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Framing the Reading
Elizabeth Wardle is one of the editors of Writing about Writing as well as a Professor at
the University of Central Florida. Donna Kain is an Associate Professor at East Carolina
University.Wardle and Kain were Ph.D. candidates together at Iowa State University, where
they wrote this piece for their undergraduate students around 2001 or 2002. At the time,
they taught writing classes in which they asked students to consider how texts worked in
context-who used them, how they got written, what they accomplished or didn't, how
people learned to write them. Kain and Wardle found that activity theory was often a
helpful lens for thinking about writing, but that there was no explanation of activity theory
appropriate for undergraduates. So they wrote this for their own students, and they have
been using it ever since. In 2005 they published an article together in the journal Technical
Communication Quarterly describing how they use activity theory with their students; that
article won the 2006 NCTE Best Article of the Year in Teaching of Technical and Scientific
Communication.
Activity theory, as you will learn in the following reading, "was originally a psychological
theory that sees all aspects of activity as shaped by people's social interactions with each
other and the tools [including writing and language] that they use" (para. 1 of the reading).
Activity theory gives you a lens for looking at an object or happening and understanding it
in new ways, just as all theories do. Scholars in many different fields, as well as workplace
consultants, use the lens of activity theory to look at groups of people doing work to
gether, which they call activity systems, and consider what their common motives are and
how they try to achieve those common motives. When people are unable to achieve their
common motives, activity theory provides a method for examining where the breakdowns
might have happened. Activity theory takes into account not only what is happening now,
but also the histories that impact what is happening now. In other words, activity theory
helps you consider what a particular group (like people creating and using the food bank
we mentioned in the chapter introduction) is trying to accomplish, how it has gone about
trying to accomplish that work in the past, and how it is doing so now. In looking at the
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