words for casual conversations.  I believe that by showing the ways in which young 

children negotiate authority in the context of their dialogue journals I can make 

inferences about their use of praxis and agency that can help me to be a more reflective, 

self-aware and effective teacher. 
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APPENDIX A - FIRST GRADE JOURNAL SAMPLES 

 
Beth 
1st Grade 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure A:1 Beth Early 1st Grade Sample 
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Beth  
1st Grade 

 
Figure A:2 Beth ate 1st Grade Sample 
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Claire 
1st Grade 
 

 
Figure A:3 Claire Early 1st Grade Sample 
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 Claire 
1st Grade 

 
Figure A:4 Claire Late 1st Grade Sample 
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Dorian 
1st Grade  

 

 
Figure A:5 Dorian Early 1st Grade Sample 
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Dorian 
1st Grade  

 
Figure A:6 Dorian Late 1st Grade Sample 
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Sam 
1st Grade  

 
Figure A:7 Sam Early 1st Grade Sample 
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Sam 
1st Grade 

 

 

 

 
Figure A:8 Sam Late 1st Grade Sample 
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APPENDIX B - SECOND GRADE JOURNAL ENTRIES 

 

Beth 
2nd Grade 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure B:1 Beth Early 2nd Grade Sample 
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Beth 
2nd Grade 

 
Figure B:2 Beth Late 2nd Grade Sample 
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Claire 
2nd Grade 

 
Figure B:3 Claire Early 2nd Grade Sample 
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Claire 
2nd Grade 

 
Figure B:4 Claire Late 2nd Grade Sample 
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Dorian 
2nd Grade 
 

 
Figure B:5 Dorian Early 2nd Grade Sample 
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Dorian 
2nd Grade 

 
Figure B:6 Dorian Late 2nd Grade Sample 
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Sam 
2nd Grade 

 

 
Figure B:7 Sam Early 2nd Grade Sample 
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Sam 
2nd Grade 

 

 
Figure B:8 Sam Late 2nd Grade Sample 
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APPENDIX C - HUMAN SUBJECTS CONSENT FORM 

 

PARENT/LEGAL GUARDIAN CONSENT FORM 
 

Project Title:  Children Authoring Themselves: Young Children’s Negotiation of 
Authority within Dialogue Journals. 

 
You are being asked to read the following material to ensure that you are informed 
of the nature of this research study and of how your child will participate in it, if 
you consent for him/her to do so. Signing this form will indicate that you have been 
so informed and that you give your consent. Federal regulations require written 
informed consent prior to participation in this research study so that you can know 
the nature and risks of your child’s participation and can allow him/her to 
participate or not participate in a free and informed manner.   
 
PURPOSE 
Your child is being invited to participate voluntarily in the above-titled research project. 
The purpose of this project is to explore the relationships among authority and literacy 
acquisition.  The study will examine the how young children negotiate authority within 
dialogue journaling. It also explores whether these negotiations may or may not enhance 
or hinder literacy acquisition. 
 
SELECTION CRITERIA   
The population for this study will consist of four second-grade students from your child’s 
first-second grade multiage classroom.  The students will be chosen for participation in 
the study based upon how they represent a cross section of the classroom population, as 
well as how relevant their journal entries are to the study.  I will choose four second-
grade students so that they will already have developed a relationship of trust with me. 
 
PROCEDURE(S)  
The following information describes your child’s participation in this study which will 
last up to one school year:  Your child will make the same entries in their dialogue 
journals as the other students in the classroom.  This is a normal classroom activity and 
will involve no extra work or time for your child.  They will still write in their dialogue 
journals whether or not they choose to participate in the study. You will be agreeing to 
allow me to analyze your child’s journal entries and publish my findings.  You will also 
be agreeing to allow the me to analyze your child’s journal entries from the previous 
year, (2006-07, first grade) and publish my findings.  At no time will your child’s 
anonymity be compromised. 
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RISKS  
There are no discernable risks to your child as a result of participation in this study.   
 
BENEFITS  
There is no direct benefit to your child from his/her participation. 
 
CONFIDENTIALITY  
Your child will be allowed to pick a pseudonym for use in this study.  They will be 
identified in writing in the study only by the pseudonym.  In my records they will be 
identified by number only and the number will be only be connected in writing to the 
child’s pseudonym.  I will make copies of the journal entries that I wish to analyze.  
Those copies will be destroyed at the end of the study.  Since this is a normal classroom 
activity and all analysis of data will take place after school when the children have gone 
home none of the other children will know that your child is participating in the study. 
 
PARTICIPATION COSTS AND SUBJECT COMPENSATION  
There is no cost to you or your child for participating in this study, nor will there be any 
compensation. 
 
CONTACTS 
You can obtain further information about the research or voice concerns or complaints 
about the research by calling the Principal Investigator __Edward Nichols_, Ph.D. 
Candidate, at (520) 515-2960. If you have questions concerning your rights as a research 
participant, have general questions, concerns or complaints or would like to give input 
about the research and can’t reach the research team, or want to talk to someone other 
than the research team, you may call the University of Arizona Human Subjects 
Protection Program office at (520) 626-6721.  (If out of state use the toll-free number 1-
866-278-1455.) If you would like to contact the Human Subjects Protection Program by 
email, please use the following email address 
http://www.irb.arizona.edu/suggestions.php. 
 
LIABILITY  
Side effects or harm are possible in any research program despite the use of high 
standards of care and could occur through no fault of your child or the investigator 
involved. Known side effects have been described in this consent form. However, 
unforeseeable harm also may occur and require care. You do not give up any of your or 
your child’s legal rights by signing this form. In the event that your child requires or you 
are billed for medical care that you feel has been caused by the research, you should 
contact the principal investigator Edward Nichols_, Ph.D. Candidate, at (520) 515-2960. 
 
AUTHORIZATION 
Before giving my consent by signing this form, the methods, inconveniences, risks, 
and benefits have been explained to me and my questions have been answered. I 
may ask questions at any time and I am free to withdraw my child from the project 
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at any time without causing bad feelings or affecting his/her education. My child’s 
participation in this project may be ended by the investigator or by the sponsor for 
reasons that would be explained. New information developed during the course of 
this study which may affect either my willingness or that of my child to continue in 
this research project will be given to me as it becomes available. This consent form 
will be filed in an area designated by the Human Subjects Committee with access 
restricted by the principal investigator, Edward Nichols_, Ph.D. Candidate or 
authorized representative of the _LRC Department. I do not give up any of my or 
my child’s legal rights by signing this form. A copy of this signed consent form will 
be given to me.  
 
___________________________________ 
Subject's Name (printed) 
 
___________________________________           ______________________________ 
Parent/Legal Guardian’s Signature   Date 
 
___________________________________           ______________________________ 
Witness (if necessary)     Date 
 
INVESTIGATOR'S AFFIDAVIT : 
Either I have or my agent has carefully explained to the parent/legal guardian of the 
subject the nature of the above project. I hereby certify that to the best of my knowledge 
the person who signed this consent form was informed of the nature, demands, benefits, 
and risks involved in his/her child’s participation.  
 
___________________________________ ____________________________________ 
Signature of Presenter     Date 
 
___________________________________ ____________________________________  
Signature of Investigator    Date 
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MINOR’S ASSENT FORM 

 
Title of Project: Children Authoring Themselves: Young Children’s Negotiation of 

Authority within Dialogue Journals. 
 
Your mother/father has told me that it is OK for you to participate in my research study.  

To participate in this study you only have to continue to write in your journal as you have 

always done.  I will do all of the extra work.  By agreeing to participate in this study you 

will be allowing me to copy your journal and write and publish what I think about your 

journal entries.  I will not be talking about how good or bad they are.  I will only be 

talking about what I think are the reasons are that you write what you do in your journal.  

No one will know that it is you.  Also, you will be allowed to pick a false name to be 

used instead of your own when I publish your writing. 

 

You do not have to be in this research study and you can stop at any time.  

Do you have any questions? Is it OK? 
 
 
 
___________________________________ 
Child's Name 
 
                 ___________________________                                                     
Child’s Signature   Date 
 
___________________________________ 
Presenter’s Signature  Date 
 
            ______________________________                                                       
Investigator's Signature           Date 
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