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ABSTRACT
RESPONSE TO LITERATURE AMONG FIRST GRADE CHILDREN:
EXPLORING THE POSSIBILITIES
February,

1988

Lenore Reilly Carlisle,
M.A.,
Ed.D.,

B.A.,

WHEATON COLLEGE

SIMMONS COLLEGE

UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS

Directed by Doctor Rudine Sims Bishop

Using a naturalistic research paradigm borrowing from
ethnographic methods,

this study explored the responses of

twelve first grade students to selected children's
literature through the use of materials designed to foster
critical and creative thinking.

The research took place in

two research sites over an eight week period.
The fundamental question which drives the study is:
"What are the response capabilities of first graders?"
Moreover the study explores the question of whether the
response capabilities of young children can be expanded
within the classroom setting.

Underlying such questions is

the suspicion that teachers and researchers may have acted
to limit the response capabilities of young children by
virtue of the assumptions which have operated within their
work.

By using the techniques of in-depth interviewing,

field observation,

and employing instructional materials

which use children's

literature to guide students toward

vi

philosophical

inquiry and discussion,

these questions were

pursued.
The evidence reveals that the nature of the subjects'
responses were significantly expanded in many,
all cases.
expansion:

though not

Three factors emerge as critical to the
curriculum and instructional materials,

influence and classroom environment.

teacher

The instructional

materials allowed the participants to respond to texts over
time,

to engage

in repeated readings of the texts,

and to

cultivate a relationship with personal experiences evoked
by the texts.

It was the teacher who was called to a

s"

facilitating rather than a directing role,

recognizing the

open-ended character of the inquiry and the specificity of
the questions which the materials posed,

as well as the

ability to genuinely value the responses of each child.

The

classroom environment which proved most fertile was that
which encouraged risk-taking,
trust between the students,
process writing program,

promoted an atmosphere of

contained an established

and which focused on literacy

acquisition in all areas of the curriculum.
This

study challenges certain Developmental

assumptions regarding the response capabilities of young
children,

and concludes that

capabilities can be expanded.

uy various means,

such

The study further elaborates

implications

for teaching and subsequent research which

build on its

findings.
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CHAPTER

I

INTRODUCTION

This dissertation explores

first graders'

responses to

selected children's literature using materials designed to
foster critical and creative thinking through philosophical
inquiry.

Specifically,

the

response to philosophical
episodes,

as well as

study explores students'
issues during solicited response

the subjects'

observable responses

occurring within the context of the classroom setting which
may or may not be directly related to stimulation provided
by the materials used.

The

study

is based on qualitative

data collected through participant observation,
interviewing,

and written response samples.

Background to the

Understanding response to
interest of philosophers,
and educators alike.

Much

theory,

research methodology,

about response as
is

surprising

is

to

literature as

and practical

involves

literature which they

implications

amount has been written

involves adults

the apparent
it

literary critics

covering such topics as

A tremendous
it

lies within the

literature has been devoted to

facets of response,

instruction.

literature

psychologists,

various

for

Study

and adolescents.

lack of interest

in response

young children and the

read.

1

What

2
This evident

lack of emphasis on examining the

responses of young children

is surprising indeed,

given the

likelihood that knowing how children can and do respond to
what they

read has the potential to significantly inform

our more broadly conceived approaches to teaching reading
as well

as our ability to plan and provide meaningful

experiences with
Several

literature.

explanations for the apparent deemphasis on

exploring response at the elementary level
to mind.

There

is the possibility that many people did not

consider the books
and that

immediately come

read by children to be true literature,

the books therefore disallowed the potential for

full-fledged response.

Or perhaps

it

is because so many

felt that responses were only worth examining and
theorizing about
reached a
begin to

level

if the person who was responding had
of cognitive maturity at which she could

respond to

"conscious"

adult would.

the responses of
the

a given literary work as the so called

language of

significantly

This suggests,

literature

and literary conventions are

less valid than those of the experts,

Perhaps more

only

that

individuals who are not as well versed in

literary critics and other

recently,

of course,

many

legitimate

likely

lofty pedagogues.

is the possibility that until quite

researchers
response to

adhered to the belief that the
literature was a carefully

3

written essay which could then be examined
own literary merits.

Little

value of the verbal

in terms of

its

importance was placed on the

and nonverbal

responses of young,

enthusiastic readers and listeners.
These considerations,
many researchers

resulted in

steering clear of examining the responses

of young children to
however,

along with others,

literature.

There

is evidence,

that a new trend may be emerging in which the

elementary

school

being given due
literature.

age child's response to

recognition in the

New concepts of

response theorists and

literature

is

larger body of response

reader response,

literary critics,

as defined by

are at the root of

these changes.
Whereas
central

the

study of

literature once had as

concern the criticism of texts,

reader response

criticism,

a theory of response first outlined by

Rosenblatt

(1936),

must focus on the
text.

Other

suggests that the study of
reader and his personal

(1957)

synthesis of the

with Holland

(1975)

(1980)

interactions with the text.

points out,

come to be

As

reader-response criticism is

not a "conceptually unified position." Rather it
which has

and

using psychoanalytic principles to explain

the reader's unique
Tompkins

literature

reader-response critics were to branch off in

somewhat different directions,
Lesser

its

is a term

applied to those critics who are

4

interested in the reader,
as areas

for

the reading process,

investigation

Reader-response criticism,
role of the reader
investigative
years.

(Tompkins,

1980,

ix).

which acknowledges the critical

in determining response,

has shaped most

studies of response over the past twenty

It has done much to

legitimize research into the

nature of young children's
Assuming that response to

responses to
literature

reader brings to the text as

text offers

to the

reader,

children are capable of

it is on what the

it seems possible that young

responding in unique and

significant ways to their own
factor

literature.

is as much dependent

on what the

Another

p

and response

literature.

in creating a favorable environment for

response studies at the elementary

level

is more widespread

acceptance of the psycholinguistic theory of the reading
process.

Here,

reading is conceived of as being an

interactive process enabling the

reader to

interact with

the author through the text to create meaning
1970).

The

concept of

(Goodman,

the reader making predictions about

the text based on syntactic and other cues,
little visual

information as

suggests that

individual

thus using as

possible to conjure meaning,

readers
to the

do

indeed bring unique

visions

and understandings

reading process

premise

intrinsic to reader-response criticism.

-

a

5

Finally,

recognition of children's

legitimate branch of

literature

literature as a

in general has aided in

creating more positive attitudes toward response studies at
the elementary

level.

Huck states that,

All that people have ever thought, done, or dreamed
lies waiting to be discovered in a book.
Literature
begins with Mother Goose.
It includes Sendak as well
as Shakespeare, Milne as much as Milton, and Carroll
before Camus.
For children's literature is a part of
the mainstream of all literature, whose source is life
itself. (1968, p.3)
The emergence of graduate programs in children's
based on critical

literary perspective,

looked seriously at the
books,

and the

literature

journals which

literary merits of children's

introduction of courses

in children's

in teacher training programs all contributed to

fostering acceptance of that body of
"children's

literature known as

literature."

Although response to
level

literature at the elementary

has begun to be explored with more

recent past,

interest

in the

it should be noted that as with response

research at all
attempt

literature

levels,

difficulties remain.

Even the

among theorists to define what constitutes a

response to

literature has been plagued with difficulties.

The subject of "the reader's response" is the Loch
Ness Monster of Literary studies.
When we set out to
capture it, we cannot even be sure that it is there at
all, and if we assume that it is, we must admit that
the most sensitive probing with the most sophisticated
instruments has so far succeeded only in producing
pictures of dubious authenticity.
That the nature and
dimensions of this phenomenon are so uncertain is

6

perhaps the reason why the hunters are so many and
their approaches so various. (Benton, 1979, p.69)
Rosenblatt
efferent
(1984),

(1938,
and

as

1976)

has made distinctions between the

aesthetic" stance of the reader.

did Harding

(1937),

has

Britton

looked at response

within his understanding of "spectator" and "participant
stances."
reader

s

Rosenblatt makes distinctions between the
response" to the work

the "evocations" of the work,
response to the

response.

as it is being read,

which is,

Hardy,

occurs while one
happens

later

(1968)

that response

while others have argued that response

is engaged in reading,

and that what

is something else altogether.

Nor has there been

any widespread agreement on how one

can best explore the reader's response to texts.
Richards

(1929)

methodology

was perhaps

the

I.A.

first to employ case study

in exploring the written responses of college

students to poetry.
methodology,

Holland

but used

college students to
(1968)

a

Squire and others

suggested during the Dartmouth Seminar
happens over time,

in effect,

and

(1979)

also used case study

it to analyze verbal response of

short

stories.

Purves and Rippere

offered an elaborate system of content analysis for

examining written response.
responses of college
descriptions of
examined oral

Wilson

(1966)

examined written

students to three novels,

response categories.

responses of adolescents

Squire

offering

(1964)

in a structured

7

response context during the reading process.
unique

in that

it

looked not at after-the-fact response,

but rather at response as
and stages.

it is unfolding in all

its shifts

While some researchers chose to explore

response outside
1975;

His work is

the natural

Purves and Beach

(Hickman, 1 979 ;

Kiefer,

classroom setting

1972;

Lesser,

1957),

1 982 ;

Hepler,

1 982 )

that considerations of context are critical

(Holland,

others
have suggested
in our

explorations of response.
All of these approaches
general have

level.

But while the

psychoanalytic principles
the adolescent and adult
1976;

far greater

Lesser,

is

(Applebee,

1974;

Perine,

1973,

1977;

level

1957),

1975,

1978;

studies at the elementary

1978;

1980;

1983).

Considerations of how

affect

response

considerations

(Holland,

in studies at

cognitive psychology has had a

1976,

Galda,

influence of

much in evidence

impact on response

level

Weiger,

Hickman,

1977;
1979;

Schlager,
Pillar,

individual personalities

appear to have taken a back seat to
of how developmental

growth determine
Over

in

shaped the direction of response studies at

the elementary

Bleich,

to studying response

response.

the past thirty years,

have done much to

stages of cognitive

form the

lens

various aspects of education.

the

influences of Piaget

through which many viewed
A developmentalist

8

perspective has been woven into most teacher training
programs,

so that our teachers operate within a

developmentalist framework in terms of their perceptions of
learners

and the

learning process.

Curriculum design shows

a similar dependence on developmental psychology to give
form.

Thus

it

is understandable that researchers

response at the elementary
lean on that

level

it

in

also exhibit a tendency to

same developmentalist framework.

Rather than

look to psychoanalytical approaches to

understanding response,
personalities

in

or even to a consideration of

looking at

response,

the trend instead

seems to have been a move toward developmental psychology
to provide

the context

the elementary

level.

for conducting response studies at
The concept of the child and his

responses as being somehow incomplete

seems

far more

popular among response researchers than does the concept of
the child's unique personality allowing for rich and
diverse response.
are

in evidence,

Piaget has come of age,
to varying degrees,

and his theories

in a significant

portion of response studies conducted among elementary
school

populations

present.

from the

late nineteen sixties to the

9

Statement of the Problem

Much of the research on children's response to
literature has been designed to examine response within the
framework of developmental psychology.
example,

Galda,

(1980)

for

insists that,

Since a reader's psychological processes determine, in
part, response to text, the stage specific
characteristics of Piaget's theory must be included in
any thorough consideration of children's response to
literature. (1980, p.23)
Hickman

(1979)

also sees a developmental dimension as being

a significant aspect of response research at the elementary
level.
Taken all together, the research on critical response,
interests, and the growth of story concepts has begun
to furnish an elaborated description of children's
response to literature and the developmental
constraints upon it. ( 1 979, p . 41)
And

later,
Teachers who understand developmental constraints on
response can be spared the frustration of unrealistic
expectations and futile questions, and can better
interpret children's work, (p.206)
Indeed developmental psychology has managed to pervade

more than

just the researcher's theoretical

conceptualizing research studies.
element

framework in

It has also been a key

in determining the classroom teacher's approach to

designing

interactions with

literature

for their students.

Many practicing teachers have been trained within the
Piagetian model,

so prevalent

in American education and

10

teacher training today.
unknowingly,

Often they are

faced,

knowingly or

with using materials conceived of and designed

within a developmentalist

framework.

And since many

teachers equate teaching reading with teaching literature,
the

influence of Piaget becomes an integral part of their

expectations

of how children can respond to books.

In Dialogues with Children Gareth Matthews
points

(1984)

out that developmentalists are primarily concerned

with the normal

and the standard.

And furthermore

"developmental psychologists are much more

likely to

concern themselves with the development of capacities that
are widely prized in our society."
Matthews

is making a case

children to engage

ideal

the

Many reading programs,

too.

Researchers

based heavily on
into believing

And in wanting to
less than

look at response patterns

and automatically assume that what

indicates ability rather than training.

On a related note,
that

But the

children begin to value those

among these populations,
they observe

coerce teachers

literal comprehension.

teacher,

prizes

for allowing and encouraging

"prized" responses to literature are those

which indicate
please

p. 11 6).

into other areas of response and

developmentalist theory,
that the most

1 984,

in philosophical thinking.

message carries over
thinking as well.

(Matthews,

Anthony Petrosky

(1980)

suggests

"when we discern concrete operational thinking in

terms of the child's response to
of

literature,

we see a kind

literalism dominating the response patterns"

1980,

p.150).

Yet he

(Petrosky,

is careful to point out that

literalism may not be a necessary outcome of concrete
operational

thinking.

might really be

He goes on to suggest that what we

looking at when we view children's response

in our research,

is the effect of

instruction in the classroom.
teach children to

literal comprehension

We do everything we can to

respond in specific ways,

then claim that

these are their "natural" response patterns.

Basal series

which,

according to Petrosky,

command roughly 90% of the

market

in instructional reading materials used in

elementary classrooms

are designed to teach children that a

literal

is the ultimate way to respond to a

text.

response mode
It seems

that we do much to encourage children to

respond in limited ways to their
so aptly asks,
naturally,

"Does

literature.

As Petrosky

our research tell us what children do

or what they naturally do as a result of

instruction?"

(Petrosky,

There are

theorists

1980,

p.151).

and researchers who have

indicated a need to explore response outside the
constraints of a strict developmental model.
for example,

maintains that the writer

is

Langer

(1967),

in fact

concerned with the exploration and formulation of feeling
when he expresses himself through his work.

Likewise,

D arcy

(1973)

feels then that the reader's response is an

affective rather than a cognitive process

(D'arcy,

1973,

p-78).
It has already been indicated that there is a need to
expand our notions of what constitutes response to
literature within the elementary school setting.
(1979)

Hickman

addressed this need by exploring the responses of a

K-5 population using ethnographic methodology.

Her work

suggests

we can

that by examining response

in context,

expand our notions of what exactly constitutes response.
Hickman

identified children's dramatic play,

writing,

art work,

their body
response.

personal

unsolicited verbal responses,

language as

as well as

legitimate and recognizable areas of

How children respond in natural contexts has been

the subject of

significantly

few response studies done to

date

1979;

1982;

while

(Hickman,
the

Hepler,

1982).

And

insights of these researchers provide useful

information about
response as

specific populations,

it occurs

more studies of

in context must be undertaken.

The work of both Hickman
suggests

Kiefer,

strongly that teacher

(1979),

and Kiefer

(1982)

influence has a powerful

impact on the response patterns exhibited in the classroom.
It seems

likely that since many classroom teachers today

have been so greatly
psychology,

the

influenced by developmental

influences

they exert on children s

response may encourage

particular kinds of responses while

discouraging others.
Work in areas other than response has also placed
importance on the researcher's need to acknowledge the
influence of various social phenomena which may affect how
events appear. Wilkinson's (1981) sociolinguistic
ethnography of the relationships between teacher's
expectations and student's communicative competence in the
classroom has much to say to researchers contemplating
studies of response in the classroom context.

Wilkinson's

work suggests that teacher's expectations are directly
related to student's achievement. This teacher expectation
model,

initially proposed by Rosenthal and Jacobson (1968)

maintains that,
teachers form expectations of students' abilities;
teachers interact differentially with students
depending on those expectations; and the expectations
are directly related to student achievement.
(Wilkinson, 1981, p.253)
Brophy and Good (1974)

lend further support to the

importance of recognizing the self-fulfilling prophecy
which occurs when students and teachers interact.

Thus it

seems critical in exploring response to literature that the
researcher look at student response not in isolation (as is
the case in strict content analysis of response such as
that conducted by Purves and Rippere,

1968), but rather as

it is affected by the myriad of social phenomenon which

contribute to creating a specific context. Such influences
as past and present teacher expectations, exposure to
particular instructional models and materials,

and peer

influence must all be considered.
Acknowledging that teachers do in fact exert influence
on children's response, this study aimed to explore
responses generated in classrooms where teachers are
exposing children to an approach to literature which
liberates them from the constraints and expectations of a
stage-specific developmental perspective.

Furthermore,

since responses to literature are so often solicited in
group situations,

the study examines the intricate dynamics

of group interaction.

Cazden's work (1982) offers support

for the importance of exploring how group interactions
affect what children say and do.

Her descriptions of what

can happen in group situations where turn-taking abilities
are called upon seems particularly relevant to looking at
response.

Green and Wallat (1981) point out the importance

of looking in detail at conversations among children and
between children and teachers.

Acknowledging that

instructional conversations are a significant part of
classroom life,

they maintain that far more than content is

transmitted during instructional conversations. They state
that we must look not only at what is said by teachers and
students,

but also at how we can "capture in detail the

15
sequential development of conversational and social
processes" (p.

162).

Hickman's work suggests that children's responses to
literature may manifest themselves in a variety of ways.
This study further explores the range of response
possibilities among young children by offering them an
opportunity to use materials which are probably unlike most
instructional approaches currently used in eliciting
response. The materials,

intentionally designed to be free

of developmentalist constraints,

generated new response

capabilities among the population studied.
The study sought to understand not only how children
respond in solicited response situations, but also how
their responses are affected by the social context of the
classroom,

looking specifically at the impact of teacher

influence and peer interaction.

Hickman has stressed the

need for researchers to undertake further exploration of
the sequential and social dimensions of response.

Barnes'

(1976) work on patterns of communication used in classrooms
suggests that more in-depth analysis of how peer
interaction and group dynamics affect response are called
for.

It seems necessary,

if we are to have a better

understanding of how children can respond to literature,
that we offer them new avenues of response and observe what
they say and do.

16
The focus of this study then was an exploration of
response as it occurred in a natural context, and as it was
influenced by teachers,

peers,

instructional materials and

models, and other social and environmental factors. A
naturalistic research paradigm therefore seemed
appropriate. Though the researcher looked to the work of
Holland and Lesser in an attempt to identify dominant
response themes among the participants,

the study did not

aim to adhere strictly to the psychoanalytic frameworks of
either Holland or Lesser.

It seemed important, however, to

consider the possibility that certain themes or patterns of
response might reveal important information about how
individual participants choose to respond to literature.
Just as there are limitations to those studies which rely
solely on a developmentalist framework to categorize and
analyze response,

over-emphasis on the participant's

underlying psychological associations affecting response
might similarly have produced too narrow a picture of the
complex phenomenon known as response (Chabot,
Rosenblatt,

1985;

1985). The study was not undertaken in order to

test specific response hypotheses. Nor was it intended to
undermine those studies which emphasize developmental
constraints on response.

Rather, was hoped that it would

answer more general questions,

and perhaps raise new

questions and problems.

Statement of Purpose

This study was designed to explore and describe the
responses of first graders to selected children's
literature,

focusing on how pre-designed materials

stimulated and affected response during solicited group
response situations.

It was intended to explore response to

literature as it occurred within a natural classroom
context and as it was affected by specific materials
designed to foster critical and creative thinking through
philosophical inquiry. The purpose of the study was not to
undermine other research which has been influenced by
Piaget,

but rather to explore whether our notions of how

children can respond to literature might be expanded
through further research.
The purposes were achieved through research based on a
naturalistic paradigm.
informal interviewing,

Field observation,

in-depth and

and use of primary documents

provided cumulative data from which individual response
profiles were complied.

From these profiles,

of response patterns is identified.

a broad range

Nature of the Study

The study employed components of ethnographic
methodology in exploring,

documenting and analyzing the

response of

first graders to

selected children's

literature.

In order to achieve this end,

response profiles

of twelve primary participants were compiled over a three
month period during the

1986-1987 academic year.

The

following ethnographic methods were used to collect data:
field notes containing daily classroom observations of both
solicited and unsolicited response episodes,
informal

interviews with students,

documents

(student writing,

formal and

primary personal

art work),

and interviews with

significant others.
Several
(Heath,

1982;

topics from other ethnographic studies
Hepler,

1982;

Hickman,

suggested organizing guidelines.

strategies,

Kiefer,

1982)

These topics include

considerations of classroom setting,
social

1979;

social

relationships,

group dynamics and teacher

influence.

Pre-designed materials were used by two teachers with
small

groups of readers of different reading ability.

materials used,
with Dr.

developed by this

Gareth Matthews

philosophical

and Ms.

researcher

in conjunction

Shari Tishman,

inquiry to stimulate response.

use

They were

designed to allow children to formulate responses over
time.

Furthermore,

they have

The

intentionally avoided the
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strictures of a stage-specific developmental approach to
understanding and soliciting response.
The Wise Owl materials grew out of the work of
Dr. Gareth Matthews of the University of Massachusetts.
Matthews'

extensive work with children and philosophy has

resulted in two books dealing with philosophy and the
child,

Dialogues with Children (1984), and Philosophy and

the Young Child,

(1980).

Matthews contends that

philosophical thinking comes naturally to children.
Furthermore,

his observations of children engaged in

philosophical thinking have led him to reject Piaget's
theory of children's intellectual development.
Here it seems necessary to define the following terms
philosophy,
thinking,

philosophical inquiry, critical and creative

and philosophical issue.

Tishman's (1985) work

provides appropriate definitions for these terms as they
relate to the materials used in this study.
PHILOSOPHY should be thought of not as a body of
knowledge,

but rather as an activity.

It is a particular

way of thinking about ideas and information.
PHILOSOPHICAL INQUIRY is the activity of Philosophy.
It is "a dynamic combination of curiosity and method that
probes the foundations on which our opinions, experiences
observations and ideas are based" (Tishman,

1985, p.32).
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CRITICAL AND CREATIVE THINKING can be seen as the
backbone of philosophical inquiry.

According to Tishman,

Critical and creative thinking identifies problems and
inconsistencies, and creates the need for
philosophical speculation.
Logic and reasoning are
two methods for unraveling philosophical issues.
Creative thinking --conceiving new possibilities,
perceiving unusual relationships, and exploring new
intellectual frontiers -- combines personal insight
and critical speculation to generate innovative ways
of thinking about and solving philosophical problems.
(Tishman, p.32)
And finally, philosophical inquiry is seen as a
"disciplined thoughtfulness about foundational ideas or
issues.

Thus a PHILOSOPHICAL or FOUNDATIONAL ISSUE or

idea lays at the root of thought or argument",

(Tishman,

p . 33).
The Wise Owl materials use quality children's
literature as their primary literary source.

Each book or

story is followed by several questions, topics or extension
activities which encourage the child to "focus on the
direct relationship which exists between the portrayal of
human experience in fiction

..and the personal real life

experiences of each individual student."
1972).

(Santora,

p.

Since they are based on principles and issues of

philosophical inquiry,

the questions have an open-ended

format which encourages children to engage in response
without fear of being right or wrong.
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Rationale and Significance
The aim of this study then was to explore children's
responses to philosophical issues in children's literature
as they were stimulated by materials designed to elicit
those responses over time. The study was intended to
contribute to a fuller understanding of the nature of
children's responses to literature, as well as to a deeper
understanding of how teachers, peers,

and instructional

materials may affect those responses.
Louise Rosenblatt's contention that response occurs
over time is reinforced by the Dartmouth Seminar Report in
which we find a discussion of the concept of sequential
stages of response.

In part,

the concept is based on the

belief that response "includes not only immediate response,
but later effects."
(1979) points out,

(Squire,

1968, p.11)

Yet as Hickman

although a distinction can be made

between first impressions and responses which develop over
time,"few studies make such an attempt" (p.4).
Perhaps this is due in part to the fact that few
materials currently available to teachers for soliciting
and directing response among elementary school children are
designed with an understanding that response does indeed
occur over time.

One need only look to the format of most

basal reading series to discern that in general, children
are expected to read a selection and respond to it
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immediately by answering a few questions typically related
to content information. While some materials do encourage
response in other areas,
artwork,

i.e. through dramatic play

or

few allow children the opportunity for either

verbal or nonverbal response to develop over several days.
Fewer,

if any, are free of the influences of a

developmentalist perspective which,

in focusing on the

norm, often sets restrictions on response. Thus this study,
which

explores children's responses within the natural

classroom context as they are stimulated by Wise Owl
materials,

examines responses generated under the

influence of a radically different instructional model.
Furthermore,

as a review of the literature indicates,

few studies of response within the classroom context have
ever been undertaken.

Mishler (1979) addresses the

importance of conducting research in the participant's
natural context.

He maintains that the importance of

context has been largely ignored by traditional research
approaches in social and behavioral sciences and in their
application to the field of education (Mishler,

1979, p.1).

Wilson (1977) further supports this emphasis on the
importance of context in defining ethnography. He offers
that one of the major hypotheses underlying the rationale
for ethnographic research directly addresses the importance
of context:
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Human behavior is complexly influenced by the
t^IeXLln whlch U occurs.
Any research plan which
takes the actors out of the naturalistic setting may
negate those forces and hence obscure its own
understanding. (Wilson, 1977, p.253)
Indeed few studies on response have ever been conducted at
the elementary level at all,

let alone in the classroom

context. Thus this study contributes not only to response
research conducted at the elementary level in general, but
also to a notably small body of response research conducted
in a natural context.

It further attempts to explore the

influences of teachers, peers and instructional materials
as they affect response.
As stressed by Anthony Petrosky (1980), we need to
look at how children can respond given new response
opportunities and stimuli, not just at how children do
respond now in relation to instructional models already
being implemented. The child's range of response
capabilities and possibilities needs to be explored outside
the bonds of current classroom approaches to eliciting
response. This study,

then,

offers a new dimension to our

current understanding of how children can respond to
literature.
An assumption as yet unaddressed involves the
significance of the child's need to be exposed to
literature.

It is assumed here that literature has much to
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offer children as they grow and develop. James Higgins
states,
...one can see that literature (more fittingly, story)
can be a powerful influence in the education of the
young. A story artfully told is perhaps the best model
of organization that a child can find amidst the con¬
fusion of the visible and apprehensible world. Story
offers the child another key to understanding of the
universe - a universe which stretches multi-lightyears
in time and distance beyond the reader's own
exper¬
ience. (1970. p.50)
In terms of the the psychological necessity for interaction
with literature,

Lesser states that,

...we read because we are beset by anxieties, guilt
feelings, and ungratified needs. The reading of
fiction permits us, in indirect fashion, to satisfy
those needs, relieve our anxieties, and assuage our
guilt.
(Lesser, 1957, p. 195)
Assuming that experiences with literature are important to
personal growth,

it seems necessary that we devise quality

experiences with quality literature,

and furthermore that

we allow children to understand the importance of the
literature they read by offering them the opportunity to
respond to it in full and satisfying ways.
It also seems important that researchers of response
and educators who develop reading curricula begin to merge
their findings in establishing new classroom instructional
models.

For decades,

our approaches to teaching reading

have been comprised of a steps-and-stairs skills approach
where the child learned lower order skills and eventually
pieced together these skills to arrive at a meaningful
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interaction with the text.

Sadly,

many reading programs

have focused on skills building to the exclusion of making
any efforts to lead children to an appreciation of
literature.

From their earliest encounters with stories,

children are told indirectly that the best responses are
those which supply simple answers to all too simple
questions.
Current theory offered by the psycholinguistic school
suggests that reading must be meaning-driven.

But how full

and satisfying that eventual meaning can be is not
addressed within their theoretical orientation.

It seems

feasible that the psycholinguistic view of the reading
process,

which is to a significant degree compatible with

the transactional theory of response, might be capitalized
upon in devising new approaches to early reading
instruction.

Perhaps more of our efforts in developing

early reading curriculum should focus on how children can
make meaning of texts by encouraging them to think and
respond in new ways,

ways which support and celebrate their

personal synthesis of texts.
In their summary remarks at the Dartmouth Seminar in
1968,

Squire and others suggested that students should be

given the opportunity for personal involvement in what they
read on both an experimental and creative basis.

If we were

to take into account the importance of the child's
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interaction with the text in creating meaning, we might
shift our perspective from one which results in a
proliferation of dull materials designed to "teach the
mechanics of reading" to more lively materials designed to
"teach the enjoyment of literature." The study proposed
here attempts to do that by offering a new approach to
reading and literature which uses this idea of personal
experiences and involvement as being important to
children relate to what they are reading,

helping

and then

examining the responses subsequently generated.
This study aimed to embrace the belief that
children's encounters with literature are important to
their personal growth,

and hence those encounters should be

made quality encounters.

The materials used to stimulate

response employed principles of philosophical inquiry to
explore the meaning of quality children's literature. Thus
the study is of interest to teachers who hope to improve
children's interactions with literature by recognizing the
variety of ways in which children can and do respond,

as

well as to other researchers planning to explore elementary
school children's responses to literature within the
classroom setting.
The study was undertaken in the hope of shedding
further light on the significance of instructional models,

27

materials and teacher influence in determining response.

It

indicates a need to expand our current notions about
limitations of response possibilities among elementary
populations by suggesting new response possibilities.
with any ethnographic based study,

As

it raised questions not

initially considered. The results of the study should have
practical implications for the classroom teacher's
approach to using literature in general, as well as for
their strategies in soliciting response.

Limitations of the Study

This study has significant limitations due to the
nature of the methodologies employed.

The research

methodology dictates that the study's findings are highly
specific and context-dependent.

In particular,

limitations

with regard to selection of settings, participants, and
texts are noted. The study attempts to offer an in-depth
understanding of how first-graders respond to selected
children's literature when exposed to specific
instructional materials designed to foster critical and
creative thinking.

Although the study attempted to select

participants from within a broad spectrum of exhibited
reading abilities,
background,

race,

gender,

and socioeconomic

the study focuses on only twelve first-graders.

No effort was made to represent the entire population of
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first graders. Though this study's findings will not be
generalizable to broad populations of first graders, the
study does raise questions and suggest research
possibilities which go beyond the twelve profiles offered
here.
While it is acknowledged that effects of the classroom
teacher s instructional approach in stimulating response
among students are significant,

this study did not aim to

analyze in detail teacher's individual perspectives and
strategies.

Such information is partially revealed through

informal interviewing procedures as well as through field
observations, but it is clear that more in-depth analysis
of this could have be undertaken.

Also it should be noted

that only two teachers are involved in this study. Thus the
range of responses generated among the student participants
may reflect only those possibilities allowed by the
influence of the two specific teachers and their
instructional approaches.

It is likely that different

categories of response might have emerged from students
taught by different teachers.

Differences and similarities

in the two participating teachers'

use of the instructional

materials are observed in the field notes and discussed.
This information may provide foundational ideas for further
studies whose primary focus is on how teachers influence
response.
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Another limitation of the study involves the small
number of texts used to solicit response among the
participants.

Different texts might have generated

responses other than those exhibited among the participants
in this study.
others,

However since this researcher,

along with

acknowledges the importance of allowing response to

develop over time,

the use of only two texts - which

therefore made possible an in-depth look at response - can
be seen in a more positive light.
While it is seen as significant that the instructional
materials used in this study were designed to be free of a
heavy developmentalist influence, no attempt was be made to
compare responses generated from the use of these materials
with responses stimulated by other instructional materials.
The researcher does,

however,

carefully observe both

solicited and unsolicited responses occurring within the
classroom which are not a direct result of the use of the
Wise Owl materials. This provides a useful contrast of
response patterns evident in each classroom, but not nearly
as significant as what might have be seen by observing
student responses to the same two texts offered under
alternative instructional models.

It should also be noted

that because this study used specific instructional
materials to stimulate response,

it runs the risk of
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analyzing responses which belong in part to the researcher
who asked for them.
The methodologies employed in the study also limited
the number of sites for selection of participants. Although
the two settings are in fact quite different, no attempt
was made to generalize findings to students in other school
settings.
This study is an initial inquiry, a point of
departure.

The researcher recognizes that much could be

learned from having broadened the participant,
text selections.

However,

site and

the profiles compiled as a

result of this study seem valuable and necessary if we are
to begin to understand why and how individuals respond to
literature in unique ways.

CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction
This review of the literature will discuss major
trends in response research in general,

looking at how

developing theories of response have shaped current
response research. The evolution of reader response
criticism, which is at the root of the growing interest in
response studies at the elementary level will be explored.
The review will focus predominantly on response studies
conducted at the elementary level, offering evidence of a
shift away from a quantitative approach and an answer to
the call for more ethnographic research.

Particular

attention will be paid to the apparent influences of
developmental psychology on response studies.

Related

research which aims to refute the direct relationship
between children's abilities to read and respond to
literature and stage specific cognitive development will
also be cited.

The Evolution of Reader Response Criticism

For decades,

literary critics both in the United

States and abroad had effectively convinced us that the
text was the preeminent factor involved in determining
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response.

From the late eighteen hundreds through the

twenties and thirties, a variety of theoretical
orientations toward the nature of response could be
isolated and identified - Structuralism,
Criticism,
conclusion:

Formalism, New

etc. with all of them arriving at the same
the text determines response, not the reader.

Even as late as 1949, with the publication of Wimsatt and
Beardsley's "The Affective Fallacy," the so called New
Critical dictum insisted that "The Affective Fallacy is a
confusion between the poem and its results...It begins by
trying to derive the standard of criticism from the
psychological effects of a poem and ends in impressionism
and relativism." (p . 21 ).
Meanwhile,

ideas newer than those of the New Critics

were beginning to emerge.

In his Practical Criticism,

I.A

Richards acknowledged that the reader actually brought a
unique perspective to his reading,
individual set of life experiences,

the result of an
("a personal history")

This theory was based on assumptions in direct opposition
to those of the New Critics.

Interestingly, even Richards

had some misgivings about acknowledging the critical role
of the reader in his view of literary response. He tended
to view the reader's personal history and its effects on
response as something of a detriment to the reader's
ascertaining the absolute meaning of the text.
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Richard's insights were probably partly responsible,
however,

for planting the seeds for yet another school of

literary criticism. This new school identified itself as
reader-response criticism.
In the context of Anglo-American criticism, the
reader-response movement arises in direct opposition
to the New Critical dictum... Reader response critics
would argue that a poem cannot be understood apart
from its results. Its "effects," psychological or
otherwise, are essential to any accurate description
of its meaning, since that meaning has no effective
existence outside of it's realization in the mind of
reader. (Tompkins, ed., 1980, p ix)
Reader-response criticism, which acknowledges the
critical role of the reader in determining response, has
shaped most investigative studies of response over the past
twenty years. Through this research,
It has been demonstrated that several dimensions of
the reader effect response: personal style,
preferences and experiences; cognitive development;
and concept of story. (Galda, 1983, p.2)
These aspects of reader response have been carefully
examined, with some studies focusing on the context in
which the reading takes place,

and others examining ways in

which the text influences response.

For example,

it has

been noted that such elements as vocabulary and syntax as
well as style and content serve to guide the reader in
making meaning of a text (Galda,

1983,

p.2).

Here it is

important to point out once again that while a substantial
body of research on response does exist, very little of it
deals with young children's response.

Almost all of the
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few existing studies involving children were conducted
during the 1970's and 1980's.
Three prominent reader-response critics whose theories
have had an effect on current trends in response research
in general are Louise Rosenblatt, Simon 0. Lesser and
Norman Holland.

Also of note are the influences of

Wolfgang Iser, who is predominantly identified with a
phenomenologist-formalist camp;

David Bleich who,

like

Holland, uses a psychoanalytic approach to examine
response;

and D.W. Harding,

a British psychologist who

furthered the belief that a literary work is "actualized"
as the reader deals with the text during the reading
process.

Each played an important role in reinforcing the

notion of a transaction taking place between reader and
author through text during the act of reading.
In 1938 Louise Rosenblatt,

jumping off from a theory

of aesthetic response formulated by Dewey and Bently,
(1929),

offered the Transactional Theory of Literary

Response in Literature as Exploration.
argued against I.A.

Richards'

Here,

Rosenblatt

belief that the reader's

personal history was a hindrance,

and argued instead that

the reader's input was critical to the creation of meaning.
...A novel or a poem or a play remains merely inkspots
on a paper until a reader transforms them into a set
of meaningful symbols.
The literary work exists in
the live circuit set up between reader and text: the
reader infuses intellectual and emotional meanings
into the pattern of verbal symbols, and those symbols
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ph25)el hlS th°UghtS and feelings.

(Rosenblatt,

1938,

She objected vehemently to critics who regarded the text as
an object unto itself,
author and reader."

"existing somewhere apart from

(Rosenblatt,

1977,

p.4).

Rosenblatt makes an important distinction between what
she calls "aesthetic" and "efferent" reading.
aesthetic reading,

the reader is

is getting from the reading as
example,

interested only in what he

it is taking place.

a person reading a novel

in aesthetic reading,

open to

For

for pleasure is engaged

letting the work evoke

various responses with no restrictions.
reading,

During

During efferent

the reader is focused in his effort to extract

specific pieces of information from the text,
Rosenblatt describes as

informational reading.

what
She also

makes distinctions between the evocation of the work,
occurs as the reading is taking place,

which

and the reader's

response to that evocation which occurs after the reading.
Her description of the

literary experience as a "synthesis

of what the reader already knows
what the

literary text offers"

(Rosenblatt,

has had far-reaching implications
literature as well as

something of

1938,

p.272)

for the teaching of

for theoretical

research which followed.
20/20 vision,

and feels and desires with

and empirical

Hindsight always does seem to have

and though Rosenblatt is today considered
a visionary,

it appears that her theory of
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response was rather slow to catch on,

as evidenced by a

lack of related theory or research until the
In —ction and the Unconscious.
pioneered the way
reader response.

(1957),

for psychoanalytic

late

1950's.

Simon Lesser

investigations into

Stating that,

...we read because we are beset by anxieties, guilt
feelings, and ungratified needs. The reading of
fiction permits us,in indirect fashion, to satisfy
those needs, relieve our anxieties and assuage our
guilt. (Lesser, 1957, p.195)
Lesser carefully articulates a model of response which
suggests that the reader responds to the text at both
conscious and unconscious
the reader may be

levels.

At the conscious level,

involved in apprehending the story’s

"manifest meaning",

or he may be actively engaged in making

judgments about the text

(Lesser,

1957,

p.

195).

Lesser

contends that these activities "keep the conscious mind
busily employed."

(Lesser,

p . 19 5).

The unconscious processes,
infinitely more complex.

They are,

making Lesser's theory unique.
unconscious processes,
isolation,

but

as one might suspect,
however,

responsible for

Lesser postulates three

suggesting that they occur not

intermingled,

are

one with the others,

in

as well

as being integrated into the reader's conscious processes
(Lesser ,

p. 1 95).

The first of the unconscious processes
concerned with perception and comprehension,

is primarily
what Lesser
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describes as being "part of our

'spectator'

reaction." The

second and third processes are more closely related in that
they are both at once active and unconscious.

Here,

the

reader pushes past the spectator stance and becomes an
actor

in the drama of the text.

process,

then,

participates

is one

The second unconscious

in which the reader unconsciously

in the action of the text.

third dimension of

And finally,

unconscious involvement,

in the

Lesser states

that,
we compose stories structured upon ones we read (or
parts of them) which give us an opportunity to relive
or alter our actual experience or act out dramas re¬
volving around wishes and fears. (Lesser, p.200)
Lesser refers to this process as "analogizing"

(Lesser,

p.200).
Lesser states that our positive critical
a text are

judgments of

formulated depending on the success with which

psychic struggles within us are reduced by the text.
Consequently,

our most positive responses to

literature are

directed at those stories which "satisfy and balance the
needs of the entire personality."
then,

p.112).

We see,

how Lesser's theory of response opens up the

possibility for researchers
responses to
enter

(Lesser,

interested in children's

look beyond critical

literary

judgments and

into the previously taboo area of the unconscious.

Clearly,

Lesser paved the way for the more recent work of

Norman Holland.
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Norman Holland,

like Rosenblatt and Lesser, was

dissatisfied with the many critics who adhered to a
stimulus /response model whereby literature presumably
"does something to the reader." The formalists, who
regarded the written words on the page as a fixed stimulus,
were especially frustrating to Holland. For along with
Lesser and Rosenblatt,

Holland insisted that the text does

not provide a fixed stimulus, but is ever changing, ever
being re-created, based on the reader's input.
In The Dynamics of Literary Response (1968), and in 5^
Readers Reading,

(1975),

Holland offers a highly complex

model of 1iterature-as-transformation based on a
psychoanalytic approach to understanding reader-response.
Maintaining that "psychoanalysis offers a powerful theory
of individual responses to literature,"

(Holland,

1975,

p.8) Holland suggests that people respond to literature in
a unique fashion as a result of their own ego identity.
Holland calls this the reader's "identity theme," insisting
that
no matter how much textual "objective" evidence a
reader brings to his reading, he structures and adapts
it to his own inner needs. (Holland, p. 2 21)
Within this theory of reader response, the reader
responds to a text by

"using it to re-create his own

characteristic psychological processes." (Holland, p.

40).

The reader projects a personal fantasy into the text, a
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fantasy which is in part created by the text and in part by
the reader.

Holland looked at the responses of individual

subjects (college undergraduates) to a specific text
(Holland,

1975),

carefully examining all aspects of the

reader s unique personality as they recreated the text.
Based on a study of these individual responses, he then
formed a hypothesis about how readers in general respond to
texts.
Holland believes that the identity themes which
determine the reader's response are clearly associated with
concepts discussed in Freudian psychoanalysis. He lists
four major areas of identity themes which govern response:
defense, drive toward pleasure,

characteristic sublimation

and characteristic expectation from others (Holland,
p.

201).

1975,

It is on these identity themes that the reader

plays out "innumerable variations."
Rosenblatt sees

problems with some current concepts

of reader-response criticism,

and her comments appear to be

directed at aspects of the work of both Holland and Lesser.
She states that they

"sometimes imply a fixation on the

reader's personality as all-important,

to the virtual

exclusion of the text." (Rosenblatt in Cooper,

1985, p.33).

She goes on to state that while her work is meant to affirm
the importance of the "neglected reader," she feels that
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critics must consider the contribution of both reader and
text - a view shared by Wolfgang Iser 0972. ,978).
In reVieWi"8 the theori*s of Rosenblatt. Lesser and
Holland, one sees how research into the nature of young
children's responses to literature is beginning to be
legitimized. Assuming that response to literature is as
mUCh dePe"dO"t upon what the reader brings to the text as
it is on what the text offers to the reader, as Rosenblatt
asserts, then surely children are capable of responding in
complex, interesting and worthwhile ways to their
literature. And if, as Lesser suggests, the unconscious
plays a major role in shaping response as the reader
balances precariously on the edge of uncertainty,
unknowingly entering into an exploration of mysterious
needs and desires, then surely children - who are often
better able to let the unconscious go unleashed - can
respond in the fullest sense to their books. And if Holland
is correct in assuming that the identity themes the reader
brings with him to the reading experience are critical in
shaping his responses, and furthermore that these identity
themes are alive and developing from infancy on, then we
must recognize that children

are responding in ways unique

to their own personalities from the moment they first
encounter a text.
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Yet while the
evidence
adults,

influence of Holland and Lesser is in

in research conducted among adolescents and
their

interest in personalities does not appear to

have been a major focus of response studies
younger readers.
more significant
elementary school

involving

Developmental psychology has played a far
role

in shaping response studies of

aged populations.

Research Based on Reader Response Theory

Recognition of

the critical

determining response,
discussed,

role of the reader in

as elaborated upon in the theories

has generated much research,

the bulk of which

has taken place between the early nineteen sixties and the
present.

A review of the

children's

response to

literature on elementary school

literature reveals that the most

concentrated research efforts

in this area have occurred

over the past fifteen years.

Prior to

few response studies
conducted.
doctoral

1970,

significantly

involving young children had been

Most of these studies remained unpublished

dissertations.

In order to illuminate the

development of existing response studies of younger
children,

some background in related studies

older subjects
significant

is necessary.

involving

Relevant studies which were

in shaping the direction of response research

in general will be discussed or noted when appropriate.
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Studies of reading interests are peripheral to the focus of
this

review of the

literature,

though the

interconnectedness of interest and response is widely
acknowledged

(Purves and Beach,

Research up to the

Between

p.viii).

1960's

1920 and the

response were conducted,
young readers.

1982,

1960's numerous studies of
with only a handful

interested in

The majority of those studies which focused

on young children,

like other response studies,

looked at

large samples of subjects and relied predominantly on
statistical methods to analyze data.
happening during the

However,

much was

1960's which would eventually direct

researchers to examine response of elementary school age
children.
During this time the National Council of Teachers of
English
done

(NCTE)

launched a large scale review of

in the area of response.

monograph in
research

1963,

journal,

These publications

and later
Research

work being

They began a research
(1965)

began publishing a

in the Teaching of English.

stimulated

interest among researchers,

many of whom were being enlightened by psycholinguistic
theories of the reading process which offered the
possibility of new approaches to examining response.
this period,

a number of

During

important studies on the responses
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of

adolescent and adult readers were carried out.

(1964)

examined oral

Squire

responses of adolescents in a

structured response context during the reading process.
Wilson

(1966)

examined written responses of college

students to three novels.

Each of these studies offered

descriptions of categories of response,

one based on oral

responses and the other on written responses.
Too,

there was a glimmer of hope for increased interest

in research on young children's response to literature in
the proceedings

from the Dartmouth College Anglo-American

Symposium on the Teaching of English,( 1 966) .

A number of

prominent reader-response theorists,

literary critics and

educators

D.W.

Squire,

,

and

including James Britton,
others,

James

gathered to discuss the history,

current trends and new directions
English at all

Harding,

levels.

One

for the teaching of

important facet of their work

during the Symposium was to explore developments
response and to spawn a viable response theory.

in readerTheir

theory recommended that rather than focus on assigning book
lists,

studying genres,

critical

form or structure,

aspect of the study of

etc.,

the most

literature should be a

focus on "the direct relationship which exists between the
portrayal
personal
the

of human experience

in fiction and poetry and the

real-life experiences of each individual student -

'That's me!'

response to stories."

(Santora,

1972).
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Squire and others suggested giving students the opportunity
for personal

involvement in what they read on both an

experimental

and

creative basis.

One sees

in these

suggestions the possibility that the direction suggested by
Lesser and Holland,

the consideration of individual

personalities and their effects on response,
useful

might prove

in studies of young children's response to

literature.
The Dartmouth group favored response to emotional as
well as

intellectual aspects of

literature

centered ways." Some of their suggestions
play,

active discourse,

improvisation.
teachers,

film,

Once these

collage,

in "activity
include dramatic

and nonverbal

ideas began to sift down to

a new range of responses would be generated,

necessitating a new approach to examining response.
is perhaps

significant that

Literature as
found a more

Exploration

in

1968,

And it

Louise Rosenblatt's

was reprinted,

obviously having

favorable climate for acceptance.

Yet another siignificant contribution to response
research came
Rippere

(1968)

in

1968.

In a landmark study,

conducted a

Purves and

large scale investigation which

examined written responses of both adolescent and adult
readers.

They developed a highly complex system for

categorizing response modes.

The original system,

involving over one hundred categories with twenty-four
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subcategories,

was

later amended by Purves

(1981)

consist of four major categories under which all
could be grouped.

Personal

responses

statements,

(about the reader and about the work),
statements,

to

descriptive

interpretive statements and evaluative

statements comprised the
Other studies

four categories.

from the period include several doctoral

dissertations which deal with elementary school children's
response to

literature.

For example,

unpublished doctoral dissertation,

Frank Fisher's

"The

Influences of

Reading and Discussion on Attitudes of Fifth Graders Toward
American

Indians"

(1965),

is one of a number of response

studies which attempt to ascertain the effects of exposure
to a particular topic or
(Monson,

1966;

Rearick,

issue
1969;

in children's
Neill,

1969).

literature,
As

is the case

with so many studies which examine response solely as
manifests
issues,

itself
it

is

in attitudes

it

toward researcher-chosen

limited in its appreciation of the

complexities of reader-response.
Young
approach

(1967)

Young

primarily

a reader-response criticism

in examining young children's responses,

clear about the
past,

favors

importance of response research.

states,

and is
In the

emphasis had been on examining response

for the purpose of developing external measures

with which to evaluate.

Written response,

based on
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introspection,
response.

was viewed as being the only valuable

Young,

however,

insists that,

^e = P°nse as the child interacts with
visual and auditory symbols may be reflected in
vert behavior, or it may be recalled through in^n!PeCtl0n:
^etintrospection cannot be considered a
true account of the process. (Young, 1967, p.102)
Her acceptance of the fact that a child's response to
literature might manifest itself
significant.

in overt behavior is

Questions raised by Young concerning what

teaching strategies might create more open response toward
varied types of

literature,

and what opportunities children

were currently being given to respond hint at a growing
interest in the value of varied response modes and new
means of evaluating response.
Other evidence of a growing acceptance of children's
books as being worthy of response
as that of William Curtis

(1969).

is seen in such studies
Curtis examined verbal

responses of five first-grade boys to three picture books
in his attempt to determine whether text or
had more

impact

illustration

in generating response.

While the work of such researchers as Squire,
Purves and Rippere,
tremendous

and the Dartmouth Symposium group had

impact on response research,

as

stated earlier,

or

interest

Wilson,

result

their work did not,

in an immediate proliferation of

in response studies at the elementary level.

Other changes had to transpire since children,

especially
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younger children,

are

less apt to turn out neatly written

or carefully articulated responses for the popular content
analysis approach to response research.
these changes would take time.
Beach concluded in their

And naturally,

Interestingly,

Purves and

1972 survey of response research

that case study methodology would likely offer a new
direction for response research in the future.
imply,

however,

that case study needs to be done in

combination with "multivariate analysis,
scaling,

partition analysis,

treatments."

(They do

multidimensional

and other more statistical

(Purves and Beach,

1972,

p.37).

Their

prediction that case study methodology would emerge as the
approach to response research of the future has held true
in studies done at the elementary level since then.

Research

in the

1970's

That young children are capable of responding to the
literature they read or hear

is undeniable;

yet respected

methods of research did not seem particularly useful

in

analyzing their sometimes unconventionally expressed
responses.

At

methodologies
sciences)
research

last case study and ethnographic
(long accepted in psychology and the social

emerged as a respectable approach to educational
in general ,

particular.

and to response research in

Now it was possible for researchers to explore
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new ways of collecting and analyzing written as well as
verbal

and nonverbal responses of children.

Along with these developments

in research methodology,

two other major influences are evident

in elementary

response research conducted during this period.
Purves

First,

(1968) work proved to be tremendously influential

in guiding researchers.

Numerous dissertations utilized

the Purves system of categorization for classifying data.
Other researchers sought to refine and further develop the
Purves system,
1976).

(Cooper,

And second,

interest

Cooper and Odell,

we begin to see a rapidly growing

in the application of developmental psychology to

response research
1977;

1976;

Schlager,
Arthur N.

influential
literature.

(Applebee,

1974;

1973,

and Perine,

1976 and

1978;

Weiger,

1977).

Applebee has proven to be one of the most

researchers in young children's response to
In his work,

(Applebee,

1973,

1976,

1978),

Applebee explores the relationship between children's
responses to

literature and their

larger developmental

patterns.
Applebee's
ranging

(1973)

research,

which involved subjects

in age from two to seventeen,

child's ability to evaluate

(respond)

indicated that a
develops

in stages

which are similar to those suggested by Piaget's stages of
cognitive development.

Applebee's stages

include
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undifferentiated evaluation,
evaluation,

categoric evaluation,

and evaluation and generalization.

child has graduated from the first stage,

analytic

Once the

his responses may

be either text-centered or reader-centered.
In looking at responses of six to ten year-olds,
Applebee

identified two distinct stages.

These are similar

to Piaget

s pre-operational and concrete operational

thought.

During the pre-operational stage,

the child

responds predominantly by retelling the story.

Later,

the child is

he is able

in the concrete operational

to demonstrate his spectator role

stage,

when

involvement with the text

in a more organized fashion.
This leads to the first clear verbal separation of
objective and subjective response, though children
appear unaware of the distinction between a char¬
acteristic of the work and their response to it."
(Applebee, 1 978, p . 105)
Details of data collection and analysis are not
discussed at

length in this paper.

year olds consisted of

interviews,

Briefly,

data from six

while nine and ten year

olds were asked for both verbal and written responses.
is

It

important to note that while older children were able to

respond

in writing,

same opportunity,

young children were not offered the

nor were their nonverbal responses

considered.
In a related study,
grid

Applebee

(1976) used a repertory

instrument to analyze children's choices and judgments
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of

literature.

This enabled him to analyze those factors

about stories which children considered to be important,
well

as

as how those factors related to each other in the

child s construal of story.

The Purves and Rippere (1968)

categories were then used for content analysis.

Applebee’s

work is particularly interesting in that a theory of
response emerged from empirical work.

So many response

theorists based their work only on their own observations.
Yet Hickman

(1980)

in discussing some of the limitations of

Applebee' s approach,

points out that data for his study had

to be generated in a structured context.
Applebee helps us see how children of various ages
organize their thinking about stories and how it is
expressed when that task of responding is set before
them by an adult.
What happens, however, when the
response is not directly solicited? (Hickman, 1980,
p. 5)
One wonders what the outcome might have been if the
responses were solicited differently,
of the nonverbal

or

if a consideration

responses of six year olds might have

altered the outcome somewhat.
is quite comprehensive,

Thus,

it does

while Applebee's work

leave critical areas of

response unexplored.
D'Arcy
perspective.

(1973)

explores response from a different

She states that,

areas of reading response,
most difficult to

but at the same time one of the

investigate,

assessment."(D'arcy,

1973,

"one of the most interesting

is that of analysis and

p.69).

Indeed most studies seem
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to analyze only one facet of response.

D'arcy explains

that assessment at the secondary level usually involves
testing response by evaluating "the success of the input by
measuring the written output." (D'arcy,

p.69).

One can

observe a similar phenomenon at the elementary level,

where

teachers begin to prepare students for this type of
assessment and evaluation of their response to literature
by assigning book reports.
D arcy explores the process of response by reviewing
the work of Harding
(1929),

(1937),

as well as others.

Langer

(1967),

Harding's concept of readers

and writers

as onlookers,

evaluation

appears to suggest that

experience

is

and his emphasis on detached

largely cognitive."

Contrasting this viewpoint,
(1953)

and Richards

(their)

(D'arcy p.72).

Richards

(1929)

"place considerable emphasis upon the

feelings,

response to

and Langer
importance of

both in the writer's representation of experience

and in the reader's response to this representation."
(D'Arcy,

p . 72-73) .

Langer maintains that the artist

(here,

the writer)

is

concerned with the exploration and formulation of feeling.
According to D'arcy,

it seems only natural that the

reader's response is essentially an affective,
cognitive,

not a

process".

I would

like to suggest,

on the strength of the
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su^e^%hLinter!St revealed >>y recent reading
wants to roji'
t^e 'rhild is allowed to choose what he
undirected^pc and aU°Wed further t0 ”ake his own
undirected responses to such reading, that nature nf
■

felte?a?hSe riU be subjective rather than objective
elt rather than thought.
If we accept that the

feelinf1^ WriteiT

Chlef COncern 15

expire

g, then it should not be surprising that the
reader responds in the main affectively ?a£h“ than
cognitively. (D’arcy, 1973, p.78.)
D arcy criticizes the system of education in the seventies
which emphasized and rewarded the cognitive mode of
organizing knowledge,
child's interest
feeling.

suggesting that it can squelch a

in the exploration and formulation of

Applebee might well argue that in order to

respond effectively to "pure poetry",

the reader

necessarily has to engage in transactional discourse,
involves a cognitive mode of organizing knowledge.
rate,

which

At any

D arcy takes a much needed look at what response

research can tell us about how we should teach literature
to children.
Jessie Roderick,
(Cullinan,

1977)

in "Response to Literature"

is one of the first to suggest that

something other than solicited verbal or written responses
must be observed in examining the response of young
children.

Roderick states that,

since children's nonverbal behavior also gives clues
to how they are responding to literature, we need to
be as aware of their actions as we are of their words.
(Roderick, 1977, p.146)
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Her suggestions for observation and recording of data are
clearly ethnographic in nature.

She implies that only by

observing a child's reactions as they occur in context can
we begin to acquire a complete understanding of the nature
of the child's response to a literary experience.

Roderick

offers sample guidelines for observing a child during a
literary experience,

and includes record keeping

instruments for both verbal and nonverbal responses.

She

also supplies sample guidelines for collecting observations
of a child after the
verbal

literary experience,

and nonverbal behaviors.

these guidelines

looking at both

Roderick maintains that

for observing can help us gain information

on such topics as how much the child responds to
literature;
nonverbal

whether or not s/he uses more verbal or

responses;

whether or not a child’s response

pattern changes over time or with stimuli;

and whether the

child responds more in group or one-on-one situations.

This

departure from strict content analysis offers a liberation
for

investigators whose experience with children had

convinced them that there was more to understanding
response than had previously been acknowledged.
Perhaps
response to

the most enlightening research in children's
literature as

who believe that response
continue

it

involves children

(for those

is an ongoing process which can

long after a story is read or heard)

is that of
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Janet Hickman.

For her doctoral

research,

Hickman (1979)

conducted an ethnographic study of children's response.
The study covered a four month period and included
comprehensive classroom observations of ninety children
ranging

in age from five to eleven.

Hickman's guiding presumption was that while research
had offered careful analyses and descriptions of children's
response to

literature,

in general

it tended to support an

unnecessarily narrow view of what constitutes
Hickman views

it,

response

As

includes "a temporal dimension

that goes beyond first meetings with a text,
that

response.

a dimension

is tied to repetition and sequence."

(Hickman,

1980,

p.2).

Hickman's primary instrument for

data collection was observation organized by use of a daily
log.

Tape recordings of some discussions and interviews

were transcribed.

Photographs

and photocopies of

children's art work and writing were collected.
with teachers,

librarians

Interviews

and staff members were also

conducted.
Hickman did add a more formal component to her study
"in order to guarantee some response data that could be
compared directly across age and grade level."
1 980,

p7).

This

(Hickman,

involved reading a children's book to or

with twenty-eight children,

usually in groups of three.

The subjects were then asked to respond freely to the book,
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whether alone or
Verbal

in a group,

without adult

responses were recorded.

involvement.

Following this,

a

predetermined series of questions were presented to each
child individually.
Hickman devised seven categories for analyzing
response data.
behaviors,
share,

Response categories included:

contact with books,

oral

responses,

and writing.

acting on the

actions and drama,

listening
impulse to

making things,

Each category has several subcategories.

Hickman points out that these categories were not developed
in advance,

but

rather were developed as a result of

sorting data already obtained.

The categories indicate a

vast broadening of the definition of response.
particular interest to Hickman were the

Of

juxtaposition and

sequence of verbal and nonverbal behaviors.

As she points

out,
Judging by the dynamic nature of the patterns observed
among these children, it seems important to know more
about the sequential and social dimensions of
response. (Hickman, 1981, p.349)
She does draw
response,

inferences about age related patterns of

but her most significant finding involved the

role of the teacher in creating a context in which the
responses occurred.

Stating that childrens'

responses to

literature are to some degree dependent on setting and
context,

and furthermore that context can be manipulated by
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the teacher,
further

investigated on those terms

Michael
five

10 and

of "the
text.

Hickman argues that "response needs to be

Benton's
11

(1979)

(Hickman,

1980,

p.27).

case study of the responses of

year olds resulted in his conceptual model

imagined world" created by the reader through the
Railing against a tendency toward "petrifying

response in

'classifier's stone,"

(Benton,

1979,

p.74),

Benton warns of the dangers of too narrow an approach to
the

investigation and understanding of reader response.
The use of classificatory approaches of Squire and
Purves is that they do provide us with detailed
schemata for handling the stated responses of readers.
Yet any approach that trundles up the heavy machinery
of content analysis and aims at the exhaustive
categorization and quantifying of stated responses
runs the risk of undiscriminating inclusiveness (of
which Squire and Purves are aware) and of reaching a
descriptive conclusion about what happens in reading
literature that misses the living quality of the
psychic processes and substitutes inert data. (Benton,
1 979, p . 7 5 )

Benton feels that the strict psychoanalytic approach of
Lesser and Holland can also be limiting.
too,
has

that the work of Purves,

Squire,

He points out,

Lesser and Holland

focused on adult readers and that
...those who have studied children and literature have
invariably done so with a specialized end in view, as
is apparent in the area of bibliotherapy, or in
studies relating literary response to a child's
development, personality, attitudes, and so on.
(Benton, 1 979, p.75)
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Benton therefore proposes a "unified concept" to describe
the process of response,

a process which he believes

necessitates the reader's creation of a "Secondary World."
Benton's work is important,
willing to accept the child,
vital and worthwhile.

it seems,

in that he is

his books and his responses as

Like Hickman, he is able to see

response as covering a wide range of activities.

He has

contributed much needed research and theory on the process
of response as

it involves children.

Other work in the area of children’s response to
literature

from this period includes several doctoral

dissertations.

Among these are Robert Nelson's

(1974)

study of the responses of sixth graders to humor in
fiction;

Frances Haug's

teacher's
Schlager's

work investigating the

influence on children's responses;
(1974)

within texts

Myra Weiger's

Norma

exploration of developmental

influencing response;

development of an

issues as

(1974)

Irma Lou Griggs'(1975)

instrument to measure

(1977)

factors

literary tastes;

study of children's response to moral

they relate to Piaget's stages of moral

development;

Maxine Perine's

(1977)

related study,

investigation of children's responses to moral

an

issues as

they relate to both Piaget's and Kohlberg's theories;
Richard Petre's

(1970)

analysis of fourth graders'

response

to open-communication versus closed-communication reading
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activities;
graders'

Catherine L.

Studier's

(1974)

analysis of fifth

written responses to realistic fiction and fantasy

selections;

Rhonda Bunbury's

(1978)

investigation of

questioning strategies to develop higher-order thinking in
response to

literature;

Kathryn Gould's

(1972)

study of the

relationship between verbal and nonverbal creative
thinking,

intelligence and oral response to

Ruth Ballin's

(1978)

work on discourse analysis and

responses of children to fables;
by Charles Brisben

literature;

(1971)

and a highly unusual study

in which a Galvanic Skin Response

Test was used to evaluate responses of fifth graders to
Black characters

in children's

As was previously stated,

literature.
influences

from

developmental psychology and from the work of Purves and
Rippere

(1968)

seventies.

had a significant effect on research in the

Increased use of and support for case study and

ethnographic methodologies

is beginning to be seen

1979;

1979;

Haug,

1974;

Hickman,

Petrosky,1976;

(Benton,

Roderick,

1977).

Many of the studies are concerned with responses of

fourth,

fifth and sixth graders.

student's response
beast.

is

still

The younger elementary

seen as something of an elusive
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Research

in the

By the
had become

1980's

1980's,

support of reader-response criticism

increasingly widespread.

The concept of the

reader’s role as being critical to the making of meaning
was no
few.

longer an arcane theory espoused by an eccentric

Classroom teachers were being encouraged to expand

their notions of response in observing their students as
well as

in designing curriculum.

literature handbooks
and Cullman
young child

Widely read children’s

such as those written by

Huck (1976)

(1981) were suggesting that exploration of the
s response was vital to our understanding of

how to teach literature.
By now,
(1976),

Purves and Rippere

and Cooper and Mickalak

contributions

in developing

(1968),
(1981)

Cooper and Odell
had made substantial

instruments for measuring

response with their respective approaches to content
.analysis.

Petrosky

(1976,

1980)

and Purves and Beach (1972)

had made enlightened suggestions concerning the use of case
study and ethnographic methodologies.
encouraged to recognize children's
legitimate body of work,
role of the reader

Educators were

literature as

a

as well as to accept the critical

in formulating response.

New approaches

to the teaching of reading and to understanding the reading
process provided further support

in creating classroom

environments which encouraged risk-taking and making
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predictions.

Based on the number of studies and related

articles on both theory and research which have appeared
since

1980,

it seems that interest

response to

in the young child's

literature has come of age.

One of the most vigorous investigators of response at
this

level

is Lee Galda.

Galda's doctoral

research (1980)

is encapsulated in "Three Children Reading Stories:
Response to Literature in Preadolescents"

(1980).

In a

study designed to formulate a taxonomy of response
processes of children,
three

Galda collected response data from

fifth-grade girls.
Through analysis of her data,

Galda explored

stage-specific cognitive operations evident

in response,

the child's perceptions of characters at a particular
developmental

level,

response modes.

and the child's characteristic

The study also examined the dynamics of

interaction in group discussions,
individual

looking both at

discussions of each book and at a comparison of

the group discussions.
imposed on the data.
analysis of

the data.

response mode

Predetermined categories were not
Categories emerged as a result of
Galda found that the primary

in her data was evaluative.

Accordingly,

evaluative

responses were carefully analyzed,

Applebee's

(1973)

the

using

stages of evaluation as a system for

)

classifying.

Responses were also analyzed to reveal

each
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subject's concept of story.
discussions,
(1968)

In analyzing group

Galda discovered that the modified Purves

categories did not adequately describe oral

responses made in group settings.
With regard to cognitive development,

Galda found that

While cognitive developmental stages are not discrete
and no one participant consistently responded at one
evel of development, the evaluative responses of each
fGaldaUgf983 dpfl^ences
Though Galda on one
validity of the reader's

in cognitive development.

level seems to recognize the
individual

response,

there are

undercurrents in her study of wanting to impose accepted
literary standards
response."

in bringing students to a "mature

One senses

response" and "mature
there

is

in her use of terms such as "mature
literary

somehow a singular,

to a given text.
relative thing,

Yet

correct,

mature way to respond

it can be argued that maturity is a

and one adult's maturity

literary text may not be
Indeed,

judgment" a belief that

in responding to a

like that of another adult.

few literary critics can agree on the ultimate

interpretation of

a text.

Thus Galda's hierarchical

ordering of responses with this vague "mature response" as
the point of comparison is
is

rather disconcerting.

While

it

true that teachers must concern themselves with helping

children become

responsive readers,

there

is perhaps a
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danger

in insisting that our

job is to develop the child's

ability to assume and maintain a "mature” spectator stance.
One misses in Galda's work the recognition that there
is something unique,

something delightful

responses of children

in the "immature"

- that elusive something which makes

adults yearn for the time when they responded with awe and
wonder and simplicity to the magical stories written
for them.

A five year-old who

maintain this

ideal

Because

it

is

what an author's

is pushed to assume and

spectator stance would end up being

something other than
old.

just

( and perhaps less than)

impossible

a five year-

for anyone to say for certain

intent in writing a book was

(even the

author may not be aware of the psychological baggage he
carries with him to the writing task)
impossible to

it is equally

say for certain how a reader can best respond

to a given work.
The purpose of Arlene Pillar's doctoral research,
"Dimensions of the Development of Moral Judgments as
Reflected in Children's Responses to Fables"
to describe children's

responses

intentionality,
of sanctions.
subjects

judgment.

relativism,
The study

from second,

was

to fables to determine

whether they reflect developmental trends
dimensions of moral

(1980),

for four

These dimensions

punishment,

included:

and independence

looked at responses of sixty

fourth and sixth grade classrooms.
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Data showed clear trends in the development of moral
judgments across age levels.

Subjects were only somewhat

consistent in their levels of response across content.
In "Aspects of Moral Judgment in Response to
Fables," (1983) Pillar states that the developmental
trends evidenced in her study suggest that,
...fables could be presented at developmentally
appropriate times where they could best be
understood in terms of their traditional intent.
(Pillar, 1983, p.45)
She questions the appropriateness of using fables with
children as young as those in second grade. Yet it would
seem that denying second graders access to the richness
of fables might be to deny them one of the critical
elements necessary for human growth - a place from which
to grow.

If literature is really a "virtual experience"

as Langer (1953) and Iser (1974) suggest,
to fables,

then exposure

even though they are not understood as an

adult might understand them,

can supply one of those life

experiences for a child which may in turn stimulate
growth. Waiting to expose a child to fables, or to any
other sort of literature,

until s/he can see what an

adult sees as its main import seems about as useful as
waiting to expose a child to the freedom of walking until
it is certain that he will not stumble.
Pillar feels that in order to properly cultivate
response to literature,

teachers have to take into
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account their students*
interests.

developmental needs and

One could argue that too great an emphasis on

this prescriptive teaching to developmental stages can
result in curriculum which fails to challenge,
stimulate growth,

fails to

and fails to recognize the uniqueness

of each child.
Barbara Kiefer (1982) explored the responses of
first and second graders to picture books.
ethnographic methodology,

Using

Kiefer assumed the role of

participant-observer in two combination first/second
grade classrooms for a twenty-two week period.
collection consisted of descriptive notes,
records,

Data

anecdotal

and tape recordings of discussions and

interviews.

A framework for responses emerged from

analysis of data.
Kiefer found that the teacher played an important
role in the child's development of response.
teachers suggested and made available,

The books

the time teachers

spent reading to students and the time they allowed for
responses to literature,

as well as their tendency to

help children make connections between their own world
and the world of picture books all had powerful effects
on shaping response.
Analysis of data collected for a pilot study
(Kiefer,

1983) had enabled Kiefer to spot the emergence

65

of certain themes in children's responses to picture books.
First, children’s responses to books appeared to change
over time.

Second, the context or setting in which a

reading episode occurred seemed to play a role in fostering
response.

Variations in response among children were a

significant area of interest to the researcher.
Kiefer's study is an important one for a number of
reasons.

Because she is willing to enter into the

environment where response occurs naturally and often
spontaneously,

she avoids the pitfall of ending up

analyzing responses which in part belong to the researchers
who ask for them.

Like Hickman (1979) she recognizes that

both verbal and nonverbal behaviors constitute response.
Kiefer watched children interact with the kinds of books
they typically interact with,
Finally,

namely, picture books.

she is able to celebrate the differences among

children in their characteristic responses,

recognizing

that teachers must be able to teach to a wide range of
student needs.
Other studies which are of interest include those
authored by Brissey (1982),

and Sims (1983).

research explored first graders'
read aloud.

Brissey's

responses to stories

She was particularly interested in how

repeated readings might effect the types of responses made
by children.

Using ethnographic methodology,

Brissey taped
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verbal responses and kept observational notes on nonverbal
behaviors indicating response.

Data indicates that

responses did change over repeated readings, particularly
in the area of response to text.

Brissey concludes that

repeated readings of a story provide a powerful stimulus
for varied and more mature responses to literature.
For young children to sort out the relationships
te«eandCn'ln^ert! t0 aPPreciate connections between
levels
f 11
tratl0n or t0 comPrehend the multiple
levels of meaning in some books, rereading may be
essential. (Brissey, 1982, p.8)
Rudine Sims'

"Strong Black Girls:

A Ten Year Old

Responds to Fiction About Afro Americans," is a case study
of a single ten year-old child's response to literature.
The paper reports an interview with the subject, who
discusses her responses to books about Afro-Americans.
Sims

recently completed study of images of Afro-Americans

in children's literature (Sims,

1982) had led her to the

conclusion that "such literature is essential to the
educational and psychological well-being of both Black and
White children in this nation." (Sims,

1983, p.21).

Now

she was interested in exploring whether such literature was
as important to Black children as she believed it to be.
While Sims cites research which supports the contention
that literature may influence attitudes,

she does point out

that other research suggests that these affects on
attitudes may be short-lived.

She places more credence in
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the work of Purves and Beach
conclusions which guide Sims'
responses.
interested

exploration of her subject's

These conclusions suggest that

1)

readers are

in that which is related to their own

experience;

2)

readers

they can identify,
works

(1972) who draw three

seek characters and works with which

and will become more involved with those

and characters;

and 3)

readers tend to

favorably characters who resemble them

judge most

(Sims,

1983,

p.22).

While Sims points out that her study is but a
"tentative preliminary to a study of response,"
researchers

a number of

exploration.

important questions

it offers

for further

It also shows the value of a "tentative

preliminary" which is
study methodology.
that response to

the result of using thorough case

Sims'

study

lends support to the view

literature must be explored not only

through studies which examine how literature affects
samples of subjects,
how individuals

large

but also through careful analysis of

respond.

Doctoral dissertations which deal with various aspects
of response

include an ethnographic study of how social

context affects response
compare
genre

(Hepler,

1982);

two studies which

responses to one genre with responses to another

(Gross,

response to
(MacNamara

1982,

Johnston,

1983);

studies which look at

a particular element or message
1981,

Uffman

1981,

and Coley

in the text,

1980);

a study of
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teacher s

influence on response to recommended and

non-recommended texts

(True

1981);

and a study examining

the effectiveness of materials designed to enhance response
(Fortune

1982).

A discussion of response

literature in the 80's would

not be complete without mentioning Michael

Benton's

(1983)

Secondary Worlds," which further illuminates his concept
of the

interaction between reader and text and the unique

space created when the two meet.
Child and the
Exp lorat ion
children s

Book:

(1981)

Nicholas Tucker's The

A Psychological and Literary
appears to be making some impact in the

literature world.

developmentalist approach,
potential psychological

It offers yet another

assessing literature for it's

appeal

to explain why children have

responded favorably to particular themes and particular
books over time.

Also,

Researching Response to

and the Teaching of Literature,
(1985),

(1984)

a comprehensive

Finally,

James Britton's recent

on the distinction between participant and

spectator role

language and

and teaching should prove
researchers .

offers

research and instruction based on

reader-response criticism.
work

Points of Departure,

edited by Charles Cooper,

review of theory,

Literature

its

implications for research

influential to future

69

Research in the present decade indicates a marked
increase
their

in interest in the responses of young children to

literature.

being used,

A wide variety of methodologies are

with ethnographic and case studies on the rise.

Considerations of the reader's stance are being further
explored.

An

interest in the relationship between

cognitive development and reader response first seen in the
1970 s,

continues to be a dominant focus.

Summary

With the advent of reader-response criticism,

we do

indeed see a heightened interest among researchers and
theorists

in young children's response to

literature.

But,

reflecting on the evidence offered by the present review of
the

literature,

Significantly

it is a guarded interest at best.

few studies dare to explore the responses of

children under age nine.
Why this continues to be the case is puzzling.

We

have tried valiantly to come up with viable models of the
reading process which will
effective approaches
read.
more

enable us to use the most

in teaching five and six-year- olds to

Yet we have somehow failed to see that it is perhaps
important to explore response at this early age than

at any other time.

As Joanna Williams

(1981)

points out,

most models of the reading process focus on cognitive
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aspects of learning to read.

Little attention is paid to

affective aspects of the process.

Presently,

language approach to teaching reading,
psycholinguistic theory,
the

importance of

based on

places a tremendous emphasis on

letting children know that reading

implies making meaning of print.
and prediction-making in the
but we seem to

the whole

We encourage risk-taking

initial processing of print,

fall short when it comes to allowing

children a broad range of expressing responses to
literature
the

in a climate of equal support.

This review of

literature suggests that perhaps we should be more

interested in how beginning readers,
readers,

make meaning of their

even very young

literature as seen in their

responses.
It would seem that early reading instruction is the
place to begin to teach with an informed understanding of
how children respond to texts beyond the simple making of
meaning.

Application of our knowledge of the dynamics of

literary response to classroom instruction is critical if
we are to make
best

informed

judgments about how children can

interact with books.

children to aesthetic
likely to produce

It seems obvious that

transactions with texts will be more

readers who

love to read than will

forcing them to adopt a static efferent
much emphasis on the

leading

distinction between

stance.

With so

learning to read
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and reading to
that

learn,

teachers have the mistaken impression

in the early elementary years,

literature

the best use of

in the classroom is one which encourages

students to master this efferent stance.
themselves

not with the rich possibilities of teaching

literature,
reading."
not been

Teachers concern

but with
This

the dull mechanics of "teaching

review suggests

that in general,

interested in exploring children's

aesthetic

responses because we

we have

"immature"

somehow confuse maturity

with the concept of "better."
The discussion of mature versus immature response
brings us
psychology
response.

to

the

is applied to understanding and analyzing
Clearly Piaget

touchstone for
There

important issue of how developmental

(and often Kohlberg)

serves as a

legitimizing countless response studies.

is the assumption that

if we can somehow categorize

responses based on levels of cognitive development,
then be able to know exactly how to

we will

introduce and use texts

with children of differing abilities.
Yet Donaldson
of many educators'
and has

(1978)

has

recognized the inflexibility

interpretations of developmental stages,

raised important questions about the validity of

some Piagetian tasks used to determine a child's
cognitive growth.
decentering task

For

example,

level of

by conducting Piaget's

in a context more personally relevant to
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young children,

Donaldson

's research suggests that young

children are not as unable to adopt an alternative point of
view as

Piaget contends.

Hickman states that by embedding

the task "in a matrix of human intention and plain sense,"
and furthermore by helping children become explicitly aware
of

language,

(Hickman,
Piaget

s

"one helps them deal with

1979,

p.44).

...abstract tasks."

A developmental model based on

findings may not provide an adequate means of

either predicting or soliciting response among young
children.
Teachers are already being encouraged to put
restrictions on the kinds of

stories children read as well

as on the kinds of thinking they are allowed to engage in
until

arbitrarily applied developmentalist standards say

the children are

ready.

Equally disconcerting is the

scenario which has teachers

launching massive campaigns to

catapult young children out of their undesirable immature
response modes and into more desirable,

more mature ones.

Any one study of young children's response to
literature
Response

is not going to teach us all we need to know.

is not an easy thing to research.

say and how they
different things.

What children

are really responding may be very
Purves states that

... most teachers know that, in the classroom, a
student's response will be like an iceberg: only a
small part will become apparent to the teacher or even
to the reader himself. (Purves, 1981, p. 67)
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As

Purves

points out,

research data on response is

always

indirect.

There is no way of penetrating the

reader

s mind to explore all

the many dimensions of

response which are present in a transaction with a text.
difficult as

the

seems worthwhile.
with more to
and making
future

task of examining response may be,
Great strides have been made,

follow.

Purves and Beach

(1972)

for

instruction.

urge teachers to find out more

students by allowing more and varied

opportunities
to

Rosenblatt

for students to express responses.
let their

( 1 977 ,

environmental

students

p.18)

stresses the need for research on

factors which

influence response.

happening,

or to use her terminology,

the work.

Protocol

research on this

(1972)

at the evocation of

and Rosenblatt

study methodology

And Rosenblatt
research,

understanding of what
needed at

it is

aspect of response.

for use of case

ethnographic

She calls

analysis offers a promising avenue of

Both Purves and Beach

response.

They ask

into the research process."

for more research which looks at response as

call

hopefully

for the direction of

investigations as well as

teachers

it

Researchers are analyzing their work

important suggestions

about their

As

(1977)

(1977)

in researching

calls for more

pointing out that a broader
constitutes response

the elementary

level.

is greatly

Perhaps there

is something frightening about the

prospect of surrendering to the lure of childhood as it
manifests

itself

in the child's response to

literature,

something frightenting about entering into the minds and
hearts of

five and six year-olds as they respond to books.

There is an unfortunate taboo related to going back to
childhood.

J.M Barrie described it beautifully

Pan when he spoke of Never-Never Land.
have been told we must

leave,

in Peter

It is a place we

and yet it is

a place to

which we must willingly return again and again if we are to
truly understand the child's response to
Current research clearly suggests the
exploring response within the context
This

is our

the child.

looks

Hickman

(1979),

have all

Kiefer

(1982),

and Barnes

(1976)

at the many facets of the classroom environment

as well

Instructional materials,

as peer and teacher

some of the factors to be considered.
hopes

in which it occurs.

stressed a need for more research

which affect response.
dynamics,

importance of

first step in entering the response world of

for example,
which

literature.

to take these

factors

group

influence are

just

The present study

into account in analyzing and

exploring responses of first graders to selected children's
literature within the natural

classroom context,

and thus

to contribute to an area of research which demands a new
breadth of perspective.

CHAPTER III
DESIGN OF THE STUDY

Introduction

The purpose of this study was to explore the responses
of first graders to selected children's

literature in both

solicited and unsolicited response situations,

with

particular emphasis on examining the possible differences
between those

responses

typically seen among the

populations and those exhibited as a result of their
exposure to

specific materials.

The materials,

Wise Owl,

used to solicit responses were designed to foster critical
and creative thinking through the exploration of
philosophical

issues within the selected texts.

first graders

from two public elementary schools

participated
1986-1987

Twelve

in the study which took place during the

school

year.

The classrooms from which the

participants were identified were chosen based on the
researcher's observations of nine classrooms to determine
which of those would provide positive response
environments.

A variety of data sources were used to

describe student responses to

literature.

Data collection

was undertaken within a naturalistic context,
combination of formal
interviews,

informal

and informal approaches.
and conversational
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using a
In-depth

interviews,

field
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observations,
data.

and primary documents together provided the

While each data source was seen as significant,

collection of the field notes and the

the

in-depth interviewing

were undertaken as a means of providing a thorough
background against which to understand the participants'
engagement with the Wise Owl materials.

Thus Chapter VII

is

seen as a culminating chapter.

Methodology

The

following methodologies were used to collect data

for the study.

Field Observation/Participant Observation

Response to
reveals

literature

is a complex phenomenon which

itself not only through the words of the

respondents,

but also through their nonverbal actions and

interactions with members of their particular culture.
While what

the participants

said during the taped group

solicited response sessions was of great
data base,

alone

importance to the

it would not provide the depth of

description necessary for a full exploration of
responses of

the

twelve

students.

Patton

(1980)

the
supports

this view:
What people say is a major source of qualitative data,
whether what they say is obtained verbally through an
interview or in written form through document analysis
or survey responses.
There are limitations, however,
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5nde?standhfullyb?hee?o^lexI?iesh“ man^prog^an, T°
situations, direct participation in and observation of
the program may be the best evaluation method
(p?30)
Since

response occurs over time

1975;

Rosenblatt,

1938,

1976),

ethnographic methodologies

(Squire,

1968;

Holland,

a study based on

seemed most

fitting to exploring

the responses of the twelve participants.

Hickman's

(1979)

ethnographic study of the responses of elementary school
children in the natural context suggested that response to
literature,

if

it

is to yield useful

information with

regard to how we might improve children's
texts,

must be

studied within the classroom context.

Becker and Geer
observation

interactions with

(1970)

support the need for participant

in examining complex social phenomenon:

The most complete form of the sociological datum,
after all, is the forum in which the participant
observer gathers it: an observation of some social
event, the events which precede it, and follow it, and
explanations of meaning by participants and
spectators, before, during, and after its occurrence.
Such a datum gives us more information about the event
under study than data gathered by any other
sociological method. (Becker and Geer, 1970, p.133.)
My own role as participant observer
the "observer" end of the continuum.
the classrooms before,
response episodes,
classroom
Bloome

While

during and after all

I was present in
solicited

did not participate directly in any

instructional events.

(1983)

questions

I

leaned more toward

As suggested by Green and

decisions about what to observe,

to ask,

what

and when to observe were not determined
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on an a priori basis.

"Rather,

such decisions become part

observation process with early observations serving
to

inform later ones and vice versa."
Suggestions

Roderick

(1977)

attended to.

from Lofland

(1971),

(p.10)
Wilson (1977),

and

for the collection of field notes were

Corsaro's (1981)

recommendations for using a

coding system to identify different types of information in
the collected data were also followed.

Hickman's

(1979)

observed response categories guided the analysis of the
field notes.

Tape Recordings

Tape

recordings of all

responses made during group

discussions were collected and transcribed.

Responses made

duing the use of the Wise Owl material were tape recorded
in order that both individual

responses as well as the

group dynamics affecting those responses might be more
carefully analyzed.

In-depth

Interviews

Along with considering the effects of current context on
response,

it also seemed important to be aware to how past

experiences and current self-perceptions may have shaped
current

response patterns.

Petrosky

(1980)

suggests that

much of what we observe when we explore children's response
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to

literature

in the classroom may well be the result of

exposure to specific
methodology of

instructional models.

Thus the

in-depth interviewing took into account

possible effects of earlier exposure to instructional
models which may have an affect on current response
patterns.

Field observation and use of primary documents

provided an opportunity to
responses as

look at the participants present

they occurred in context,

interviewing,
interviewing

as well

as

while in-depth

informal and conversational

illuminated how past experience with

literature may have shaped current response patterns.
The
Seidman

interviewing procedure used was adapted from
s

(1983)

of this model,

model.

Within the theoretical

framework

the researcher recognizes the experience of

the participant with the subject being studied as

important

to arriving at an understanding of that subject.

Thus

recognition of the twelve participants'
responding to
individual

experiences

in

literature allowed greater insight into the

patterns and processes of response.

The three

interview sequence allowed the researcher to get an indepth
view of how the participant understood his past and present
engagements

in response,

understandings had for

and of what meaning those

the participant.

Patton states that,
The purpose of gathering responses to open-ended
questions is to enable the researcher to understand
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p?ede?e«iniSgethosetpointIiof
selection of

°f

PfTple without

The three interviews conducted with each of the twelve
participants occurred at the beginning, middle and end of
the four week observation period. The interviews focused
loosely on the following topics:

1. Describe how you remember responding to books in
the past.

2.

Describe how you respond to books now.

3.

What does your response to books, both past and

present, mean to you?

Each interview was approximately thirty minutes long. The
researcher carefully explained each question to the
participant,

and asked related questions which aided the

participant in supplying as complete a response to the
primary questions as possible.

Informal

Interviews and Conversations

Informal

interviewing was conducted within the context

of regular classroom activities. The information gathered
during these informal and conversational interviews was
used to support observations made during the solicited
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response episodes.

It provided further infection about

how and why particular participants responded as they did.
The two classroom teachers as well as a reading teacher
involved in the study were also interviewed informally when
further clarification of specific responses was needed.
Personal Documents

Participants’

writing samples and art work which

appeared to indicate response to literature were
photocopied by the researcher.

Methodological Assumptions
Certain assumptions are implicit in the research
methodologies proposed here.

First,

it is assumed that how

the participant overtly responds to a text really does
reflect at least part of the participant's internal
response.

More specifically,

it is assumed that observable

behaviors,

both verbal as well as nonverbal,

can provide

clues to a process which is essentially unobservable.
Further,

it is assumed that the researcher can learn about

the response process of the participant from the
participant's description of his own experience;

and that

examining what the participant says about his response as
it relates to the researcher's impressions of observed
response is necessary in acquiring a rich description of
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esponse among the participants. Research based on field
observation assumes that the researcher can draw inferences
from what she observes to explain the experiences of the
participants in a particular social setting.
is assumed that context affects response,

Finally,

it

and that

children’s responses to literature must therefore be
examined within the natural classroom context in which they
occur.

Research Questions

The following research questions guided the collection
and analysis of data.

These questions provided an initial

framework for the study, but as with any ethnographic
study, other questions or a refinement of questions emerged
as the study progressed.

1. What are the responses,
individual contexts,

as seen in both group and

of first graders to selected

children’s literature?

2. What are their responses to literature during
teacher-directed group discussions using Wise Owl
materials ?

3. What are their responses to literature outside the
context of teacher-directed group discussions?

Do

responses stimulated by Wise Owl materials differ in any
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substantial way from other response patterns exhibited by
individual subjects at other times within the classroom
setting?

4. How does the participant's understanding of him/herself
as a respondent,

as seen in the in-depth interviews,

manifest itself in the participant's responses seen during
general classroom activities? As seen when using the Wise
Owl materials? Are there significant differences in the
response behaviors between the two?

5.

What are the response patterns exhibited among

individual participants,

and how can they be compared and

contrasted? How do group dynamics appear to shape those
responses? What are the evidences of teacher influence and
peer influence on children's solicited and spontaneous
responses ?

6.

Are there observable response patterns which appear to

be directly related to the manner in which the response is
solicited?

The Participants

Participants in this study consisted of twelve primary
participants as well as three secondary participants. They
are described below.
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Primary Participants

Twelve participants were selected from two first grade
classrooms,

five from one site and seven from the other.

Both sites were elementary schools in a northeastern
university town.

While the schools are located within a

five mile radius of each other, their populations are
significantly different due in part to housing options
available within their respective districts.

Efforts were

made to ensure diversity in reading ability among the
participants in each group.

The classroom teacher aided

the researcher in making these determinations.

The groups

consisted of three males and two females, and three males
and four females.
each group.
also sought.

At least one minority student was in

Diversity in social classes represented was
The classroom teachers were helpful in making

these distinctions.

Secondary Participants

The two teachers who used the Wise Owl materials were
informally interviewed twice during the study, once at the
beginning and once at the end. They were informed in detail
as to what information was being sought and why. The
teachers were not formally trained in using the Wise Owl
materials in an effort to make the results more
generalizable to a broader population.

The materials do
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include a

For the Teacher" section,

an explanation of the

questions'

philosophical underpinnings, and management

suggestions. The teachers received these materials well in
advance of the researcher's arrival in the classroom and
were free to ask questions of the researcher before the
study began.

Although the primary focus of this study was

the responses of the twelve primary participants,

it must

be noted that much in the literature addresses the
significance of teacher influence on student behavior and
performance (Hickman,
Wallat,

1981;

1979; Wilkinson,

Rosenthal and Jacobsen,

1981; Green and
1968).

Therefore the

teachers were observed closely during solicited group
response episodes,

as well as at other times during the

ongoing activities of the classroom.
research site,

At the second

the participants used the Wise Owl materials

under the direction of their reading teacher, not their
regular classroom teacher.

In order to account for the

different influences of the reading teacher and the
classroom teacher, both teachers were observed and
interviewed.

Research Materials

Since elementary school children are most often asked
to and expected to respond to literature within a framework
provided by pre-designed instructional materials,

it seemed
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important to this researcher to examine responses to
literature using an instructional program.

It was assumed

that since group interactions and teacher influence can
affect response,

and furthermore that solicited response to

literature occurs most often in a group context,

it was

important to explore response under these conditions.

But

whereas most instructional materials currently available to
elementary teachers may tend to inhibit response as much as
solicit it,

it also seemed important to use instructional

materials which would provide children with open-ended
questions to be discussed within a particular group
situation and within an environment which encouraged risk¬
taking .
The materials used in soliciting response for the
study,

The Wise Owl Program, were designed by Gareth

Matthews,

Shari Tishman and the researcher.

They are

published by Sundance Publishers and Distributors,
of Littleton,

Massachusetts.

Inc.,

The materials use quality

children's literature as the source for stimulating
response.

For this study,

the story "Cookies" from

Frog and Toad by Arnold Lobel and the book Albert's
Toothache by Barbara Williams were used.
The stories are read by the teacher and children
together,

and are followed by a series of questions and

extension activities which allow children to develop
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responses over time,

and to explore their own responses and

reactions to the book.

The questions provided for use with

the materials are of an open-ended nature,
used in a particular sequence.

Rather,

and need not be

it is the function

of the teacher and students to determine together in what
direction their line of thinking should take them.

Procedures

Four primary procedures were used to gather data for
the study.

They were:

interviewing,

participant observation,

in-depth

informal and conversational interviewing, and

the use of primary documents.

(Very few primary documents

were actually collected during the course of the study.)
Each of the twelve participants in the study was actively
involved in the six sequences of the procedure.

Each of

the classrooms was involved in the study for a four week
period.
The researcher observed the children in the classroom
for five days running at the beginning of the study.
Roderick's (1977) format for observing response episodes
was used by the researcher to identify and describe
response episodes.

Hickman's (1979) observed response

categories were referred to after the researcher attempted
an initial coding of field note observations. The
researcher adapted the Hickman categories in analyzing the
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field note data.

The researcher assumed a passive observer

role during this observation period.

An informal interview

of the teachers occurred at the end of this first five day
period.

It focused on the teacher's expectations of

student response.
During the next five day period,

the participants

began their active part in the study by participating in
the first in-depth interview session.

Care was taken to

ensure that the children understood what it means to
"respond" to a book or story.

For example,

the participant

being interviewed was asked what it means to "respond" to a
book.

If it appeared that the participant was unsure of the

meaning of response,

the researcher provided examples of

how she might respond to literature, explaining that there
are many different ways to respond.

The participant was

again asked if she understood what it means to respond to
literature.

When the researcher was satisfied that the

respondent had an adequate understanding of the term
"response," the interview proceeded.

The first interview

focused on the participant's description of how they
remember responding to books in the past.
During this period,

the participants engaged in using

the Wise Owl materials under the direction of their
teacher,

reading and responding to Arnold Lobel's

"Cookies ."

All solicited response episodes which occurred
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during these group activity times were observed and tape
recorded.

The researcher took extensive notes during these

group reading times in order to allow further analysis of
the complexities of group dynamics affecting response.

The

researcher then stayed in the classroom for the remainder
of the morning, observing possible response episodes which
occurred outside the group discussion time.
Over the next five days, Albert's Toothache was read
and discussed using the Wise Owl materials.

Again, the

periods during which this reading and discussion took place
were observed and tape recorded.

The researcher was again

present in the classroom for the remainder of the morning
to observe other response episodes.
week,

Toward the end of the

the participants began their second in-depth

interview sessions.

This second interview was structured

around their present interactions with and responses to
books .
Week four began with the third of the in-depth
interviews,

focusing on what the participants'

past and

present experiences in responding to literature meant to
them.

The researcher then continued to engage in field

observation in the classroom,

looking at both solicited and

unsolicited responses which occurred without the stimulus
of the Wise Owl materials.

Teachers were again interviewed
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informally about their reactions to responses generated
through the use of the instructional materials.
Throughout the four week period,

informal and

conversational interviewing with the participants and/or
the teachers took place when the researcher needed further
information or clarification concerning a participant's
responses .

Analysis of Data

Data from this study was in the form of field notes,
transcripts of solicited response episodes, transcripts of
interviews,

and primary personal documents (i.e. student

writing or art work which indicated response to
literature) .
Inferences and implications were drawn as they evolved
from inspection and analysis of the compiled data.

Two

analytical procedures were used to make meaning of this
data.

First,

the researcher's field notes, transcripts of

the in-depth and informal interviews, and transcripts of
the group discussions using the Wise Owl Materials were
examined in order to create response profiles of the
individual participants.

Secondly, the researcher examined

the individual profiles of the participants to find
connections or similarities among different members of the
group.
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During the first phase of the procedure, several
separate analyses occurred.

First, the in-depth interviews

were analyzed to identify dominant response interests and
tendencies among the participants.

The field notes were

then analyzed with the analysis focusing on what response
opportunities were offered by the classroom environment,
with emphasis on how the teacher might have shaped the
environment and on what particular response opportunities
they offered their students.
A three pronged analysis of the field notes then took
place in order to categorize observed responses among the
twelve participants.

This analysis attempted to

distinguish between the participants'

engagement in verbal

as opposed to nonverbal responses, between solicited as
well as unsolicited responses,

and between teacher-directed

as opposed to child-directed response episodes.

The field

notes were eventually coded using an adapted version of
Hickman's (1979) observable response category coding
system.

Finally the field note data was again analyzed to

illuminate possible connections or discrepancies between
observed response behaviors among the participants and
response interests and tendencies revealed during the
in-depth interview sessions.
The next phase of the first procedure involved
analysis of the transcripts of the group sessions in which
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the Wise Owl materials were used.

The initial step in the

analysis of this data involved compiling a list of both
verbal and nonverbal responses among the individual
participants.

A list of categories of observed responses

from the solicited sessions emerged from the data.

Next,

these responses were compared with those responses observed
among the individual participants during the field
observation.

Finally,

the data from the transcripts of the

group discussions was analyzed for possible connections or
discrepancies between the response behaviors seen there and
those revealed in the in-depth interviews.

The possible

effects of teacher expectations, peer dynamics,

and other

environmental factors were also examined during this part
of the procedure.

Together,

the various components of the

first procedural analysis served to provide information for
the formulation of response profiles of the participants.
Response profiles were complied for each of the twelve
participants insofar as this was possible.
A second procedure was then undertaken during which
the individual profiles were examined to reveal possible
connections or similarities among members of the group.
Such considerations as evidence of patterns of response
which seemed to relate to previous instruction or teacher
and peer influence were explored.

The analysis considered

how various elements of the learning environment appeared

93

to affect

response,

with particular emphasis on how the

Wise Owl materials may have opened up new avenues of
response.
Models
(1979),

for response data analysis used by Hickman

Hepler

(1982),

and Roderick

(1977) were helpful in

designing a form of analysis most suitable to the data
amassed.

Suggestions for field note data analysis offered

by Patton

(1980),

Lofland

(1971)

and Spradley

(1977) were

also given attention.
The analyzed data is presented as follows:

Chapter

IV

offers a description of the two research sites based
primarily on field observation.
participant profiles based on the
procedure.

Chapter VI

the field note data.

Chapter V presents
in-depth interviewing

expands the participant profiles via
In Chapter VII,

the participants

responses to the Wise Owl

Materials are used to complete

the participant profiles.

Concluding remarks,

implications
Chapter VIII.

for

as well as

future research and teaching are found in

CHAPTER

IV

THE SETTINGS

Introduction

This chapter offers a broad description of the two
school

sites

involved

in the

study,

individual classroom environments,

a description of the
as well as a

description of the teachers participating in the study with
regard to their respective teaching styles and classroom
management techniques.

Observational

the primary data source for this
additional

field notes served as

information,

though

information was sought from informal

with teachers.

interviews

It is hoped that this chapter will serve as

a stage-setting against which the drama of the specific
response episodes will be viewed.

More specific discussion

of the effect of teaching styles on solicited responses of
the participants will be

found in chapter seven.

The Schools

The two schools

involved in this study are

a northeastern university town.
classrooms,
sometimes

located in

Each consists of contained

typically taught by one teacher who

is

assisted by an aide or by university students

completing practicum and prepracticum requirements.
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Since
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the schools are

located in a university town where the

University's School of Education actively places its
undergraduate and graduate students in elementary
classrooms,

the student population is,

in general,

unaffected by the presence of researchers within their
classrooms.
is

The first school

in the study,

located on the outskirts of town,

school,

Harrison School,

is

Slater School,

while the second

located within the University

campus .
The Slater School

is a school

in transition.

It was

for many years known to have had the most stable student
body

in town.

Many of the teachers still there have been

teaching at Slater for at

least ten years or more.

However,

new teachers have been and are being hired to replace
retiring faculty.

The once stable,

middle class student body

predominantly white

is also changing,

as housing

options within the district have expanded to included
low-income and apartment housing.

Some elements of the

established teaching faculty are struggling with the new
complexion and needs of the school as the student body
changes.
The Harrison School

is known to have a more transient

population due to the arrivals and departures of graduate
students who are
school.

Ethnic,

also parents to children attending the
cultural

and racial diversity abound at the
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Harrison School,
sampling

as is evidenced in the participant

from that

school.

The Harrsion School

organized on a cross-age grouping system,
Slater school has

is

whereas the

single grade classrooms.

The Classrooms

As has been noted,

each of the classrooms involved in

the study was a contained classroom,
physical

space was clearly partitioned off from any other

classroom.

Each room was carpeted,

private bathrooms.
well

lighted and
Mrs.

indicating that the

The classrooms

equipped with sinks and
in both schools were

in good repair.

Sanderson's

classroom at Slater School was the

first to be observed by the researcher.
of eighteen students,

nine boys

It was comprised

and nine girls.

Mrs.

Sanderson was assisted two days weekly by a student teacher
from the University.

Several of the children in the

classroom left during various points
with either
as

the

reading teacher,

Second Language teachers,

the general

for work

therapeutic aides,

English

or other specialists.

While

classroom population did embody a broad

diversity of ethnic,
final

in the day

racial

and cultural backgrounds,

the

participant sample did not reflect this diversity.
There were

various

shapes

several clusters of desks and tables of
throughout the room,

with the only

large
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open area being the meeting area
of the classroom.
by bookshelves,

located toward the center

This area was circumscribed on two sides

and to the rear by a blackboard wall.

Various areas of the classroom were devoted to arts and
crafts,

math,

a listening station,

A portable puppet theatre was
room.

and the teachers corner.

located in the rear of the

Children frequently carried the theatre to the

perimeter of the meeting area to practice puppet shows.
The function of each area in the classroom seemed
defined,

well

and the children appeared to move comfortably in

the classroom since traffic patterns were carefully
planned.
The students were allowed to engage
their

own choosing upon arriving in the morning.

o'clock,

Mrs.

where such topics as the agenda for the

day would be discussed.
language arts.

Most of the morning was devoted to

Process writing permeated most aspects of

the morning curriculum.
in

At nine

Sanderson would call them to a group meeting

area on the carpet,

either

in activities of

journals,

Each day the children wrote,

on stories,

or

in poetry folders.

There

was a sharing time each morning when student authors were
able to read their work to the class,
questions and/or suggestions.
students

if they wanted to

Mrs.

share,

soliciting comments,

Sanderson would ask

and would fit them into a

sharing schedule which meant they would have an opportunity
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to share their writing within the next
were several
given day,
children,

locations for books

few days.

There

in the classroom.

On a

the teacher might read two or three books to the
or reread excerpts

from something they had

already read which seemed relevant to a new discussion.
Several

literary works by a single author were prominently

displayed in the classroom as part of an "Author Under
Study" curriculum.

There was a rack of "published" books

written by the students

in one area of the classroom.

Another shelf contained a classroom library of books taken
from the school

library.

from the school

library

informational books,
encyclopedias,
trade books
Books

Each child usually had a book
in his or her cubby.

There were

books on nature and science,

dictionaries,

spelling books,

and other

located in shelves facing the meeting area.
and writing were pervasive

in the classroom.

Bulletin boards were covered with print,
done by the children.

One bulletin board reflected work

related to the Author Under Study.
were clear

Other bulletin boards

signposts to outsiders as to what was currently

being studied in this
observations
was operant

almost exclusively

learning environment.

suggested that a

The cumulative

literature-based curriculum

in the classroom.

At the Harrison School,
twenty children.

Mrs.

Mrs.

King's class consisted of

King taught the class by herself,
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though

she was often assisted by an aide who was assigned

to one

specific

learning disabled child in the classroom.

A school volunteer read or told a story to the children
once a week.

During the time the research took place,

classroom population was
Because many of the
graduate

school
several

the University schedule seemed to have

impact on school

calendar.

From

students were

in which the

attendance as did the town

late December through January,
away

the University vacation.
manner

state of flux.

students were children of University

students,

had as much

in a continual

the

for as long as four weeks during
Also,

it should be noted that the

school was organized resulted in a fair

amount of movement between classrooms during the course of
the year.

For example,

two students
Mrs.

King's

just as this study was to begin,

from another cross-age groped classroom joined
class,

first

for part of each morning,

eventually

for the entire day.

the school

year

Thus a child could begin

in one classroom,

then be moved to another

one at some point during the year,
Two participants
were

in the

typically

study from Mrs.

such children who came

then

in January.

King's classroom

in during January

from another

classroom.
The physical
twice

during the

arrangement of the classroom changed
four weeks of

the

study,

as Mrs.

King made

adjustments which seemed pertinent to the changing needs of
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the students
large,

and curriculum.

The classroom was quite

with tables and desks arranged throughout

room.

A

large block area in one corner of the room proved to be the
most popular

free choice activity for most of the male

members of the class.

A circular meeting area was marked

on the carpet by masking tape.

This area was

located near

the entrance to the classroom.

The frequent arrivals and

departures of students often caused interruptions during
morning meeting time.

Two weeks

into the study,

Mrs.

King

moved the meeting area to the rear of the room where the
children were away from the

interruptions at the doorway

and where she had access to a blackboard.

There she began

to write notices about the upcoming activities which became
a daily reading exercise for the children.

The ledge under

the board served as a display area for various books,

which

began to be more central to the curriculum in the classroom
toward the end of the

study.

On a typical day,
and 8:45

a.m.

the children arrived between 8:30

for a choice time during which they were

allowed to choose an activity
Available activities
writing,

from among several options.

included blocks,

and drawing and painting.

puppets,

reading and

In addition,

Mrs.

King

and her aide often involved the children in arts and crafts
projects such as making yarn bracelets or working with
oregami.

A group meeting followed choice time.

Mrs.

King
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normally outlined the upcoming events of the day at this
time.

Changing the date on the calendar,

absentee

list,

and a general

sharing of

attending to the

information took

place.
Reading period began at 9:30.

During this time,

a few

children left the classroom to work in the resource room,
while Mrs.

King and Mrs.

of students.

At

10:00,

Gardener each worked with a group

four children left for ESL classes.

Those remaining continued to work on language arts related
activities,

though the more

formal component of the reading

period was usually ended at this time.
were of a more

relaxed nature,

These activities

and included options to

illustrate something that had just been read,
story with a friend,

or perhaps to

to reread a

listen to tape

recordings or records of books.

Special activities of the

day,

art,

such as physical

usually followed.

education,

music and library

On those days when there were no special

activities,

an extended quiet reading period was held.

other days,

when

quiet

just one

On

special activity was scheduled,

reading time occurred either before or after the

designated activity.

During the quiet reading period,

students were allowed to read alone,
groups.

Mrs.

in pairs or

in small

King and her aide often read to individual

children at this time.
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While there were several
classroom as well,
central
Mrs.

locations for books in this

the books did not appear to be as

to the ongoing curriculum as they were

Sanderson's room.

Here,

in

student published books were

located on a wooden bookstand near a large table in the
rear of the room.

Other

library books as well as books

belonging to the classroom were
a different area.

in a standing wire rack in

One area of the classroom was

labeled

"The Little Library"

and was reserved mostly for peer

reading activities.

This

area was set off by some low

bookshelves which contained mostly basal readers and trade
books.

There was one

to sit.

At the

rear,

small chair and a low shelf on which
against the window,

was a moveable

blackboard frame which could be used as a puppet theatre.
The children explained that they had used this
show earlier

in the year.

for a puppet

Though there was a small basket

with a few puppets nearby for the children's use,

the

researcher did not observe anyone using the puppet theatre
during the month.
activities was

One other area important to classroom

located against the right wall

entered the classroom.
shelf

This

area consisted of an expansive

space containing a fish aquarium,

arts and crafts materials,
This was

a sink,

assorted

and an open work area.

a class of tremendous cultural,

ethnic diversity.

just as one

There were

racial and

several Hispanic children,

as
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well as children from the Mid-East,
Sub-continent and Asia.

the

Indian

Several children left the

classroom at various points during the day to attend ESL
classes.

The Teachers

A consideration of the

individual teaching styles and

management strategies of the teachers seems important to a
study exploring response to

literature.

Indeed there

evidence in both the group discussions as well as

is

in other

response episodes recorded in the field notes suggesting
that teacher expectations
How the

significantly shape response.

students chose to respond to literature

paralleled

in how they were

invited to respond within the

classroom to a myriad of other things.
discussion will
management.

focus on

is

broader trends

The following
in style and

A more specific discussion of how these

appeared to affect response to literature will be found in
Chapter VII.
Mrs.

Sanderson had a consistent teaching style which

seemed to pervade most of her dealings with the children,
whether those dealings were directly related to curriculum
or not.

Hers was

a child-centered classroom.

The children

appeared to regard themselves as active agents in shaping
their

learning environment.

While Mrs.

Sanderson was
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ultimately responsible for keeping order in the classroom,
she did so

in a manner which seemed to turn the

responsibility for maintaining a productive environment
back over to the children.

She frequently demonstrated to

the children that they could rely on each other as
teachers,

and often sent children who came to her with

questions on to one of their peers
Mrs.

for an answer.

Sanderson was definite about her theoretical

orientation toward the teaching of
particular,

and emphasized the

language arts

in

importance of understanding

the process underlying other areas of the curriculum as
well.

This was not a product oriented classroom,

rather one
various

but

in which understanding the purposes behind

learning activities seemed to be of critical

importance.
Mrs.

Sanderson worked with all of the children during

language

arts

time,

typically

group or

individual on a given day.

grouped according to

ability,

focusing on one particular
The children were

though there was not a rigid

sense of hierarchical ordering of the children.
times

during the

study,

Mrs.

Sanderson worked with the

entire classroom on one reading assignment,
sense of

thus creating a

flexibility with regard to grouping.

children did not work in groups,
appeared to be to

At various

as Mrs.

Some

Sanderson s aim

run an individualized reading program.
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The school

reading teacher occasionally came into the room

to work with either very proficient or
readers.

The researcher observed numerous

which Mrs.

instances

in

Sanderson invited the children to engage in what

is typically described as

"higher order thinking" as they

read and discussed books together.
responses without making
Mrs.

less proficient

She accepted children's

judgmental comments about them.

Sanderson frequently reread books at the request

of the children.

During the period when the researcher was

in the classroom,

Mrs.

Sanderson read Cynthia Rylant's The

Relatives Came seven times.
which were made,

sometimes

She kept track of requests
jotting notes about these

requests on the board behind her chair at the meeting area,
and often telling students

that while they had already

planned on a particular book to read on that day,

tomorrow

they would get to the next request.
A description of the teacher in the second research
site must

actually be a description of two different

teachers.

During the time the researcher was to conduct

the study,

another teacher would be working with the

children who were participating
reading.

Mrs.

Gardener,

in the study during

the school's consulting teacher of

reading,

periodically worked with all children in the

school.

In Mrs.

one of three

King's room,

she did this by rotating from

reading groups to another.

Due to the
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scheduled rotation,

the research was conducted while the

children were working with Mrs.

Gardener rather than with

their usual classroom teacher,
nonetheless what was normal

Mrs.

for them.

anticipating working with Mrs.
weeks,

G:

Yet it was

They were

Gardener for the next four

and to have disrupted that pattern would have been

to alter what was natural
Mrs.

King.

for those particular children.

Gardener confirmed this in her final

interview.

I think there is some disadvantage in not being the
classroom teacher and doing this with them, but on the
other hand, this is what's natural for them, and as you
said, it's naturalistic research.
These are children
who were in my rotation this time around, so this is
what was natural for them.
And I have worked with them
all before.
It's not as if we were strangers to each
other.

Thus the participants
a specific

in the study were exposed not only to

set of response expectations from Mrs.

during most of the day,

King

but possibly to a different set of

teacher expectations from Mrs.

Gardener during reading

time.
Mrs.

King's personal teaching style was not unlike

that of Mrs.

Sanderson.

She too showed clear interest

in

establishing a child-centered rather than a
teacher-centered classroom.

However,

it seemed possible

that the varied cultural backgrounds of the children
sometimes made this difficult,
feel

as many children appeared to

very strongly that the teacher was the ultimate source
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of power and control

in the classroom.

no

King reinforcing this notion among the

instances of Mrs.

children.

On the contrary,

The researcher saw

she often spent long periods of

time with children on particular issues related to
accepting responsibility,

repeatedly directing them back to

negotiate with a peer.
Chris:
Mrs. K:
Chris:
Mrs. K:
Chris:
Mrs. K:

Chris:
Mrs. K.
Chris:
Mrs. K:
Chris:

Mrs. King, Nancy took that long pole I was
using to make my computer. And I need it.
What do you think you can do about that?
Tell you.
I think you probably need to tell Nancy.
I want you to tell her.
I think that because it's your computer that
you've been working so hard on, it would mean
more to Nancy if she heard that from you.
I want you to tell her.
Who wants the pole back?
Well, well I do.
Then who should say something to Nancy?
I should. But I wish you would too.

Mrs.

King maintained a sense of calm order in a

classroom which was often faced with schedule changes and
interruptions.
children's

She appeared to place an emphasis on the

developing sense of respect and appreciation for

each other.
Mrs.

King aided her students in making connections

between various

aspects of the curriculum she had planned.

She emphasized helping children process what they had
learned,

which often seemed difficult considering the

challenges offered by the students with regard to language
issues.
call

Often toward the end of a morning,

Mrs.

King would

the class to a meeting to review what the morning had
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been about,

to discuss what they had learned,

and to talk

about what things they might do next as a result of what
they had learned on that day.

In general Mrs.

King's

morning lesson plan would cover a wide range of learning
activities
Mrs.

and

included at

least one free choice period.

King read to the children several times each week.

The researcher did not observe her doing repeated readings
of the same text.
Mrs.

Gardener,

the reading teacher,

appeared to have a

teaching style that was characterized by her offering
tremendous variety to the students with whom she worked.
If they seemed to tire of one activity,

she tended to move

on to something else which was related to the work they
were doing.

It was not unusual

was working to engage

for the group with whom she

in three or four reading related

activities during a forty-five minute reading period.
These typically included group reading,
drawing,

writing,

or

peer reading,

language arts games.

Indeed the characteristic differences among the
teachers

as have been described appear to have had a

significant effect on the nature of the pedagogical process
for the

two

groups of participants

in the study.

Yet

it

must be emphasized that the particular teaching styles and
management

strategies may also have been shaped by the

needs of the student population

in each classroom.

Chapter
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VII,

in which the group discussions using the Wise Owl

materials are described,
crucial

will further

role played by the

illustrate the

individual teachers and the

classroom environments on participant response.

CHAPTER V
IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWING:

THE PROFILES BEGUN

Introduction

The

identification of

specific response modes among

the individual participants was considered to be of
paramount

importance to this

and indivudual

study.

Issues of personality

response patterns and interests have not

been a topic of widespread investigation among researchers
of response at the elementary

level.

The in-depth

interviewing procedure used to gather the data for this
chapter was undertaken as an intentional departure from
methodologies employed in other

studies which appear to

have resulted in viewing participant response predominantly
in relation to cognitive development.
example,

Galda,

(1979)

for

has conducted case-study response research which

explores how individual participants respond to various
samples of
only

literature,

insofar as

but was

it was helpful

interested in personality
in identifying developmental

patterns by which she might categorize participants with
the aim of then directing curriculum at providing response
expereinces appropriate to stage-specific cognitive
development.

Only

in her closing comments does she raise

the possibility that the child's personal constructs,
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or

affective

stance,

literature as

by

important to response to

is cognitive development.

phenomenological
study,

may be as

it's

The

in-depth

interviewing undertaken in the present

inductive nature,

was aimed at providing

individual profiles of participants as respondents without
emphasis on identifying developmental patterns among the
participants.

Guiding the assumption that this was a

legitimate course of action were the contentions of both
Lesser

(1957)

and Holland

recognition of
themes

(1975),

inner needs

(Holland)

to a given text.

whose studies call

(Lesser)

and personal

in exploring how the
If

for

identity

individual responds

as Rosenbaltt suggests,

the

transaction between the reader and the text creates a
unique poem,

then the unique poetry created b‘> children and

their encounters with texts

should be worth examining

without having to focus exclusively on children's cognitive
development

any more than it

is necessary to view adult

response exclusively in terms of the adult's relative
cognitive maturity.
individual

response

participants

as

Ultimately,

the

identification of

interests and tendencies among the

seen in their

in-depth

interviews was

deemed necessary to the fruitful analysis of their eventual
interactions with the Wise Owl materials.

112

Identification of Response

Interests

Inspection and analysis of transcripts of the in-depth
interviews

revealed several

identifiable response

interests

and tendencies operant among the participant sampling.
These

interests were viewed within the context of an

overarching predisposition toward emotional associations
and responses among the participants.
interviews

Indeed,

focusing on the participants'

perceptions of themselves

as

in all

past and present

respondents,

the most often

identified area of emphasis was that which centered upon
the child's emotional

responses to literaure and the

experience of reading.

The degree to which individual

participants discussed emotional
response

interests emerged

responses varied,

as other

in combination with the

emotional predisposition giving each participant a
distinctive
response

response profile.

interests were

the twelve participants.
researcher to be

analytical,

categories of

identified within the

interviews of

These were viewed by the

loose categories

and variation occured.
imaginative,

Several

in which much overlapping

The categories
social,

achievement-oriented responses.

included

informative,

and

These modes are proposed

not for rigid categorization of responses,

but as an

attempt to offer a broad description of areas of response.
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They provide a loose framework for organizing the unique
response behaviors of the participants.
This chapter will describe, via the in-depth
interviews, the essential characteristics of each
participant as a respondent.

It will do so by offering an

exploration and analysis of both how they responded and
what they responded to in their interactions with texts.
Individual participant profiles will be presented,
beginning with the five participants from the Slater
School.

Profiles of the seven Harrison School participants

will follow.

The profiles will emerge as representing a

spectrum of possibilities rather than suggesting a
sequential or linear development.
In-depth Interview Profiles: The Slater School

In this section,

profiles based on information

obtained through the in-depth interviews of the five
participants from the Slater school are presented.

Amy
Amy was age six years,
study was conducted.

seven months at the time the

A member of Mrs. Sanderson's first

grade class at the Slater School, Amy was in a sense,
class all her own.

in a

Her reading proficiency was markedly

above that of any of her peers, and she often worked on her

own with a highly individualized reading curriculum.

While

this seemed to be fruitful in terms of her not being
restricted to materials which offered no challenges,

it was

sometimes problematic in that she reported feeling
isolated.

She was aware, however, that she did not find

much stimulation when she worked with her peers in the next
most proficient group.
During the first interview, which focused on her past
recollections of responding to literature,

Amy repeatedly

referred to the social aspect of reading which she had
experienced in her home environment.

Alternating between

statements about the emotional impact of books on herself,
and her love of sharing her responses to books with various
members of her family,

Amy revealed a side of herself not

readily apparent to the researcher.
curriculum,

Her classroom

particularly that which was designed by the

school reading specialist to supplement and expand her
reading program, was directed almost exclusively at
developing Amy's already advanced analytical skills.

And

while the casual classroom observer would likely have
focused on this aspect of Amy's responses to literature,
the first interview suggested another Amy who valued
unleashed emotional outbursts as one of her favorite ways
to respond to literature.

C:

What was that like, reading at bed time, what do you
remember about how you might have responded to books
then?
A: Well, when I was little I was very tricky. Do you want
to know how I was very tricky?
C: Sure. Tell me.
A: Well, this is going to make you laugh!
C: Go ahead I could use a good laugh.
A: Well, maybe you did this to your mother when you were
little. But my mother, well like she wanted to calm me
down at bed time because I was a hard child to get to go
to sleep because when it was bed time I got all wound
up, so even though she wanted to calm me down, I got to
pick my own books out. And I always picked the books
that would get me all wound up and then she would read
those to me and I'd get all crazy jumping all over my
room!
C: Wow! What kind of books made you get all wound up like
that?
A: Funny ones! Like riddles that make you, and like jokes
that make you laugh so hard you can't stop laughing.
C: So you seem to have memories of laughing about books.
A: Tons and tons, and well I did so much laughing at funny
books when I was little because my mother read me so
many that were so funny. ..Well I also have some that
are sad. And well one time my mother read me about a
Steadfast Tin Soldier, and that's a fairy tale if you
don't know it, and it was so sad.
C: How could someone else tell that you felt sad after
hearing that story?
A: Well they couldn't because I waited until my mother
turned off the light and she turned on my nightlight and
then I let some tears go into my pillow and make a wet
C:
A:
C:
A:

C:
A:
C:

A:

spot.
So it was so sad that you cried a few tears.
Not just a few, a lot. Then I got a headache. Then
finally I told my mother.
Can you remember what you said?
No. It was probably that she shouldn't read me such a
sad book before bed and or else she should stay till I
?oS seem^to^remember that quite clearly.

Do you know how

old you were when you read it?
T didn't read it. My mother read it.
Oh that's what I meant. How old were you the time your
mother read it to you and you felt sad
I think four. I might have been more lake three and a
half
But I know I wasn't five and I wasn t six, so 1
think it's four and the one thing I know is I couldn
read yet.

And later,

C:
A:
C:
A:

C:
A:
C:
A:

C:
A:
C:
A:
C:
A:

C:

A:
C:
A:

Would you say you liked books when you were little?
Yes! I loved books and I still love books.
Anything else you can remember?
I remember I read a book once about a duck...it was a
duck that got lost... I think I was about two or three,
probably three...it was a little duck and he gets caught
in a bucket. . .
Who read that to you?
My mother. She read most of my books to me.
Was it a book that you owned?
No because then we would have read it more times, but
she only read it one time. It was kind of...it made me
feel..like a little bit scared because the duck got far
away from her mother.
And that made you scared.
Yes because you didn't know if she would get back to her
mother or if she would just be lost for ever and ever.
So it made you feel scared?
Yeah and I didn't like it that much, but I remember it.
Can you rememeber if there were any illustrations in the
book?
Probably. It was a book for children. I can't really
remember the pictures, but well I think there was one of
a duck though.
I bet you're right. One last question. What do you think
was the best thing about responding to books when you
were little?
The best thing about books?
The best thing about responding to books.
Getting to laugh like I was wild. Now that was the best.
Amy's

second interview further supported this view of

her as being very much emotionally invested in her
responses to books,
importance of social
she

A:

responds

to

and also served to reveal the
interaction in her perceptions of how

literature.

Well like I said before, if you were listening, the
books I like are funny and crazy and like the Ramona
books, and well that author is named Beverly Clearly,
and those books I can even read with my brother because
we both love to laugh at them so much.

C:
A:
C:
A:

So tell me more about reading a Ramona book.
Hmm, well really I go crazy.
How do you do that?
Well, if I'm at home, I laugh and laugh and my Mom or
Dad or my brother, who is in sixth grade, well they just
start to laugh with me.

And,

A:

I like reading with company. Sometimes I just read by
myself and then I skip stuff and just read what parts
look good to me and I can still, well I still figure it
out even if I skip parts. But mostly I like to read with
somebody and then I get to respond with somebody, and,
hmmmm, it's just more to talk about that way. Like, well
it's like that if I read with my brother and we start
laughing at some silly thing Fudge does and we talk
about it and like that.
In her final

interview,

in which the dicussion focused

on what her past and present responses to literature meant
to her,

Amy was clear about response to literature

providing an outlet for her emotional connections with
specific texts,
dimension of

as well as

sharing those responses.

often responded to humor
some knowledge that
social

about her

interest in the social
We see that she

in books she read,

probably with

she did so because she enjoyed the

interaction which she often brought about by sharing

what she

found to be humorous.

She stated that she did see

connections between how she responded to books then and
now,

pointing out for

example that she always

laugh at a silly book then and she still does.
however,

liked to
Now,

she sees some differences in the way she responds

because unless she

is at home,

"there isn't really as many
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people you can talk to about how the person in the book
makes you feel.
wild and crazy,
group and that
person group,

So

like

if,

and say if

I'm reading that in my reading

it's not really
then who can

because that... that's why
cause my mother works
For Amy,

say that Ramona makes me feel

then,

I

a group because

tell

it's a one

I'm crazy too?

it was better when

So

I was

little,

in the home."

both her past and present experiences

with responding to books were characterized first by an
emphasis on identifying emotional evocations of the text
and then by her desire to
with someone else.

share those emotional

Humor and rich characterization appear

to have been of great

interest to Amy.

seem to be evidence of a history of
aspect of

responding,

While there does

interest

in this social

it should be noted that Amy's present

classroom experience and her relative social
regard to her

responses

isolation with

reading program may have been responsible for

coloring her perceptions of the past,
illuminate her concerns

and

as well as serving to

interests about the present.

Stephen

Stephen,
of Mrs.

age

six years eight months,

Sanderson's class

at the

most of the other participants
profiles based on the

was also member

Slater School.

in the

Unlike

study whose response

interviewing procedure were very much
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dominated by a particular response interest,
indicated an ability to move easily
response behaviors.

Stephen

in and out of various

This appears to have been true with

regard to both his past and present experiences in
responding to

literature.

While many participants seemed

to have viewed their past response history solely through
the

lens of their present response

interests,

Stephen

seemed to have a very clear understanding of how he
responded then compared with how he might respond now.
researcher noted that

in his

first interview Stephen

mentioned his mother worked as a librarian.
that she always brought books home from the
that even when he was

He explained
library,

understandable therefore,

It seems

that Stephen's recollections of

literature,

he might have responded to

and so the ways

literature,

it may also

indicate

a variety of ways was

in which

were better

remembered than those of other participants.
hand,

and

quite young they had often talked

about the books she had read to him.

his past exposure to

The

On the other

that responding to literature

actually of greater

in

interest to

Stephen.
Stephen's memories about his past responses to
literature were strikingly vivid,
in the
C;

first

as was seen very early on

interview session.

information about
...And I'm interested in getting some
responded to
what you might remember about how you

literature when you were little. Do you know what it
means to respond to something?
S: Sure. It's like you want me to remember what kinds of
stuff I said about books, like that. Like how I was
acting about books.
C: Right, or it could even be how you were thinking about
literature .
S: It could be a lot of different things because you can
pick all sorts of ways to respond at a book somebody
reads to you.
C: Right.
S: Like when I was little I read this book, and it was a
Mooney B. Finch story. It was about Mooney B. Finch when
he was little and he got into the tub and he put the
garbage in and he started scrubbing the garbage with a
brush and then I responded to the story. I did it the
day after I read that story. I got into the tub and I
still had my clothes on and I took all the garbage, all
the garbarge cans in the house and I put it in there and
I started scrubbing, washing it with my turtle back
bruush. (laughs) I was washing the garbage! And my Mom,
she took a picture of it actually!
In this

instance,

we see not only how clearly Stephen

understood the broad nature of how one might choose to
respond to a book,
an action mode,
respond by
several

but also an example of his engagement in

where the reading of a book moved him to

imitating the action of the text.

instances

There are

in both the first and second interviews

in which Stephen reports having been moved to action by
books.

For example,

he describes having written a poem

based on a book that was read to him by Mrs.

Sanderson.

Another time he reports trying to make a paper airplane
similar to one made by a character
by his

father.

in a story read to him
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One of

the more prominent response interests indicated

by Stephen was one

in which he focuses on getting

information from texts.
C:
S:

Did your Mom or Dad ever read to you?
All the time! Every day, every night, all the time.
Actually my Dad still reads to me every night. Once, a
long time ago, I was like four I think, he read to me
this thing from Ranger Rick. I got that you know. It had
like a kind of, what do they call that? Like a thing
about dolphins. And I responded to it. And like it was
super neat because we were on Cape Cod when we read it
and we were right near the New England Aqua thing. What
do they call that? The big seaquarium thing down on Cape
Cod? Like Sea World or something like that but that's
not it. What do they call that?
C: I'm not sure. I know the kind of place you're talking
about though.
S: It's...it's the Aqua...the Aqua Marine Dolphin Show.
That's what the name of the dolphin show is and we read
the story like a couple of days before we we went to the
place when we were on Cape Cod for like a month and
urn...we read the Ranger Rick. And it said that dolphns
can do many different things, including dolphins can put
out fires...and when we went to the thing, they did. I
saw it. They put out this fire on a little tiny wooden
boat thing that was floating in their pool. And I knew
already they could do that because I read that
information.
As did Amy,
books.

Stephen saw a need for repeated reading of

Whereas Amy re-read to stimulate emotional

responses and to re-establish
and others,

as we will

reading proficiency,
order to better

see,

links with family members,

re-read to

improve their

Stephen apparently re-read texts

remember

in

information he considered

important.

C:
S:

' you liked a book when you were little, did you
;ually read it just one time?
, way! I liked it like three nights m a row at least
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C.

Why do
once?

S.

Because if it was good, then that means there was a lot
of good stuff in there. I wanted to see it again, and
like remember more stuff from it, more information.
Can you remember a book that you wanted to have read
more than one time from when you were little?
There was lots, and sometimes my Dad would get so tired
of reading it ten times. One time I got this mummy book
from the library. It was about how they...it's about
ancient Egypt people that lived about two thousand years
ago, before even... before any cavemen I think, before
they had started this country... and it was about the
Romans, and about how they mummified them. How they
mummified the kings. I had my Dad read that one so many
times, and that was a long time ago, like probably the
summer before I started in Mrs. Smith's room.
(Kindergarden teacher).

C:
S:

you think you liked to have

it read more than

Stephen also spoke of responding to illustrations more
frequently when he was

little,

saying that the reason he

did this was because "It helps you pay attention more and
you could get more

information that way."

He had many

interesting observations about his encounters with
illustrations and how he responded to them.
C:
S:
C:
S:

Did you like the illustrations?
I liked the good ones.
What made some good?
Well, if it was exactly like you picture from..well see
if the author who writes the book says "He was mighty
and had black long hair," and then they put in a picture
with somebody as small as me but blond hair, then that's
the kind of illustration I didn't like. I hated that
kind! And you can tell the illustrator, that guy, well
he never even bothered to read the page.
C: So what would you do if someone read you a book and the
illustration didn't match with what it said in the
S:

words?
I used to get so mad! Ask my mother. She'll tell you.
I'd get so mad I'd say "Don't read me any more of this
book. This is a dumb book and then I'd probably throw it
across

the

floor.

In his second interview,

Stephen again mentioned the

importance of reading books to get information from them.
When asked how he responded to books now,

S:

C:
S:
C:
S:
C:
S:

C:
S:

C:
S:

C:
S:
C:
S:

he answered,

I respond by...well like I respond by getting all the
information in there. That's tne best part I like the
best. I like chapter books now. But I only mostly read
those at home. There's so much stuff in them, like all
kinds of information.
Why do you read them at home?
Cause that's where I have them.
They probably have chapter books here in the library. Do
you think you might like to read one in school?
No really.
Why not?
There isn't enough time. Like we have I think seven
minutes or eight minutes for quiet reading, I forget.
And you have to have a lot more for a chapter book.
Could you read just part of the chapter one day and then
the next part the next day?
No that's not how you're supposed to read them. Cause
each chapter... it's like it's a smallerish book and you
have to read it all at once.
So what would happen if you didn't read it all at once?
It wouldn't make any sense and you wouldn't understand
what was happening in the story, see? Because it's like
you can't keep all the information straight.
And the information is important.
Well that's why you read it.
Why?
To get more information.
While this

interest in getting information from books

seemed to have guided many of Stephen's encounters with
texts,

it should be noted that

in his

placed considerable emphasis on the

interviews he also

interactive,

social

aspect of response.

C:

Do you remember ever having read anything sad when you

S:

Hmmm.!!well
my mother.

I

remember feeling sad when

I

got read to by
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C:
S.

C:

S:
C:
S:

C:
S:

Tell me about that.
Well I even remember I think I cried sometimes. But I
don t know...I don't remember...boy, I don't even know
what made me sad! Strange.
It's not strange really. Sometimes we can have a memory
of a feeling and not remember exactly why we felt that
way.
Well I remember I did feel that way sometimes when my
mother read, and this is strange, but I really liked it!
Why do you think you liked it?
Because my mom, well she'd like say "Oh yeah, isn't this
sad? I feel sad too. I cried at this when I was little."
And like that. And so...well really it felt good to cry.
And like I'd be all bunched up in her lap like a baby.
But I wouldn't do that now.
Why not?
Well I don't read with my Mom as much. I probably
wouldn't like it so much now, but then I liked it cause
I was like two and three and stuff.
When describing the kinds of books he liked to read

best during his second interview,
some revealing facts

about his

Stephen again imparted

interest in the social

interaction provided by sharing responses.

C:
S:
C:
S:
C:
S:
C:
S:
C:
S:
C:
S:

So information books are what you like best.
Yup, that's the best kind.
Any other kind you like?
Well there is another kind, but they're not my favorite
as information.
What kind is that?
Well sometimes I like character kinds of books too. Like
Bugs Bunny because sometimes he's like in jokes.
So you like jokes in books?
Well not joke books, but joke things happening in a
story.
What do you do if you're reading a book with something
humorous like that in it, something funny?
I usually say "Hey Mom listen to this!" and then I read
it to her or else I tell it to her.
What if you're reading at school?
I usually tell somebody. Like Chris or Benjamin or

C:

sometimes Becky.
Is it important to share

S:
C:

Sure.
Why?

a funny thing with someone.
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S:

That's what makes it be funnier. I usually always try to
find someone, you know, somebody to tell it to, or else
I just laugh inside. And sometimes, like I tell my Mom
and my Dad at supper. I say "Hey I read this thing about
Bugs Bunny."
Thus we see the importance of Stephen's being able to

share what he has read with someone else.

In some instances

he appears to focus on the text when engaged in a social
mode of response,
book.

as

seen in the example of the Bugs Bunny

But at other times,

these social
Polly,

interactions

he seems to need to engage in
in a way similar to that of

who valued the warmth and security of being close to

someone at reading time.
these

instances

It should be noted that many of

in which participants discuss the need to

share responses with family members or friends are also
linked to an obvious need to respond to literature over
time .
In his

final

interview,

Stephen returned to a

discussion of how he likes to read to gain information from
books,

using this as an organizing framework to explain

what his past and present response experiences meant to
him.
S:

What it all means to me is that I always liked books,
like the information in them. But mostly when I was
little I had to ask my father to read it to me a lot of
times, you know, like about eight times I asked him
sometimes. But now it's easier like if I'm reading about
Mount Saint Helen's volcano and there s a part I didn t
get then I can just find that book and go back and get
the information I want. Like say I had to write this big
report of it, then I would just get all the information
myself. What was the question you asked me.

C.

S.

I asked you to think about what you told me about how
you responded to books in the past and how you respond
books now and try to think of it all together and tell
me what all of that means to you.
Well it means I like books a lot that have all sorts of
information.

Like many of the other participants,

Stephen mentioned the

past and present being differentiated by his growing
proficiency as an independent reader.

Yet he clearly saw

his prevailing interest in gaining information as the main
element which helped him make sense of his past and present
response to

literature.

Andrew

Andrew,
when

six years one month,

had little to talk about

it came to discussing his past responses to

literature.

What

little information could be obtained came

in short bursts and was characterized by a vagueness and
lack of

interest

in the discussion.

having been read to by his parents,

He had memories of
but couldn't remember

where these readings took place or how he felt about them.
He had some memories of having been read to

in pre-school,

but again could remember no titles or stories.

He did

mention that he disliked story time at pre-school "because
you had to stop everything,
something really good,

even

if you were doing

and then everybody had to get their

little rug thing and you had to

just sit there.

It was

wicked boring." He had similarly negative memories about
his older sister having read to him.
C:
A:
C:
A:

C:
A:
C:
A:

How about your sister, did she ever read to you when you
were little?
She tried.
Tell me about that.
She thought she was so great because she could read and
she always wanted to read these dumb books to me, but I
never let her cause like I'd just take the book and grab
it and throw it away. She used to go crazy.
Can you remember what any of the books she tried to read
to you were about?
I didn't listen. I just got out of there fast. They were
all dumb books, her books.
Did you have books of your own that weren't dumb?
Most books were dumb. I had a few. I didn't like them
that much.
During the second interview Andrew seemed mort willing

to share his thoughts about how he currently responded to
books,

but once again,

he tried to convey a somewhat

negative attitude toward reading and books.

Despite the

fact that he maintained he did not read and did not like
books,

he eventually told some revealing stories about

books of which he was apparently quite fond.

Andrew seemed

to respond to books much of the time by focusing on the
information he could glean from them,

yet he also responded

by being moved to action by the books he read.
his engagement
in the

a-

A'

in each of these areas of response is seen

following excerpts

I

from his second interview.

like to read dinosaur books. I like those and
fe^d them
And books about btrds and stulike that.
I don't really like stories that much. Mostly I just

T

oiipss

Instances of

watch TV,

cartoons.

C:
A:

C:
A:

C:
A:

But you do read books about birds and dinosaurs and you
like those?
They're ok. I really like them a lot. Like I'd rather
watch TV but if I have to read a book I like to read one
that's about something.
What do you mean 'about something."
You know, like about something, like about birds or
dinosaurs or stars. True stuff. True things about real
things in the world. Not made up stuff.
So tell me about how you might respond to a book like
that, say one about birds, or dinosaurs or stars.
I would respond because I'd pick it out, right? That
means I like it and that's my response and I respond
by..by if I have good information from it I can tell
somebody about Belt of Orion in my stars book, like
that.
With regard to his responding to literature by being

moved to action,

Andrew reports attempting to write stories

based on books he has read.

He also mentions an interest

in drawing pictures of characters he's read about in books,
"especially if

it's an animal that's a character,

animals can be characters too you know,
and I

not

because

just people,

learned that from my teacher." He offered the

following information concerning his writing based on
exposure to

literature.

A: One good thing I can do is responding to books.
C: What's that ?
A: Write a story about the book.
C : That sounds interesting. Tell me more about that.
A: Well I do that at writing sometimes... it's like I try to
write a story that we already read, but I change it a
little... like I do something crazy like I chop all their
heads off or something, (laughs).
C: So you take a story you've read and you decide how you
A:

ght change it?
tah
you just think about it and then you try to do
>mething that's gonna make it be your story and not the
te the other person has already writ. Like you can t

ch^geI'sometof

i?"* thing 311 over aSair •

That's why

I

What is surprising about the analysis of Andrew's
interviews

is that although he does mention liking

informational books and how interested he is in getting
information he can share from those books,

he also mentions

titles of fantasy books with considerable frequency,
well as

riddle and

joke books which

as

he says he enjoys

talking about with his friends.

C
A
C
A

C
A
C
A
C
A

Th??11 one.book that 1 always put in a special place
That one is called Little Chick.
p
Oh, what1s that one about?
About Little Chick's breakfast. I love that book.
Tell me the story.
Well_she wakes up and she wants her breakfast right away
thP in S ri8!*K
middle of the night. And they feed
the cows in the middle of the night in that story. And
then in the morning she says "I hope I have dried corn.”
And.she gets some. That’s a book that I have at home and
i put it in my special place.
Why do you put it there?
Because that’s a favorite place and you can always find
it. It’s in this...like a box thing.
Are there other books you like?
Well Dr. Seuss.’
What’s that?
It's a guy I think. He has Green Eggs and Ham, Have you
Seen my Mother, now that's a really good one.

With this

discussion of Dr.

indicates

a type of response similar to that of many other

participants.

Seuss books,

Andrew also

Here he views his response as being directly

related to his own sense of proficiency as a reader.
Andrew's
is

interest

in the Dr.

Seuss books as he describes it

linked to his ability to read them independently.
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A:
C:
A:
C:
A:
C:
A:

C:
A:
C:
A:

Have you Seen my Mother is about that thick, (indicates
with hands) .
So you like that one. Why do you like it?
It took me about...it took me about one day just to read
it. I read it all. And that's why I like it.
How did the book make you feel?
It made me feel good.
Why did it make you feel good?
Well usually I don't read much books, not much thick
books, but I liked that one because I can read it and I
spent all day on it.
Did you talk to anybody about it after you read it?
Yeah and I showed my father and he said 'You read that?'
He couldn't believe his eyes.
So what did you talk to him about when you talked about
the book?
I just told him that I read it by myself.
Andrew returns to the discussion of his interest in

reading books for information several times during this
second interview,

often stressing how much he likes to

share the information he has obtained with his friends.
fact,

he maintains that this

In

is "probably my favorite way

to respond."

A:

Talking about those books is my best way to re^P0IJd;
think. Probably it's my favorite way to respond. 1 just
like to talk about it. But not with the teacher. Like
talk about it with one of my friends.
. ,
C: What do you say? Give me an example of what you might
talk about if you talked with one of your friends.
A- Well like if I read a bird book, I'd say if that bir
around here or in another part of the world or
something. You know, like what information I remember
about the bird. Like that and everything.
During the final
difficulty

interview,

Andrew had noticeable

in making meaning for himself of his past and

present understanding of how he responds to literature.
This

is not surprising,

since he seemed to have remembered
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so

little

from his past.

His only way of

linking the past

with the present seemed to be by talking about those books
which he had read as a younger child and which he continued
to read at the time the researcher interviewed him.

A:

I guess it's pretty important to me, to respond to
books. And it was probably kind of important when I was
little. I have some things I want to say about the
books. And I usually took care of those books and I
still take care of them so I can read them again. This
is a hard quest ion. . . hmmm. . .I guess that I like riddles
better now...and I liked jokes then and now and I liked
to tell them to another kid then and now...I like it if
I can respond to books. Or to a poem maybe. And I always
. liked it and I still like it. I think a lot about Have
you Seen my Mother. I think that's the first book I ever
responded to, and I still respond to that one because I
still read it. And I think that Little Chick matters to
me the most. I say it's good now and I said it was good
when I was way back at four and three probably. That's
still what I read the most. Little Chick. I
would feel
pretty bad if I never got to respond to books, well
really if I never got to talk about books, because
you're supposed to be able to talk about them with
somebody.

Analysis of Andrew's interviews
made

indicates a child who has

a transition from being not at all

interested in the

social

interaction aspect of response,

to a child who

values

the opportunity to talk about and share books with

his peers more than any other response outlet.
well be

This may

linked to his growing self-esteem as a reader,

evidenced in the example

(p.28)

of his tendency to

associate response with achievement.

Benjamin and Becky

Although there are ways
both members of Mrs.
different,
interest

in which Benjamin and Becky,

Sanderson's class,

their interviews

seem very

indicated a predominant

in response as it manifests itself in an

appreciation for

information in the text.

While their

profiles suggest they are functionally linked with this
analytical mode,
in

Becky also places emphasis on her

imaginative play as

a way of responding,

interest

describing how

she frequently embarks on imaginative fantasies about the
books
more

she has read.

Benjamin,

on the other hand,

seems

likely to use books as a way of evoking and then

analyzing his

internal emotional

responses to them as well

as using his private ponderings to consider whether or not
something he has read might be useful to him in his own
life.

This provides an interesting contrast

response profiles of two
so similarly
literature

in the

individuals who at one level seem

locked into understanding their responses to

in relation to an analytical mode.

Beniamin.

Benjamin’s early memories of response to

literature already indicate a tendency to want to respond
privately to what was read to hi..
participants,

Unlike .any of the

who spoke of enjoying the closeness they

when sharing a book with a parent or sibling,

felt

Ben3a.tn

mentions again and again his having wanted to respond to

books by himself.

Even before he could read,

he found a

way to make this possible.
C:
B:

C:

B:

C:
B:
C:
B:

C:
B:

Do you remember anyone reading to you when you were
little?
Once I remember my mother reading The Afternoon Cat. And
I reacted as reading it, you know, responded to it, and
I remember her reading it then I took it and I like read
it and read it and read it again and again and I just
said it, and I said it over and I loved the whole thing.
I thought about it so much, even though I couldn't
really read it, but I could remember how all of it went.
If you had someone read a book to you and you really
liked that book, say your Mom read it to you, how would
she know you really liked it?
I just used to say, 'Mom can you read this again so I
can have a tape of it?' And then I could listen to it on
my tape recorder.
So you liked to have a tape of it?
Yeah.
Why do you suppose you liked to hear it on the tape
recorder?
Well, when I was maybe about three or four I learned how
to do the reverse on the tape recorder and then I'd play
the parts I liked over and over, sometimes like ten
times.
Did you do that just with parts you liked?
Yeah, mostly, and with the parts I wanted to figure out
about. I liked the tapes a lot, because I never really
wanted anyone to read to me. I never really asked them
to read to me. My parents just read to me even when I
didn't want them to. Because when I was small I just
wanted to be by myself in my room at night and listen to
tapes so I could figure everything out and so I could go
to sleep.

Although Benjamin often wanted to respond to
privately,

literature

his mother evidently did read to him,

and

Benjamin had vivid memories of the kinds of books and
stories

she read to him.

Again,

shared readings with his mother,
interest

as he recounts these
we see evidence of his

in an analytical response to

literature.

C:

Can you remember any of the ones (stories) she might
have read?
B: Sure, she read me a lot of that fairy stuff, fairy tale
stuff. Little Red Riding Hood, Sleeping Beauty. Stories
that are not real. Oh yeah, she read me Rapunzle,
Goldilocks. She loved to read me that stuff. Then one
day I got really sick of it. I said "This stuff is all
about girls." All of those stories are about girls.
Except the one about Jack and the Beanstalk. That one's
OK. The rest I wouldn't even listen to when I was five.
But before I said I quit, I must have read a whole book
of that stuff with her. With a million chapters of all
that.
C: What would you have picked if your mother had said she'd
read you anything in the world you wanted to read?
B: Hmm...well I probably would have told her to read
riddles for me. And Rhymes. I liked those too, cause
like you can just keep waiting, like you guess what the
rhyme word is going to be that's coming in the next
part. Like if she read "Dan Dan the Dirty Old Man" and
then I would spend my whole brains on what would rhyme
with the man. Get it, like you know the guy is gonna
make it rhyme with the last word you heard, see, so man
and what? It could be man and can or man and fan, get
it?
In his

second interview,

Benjamin once again focused

on recounting episodes of analytical response.
of his
as he

involvement

most

in analysis of texts was done privately

reflected on what he had read about or on what had

been read to him.

He

related one

incident involving a book

on tides which he had read with his father.
relate much of the
reading,

He was able to

information he had gained from the

telling the researcher facts about how many high

and low tides there are each day,
of

Again,

and about how the gravity

the moon affects the changing of the tides.

course

indicates a

information as

This of

fascination with the acquisition of

a way of responding,

but as was typical of

Benjamin,

the analytical tendency seemed to have been the

overriding concern.

Benjamin was often searching for how

what he had read might be useful to him in his own life.
C:
B:
C:
B:
C:
B:
C:
B:

C:
B:

C:
B:
C:
B:

When did you read this book?
Oh, end of summer, like August, (long pause) like two
months ago. But then it got boring.
What made it boring?
Words got too hard, it didn't make any sense or anything
so I just said 'Let's quit.'
I see, so that was the end of that, huh?
Well except then I figured one thing out.
What's that ?
Well this I figured out a long time after I read that
tides book, but it's about the tides book. Well really
it's about the waves that come up because the tide is
there. Well one thing I figured out is that it's
impossible to catch a fish with too big of waves.
With what?
Waves. Cause when waves, well the outside comes this way
(indicated forward motion with hands) and the bottom,
then that goes that way (indicates backward motion with
hands). Like a big roller thing. See? And it must be
impossible to catch a fish cause it's just gonna bring
your line back in. Your line keeps coming in, even if
you throw it out about, like about a thousand yards, or
more than that.
And how did you figure that out?
In my room. I was thinking about that tides book and
then I figured that out.
Who was with you?
Nobody! I said I was in my room!
Not only do we

response,

but we

see

also

occur and change over
mentions

in his

second

Benjamin's engagement

in analytical

see evidence of how his responses
time.

Time and time again,

Benjamin

interview instances where he

silently and privately pondered something he'd read.
could tell
his mother,

the
his

He

researcher about people reading to him
teacher,

the school

he placed some value on this

librarian -- and while

shared reading,

he

insisted

that he preferred to
himself.

respond by mulling things over to

In describing Benjamin as a highly analytical

thinker and respondent and as one who preferred to respond
in private,
emotional
C:
B:

C:
B:

C:
B:

C:
B:

it

is

important not to miss some of the

impact he recognizes books have on him.

What else can you tell me about how you respond to
literature now?
Well sometimes I read a book that makes me feel sad, and
sometimes I'll read one that makes me feel sick and I
don't even know why. It's like, gets me depressed for no
reason. They make my stomach feel sick.
What kind of book makes you stomach feel sick?
History. History is really sad to read. My mother reads
one book to us that she can sing too. It's a song and a
book. That gets me right in the heart, but not all the
time.
Do you think it's helpful to talk to someone about a
book that makes you feel sad or depressed?
(
Well, usually I get depressed because the book doesn t
get me that depressed, it's like the book makes me think
of another thing and that gets me depressed.
So could you tell somebody about that?
No,not really...no, because it's not in the book and
they wouldn't even know what you were talking about so
it's more of you just have to think about it by
yourself.

Like Amy and Stephen,

Benjamin saw a need for repeated

readings of some literature,
as

in his past.

but not so much

in his present

The reader will recall how he played his

tapes over and over to hear parts he liked or to clarify
information.
that he no

In this second

interview,

Benjamin maintained

longer reread books as much as he did when he

was younger,

maintaining that you needn't keep reading them

so long as you remembered enough to keep thinking about
them.

The one exception to this was poetry.

B:

Poetry. You have to read poetry more than one time or
else you don't get it the first time. You don't
understand it. Mostly the poetry Mrs.Sanderson reads you
have to read more than one time. Not like baby poetry.
Real poetry. That you have to read sometimes six times
or five.

In his final interview,

Benjamin appeared to be comfortable

attempting to make meaning of his past and present response
histories. Of all the participants, Benjamin was the most
enthusiastic about the third interview, and this enthusiasm
is reflected in the fact that his was the longest third
interview of the twelve participants.
interview,

During the

Benjamin indicated incidents in which his

response to literature involved his going off to do his own
writing.

He also spoke of a new interest in the social

aspects of shared response,

as he expressed a desire to be

able to share his responses to books by talking about them.
As will be seen in the following excerpts, even these
instances of engagement in other response modes are still
significantly linked to his persistent return to an
analytical perspective.
B: Well I used to take a book after my mother read it to me
and I'd look at the pictures, like for about five hours
I'd just sit there and look at the pictures and remember
parts of the story. But urn, turning it into a poem is
how I like it now. Sort of cut the story. Cut the pieces
of the story right out and make it a poem.
C : How do you know how to do that?
B: I just know.
C: Tell me how you go about doing that.
B: Well it’s easy. At first you hear the story and maybe
you think you'll have it into a poem, but then you have
to read it again until you know it better or else
...well you don't know it that good. And then you can

tell which part you chop out. Like chop chop chop to all
the parts you don't want. All the parts, if they don't
matter, you karate chop them out.
Benjamin also made
now read,

he

is

references to the

fact that since he can

able to choose his own books and read them

to himself without having to discuss them with anyone else.
B:
C:
B:
C:
B:
C:

B:

C:
B:

Well I used to respond more out loud to my mother or my
father. Now I respond to myself.
Tell me about that.
Well it's faster if you respond to yourself.
Tell me what you mean by that.
It's easy! Don't you get it?
I think I do but I'm, well I'm not quite sure so if you
could tell me more, then I can see if I do get it
completely, ok?
It's like if I have to tell you something it takes me a
long time because I have to say every single word to
you. I can't just think it inside my own brain and
memory. But if I like...wait a minute.
Take your time.
Oh, oh I remember now and well that's if I have to say
it to you. But if I have to..if all's I have to do is
think it to myself it's so quick, so fast. Like 'pop
as quick as that.

The researcher questioned Benjamin further about his
internalized responses to
began to address

literature,

some of his frustrations with group

dynamics when responding to
of the difficulty he had
while

and he eventually

listening to

literature

in school.

He spoke

in remembering his own answers

someone else,

or of not having the

opportunity to answer questions because someone else
answered first

"and then no one wants to hear another

answer."

Surprisingly,

this third

interview,

Benjamin insisted at the end of

as he did during the second

interview,

that his favorite way of responding to

literature was by talking about
B:
C:

B:
C:
B:
C:
B:

it.

My best way is to talk about what I read.
But you mentioned that more and more you pick out your
own books and read them and that means you respond to
yourself, right?
Well that's what I do, but really I want to talk to
somebody a lot of the time.
Is that hard?
It's hard if they haven't read the same book as me.
What if you all read the same book?
Well yeah, we do that in my classroom now, and that's
better because Mrs.Sanderson lets everybody have their
own chance to answer, and that's how I like it.
Becky.

If Benjamin engaged in analytical response in

an attempt to bring order to his understanding of the real
world,

then Becky used the analytical

different reasons.

Becky's

response for very

interviews are alive with

enthusiastic talk of how exciting it can be to figure out
what a book is all

about by embarking upon magical

fantasies

into the

imaginative world she created for

herself.

Two analytical thinkers,

internalize their responses
Over
Benjamin)

-- but in such diverse ways.

the course of her three interviews,

Becky

(as did

often mentioned her need to stop and think about

the meaning of a passage,
the text

two children who

she was

an illustration,

reading.

or a section of

Benjamin typically tried to make

sense of what he read by putting it in the context of his
own

life experience and checking to see

terms of his

logic.

different analytical

Becky,

if

it made sense in

on the other hand,

approach.

had a very

Hers involved a leap into a

fantasy world where she would further explore what was
happening in a book by extending the fantasy on her own.
Not surprisingly,

Becky reported no memories of reading

what the others might have called "information books."

The

vast majority of titles and topics she recalled were of
fantasy and fiction,

a literature full of princesses,

talking animals and children who could perform
other-worldly tasks.

Thus while Becky appears to be

predisposed to an analytical mode,
the imaginative mode

also comes

we see how powerfully

into play as she performs

her analyses of texts.
B:

C:

I remember when I was very little, about three and my
Mamma used to always read Make Way for Ducklings. That
was a book I always picked.
What can you remember about how you responded to that

book?
.
f
Well I always used to think about what it was like lor a
baby duck to live in the city, because that isn’t where
they live, well not usually they don't live in a city
with traffic and whoo! Who knows! There’s a lot of
1ike... danger for a baby duck.
C: So you thought about that...
,
,
.
B: Yeah, and like I would be one of the baby ducks m my

B:

C:

Tdon^rthink^t’s silly^I^G that kind of thing when

B-

iewould°pretend in my imagination I was a baby duck and
think about how fast it would look to see a car go pas
so fast, and think how big the jump up on the sidewalk

r•
B:

is to get out of the way!
.,_ + ?
Whv do you suppose you liked to imagine li e
•
Well
because I just did. It's because that's how,
can
well I can see if I remember the story and. .if
the story is, well if it makes sense to me I can th
about

it

like

that.

Becky also had memories of trying to figure out what
specific words said.

She said she did this by looking at

I

141

the pictures for a

long time,

trying to remember how her

mother's voice had sounded when she was reading,
looking at the word "for quite a while."
of analysis were
During the

and then

Hence other types

also part of Becky's responses to books.
second

interview,

Becky again spoke at

length of her tendency toward what might be described as
imaginative analysis.
Gretel with her
my Daddy reads

She told of having read Hansel and

father,
it,

I

and of how,

like try to

"well

sometimes after

figure out some words and

we talk about that and we talk about the book.
like to
C:
B:

C:
B:

C:
B:

C:
B:

it sometimes."

How do you do that?
Well I just pick a part of the book I want to know about
more and well...like you imagine in you were in Sleeping
Beauty , or you imagine if you were in Hansel and
Gretel.
And what does that do?
It...you remember the book more, understand it or well
you can...well you can make the book longer, like you
pretend more parts.
Tell me about that.
,
Well sometimes I don't want a book to end and so that s
when I pretend more adventures for say Sleeping Beauty
or

8;

imagine about

And then I

something.

Siiii??.!SS!!t1fr8SnTig5S«iS? B^1e?JKaik about it.
Would you mind telling me why you think you do it?
Well, I don't know, (laughs) I think because I want
to..understand the book more, and I want to keep
thinking about it after it's over, (laughs)
In the

final

interview,

understanding her past
by discussing her

Becky showed evidence of

and present responses to

literature

increasing proficiency as a reader,

response strand which is seen in the final

a

interviews of a
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high percentage of the participants.

Becky describes it in

this way:
B:

C:
B:

C:
B:

C:

B:

C:
B:

What does it all mean to me? Hmmm...What does it all
mean to me. Well one thing is something that is
different and that is that I can read books to myself
now and I can think about them to myself.
Tell me about that.
Well like if my Mamma read to me, she usually wanted to
talk about the book, and I didn't always want to talk
about it, if I more wanted to just imagine, so I'd say
'I'm too tired" and then I would just lie down in bed
and think to myself.
How are things different now?
Now I don't have to read the book, well if it's easy
enough for me to read, I don't know every single word,
but I can read it by myself and I can well if I want to
just put it down somewhere and imagine about it, well
then like if I don't want to read it all at one time,
like you can just stop and imagine whenever you decide
it's time, and
I get what you're saying. You said you can think about
books to yourself. What is that like for you, when you
think about books to yourself?
Well, usually I think about something... about a part ot
the book that makes me say "Hmmmm I don't understand
that." And then sometimes I read it again or I look
harder at the picture to see what it means or I imagine
more about it.
„
How does imagining help you understand it better.
I can't even answer that question at all.

While so much of Becky's

interview focused on her private,

internalized responses to

literature,

she also indicated a

very strong desire to share some of her thoughts about
books with her peers.

Claiming that it’s important to

share her thoughts about books with her classmates,

Becky

went on to say that she felt obligated to share a book with
her

friends "if

it was a very good book and

should hear about

it."

She spoke

I

think they

in detail of the

importance of figuring out "the lesson" of a book,

saying,
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B:

C:
B:

C:
B:

Well if you read about a princess and she's selfish or
foolish or something, that can remind you not to be
selfish and foolish. And other kids should know about
that too, so you can tell them.
I like to talk to my
classmates about the books we all read.
Why do you like that?
Because sometimes they think it means...if it's a
confusing part, somebody might think it means something
else from me.
And then?
And then we can talk about it and sometimes I'm right.

Becky obviously had warm memories of reading with her
parents,

and recognized the

importance of sharing her

thoughts on books with her peers.
of engagement in the social
next be seen

in Polly,

But this

interactive response which will

for example,

who seemed to place the

ultimate value on the physical closeness
Becky,

the

social

ostensibly more

itself.

For

interaction served as a vehicle for an

important text-focused analytical response.

In-depth

Interview Profiles:

Profiles

of

School

is not the kind

the

are presented

The Harrison School

seven participants
in the

from the Harrison

following section.

Polly
Whereas Amy,
much

from the Slater school,

appeared to be

interested in the emotional evocations of texts and in

how she might further engage
result of them,
emotional

in social

interactions as a

Polly described a very different type of

involvement when discussing her recollections of
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how she responded to books

in the past.

Polly's emotional

predisposition was made manifest not by specific evocations
of the text,

but rather by the shared experience of reading

with someone.
social mode
in texts,

While Amy operated within an essentially

in order to explore her responses to

Polly was

behavior only

interested in this social response

insofar as

to her parents

incidents

it provided a physical closeness

and sibling while reading.

While Amy's

interviews revealed clear memories of her having wanted to
share her responses to specific humorous
texts,

Polly's memories of

text-specific.

She recalls

sharing responses were far less
for example,

about books with her mother and brother,
details about the books regarding story
illustrations,
laughter.
books

she

brother,

or what humorous events

that she

laughed

but cannot recall
line,

characters,

led to the shared

When questioned about her responses to specific
remembered having read with her mother and
Polly's discussion quickly moved from

text-specific

information to

her response to the

C:

incidents in

a more general discussion of

social aspect of the reading episode.

Ld your Mom read the book about Sal

and the bear to you

jst one time?
P:
C:
P:
C:
P:
C:

o? How many times do you think she

read

it to you.

^dolo^suppose she read it to you lots and lots?
ecause I liked it!
nd you would ask her to read it.
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P:

I think I asked her and my brother asked her every
night.
C: And why did you do that?
P: Because it's the longest book we had then and we picked
it because then we didn't have to go to bed and we could
all be on one bed or on the couch all snuggled under the
blue blanket and my Mom, she read to us.
C: And how did that make you feel?
P: Cozy! All of us, well we all would snuggle up close
close close and sometimes, Steven, that's my brother,
and he would say "Hey I want to hold the book! No I want
to hold the book!" Then Mommy would sit in the middle
and she would get to hold it so we wouldn't fight over
the pictures. And every night we would pick that book
and Steven would say "Let's pick the longest book!" and
then we would laugh so hard and we runned into the books
and started to count the pages to get the longest and it
was always Sal and the Blueberries. Steven would count
three books and I would count three. And then Mommy read
it and I already said it was, well we had cozy time all
together.
Polly's second interview revealed a similar emphasis on
the

social

aspect of response,

again with a focus on the

personal

interaction revolving around the act of shared

reading,

and not one which focused on sharing responses to

the text per

C:
P:

C:
P:
C:
P:

C:
P:
C:

se.

What books have they read to you lately?
Only they used to read, not now. When I was five they
read to me. Now they don't really read to me because
they say I have to read by myself so I'll learn how to
read.
How does that make you feel?
Not that good.
How come?
.c T,_
Because I like it when they read to me. Like it i m
really tired and it was a long day or something then I
want somebody to read to me and sit next to my mother
and
I don't want to read by myself every single timeI say "Can you read to
get my baby sitters to sometimes
me?"
And do they?
Sometimes.
How do you feel

about that.

P:
C:

Good.
Why?

P:
C:
P.

Easy! Cause then I don't have to go to bed.
What books do they read to you?
I don't know. I don't listen that much, well, really I
listen, but...I just lay down in my bed and try to keep
my eyes open so I don't go to sleep and really I don't
listen that much.
Polly's

interest.

last

interview indicates a shift toward a new

Whereas her

first two

interviews were spotted

throughout with an emphasis on how her needs for
socialization were fulfilled in reading books with other
people,

Polly's final

interview,

in which she was asked to

discuss what her memories about response to
meant to her,

literature

focused almost exclusively on her growing

sense of accomplishment with regard to reading.
Here,

Polly spoke of specific texts

in more detail.

Her responses to particular books were almost exclusively
articulated

in terms of how well

the book

independently.

herself,

it was

it all

level of

If she could read a book by

a good book and she

meant to her,"

response to

she felt she could read

this potpourri

literature,

liked it.

Thus "what

of memories about

was that she had come from one

interaction with texts to another decidedly less

socially oriented mode.

P:
C:
P:

All that other stuff about books was way back before
now, so it was all different then.
But we did talk about how you respond to books now,
right?
t
Yeah...but what it all means...it means I used to didn t
read and now I can.
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C
P

C
P
C
P

Can you tell me more about that?
Well some of the books I read, I like more than others.
y favorite is The Little Man and the Big Man. I read it
more than all the other ones, you know, because I liked
to read it more and more times, like kind of it was
easier, it is easier..and I can read it with no help
cause I don't get stuck on a single word. Not a single
word in the whole book and it has...1ike...I think about
ten pages.
What else does it all mean to you - how you responded to
books then and how you respond to books now?
Well now is different because I can read. And I read my
own book every day.
You mean the one you wrote?
Yeah, The Little Polly. I read that everyday. And I can
read the whole thing to somebody and it's so good.
What makes it so good?
Because I can read it and I don't get stuck!

Thus while responding to books also served a social
function for Polly,
function

it was quite different from the

it had for Amy.

Polly's attempt to make meaning

of her recollections of past and present responses to
literature b1^ moving
achievement as
participants

into a discussion of her sense of

a reader

in the

is

a tendency also seen among other

study.

Marie

Marie,
researcher
placed

to

conducted the study in the Harrison School,

little emphasis on the social component of response.

To Marie,
was

age six years eleven months at the time the

the most

indicate

understood the

important aspect of

responding to a book

(usually to the teacher)
literal

that she

meaning of the text.
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This
first

is not

surprising,

language.

literature,

Marie's memories of response to

both past and present,

responses are

suggest a child whose

linked predominantly to a sense of

accomplishment as
remembered,

since English is not Marie's

a proficient reader.

Every book she

every story she had read or heard was viewed

from the perspective of how it may have helped her learn to
read,

or whether or not she could now read it

independently .
Marie's recollections of her early response to
literature were

somewhat

limited.

A bilingual child,

she

had moved between the United States and her parents'
Spanish speaking homeland twice before the age of five.
She had few memories of having been read to prior to
entering kindergarten,
mother must have
thinks that
in school

though she maintained that her

read to her "because my mother,

reading is

Mommy

very important because you do good

if you can read everything they tell you to

read."
C:
M:
C:
M:
C:
M:
C:

Did your mother or father ever read to you when you were
little?
Yeah. My mommy read some books a lot.
She read some books more than one time?
Yes!
Did you ask her to read some books more than once or did
she just decide to read them again.
Both. Mostly I choosed.
Why do you think you wanted her to read a book more than
one time?
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M:

So I could read it by myself and I just practiced and
practiced and after if she read it so many times, then
could read it by myself.

I

When asked for titles of specific texts which were read in
this manner,
M:

C:
M:

I don't really remember much. It was a really long time
ago. I remember... we 11 I remember I think she maybe read
the Sleeping Beauty Story, but I don't really know..I
don't know what else...
But she read some of them a lot of times?
Yes, lots and lots, but I can't..I don't know what else,
probably some books in Spanish too, but I don't really
remember any..so..we 11 I just know I read and read and
read them and so then I could learn how to read.
In her

largely

M:
C:
M:
C:
M:
C:
M:

C:
M:
C:

M:

second

interview,

Marie spoke of her responses

in relation to how reading helped her become a more

proficient
C:

Marie replied,

reader.

Tell me about how you respond to books now, now that you
are almost seven.
I do the same thing.
Tell me about it.
Well, I respond at a book,...well I like it if I can
read it.
If I can read it, then it's good to me.
I noticed that you read a book to one of the children in
your class today. Do you like reading to other children?
If I read better I do.
Why is that?
Because they like to hear the story and I can read
it...but sometimes they can't read all the
words... Nobody has to read to me anymore. I can read by
myself. I want to just read by myself so I'm a good
reader.
What kinds of books do you like to read? Which ones do
you really enjoy?
I like books that I can read by myself. I already told
you that. I like it if I know all the words.
Well do you like any kind of book better than others?
Say do you like books about animals more than fairy
tales or something like that?
Not really. Just if I can read it then I like it.

During the

final

interview,

Marie made sense of her

past and present recollections of responding to books
much the

same way Polly did.

in

Her current perspective was

one which regarded responding to books as the ability to
read independently,

thus

indicating that for Marie,

response was still predominantly linked to this

idea of

reading proficiency.
Marie offered only one small bit of information which
led the researcher to believe that she might also have an
interest

in imaginative responses to literature.

point during the
following
M:

C:
M:
C:
M:
C:
M:

interview she

At one

spontaneously offered the

information:

One more thing is that I like Cinderella so much. I like
some books that are about people that are not..they
aren't real people..and then I like to think about
pretend things... 1ike if there is a really pretty
picture.
So you think about a pretty picture?
Yes, if I want to pretend more about the book, I just
think about it that way.
So pictures are important to you?
Not that much. You have to look at the book to see what
it says. I just want to learn.
To learn what?
Only how to read the words!
The only

other point of

interest

in Marie's final

interview was

related to her

interest

in humorous books.

Although she had not mentioned enjoying humorous books or
stories

in either of

mentioned that

the

first

she saw her

changing somewhat because

two

interviews,

Marie

responses to literature were
she now

liked to "read some funny
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books with my friends.

Before

in

As did the other two non-native

(homeland)."

I

didn't really do that,

speakers of English who participated in this study,
indicated an

interest

in humorous books which was

not

Marie

linked to

a sense of enjoyment about sharing the response of laughter
with her peers.
Of all

the children

interviewed,

Marie seemed to the

researcher to be the most reluctant to share her memories
and perceptions of herself as a respondent.
continually asked if

she was being questioned to see if she

understood what the books
explanations

she had read were about.

and assurances

from the researcher,

persisted in her reluctance to share
for

in-depth phenomenological

productive,
the

She

Marie

information.

In order

interviewing to be

a level of trust between the

interviewer and

interviewee must effectively be established.

researcher felt this

Despite

The

level of trust was never established

with Marie.

Sarah,

Lori

These
their
were

and Paul

three participants are grouped together because

response mode profiles
all members of Mrs.

School.

Their

eight months;

They

King's classroom at the Harrison

ages were as
Lori,

are remarkably similar.

follows:

seven years;

Sarah,

Paul,

six years,

six years,

ten

months.

Lori

and Paul had only recently entered Mrs.

King s classroom at the time the study began,
had been with Mrs.
recall,

however,

King since September.

whereas Sarah

The reader may

that all children at the Harrison school

worked periodically with the reading specialist,
shared a common experience with Mrs.
a.11 been

first experiences with

classroom were similar.
to

They had

in the same classroom with the same teacher during

their first year of school,
their

Gardener.

so they

some degree

or kindergarten year.
literature

Thus

in a public school

This common background may account

for the apparent similarities

in how they

reported responding to books both in the past and the
present.

Each child's

interview indicated a strong

predisposition toward engagement in imaginative response.
More specifically,

each reported an engagement

imaginative response which was

related to their interest in

identifying with specific characters
initial

in books,

tendency to use illustrations as

imaginative

fantasy,

in

their

a vehicle into

and their emphasis on the

importance

of repeated readings to help them in engaging in satisfying
imaginative
Sarah.

fantasies with books.
Sarah's memories of having been read to by her

mother were one of
interview.

the most powerful

aspects of her first

One can only assume that her mother had a way

of weaving magic

into

the readings she shared with her

daughter,

for Sarah's memories were laden with a dream-like

quality in which she often spoke at
imaginative

fantasies

length of the

she conjured as a result of her

mother's reading.
S:

C:
S:
C:
S:
C:
S:
C:
S:

C:
S:

C:
S:

I loved it when my mother read to me. I still love it
sometimes, but when I was little, I always wanted to
hear books, and we had a lot of books all over the
house. Like some of the books were sad and happy and
exciting and I liked to just sit there and I usually
just...well I would just imagine.
Tell me about the imagining part of when you listened to
her reading a story.
I can't remember exactly.
Just do the best you can.
Well once I remember a book with an ocean and I liked
that because I imagined I was in the boat with themWith who?
With the people in the story and like...I liked that.
Can you remember who was in the story?
There was another little girl besides me, about my age,
about my age that I was then, not now. And her baby, her
baby sister and...and whoever was driving the boat I
guess and it was winter in my life, you know, in really
the world, all snowy like now and I liked to think about
the warm sunny sunshiney sun and the ocean and all that
smell...the seastuff, what's that? Seaweed stuff, you
know they're like black and you can pop them and they
smell like the sand and the beach, like that, and well
we go to Maine too.
Did someone in the story go to Maine?
I think the whole story was of Maine, or maybe I just
made that part up, cause maybe well it could have been
you know, the Cape or something but in my imaginer it
was Maine because we go there. That's all I really
remember about it, about the girl that loses her tooth.
So someone lost a tooth?
Didn't I tell you that? In the book and I imagined that
I lost mine too on the same day and we were like twins
and everything and we both had on those orange...you
know if you fall off the boat, with those on well I
really liked how my mother read that to me, how her
voice goes when she reads a story, like a actress, like
that, and like all different, she sounds all different
for the witch or something and for the baby or the
child. All different, you know she does it like an
actress.

C:

You

liked it.

S:

Yeah,

because

like

I got to be in the book.

Sarah went on to explain that she
people,
easier

liked books about

not books about pets or animals,
for her to

about people.

because it was

"imagine myself at the book"

When questioned,

if it was

she explained that she

liked fantasy as well as realistic fiction,

and that she

found it equally easy to imagine herself in stories of
fantasy as

in stories of fiction so long as there were

"characters who are

like,

like humans,

like human persons,

not animals."
Sarah's memories of reading with teachers or having
been read to by either
less

specific.

pre-school or school teachers were

She explained that her kindergarten teacher

read mostly chapter books

to them,

and that she found these

boring.
One of the most striking similarities between Sarah,
Lori

and Paul was their memory of how important

illustrations were to fueling their imaginative fantasies.
Sarah spoke of

"just

did the reading,
the book,
story."
social

right
Sarah

and then it was
into the page,

like

I

and then

just got right into
I was

in the whole

also addressed some of her emotional and

responses to

following

staring at the picture while my Mom

reading experiences by describing the

incident while reading with her mother.

Although
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a social mode of

response comes

into play,

her prevailing

interest seems to be with imaginative response here.
S:

C:
S:
C:
S:

liked it when my mother read and it was a little scary
like one of the fairy tales or something. Then I used to
sit on her lap if I could. I can remember once...well I
don t know the name of the story though.
That s ok, just tell me what you remember about it.
Well I liked that day because I got to sit on my
mother's lap.
That was special?
Yeah pretty special because we had to...we had to do
turns for that and it wasn't usually my turn. I was
really little. I don't remember the story that much, but
my mother, her shirt was...it was like a purple
sweatshirt and I like I remember how that shirt smelled,
like it was a good smell and her voice of reading was
so, like she did it so special and there were some scary
pictures and mostly I would cover my eyes if it was a
scary part or scary pictures but I was on my mother's
lap and then...so I could like imagine I was in the
story, even...I could imagine I was in the picture there
but really I know I was in my mother's lap so it was
really fun, more fun like that and well that's... that's
about everything I remember from when I was less than
six.

The security of her mother's
a response of

imaginative

lap made Sarah's entrance into

fantasy possible

in this

instance.
In her second interview,
imagining her way
on the
fact,
longer

into books,

Sarah again spoke of
but with no evident emphasis

illustrations as being a necessary vehicle.
she

states

that

the

important because

the easy books,

in the

pictures as much now."
readings of

texts

as

illustrations
"I

In

in books are no

can read most of the words,

learner books,
She did,

so

however,

important to her

I

in

don't use the
identify repeated

imaginative

engagements with texts,
imaginative
times
all

fantasy responses to books she's read several

and that

so much,

time

offering that she does enter into

"it gets better,

because you can picture it

like you remember more of what

it says every

and then you can really do the imagination part."
Sarah

over the

remembered titles of numerous books she had read

last several months,

and willingly told the

researcher about her responses to the books,
had shared verbally and those which were
most cases,

both those she

internalized.

In

they involved a significant degree of

involvement with an imaginative response mode.
In her final
different

interview,

Sarah attempted something

from the other participants.

She tried to look

at her past and present responses to literature,
project how she might respond to books
was not the

then

in the future.

This

result of a confusion on her part concerning

the nature of the question which was to guide the
interview.

She seemed to understand the question well,

realizing that
future,

she was not being asked to talk about the

yet she chose to look to the future

response.

As with most participants,

in her

her final

interview

began with a statement about how difficult she perceived
the question to be.
S:

Why did you have to ask me that question? This is hard.
I don't think I want to answer this because it's
too...this is too hard for me.

C:
S:

C:
S:

Just give it a try. You can think about it for a while
if you want to. Just take your time.
I'm gonna need a lot of time, this is...well what does
it all mean to me? It means...it means....hmmmm. it
means that I might start to, well I might start to do
more plays I think.
What do you mean by that?
Well we did one puppet show this year because we read
this^ story about the princess and the dragon and the
boys .. . and well that was so good, and now I think I
want to do more, like puppet plays and like plays of
books. I think I like to talk about books more now, more
than if I was little, and like I can talk about them
with my friends and each person can be one person in the
book and we can do more plays.

Sarah went on to explain at great length that she felt her
tendency toward

imaginative responses was

important,

that

it was

"what you're supposed to do when somebody reads to

you."

She seemed to sense that

those private

it was now time to move

imaginative responses

Although she knew of no plans

in a new direction.

for plays or dramatizations

of texts which might be taking place,
was where
say

she was headed because "now it's more better to

it out

loud,

like you can tell other people your ideas

more now because you
Sarah seemed to
imaginative
responses to

Lori.

already had so much practice."

regard her

fantasy as

internalized journeys

Thus

into

a way of practicing for future

literature.

As did Sarah,

Lori had numerous memories of

having been read to by her mother.
included more specific
authors

she felt that that

However,

her memories

information about book titles,

and detailed recountings of story progressions.

This

is somewhat surprising,

since often when children have

moved from place to place as frequently as Lori did between
the ages of one

and five,

specifics about books
have the

they have difficulty remembering

(perhaps because the child doesn't

important element of familiar surroundings to help

jar those memories).

Lori was a different kind of child,

one who seemed to remember the most minute details of her
early childhood.
During the course of recounting her memories of having
been read to by her mother,

Lori

also revealed some

interesting notions about what she thought books should do
for the reader.
L:

C:
L:

I never let her read any sad books to me. Only good
books. I hate books that make you feel sad. I still do
hate them. Books aren't supposed to make you feel bad.
They're supposed to make you feel good. Who would buy a
book just to make you feel bad? That's crazy.
So what did you do if someone was reading a book that
started to make you feel sad or bad?
You just ask them...you ask your mother to stop reading
it. But if it's at school or something, you can just
pretend you're listening and think about something else.

The reader may note that Sarah made a similar suggestion
with regard to how to
distasteful.

avoid listening to something

The researcher found it interesting to note

that the participants were keenly aware of using this
selective
articulate

listening strategy and that they were able to
it so clearly.

During the

first

reading episodes

interview,

Lori recounted several

from her past during which she had

responded to

literature by making strong identifications

with characters

in the books.

And like Sarah,

responded to specific characterizations

she

in texts by

imagining that she was that character.
L.

I used to like...I could pretend I was the person in the
book...like I was Christopher Robin or something. I
liked to do that every time my mother read something.
Thumbelina, you know, I was her in that book and I was
small enough for a peanut shell. And once I did Shirley.
I was Shirley in a book that I got..I think I got that
at the library. I don't remember. It was a kid, it was
about a kid named Shirley and she goes too far, she goes
out too far at the beach, at the ocean. And I got to be
her.

Lori

spoke

in terms which seemed to suggest a strong

theatrical bent.

She

frequently referred to "getting to

do" particular characters,
reading as

(mother)

if she regarded

taking on a dramatic role.

She placed great
readings,

almost as

importance on the value of repeated

explaining with clarity that "I

liked her

to read some of my books over and over because if

she read it over

and over

I

knew what

it said and

I could

read it to myself even if she wasn't there and most of all
I

liked it because

many times as
Lori

her

interest

imaginative

could

just be the character

in it as

I wanted to that way."

also

illustrations

I

spoke at

length of the

importance of

in her past encounters with books,
in illustrations to her

response.

interest

in

relating
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L:
C:
L:
C:
L:

Sometimes I wouldn't let her (mother) turn the page
because I had to get everything.
What do you mean by that? You said you had to get
everything. What do you mean there’
Everything that's in the picture.
Tell me more about that.
Like if it's a picture of, it could be a picture of
Christopher Robin. And you check what color pants to
have or like if there's shoes on him. See, you have to
get^all the...like if it's a blue room. You can imagine
you re pretending you're in the same blue room or
something.

Lori

s

second interview focused on these same elements:

identification with characters

in stimulating the

imagination,

using repeated readings to enhance the

imagination,

and using

illustrations as an aid to creating

fantasies.

Yet there evolved some significant

imaginative
shifts

in her

ideas

about these things and how they work

for her now relative to how they worked for her in the
past.
L:

C:
L:

I still be somebody in the book a lot now. I just did a
book about lying. I was like.. I was the importantest
person in that book. And you know the father on "Family
Ties"? (television program) He was, well I had him...he
was the father in the book. I used him for the father
and
somebody else I know he was...I think just a
neighbor. Yeah, he was the neighbor.
Did you do that when you were little? Did you imagine
other people you know were in the book?
Sometimes I did. Sometimes I didn't. It's more fun to do
it though. Like when I have to go to bed, I can do the
whole book with all these people in it. If you know
their voice or something. It's easier to imagine how
they talk. I do it better, more better I think, now,
cause when I was little, I wasn't such, well I wasn't so
good at it, but I still did it a lot.

Lori

indicated that when she was younger,

thought

about

she typically

a book and pretended she was a character in
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the book mostly at the time during which the book was being
read to her.

Now, however,

she indicated that she liked to

think about the stories and characters she had read about
at other times.

She also suggested that she takes her

imaginative fantasies beyond the action of the book and
makes up new adventures for the characters.
Like many of the participants,

Lori indicated less

interest in and dependence upon illustrations now than in
her past.

Not surprisingly,

she linked this waning

interest in illustrations to her growing proficiency as a
reader.
L:I don't look at the pictures that much now...except if
it's a new book, then I do a lot, but most books for
kids I already know now. If I can read it...If I can
read most of the words then I just use that, not the
pictures that much. I still like the pictures though. I
like them a lot.
C: But you don't spend so much time looking at them?
L: Right.
C: Say you really want to do some imagining about a book
you're reading, and there's a picture right there for
you to see, what do you do?
L: I really well I look at it. I don't stay on it forever,
cause that's what I did...I used to do that.
C: Now what do you do?
L: I just make it all up. I make up the whole thing, maybe
some things are out of the picture though. I just read
what it says and do that, and the rest of it, I just
make it all up.
During the final interview,
say.

Lori had surprisingly little to

She seemed confused by the question, asking the

researcher several times to refresh her memory about the
question and it's meaning.

Most of her response was

directed at trying to make comparisons between her past and

present,

an "I used to do this and now I do this" approach.

Her frustration was obvious when she stated,
L.

What does it all mean to me? I don't know what it all
means to me. You're the one who asked the question.
Maybe it all means something to you.

She then continued,
L.

C:
L:
C.
L:
C:
L:

Really it just means that I have to respond to books. If
somebody reads me a book, then I can't help it.
Especially at home, cause if I'm at home and it's just
me, then I have to respond to the book, because it's
that my head just says "You have to think, well you have
to be in the book." So I just be in it.
Why did you say especially at home?
I didn't say that.
Well something you said was like that, about how you had
to respond especially at home.
Well yeah because at school we don't really have that
much time.
Not much time?
You can't just, if you read a book, then the next part,
then, say if you read a book and then next you have to
get ready for lunch or maybe Spanish or something, so
you can't really respond then.

While these comments may be related to the pace of
classroom activity and curriculum,

they may also simply

reflect the possibility that Lori senses a need to be able
to respond to a book over time, perhaps through repeated
readings,

or in this case, by simply having more time to

reflect on what she has read.

In any case,

Lori believes

that response on some level is an inevitable consequence of
engagement with a book.

Paul.

Paul's interviews indicated response interests

similar to those of Sarah and Lori.
interview,

In his first

Paul recalled his tendency to engage in

163
imaginative responses by focusing on illustrations as the
stimulus.
P:

I

liked to see the pictures because they telled you
Si
it: is " what the story is about and what
it looked like there.
C: So you liked pictures in books?
P: Yeah cause then you can see the story, the picture of
the story. It would be bad if it didn't have pictures
cause then you wouldn't be able to see the story... When
I was little I only liked books with pictures, books and
stories. I wanted to see the pictures and I didn't want
books without pictures in it. That's how you know what
to pretend about.
In both the first and second interviews,

Paul recounted

several response episodes during which he had identified
strongly with characters in books he had read.

In most

instances, he was able to recall the names of characters
and the story line of the book.

While Sarah and Lori

tended to play out their imaginative fantasies in their own
minds,

Paul reported having engaged in private imaginative

play, what he referred to as "pretending games."

The

following dialogue was taken from his first interview:

P:
C:
P:

C:
P:
C:
P:
C:
P:
C:

Sometimes I wish I was a character in a book. I did that
when I was little too.
Tell me about it. What was it like?
I don't really feel like it. (long pause) Sometimes I
wanted to be like Max and he sleeps...he makes so many
wild beasts just zonko out.
So tell me what it was like when you wanted to be Max.
I just did pretending.
Did you do that with a friend?
NO!
You sound surprised by my question.
It's such a dumb question.
It's just that I'm not sure I understand what you mean.
You pretended, but you didn't do it with a friend?
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C:
P:

C:
P:

ight• You just pretend in your imagination sometimes,
or sometimes, most of the time you just do it out loud
in your bedroom or in the T.V. room or somewhere else
maybe at your grammie's house. See, sometimes I just
imagined it, and sometimes, usually I, like I dress up
ror it. Once I didn't brush my teeth for three days
because whenever I didn't have to do something else I
was pretending I was Abiyoyo.
Who's that?
He's this monster guy and he had rotten teeth because he
didn't brush them and smelly feet because he didn't wash
them. And I was like Abiyoyo and so I... it was I
imagined I was the giant and I did it too cause I didn't
brush my teeth a single time.
So did your pretending happen just like it happened in
the book?
No, I made up all this stuff. Like I had a sword and a
lazer gun. They didn't have that in the book. I made up
a whole bunch of new stuff, all new parts. Mine is
really better than the book.

While Sarah and Lori were moved to internalized imaginative
response,

Paul seemed more often moved to play out his

imaginative response fantasies through active
dramatization.

With regard to the episode just described,

in which Paul was referring to the book Abiyoyo by Pete
Seeger,

Paul explained to the researcher that his

grandmother read the book to him every time he went to her
house because it was one of the few books she had.
The second interview was once again dominated by a
discussion of imaginative play in Paul's present responses
to literature.

He also returned to a topic which was

revealed in his earlier descriptions of his imaginative
response to Abiyoyo,
of texts.

that of the need for repeated readings

It appeared that Paul felt repeated readings

helped make his imaginative play more satisfying.
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P:

C:
P:

C:
P:

C:
P:

I like to imagine about books still. I was trying to
imagine about that book Mrs. King read to us
that day,
I think Monday or Wednesday, It was Art day. I liked
that book.
What was it about?
Remember the boy who lost his dog? That one. I was
trying to pretend about that book, but it wasn't really
not that great, not that good.
Why was that?
I don't know. I couldn't really remember his name so I
said he was A1, then I forgot I said he was A1 and I
made him be Steve, I think, yeah, Steve and I got it all
messed up. Every thing was all messed up. She only read
us it one time.
Would it be better if she read it two times?
No cause you're supposed to read it about six times so,
maybe it's seven times, so you, so you remember all the
parts.
Paul spoke often of liking humorous books and of

responding to them with laughter.

During the first

interview he stated,
P: My best way of responding was laughing. I loved it if it
was funny and my teacher knowed I liked it because I
smiled and smiled and laughed and I paid attention for
the whole thing.
During the second interview,
to books now,

in recounting how he responds

Paul made similar statements about responding

to humorous literature.
P:

I like stories that are funny. And if it's really funny
I like to laugh and laugh and one book I read was so
funny and I kept rolling on the floor and I got into
trouble and I still couldn't stop laughing it was so
funny. And that book was...they called it...wait, I
can't remember the name of it. That's ok. It was about a
squirrel though. I don't know what it's called. And
another one I read that was so funny was a poem book, a
book with poems in it, and that one almost the whole
thing is funny and I laughed so much at that one too.

Other topics discussed by Paul in his interviews included
his enjoyment of reading with his mother, grandfather and
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grandmother.

He recalled many experiences of reading while

sitting in his grandfather's

lap.

He told of

long reading

sessions when he and his grandfather would "take a break
for a good snack."

Paul

seemed to place more value in the

emotional closeness these readings provided than in the
books themselves.
purely social

This is reminiscent of Polly's

involvement in a reading episode,

when she

responded not so much to the text as to the physical
closeness of being with her mother while reading.

Paul

also mentioned liking books which reminded him of his own
experiences .
P:

C:
P:

I liked that dog book, the Spanish boy dog book,
because, what if I lost my dog? That wouldn't be very
good. I’d go crazy, I love her so much.
Have you ever read any other books that made you think
about your own life?
Sure. One I read was a trip..a vacation to the ocean and
I did that and I liked that, but it was different from
my trip but it was like it, a little like it because the
whole family went there with the cousins and I went with
my cousins but I don't have three kids in the family.
During the final

interview,

Paul had some initial

difficulty talking about what his past and present
experiences
However,
that he

in responding to

literature meant to him.

after several minutes of telling the researcher
felt he didn't have anything to say,

Paul began to

make some illuminating comments.
P:

What it means is I liked to response better before I
came to school. I still like it at home though. Cause
it, it's that if you have a question you can't say
anything while somebody is reading. Not really a
question, but lots of times I like to say something but
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C.
P.

then they tell me to sit back down in the circle and
don t crawl around all over the place.
So you like to say things about a book sometimes?
Yeah, like, I don't know, just whatever I think of. If
the book makes me think of something I want to say it.
But at school you can't. If your mother is reading you
can, or your grammie or grandpa. When you're little you
can, but not now.

Paul

felt that his response outlets in the past were more

satisfying on some level than were those in his present.
This comparison of the past and present,

with the past

having offered more satisfying response outlets,
his third interview,

dominated

which lasted nearly forty minutes.

Max and Kim

Max

(six years,

five months),

were also members of Mrs.
native speaker of a

and Kim

(seven years)

King's classroom.

One was a

language of the Asian subcontinent,

other a native speaker of an Asian language.

the

Both boys

attended daily English as a Second Language classes at the
Harrison School.
Conducting interviews with these participants was more
difficult for several reasons,

with language being at the

root of most of these difficulties.

Their interviews were

quite brief as compared with those of the other
participants.
communicate,

While Max struggled to understand and
Kim seemed to want to give the researcher the

briefest possible response and move on to other things.
The transcripts of their interviews reflect these

difficulties as the researcher spent noticeably more time
attempting to direct and facilitate the conversations.
Though Max had been speaking English for a markedly
shorter period of time than had Kim, he was significantly
more proficient, more willing to take risks in speaking
English.

Basic differences in personality may also have

accounted for Max's greater willingness to share and Kim's
reluctance, as the latter showed a shyness not directly
related to language proficiency.
Language issues were not solely responsible for the
similar response mode profiles of these two participants.
Such factors as their having moved several times,

first

from a mother country to the United States and then within
the United States, may also have served to cloud early
memories of their experiences in responding to literature.
For Max,

some extreme differences in cultural upbringing

between what was typical for a child being educated in his
native country and what was typical in the United States,
may help to explain why he had so few memories of having
engaged with books as a young child.
Both boys reported a strong interest in illustrations
in books when they were little, but they each said things
which lead the researcher to believe that it was their
current reliance on illustrations as an aid to
understanding English which created this focus.

More
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striking was how clearly they remembered episodes of story
telling.

In describing to the researcher their early

memories of responding to literature,

they both assumed

that their memories of having been told stories should be
discussed.

In fact neither of them had many memories from

when they were young of particular books written for
children.

What they did remember was the telling,

which

seemed to have been a much more prevalent tradition in
their respective cultures.

Max-

During his

first interview,

Max offered little

information concerning how he responded to books in the
past.

Most of his memories involved recollections of the

very recent past,
United States

the time since he had arrived in the

(less than a year before the study began).

From the more distant past he had few memories of having
been read to at all.
C:
M:
C:
M:
C:
M:

C:
M:
C:
M:
C:

Did your mother read books to you in -(homeland)?
No, only here .
Did she ever read books to you in -(homeland)?
No .
How about your father, did he read to you?
No, I wasn't with them. I am in school, not at my home.
Yes, I stay there, eat there, living there, I sleep
there... Sometimes on Saturday, Sunday. Monday your
mother can come to the school and she always bring
something like a toy and a car.
So what did your teachers read to you in -(homeland)?
They don't. No. They tell us a story, not a book.
So they told stories, but they didn't read them from a
book?
Yes, yeah.
Did anyone ever read a story or a book to you when you
were in -(homeland)?

M:
C:
M:
C:
M:
C;
M:

Yeah.
Who?
My friend!
What did your friend read to you?
It was a long time. I can't remember. He read nice
stories that I liked.
What kind of stories did you like?
Funny. Funny because they're very funny and they make me
laugh and I like to laugh it's so happy.

As did many of the participants,
books,

Max appreciated humorous

frequently talking about "funny books" when asked

how he responded to literature.
own body language an important

Max also considered his
indication of response.

He

was one of the few participants who spoke of nonverbal
responses to
behaviors,

literature,

mentioning smiles,

quiet

and "shaking for a scary part" as ways

he reacted to books and stories.

listening
in which

It is not surprising that

he would be more aware of the significance of nonverbal
response,

since he tended to rely on body language to

communicate

in his present

During the second
share

situation.

interview,

information about his responses to literature.

mentioned liking fairy tales,
including Cinderella,
Hansel

Max was better able to

and Gretel.

older sister

He

offering titles of several

Snow White,

Sleeping Beauty and

He had read these

in English with his

and explained that he liked them because they

were "good to understand."

This may be evidence in support

of the theory that fairy tales have a universal appeal.
any rate,

Max described how his sister would read a fairy

At
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tale to him one time,
for a few days,

after which he would think about

it

then ask her to read it again.

One very noticeable difference between Max's first and
second interviews was his emphasis

in the second interview

on how important shared reading had become to him.
frequently mentioned wanting to read with peers,

He

telling

the researcher about specific books he had recently read
with his classmates and about how he had responded to them.
He described both observable and unobservable responses to
Cinderella,
M:

C:
M:
C:
M:

which was

read to him by Marie.

I like that book, but some it's sad. Sad is not that
good for children. One part is funny and Marie laugh and
I laugh, but I don't know why that is funny and I keep
thinking, thinking, but I don't know why it's funny.
Did you ask Marie why it was funny?
No.
No?
Too shy.

In revealing this response behavior,

one sees how simple

observation of response does not necessarily give a true
indication of how a person is
text.

in fact responding to a given

A laughing child may simply be

joining in on the

laughter and not have understood the meaning of the text at
all.
Evidently Max does most of his reading of humorous
books with classmates and with his sister.
he views humor as
his peers,
response

is

It seems that

a common ground for communication with

and humorous books make this possible.

Thus his

linked not only to the humorous content of the
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book, but to his need for social interaction.

Max went on

to explain that he considers his own questions about a text
as a type of response.
C.
M.
C:
M:
C:
M:
C:
M:

So what else can you tell me about how you respond to
literature?
Sometimes Mrs. King read a story or Mrs. Gardener read a
story sometimes. I ask a question.
You ask Mrs. King a question?
Yeah.
What kind of a question?
A question of I don't understand or I have to see it
better and I want to see the picture again.
So you respond by asking a question about the book or by
asking to see the picture again?
Yeah. I do that.
Max's final interview was the most difficult for him,

yet he seemed eager to try to make some connections between
his past and present responses to literature.

During most

of the interview, Max spoke of his enjoyment of "funny
books" and of how he liked laughing with his friends about
those books.

This was something he saw as a constant

within his past and present experiences with literature.
For the first time, he directed his discussion to the
importance of illustrations,

explaining that he always

figured out "what the story says in the pictures."

He went

on to explain that illustrations are still one of the best
parts of a book for him,

and that he likes to "talk about

the pictures with my friends,

about what the pictures

mean."
Despite his struggle to express himself, Max managed
to illuminate much about himself as a respondent.

Sharing
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his responses with friends, either through laughter or by
talking about the pictures,

seemed central to Max's

perception of himself as a respondent.

And perhaps because

he was coping with language related issues, he focused on
certain aspects of response which he might not otherwise
have discussed. His willingness to share his struggles, as
illustrated in the example of his laughing at a book not
because he understood what was humorous but because he
wanted to experience comradery with his peer, has much to
say to teachers as we observe response and develop
curriculum.

Kim.

The interviews conducted with Kim were the least

productive for the researcher.

Along with his difficulties

in trying to comprehend what was being asked of him and to
express himself,

Kim also displayed a natural tendency

toward shyness which further hampered the researcher's
efforts.
In his first interview,

Kim explained that he

remembered very few books being read to him in his past.
Most of his memories were of stories told, not read, to him
by his mother and his grandfather.
the stories were limited,

His recollections of

though he recalled very specific

details about where the story tellings took place.

He told

of sitting in his grandfather's lap in a large green chair,
eating fruit as his grandfather told him stories "for a
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long time,

all

participants,

day."

As was the case with so many

Kim's early memories of response were as much

a description of response to social and emotional
components of the reading as they were a description of
response to a given text.
Kim had little to say about how he responded to
literature before the age of five,
midwestern state
getting his first

when he first moved to a

in The United States.

He remembered

library card when he was five,

and with

this memory came a flood of recollections about books he
had read.

Kim was able to recall several books on animals

and natural history.

In particular,

two books about

hamsters and one about sea creatures seem to have had a
lasting impression on him.

Actually,

appears he responded primarily to the
Evidently his mother spoke

illustrations.

little English at this time,

did not read the books to Kim.
them by himself for

in most cases it

and

He reports having looked at

long periods of time

in his bedroom.

Information about his present responses to literature
was difficult to uncover
general

in the second interview.

question which guided the

interview,

The

"Describe how

you respond to books now," produced little information,
the

and

researcher resorted to using more specific questions in

an attempt to stimulate response

from Kim.

what books he had read at home and in school

Questions about
since the
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school

year

liked best,
still

started,

and questions about what books he

proved more helpful.

limited,

Kim's responses were

with most of his answers directed at

describing how he liked to laugh at humorous books.
presents an

This

interesting parallel with Max's and Marie's

interest in humorous books.

Humor seems to offer a

response outlet which enables these children to share fully
in a social
to feel

interaction,

providing them with an opportunity

in harmony with the larger group.

Questions about what books he read at home suggested
another side of Kim.

He was able to describe

book about the stars,

offering factual

various constellations.

in detail a

information about

He also shared descriptions of

different types of mice and hamsters which he had studied
in another book.
illustrations
additional
reading
spoke

He apparently relied heavily on the

in the books to uncover meaning,

information from the

it with his

for the

father.

first time of

and had

star book because he was

During this

interview,

Kim

internalized responses,

explaining that he "like to think about the hamsters,
pretend

I have a lots,

many hamsters."

Here

is a case

where an

informational book has provided the reader with a

stimulus

for

The

imaginative response.

final

interview was essentially fruitless,

as the

researcher could not adequately explain the question to

produce a response from Kim.

His only significant comment

was one which suggested that he saw some connection between
his past and present responses to literature.
K:

I always feel good if I read animals books when I was
littie. Now too...I like the funny books. I was a baby I
liked the funny books. Now I like the funny books.
Summary

Analysis of the in-depth interviews served to
reinforce the ideas that individuals respond to texts in
unique ways,

and that individual personalities

significantly shape response.

The most significant finding

of the analysis was that which suggested the enormous
diversity in both the kinds of response behaviors the
participants reported engaging in,
to respond to.

For example,

and in what they chose

some participants responded as

much to the social interaction provided by shared reading
as they did to specific elements in the text.

Some

participants responded positively or negatively to a given
text,

depending upon how well they thought they were able

to read and comprehend the text.
The participants chose to respond to different aspects
of their engagement with literature,

and in different ways.

Some needed to identify with characters, others were more
interested in examining and discussing illustrations.
enjoyed the opportunity to share responses in group
situations,

others were intensely private in their

Some
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responses.

Some appeared to have a predominant response

mode governing their interactions with literature, while
others seemed willing and able to move from one response
mode to another.

Some children were aware of and able to

verbalize internalized or nonverbal responses, while some
spoke only of observable response behaviors in describing
how they responded to literature in the past and present.
Areas of commonality which seemed significant included
the interest in humor as a medium for sharing response
among the three non-native speakers of English;
participants'

the

interest in having books reread for a variety

of purposes which appeared to affect response; the need to
be allowed to reread,
time;

discuss and think about books over

the tendency of many participants to relate what they

read to their personal experiences; the significance of
illustrations as they aided in stimulating internalized
imaginative response;
participants'

and response which related to the

growing sense of accomplishment and

proficiency as readers.
The researcher noted significant differences between
those interviews conducted at the Slater School and those
conducted at the Harrison School.

In general, the

researcher asked fewer questions and had to do less talking
with the participants from the Slater School.

The five

Slater School participants were more willing to engage in
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discussions and were on the whole more reflective about
their experiences with literature.

This may have been due

in part to their experiences with Mrs. Sanderson's
particular process writing program, which frequently asked
them to be reflective about their own writing and the
writing of peers, to be able to explain their comments and
suggestions about peer writing, or to justify their motives
in writing a particular piece in a particular way.

They

were not uncomfortable with expressing their ideas or with
asking questions when they either did not understand or had
forgotten the questions to which they were responding.
Participants from the Harrison School, on the
contrary,

appeared to have had much less experience in

expressing their ideas or in being reflective about their
experiences and perceptions.

While several of the

participants showed an increased ability to cope with the
broad nature of the in-depth interviewing questions by the
third interview,

the first and even the second interviews

were somewhat problematic for most of the participants.
Despite these difficulties, the researcher found the
procedure to be extremely valuable.

So much emphasis has

been put on the need to examine response in the classroom
context that we may have overlooked the critical need to
looking beyond observable response behaviors.

Along with

getting into classrooms to conduct response research, we

must make a parallel effort to get into the minds of the
respondents.
For example, three participants from the Harrison
school described their kindergarten experiences with
responding to literature in a similar way.

Each reported

that their teacher read few picture books to them,
more time on chapter books.

spending

Interestingly, each of the

three children reported that they found chapter books
"boring" and that they would have preferred to have read
picture books.

None of the children recalled any titles of

the chapter books read to them,

although one explained that

one books was "about a dead spider that talks."
(Charlotte's Web?)

This kind of information, which would

not be readily apparent to the researcher relying solely on
such response behaviors as body stance to determine how a
group was responding to a chapter book, can be extremely
helpful to teachers who are planning for quality encounters
with literature for their students.

While overt,

documentable response has much to teach us about how
children respond to literature,

so too is there much to

learn from internalized response to literature.

In-depth

interviewing provides one avenue by which to begin this
kind of exploration.
Despite the prevalent assumption in much of the
research that it is possible to identify stereotypical

responses based upon age,

it is clear to this researcher

that such an undertaking defies the foregoing evidence.
Indeed,

it is clear that there exist very strong and

distinct strains of response interest among individual
children.

Commonalities of response do of course exist, as

seen in the cases of Paul,

Lori, and Sarah, but the

manifest diversity of the subjects'

overall responses

points to the critical need to further develop curriculum
which answers the broad range of reader interests and needs
this study has brought to light.
Because response implies a very complex dynamism of
the reader's personality, experiential history, emotional
life (Lesser,

1957;

and Holland,

1975),

particular need to become proficient,

as well as his own

reducing reader

response to chronologically determined typologies must be
seen as impossible.

Response is here perceived as a part

of the very fabric of who the child is, as witnessed by his
or her repeated allusions to other facets of personal life
in discussing various books.

If a child's response

patterns are to be honestly assessed on their own terms,
the depth and complexity of that response must be given its
due.

In the following chapter the profiles of the

individual participants will be further expanded as we see
how they actually responded to literature in their
respective classroom environments,

and how those responses
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correlate with information revealed in the in-depth
interviews.

CHAPTER VI
THE FIELD NOTES: THE PROFILES CONTINUED

Introduction
In this chapter,

the response profiles of the twelve

participants are further expanded through analysis of the
field notes.

The analysis consisted of several steps,

outlined in Chapter III.
analyzed as follows:

as

Briefly, the field notes were

the first phase of analysis focused on

a consideration of the specific response opportunities
offered by the classroom environment, with an emphasis on
how the teacher might have shaped the environment.

For

example, what types of response did the teacher encourage?
What types of responses did the teacher discourage?

What

opportunities for exposure to literature existed in each
classroom?

Were there school-wide practices,

such as

weekly trips to the library or easy access to the library,
which might have encouraged response?

These were some of

the questions which guide the analysis of the field notes.
The intent was to create as complete a picture as possible
of the response environments of the two classrooms involved
in the study.
Next,

a three-pronged analysis of the field notes was

undertaken in order to categorize observed responses among
the twelve participants.

This analysis attempted to

distinguish between the participants'

182

engagement in verbal

and nonverbal responses, between solicited and unsolicited
responses (either teacher- or child-centered),

and between

teacher-initiated and child-initiated response episodes.
The field notes were coded using a modified version of
Hickman s (1979) observable response category coding
system.

The analysis was further enhanced through the

application of critical response observation questions
posed by Roderick (1977). The questions embodied such
considerations as:

How often does the child speak?

does he address his comments?

How much is said?

To whom
Are the

child's comments in response to what another person has
said,

to a story,

to part of a story or to a character?

When does the child speak:
reading?

before, during or after a

Does he relate what he has read to his own

experience?

Does he comment on the responses of his peers?

What kinds of nonverbal responses does the child engage in:
large body movements, gestures,

facial expressions?

The researcher continually referred to the analysis of
the general classroom environments to explore how
individual participants responded in light of the
opportunities available within the classroom.

The effects

of group dynamics on individual participants were also
considered in developing the response profiles.
Finally,

the field note data was again examined to

illuminate possible connections or discrepancies between

observed response behaviors among the participants and
response interests and tendencies revealed during the
in-depth interview sessions.

The data is reported by

classroom, with each section beginning with a discussion of
the environmental influences within the classroom which are
perceived to shape response,

followed by individual

response profiles of the participants from that particular
classroom.

The Slater School Classroom

The rich literary environment of Mrs. Sanderson's
classroom has been briefly described in Chapter IV.
Mrs.

Sanderson's classroom and curriculum heavily

emphasized the language arts.
process writing program,

Mrs.

Along with an intensive
Sanderson wove reading and

writing into all content area subjects.
literature--stories, books,
and math curricula.

She regularly used

poetry--as part of her science

It would be difficult to imagine a

classroom which offered more opportunities for response to
literature than Mrs.

Sanderson's first grade.

availability of books,
Mrs.

The

the focus of the curriculum, and

Sanderson's willingness to explore various facets of

literature with her students contributed to making this an
environment full of response possibilities.

During the four week period when the research took
place, numerous activities offering children opportunities
to respond to literature were observed.

These included

peer reading sessions known as "Friend to Friend Reading,"
daily reading of stories and books by the teacher,

a shared

reading experience with older children called "Fifth Grade
Reading Buddies," dramatic play, more traditional reading
group sessions, and the general availability of books in
the classroom.

There was significant variety within the

reading group lessons as well, with opportunities to engage
in repeated readings,

reading with peers, teacher-directed

group discussions, written activities related to the
readings,

and the production of art work related to the

readings .
The children appeared to work comfortably in groups.
Mrs.

Sanderson insisted on certain behaviors within the

groups which encouraged the children to be respectful of
the opinions and responses of others.
students in group discussions.
Mrs.

She included all

The researcher noted that

Sanderson frequently asked the children to respond to

each others'

ideas,

and helped them relate what they had

read to their own experience.

She exposed her students to

various types of questions concerning their reading,
including content questions,

inferential questions,

questions about vocabulary.

Mrs.

Sanderson seemed

and

particularly interested in illustrations,

and often called

the children's attention to either the technique used by
the artist or to details in the illustrations.
The students were exposed to a variety of literary
genres through numerous activities.

"Quiet Reading Time"

and "Children's Choice Time" offered additional
opportunities for exposure to texts.

Choice Time included

such possibilities as a puppet theatre, where children
played out their developing sense of story,

and a block

area which provided a similar (though more subtle) chance
to make up their own stories.

Books and writing were

always included as options during the morning choice time.
Mrs.

Sanderson was able to convey to the children that

these were enjoyable and interesting choices.

For example,

if a child was having a difficult time choosing an activity
for choice time, Mrs.

Sanderson might mention that she had

an interesting book which the child could look at or that a
child might want to read with a friend.

She often directed

students to books she had recently read to them, and always
kept books they had shared as a class within easy reach of
her students.
Books were prominently displayed throughout the
classroom.

The meeting area in the center of the room was

circumscribed on three sides by book shelves, containing
books pertaining to topics being currently studied, or

books which had been recently read.

Because the meeting

area was used several times during the day:
circle,

for morning meeting,

readings etc.,
Mrs.

for authors'

for sharing time,

for group

the children had frequent access to books.

Sanderson often reminded the children that while they

were waiting for others to assemble in the meeting area,
they could look at books quietly,

or read with a friend.

Most of her students regularly reached for books during
these transition times.

This provided a unique opportunity

to observe the children sharing responses to literature in
the course of activities which were essentially
child-directed rather than teacher- directed,

such as one

might see during a reading group session.
Children were encouraged to bring books from home or to
share books they had taken from the school library.
Mrs.

Sanderson kept these books near her chair at the

meeting area,

and usually read them soon after the children

brought them in.
observed Mrs.

On several occasions,

the researcher

Sanderson asking a child to explain why they

had brought a book in or what made the book special to
them.
Of particular significance in the response environment
were Mrs.

Sanderson's emphasis on repeated readings of

texts requested by her students,

a classroom management

system which dictated that children go to books during all
transition times,
predictable texts,
writing program.

the availability of familiar and
and above all the intensive process
Careful analysis of the data revealed a

significant connection between student writing and response
to literature.

This was manifest not so much in what the

children chose to write, but in the fact that understanding
the writing process enabled the children in the classroom
to approach all literature, whether trade books or books
written by their peers, with a broadened perspective and
sensitivity.

For example, because the children so often

wrote personal narratives,

they were both interested in and

able to discuss such issues as character motivation and
author's intent.

These were areas of frequent discussion

during the "Author's Circle" time, when children would
bring their writing (either finished pieces or works in
progress) to their peers and ask for comments,
and suggestions.
genre.

They were critics of style,

questions
of form, of

And they brought much of this perspective with them

when they read published trade books.

One child, not a

participant in the study, was heard to question the ending
of Maurice Sendak's well known book, Where the Wild Things
Are .
A:

I think he should have wrote 'This was all a
dream' at the end.
I always think it's going to
say that, and I'm mad every time when it

doesn't say that and I think he forgot to finish the
book.
One could conjecture that Mrs. Sanderson's classroom
cultivated active respondents by virtue of its writing
program.

The children knew it was possible to question an

author's intentions,

to explore what might have motivated a

character, or to relate the action of a story to their own
experience.

They were willing to consider alternative

meanings and interpretations because Mrs. Sanderson was so
ardent in her desire to create an atmosphere of mutual
acceptance.

Since the writing program encouraged children

to bring their work before the group for comments,
questions and suggestions, Mrs.

Sanderson had been careful

to create a nonthreatening environment where risks could be
taken without fear of rejection.

An attitude of trust and

acceptance was evident when the children worked in groups
of any kind,

revealing a general expectation of extreme

respect for each other's ideas.

The Slater School Participants

In the following section,

profiles of the five

participants from the Slater School are presented.

The

order in which the individual participants are presented
parallels that of the presentation found in Chapter V.

)
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Amy

Amy was one of the most active respondents in the
study.

Specific response episodes

sixty-three times
episodes
Share",

involving Amy occur

in the field notes.

involve what Hickman

(1979)

Twenty of the
calls "Impulse to

with most being cases of Amy spontaneously reading

or sharing discoveries with a peer.
responses to

literature,

Fourteen were verbal

almost exclusively

instances where

Amy was making unsolicited comments while someone else was
reading.

Most of these involved Amy stating a preference

or an opinion,

or

indicating familiarity with a text.

Analysis of the field notes reveals that most of these
episodes were child-directed,

that

is,

they did not happen

within contexts arranged or directed by a teacher.
Occasionally Amy asked her teacher questions about
something in a text which she didn't understand as the
teacher was

reading to the class.

comment about an illustration,
observed that

she carefully

read by herself.
predictions
was

given that
aloud,
books

although the researcher

studied illustrations when she

She was also once heard to make

about the action of

reading.

She made only one

a text while Mrs.

Sanderson

When asked why she had made the prediction,

she didn't often engage

in making predictions

Amy explained that she had already read most of the
they were

reading in

school,

and that

she didn't

feel
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she

should "give

stated that

she

it all away" to everybody else.

liked guessing what was going to happen,

but that you should only do
the book.

This

Amy

is

it if you haven't already

read

an interesting instance of how mere

observation can be misleading.

It took additional

interaction with Amy to come to a more accurate
understanding of why

she so

infrequently engaged in this

particular response behavior.
Amy also related events
experience.

For example,

in texts to her personal

one day when Mrs.

reading a book called The Relatives Came,
offered,
like

"

I hate

it when

I

These

All other

instances of

involving Amy were nonverbal responses.

included browsing,

of a literary model),
paying

Amy spontaneously

have to wait for my cousins,

at Thanksgiving or something."

observed response

Sanderson was

writing

(usually a deliberate use

and listening behaviors ranging from

intent attention,

to

laughing or appearing

distracted or disinterested.
Amy had

little opportunity to engage

teacher-directed
Mrs.

interaction with peers around books.

Sanderson and her reading teacher,

once or twice a week,
discussing the

liked,

literature

what made

who worked with her

usually dealt with Amy alone when
she read.

typically discussed a book with Amy,
she

in

Mrs.

Sanderson

asking her about parts

the writing interesting,

if she felt
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she understood the story,

etc.

Her reading teacher usually

gave Amy written work in the form of ditto sheets which she
was to complete after

she had read a book or story.

It is

therefore not surprising that Amy so often sought to share
books with peers

in child-centered contexts.

Yet while the

field notes suggest that Amy frequently read to or with
friends,

little discussion ensued.

interviews however,

During the

in-depth

Amy revealed that she highly valued

discussion and sharing responses with her family.
appeared then that

It

she had not found a satisfactory outlet

for this desired response behavior within the classroom.
Amy did regularly engage
particular
time.

friends

in the puppet theater during choice

While their puppet

recognizable

story

shows

structures,

the action of any specific
often became

in dramatic play with two

reflected the use of
they did not directly mirror

stories.

Amy

frustrated with her peers during the process

of creating these puppet shows.
about how the

Interestingly,

stories

impatience with the

should be

less

She had rigid expectations
structured,

and showed

standard story structures often

developed by her peers.
A:

S:

You can’t put that part next! No you can't! You have to
have her meet the lion first. She has to meet the lion.
She can't just have the lunch part before she even meets
him! This is crazy!
.
v
T, ■
Stop yelling at me, Amy! I can say how it goes too. lhis
is supposed to be cooperation. And you hurt my feelings
when you yell

at me.
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A:

Well some people are just yellers, and I'm a yeller. And
you have to do the story in the right order or it's not
even a story.

It seemed possible that because Amy was not used to working
with peers

in exploring literature,

difficult to allow alternative
responses.

This

she was finding it

interpretations and

is further illustrated in the following

example.
Researcher's Log
October 9.
Amy is sitting next to two friends who are
reading a book together. Amy is reading her own book. One
of the other two children asks her friend a question about
something which has happened in the book they are reading.
The other child gives an explanation. Amy glances up from
her own book, asks to see the cover of the book they are
reading, and says,
A:I think you didn't get it, well you didn't get the whole
point. You should read the whole thing over because you
missed the important part.
Amy had said during her final

interview that her favorite

way of responding to a book was to talk about it.
field notes
classroom,

suggest that this was not what Amy did in the
possibly because not enough opportunities for

lengthy discussion presented themselves.
field notes

classroom.

In any event,

the

indicated obvious discrepancies between Amy's

stated response
interviews)

The

interests

(as revealed in the in-depth

and her observed response behaviors in the

Stephen

Stephen's

in-depth interview suggests a child who

responded to literature in a wide variety of ways.
Although there are clear emphases

in his response patterns,

such as his dominant interest in responding to
informational texts and to specific pieces of
in other texts,

information

he did seem to engage in and enjoy a

variety of response modes.

Analysis of the field notes

confirms Stephen's perception of himself as a respondent.
He could be described as an active learner
curriculum,

realms of

and particularly in the language arts areas.

Stephen was an inquisitive child,
learning,

in all

intent on his own

yet very much in touch with others

in his

environment.
Stephen most frequently chose to respond to texts
verbally,
verbal

though there was significant diversity in these

responses.

form of

The responses most often came

free comments,

that

either teacher or peer.
action

in the text;

is,

comments unsolicited by

Comments about illustrations and

statements of familiarity or

preference;

questions about

story

references to textual

line;

illustrations,

and comments about vocabulary;
events or
seen

in the

characters and

information,

questions

and statements relating

illustrations to his personal experience were all

in the

field notes.
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Stephen also responded to questions posed by his
teacher.

These were typically questions asked during

reading group sessions.

He was moreover very active in

responding to peer-written texts during Author's Circle.
There he often focused on illustrations,
about character,
to

literature

action,

and motivation.

and questions
Stephen responded

in his own writing four times,

twice in an

attempt to rewrite stories he had read with his parents,
once when using a character from a story that was read in
the classroom,

and once with the deliberate use of a

literary model.
Analysis of the field notes indicates that Stephen
engaged in nearly every possible response outlet provided
by the environment.

He was extremely active

interactions with peers around literature,

in his

he reread books

which were first read by the classroom teacher,
requested repeated readings,
puppet shows.

responses.

illustrations,

reading of a Halloween ghost
In fact,

wrote and put on

His nonverbal responses were almost as

prolific as his verbal
closer to see

he browsed,

he

Stephen crawled in

hugged his friend during the
story,

laughed,

and frowned.

it was almost impossible to keep up with the pace

of Stephen's

facial expressions.

The field notes also provided a unique opportunity to
observe how Stephen responded to a single book over time.

The book,
a total

of

The Relatives Came,1
four

times

was read to the entire class

during the study,

and three times to

smaller groups of children.

Researcher's Log
October 7.
Mrs. S. reading The Relatives Came. Stephen's
responses: mostly nonverbal.
Moving in closer to look at
illustrations.
Crawls right up to book, holds page open to
see details which are obscured in the margin by the
binding.
Lots of laughter.
Pretends to hug and kiss kid
next to him - mirroring action of book.
October 17.
Sharon asks Mrs. S. to read The Relatives Came
again.
Stephen's responses:
S: Where are the breaks? Crash! Right into the gate!
S: They smashed into the gate.
S: It looks like they're fighting.
S: They're fixing the fence.
S: Wow! Look at those mountains.
S: That car looks like antique or something.
And finally on October 21:
Mrs. S. is reading The Relatives Came to Tammy.
Stephen
listening from art area, comes over after the first two
pages and joins them. Stephen's comments:
S: Hooray! The Relatives Came®! I love this story!
S: What does "tended" mean? I forget already.
S: When my relatives come, I get so excited I can't sleep
all night.
S: Is this story in the south? I think it says they came up
from somewhere, but it doesn't say where. It could be
Florida, that's south.
Here we see how Stephen's

initial responses were nonverbal.

Next he began to respond to the
finally,

illustrations.

he was commenting on information in the texts,

stating familiarity,

asking questions,

and relating the

events of the text to his own experience.
how important
children.

And

This suggests

repeated readings of texts are to young

If one had attempted to assess Stephen's ability
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to respond to

literature after the first reading only,

might have seemed more

limited than it was.

it

It should be

noted that this response pattern was exhibited by Stephen
with regard to two other books as well.

Andrew

Andrew had significantly less exposure to texts in the
classroom than did most of his peers.

The field notes

reveal only three instances of self-initiated contact with
books.
times,

He rarely chose to look at books during transition
did almost no sharing of books with peers,

and

seldom seemed to be paying attention during group reading
times or when he was read to by his teacher.
field notes

for

Analyzing the

instances of Andrew responding to

literature was a lesson in discovering that no response is
in fact a certain kind of response.

In choosing not to

respond,

Andrew was making an important statement about his

personal

interactions with texts.

Many of Andrew's responses were nonverbal.
large body movements,

gestures and facial expressions

indicated that Andrew was

indeed responding to literature,

but responding negatively.

When questioned about some of

the specific nonverbal responses he displayed,
explained that he was bored,
exciting.

Often,

Andrew

or that "the book wasn't very
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Occasionally Andrew would become an active verbal
respondent to a book being read by Mrs.
school

librarian.

Sanderson or the

Many of these responses,

unsolicited comments,
distract his peers.

mostly

seemed to have been intended to
Andrew would hear part of a text or

examine an illustration,

then fantasize an utterly wild

outcome or action for the characters.

For example,

on

seeing an illustration of a family which included a
depiction of a baby wearing a diaper,
"Ga-ga-goo-goo!

Andrew shouted out,

I'm a baby wearing a diaper!

Oops,

I

fell

down and spilled my nice mushy baby soup all over my legs
and now I'm all burned.

Wah!

wah!"

Andrew was not given to book browsing.
he usually followed his friends around,
about anything but books.

At the library

talking happily

Twice on the occasion of the

weekly trip to the library Andrew had to return to the
classroom with no book.

This most commonly occurred

because a child had not returned his book from the previous
week,

but this was not the case with Andrew.

When asked

why he had no book for the second week in a row,
explained,
boring.

"I

don't know what to get.

brought

Everything looks

I couldn't find anything good."

explained to the researcher that
it home,

instead of

Andrew

He

later

if he did find a book and

his mother would force him to read it

letting him watch television.

He further

199

explained that he often told his mother,
the

"we didn't go to

library this week because we were too busy or something

like that."
During times when Mrs.
the meeting area,

Sanderson read to the class in

Andrew often appeared distracted.

frequently had to be reminded to sit up,
his peers,

or to stop fidgeting.

the bathroom during reading time,
Mrs.

He

to stop bothering

He usually got up to use
despite the fact that

Sanderson's discouraged such behaviors.
The researcher did observe Andrew sharing a book with

a peer on one occasion.
been read to the class at
Andrew and his

It was a familiar text which had
least three times by the teacher.

friend looked at the pictures and told the

story based on the information they got from the
illustrations.

About halfway through,

called to assemble at the meeting area.
book down on the floor and shouted,

the children were
Andrew slammed the

"I never get to finish

anything in here!"
Two other incidents involving Andrew further
illustrate his decidedly negative attitude toward
literature.

The first occurred early on in the study.

Researcher's Log
October 17.
(Bert, one of Andrew's classmates) was
reading his piece at Author's Circle. There was some
disagreement about whether the piece should have been one
story or two separate stories, and several of the children
had made comments and suggestions about the piece. At one
point, Bert noticed that Andrew was not engaged in the
discussion.
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Bert: Andrew, why are you staring out the window?
Andrew: (.no answer, appears not to have heard Bert.)
Bert. Andrew, I want to know why you're staring out the
window.
Andrew: I'm bored.
The second occurred a week later.

Andrew was with his

fifth grade Reading Buddy.

They were reading a Dr.

b°°k,

Andrew was making up wild

Green Eggs

stories

and Ham.

each time they turned to a new page,

seemingly unrelated to the text.
him to try to pay attention.
weird at books.

Really

I

Seuss

stories

His Reading Buddy asked

Andrew replied,

like sports.

"I'm sort of

Maybe we could go

play catch or something else besides read another dumb
book."

Ironically,

the book had been Andrew's choice.

Actually Andrew's tendency to make up stories in this way
was probably not much different from that of some other
participants who reported using illustrations to fuel their
fantasies.
tendency,

Yet Andrew seemed unable to control this
to restrict it to more appropriate moments.

because he didn't know how to temper it,
it

into something he could share

And

or how to channel

in a meaningful way,

had come to regard himself as unsuccessful,

he

or "weird at

books."
Perhaps the only time Andrew appeared engaged with
literature was when the focus was on peer-written texts,
particularly those which had a cartoon-like quality.
Andrew then offered his own opinions,

and frequently had
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elaborate suggestions about what the author might have
added to his writing.
It was interesting to note a significant change in
Andrew s response patterns in the final week of the study.
During the weekly trip to the library,

Andrew was an

enthusiastic listener when the librarian read to the class.
He called out predictions spontaneously, and offered
answers to questions about the text posed by the librarian.
He chose a book entitled Dogs Helping People,

and showed

photographs in the book to the researcher and to several
peers,

explaining that his dog looked exactly like the one

in the book.
At the morning meeting the following day, Andrew
arrived with two books about witches.

He spent several

minutes reading them while waiting for the other children
to assemble.

The next day he brought a Winnie-the-Pooh

book from home.

Later that day,

at writing time, he worked

on a piece about a penguin, using a balloon motif which he
explained he "saw somewhere, maybe Mrs. Sanderson showed it
to us

I think."
Looking back at Andrew's in-depth interviews, we see a

response profile which suggests that Andrew was not always
terribly interested in books or in responding to them.
Much of this picture of Andrew is confirmed by the field
notes. He actively avoided books at times,

and was
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articulate in explaining his negative feelings toward them
to others. Two interesting observations can be made,
however.
First,

Andrew spoke of needing to feel a sense of

accomplishment in reading books.

That was probably why he

spoke with some affection of a book which he had read over
and over at home.

Familiar books were more appealing to

him, because he felt he could be successful with them.

In

the field notes we saw that the single book he chose to
share with a friend was one which had been read to him
several times in the classroom.
The second observation concerns Andrew's expressed
interest in "real books about something true."

The field

notes indicate that Andrew did show some enthusiasm toward
informational books.
the library,

And when he finally chose a book at

it was a book about seeing-eye dogs.

The field notes reveal that Andrew may have been
handicapped by his perception that he never had enough time
to finish books he started in the classroom.

In fact,

several of the participants in both classrooms expressed
the concern that in school there was only a limited time
allotted for books,

and that it was difficult to pick up

where they had left off.

For a child like Andrew, who

linked positive feelings of accomplishment with "finishing"
something,

many reading programs would destine him to
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frustration.

While Mrs. Sanderson provided her students

with far more than the usual amount of time to engage with
hooks,

Andrew didn't find it to be enough.

He had

difficulty linking one reading session to another,

and so

never seemed able to experience a book in its entirety.
It may be possible that Andrew's experience with the
Wise Owl materials (to be discussed in Chapter VII) was in
part responsible for his budding interest in literature.
By allowing him to understand that a book can be read and
discussed over several days,

and by enabling him to feel

that he could "finish" something in this way, Andrew may
have begun to redefine his understanding of success in
reading.

And in so doing,

a new range of response

behaviors may have been spawned.

Ben jamin

Benjamin often seemed to be off in his own world in
Mrs.

Sanderson's classroom.

Though he had many friends and

participated in various activities with peers,

there was an

aura about him which made one suspect that he often stole
off into the crevices of his own mind to try to comprehend
the world around him.
Benjamin insisted that things make sense.

Whether in

the midst of lively imaginative play in the block area or
during math,

Benjamin wanted his world to make sense.

He
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demanded explanations.

If an explanation did not conform

to his logical system, Benjamin was relentless in trying
either to comprehend or to change the explanation.

One of

his most active areas of response involved his peers'
writing.

And his insistence on logical explanations -

logical story progression,
characters'

logical motivations for

actions - was ever-present in his responses.

His responses to peer-written texts frequently came in
the form of questions which demanded explanation or
clarification of information within the text.

In the

questions Benjamin posed to his peers, there was often
evidence of an attempt to use his own experience in the
world as a measure of how well the story held together.
Benjamin insisted that language be specific and precise,
and that facts be accurate.

He frequently asked his peers

leading questions in order to draw out of them more
detailed explanations,
should add

finishing with the comment,

that to your piece."

"You

It was with this same

rigor that Benjamin responded to other literature.
Benjamin often looked to illustrations for information
he needed to make sense of the stories he read.
to Mrs.

Sanderson,

According

Benjamin was struggling with reading,

thus illustrations were of particular importance to him.

A

large percentage of his verbal responses to literature were
unsolicited comments about illustrations.

Many of these
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involved Benjamin's confirming textual information by
pointing out that it was represented in the illustrations.
For example, when a text read "They were all in twos and
threes around the house," Benjamin studied the illustration
and then said,
threes."

"Yup,

that's right,

they're all in twos and

We see in this an underlying assumption that it

is the illustration which bears the absolute truth, and the
text is merely a confirmation of it.
Benjamin was one of two participants,

the other being

Becky, who made inquiries while being read to.
not to expect answers,

He appeared

but rather pondered aloud questions

which occurred to him as he processed the information
coming to him from the story.

Occasionally the questions

were about specific words--either words he didn't know the
meaning of,

or words which he seemed to feel were used

inappropriately.

Again we see the same demand for

precision in language usage which we saw in his responses
to peer writing.

It may be possible that his ability to

question the use of certain words in his peers'

writing

made it possible for him to carry this critical perspective
to his responses to other literature as well.
Numerous nonverbal responses to literature were
exhibited by Benjamin.

He frequently moved in closer to

the reader when he was particularly interested in a story,
apparently trying to get a better view of the
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illustrations.

He occasionally dramatized the action of a

story being read to him,

and frequently showed his

enjoyment or approval by smiling broadly.

Benjamin also

engaged in a kind of subvocalizing response whereby he
would mumble a word or phrase from a story over and over
again, probably trying to either memorize or analyze it.
Benjamin was not given to much independent reading.
Though the researcher's assessment was that he was above
average in intelligence,
easily to Benjamin.

reading did not seem to come

He chose to read "safe" books, usually

books which were highly predictable and with little text,
or those which had been read to him several times.

He

seemed to enjoy reading with peers, but normally let the
peer do the reading while he listened and provided a
running commentary.

When faced with choosing books in the

library as well as in the classroom, his tastes often ran
to informational texts.

His library book choices during

the four weeks of the study included The Mighty Midgets,
factual book about soap-box derby racers;
and a book on the Washington Redskins.

an insect book;

He once chose a Dr.

Seuss book when three friends with whom he had been
speaking all chose Seuss books.

In the classroom, he

reached for one of two particular books when he was
required to look at a book.
other on fish.

Once,

a

One was on dinosaurs and the

as his teacher read a story about a
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fire station, many of his classmates sat fidgeting and
looking generally disinterested.
in rapt attention,

In contrast,

Benjamin sat

asking questions, offering comments and

moving in closer to see the illustrations.

This interest

in reading for information was also evidenced in his
in-depth interviews.
Though Benjamin often gave verbal responses to texts,
most of these were unsolicited.

He offered such comments

in both teacher-centered and child-centered contexts.

He

was not likely to respond to questions posed by his
teachers and peers. His teacher's requests for verbal
responses to texts they read together were often met with
silence.

Once, while members of his class were actively

answering Mrs.
lay eggs,

Sanderson's questions about which mammals

Benjamin sat mumbling the word "nonfiction" over

and over again.

When Mrs.

Benjamin, he looked
unable to respond.

Sanderson directed a question at

blankly at her and appeared to be
Later, when asked by the researcher why

he had been whispering "nonfiction," Benjamin explained
that he planned to get a nonfiction book from the library
and wanted to be sure to be able to look in the right
place.

Thus what might have appeared to be a blatant

disinterest in the overall task,

if one were to have made

the judgment based solely on Benjamin's actions in the
reading circle, was actually a very positive interest in
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nonfiction.
genre,

Benjamin had responded positively to the

if not to the specific text.

Responding to books he wasn't interested in was
another matter.

There was no mistaking Benjamin's

displeasure with a book when he didn't want to read it or
listen to it. He became disagreeable to the point of being
disruptive in such situations.

Once when Mrs. Sanderson

announced she would be reading a book written by Maurice
Sendak,

Benjamin exhibited such a reaction.

While some of

his peers seemed to look forward to the Sendak book,
indicating familiarity with the author and his works,
Benjamin moaned.
died?

"Oh god," he said,

"is that the guy who

You're going to read us a book written by a dead

person?"

During the reading,

Benjamin appeared to be

asleep with his chin cupped in his hands and his eyes
closed,

an annoying but very soft snore playing from his

lips .
Benjamin usually listened with interest to what his
peers had to say about the books which were read to them.
Many of his unsolicited responses were made as a result of
classmates'

comments.

As might be expected,

several of

these "responses to responses" were attempts on Benjamin's
part to understand his classmates'
be more specific.

logic or to get them to
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In the in depth interviews Benjamin revealed his
struggle between wanting to respond only in his own mind,
and feeling that it was important to talk to other people
about the books he read.

This struggle was readily

apparent to the researcher as she observed Benjamin in the
classroom.

His tendency to challenge his peers'

responses,

only to break off mid-sentence with a sigh and an "Oh never
mind," provided a concrete example of how the conflict was
at work in Benjamin.

He wanted to talk about his responses

to literature, but was not always willing to accept that it
often takes time to explain them.

Benjamin's analytical

bent made his responses complex and at times difficult to
convey.

Yet his ability to ponder a book over time,

think analytically and critically about texts,

to

also served

to make Benjamin an excellent respondent to the Wise Owl
Materials .

Becky

When it came to sharing books with peers, Becky proved
to be the most enthusiastic participant in the study.
Though there were times when she chose to read quietly b"
herself,

Becky most often sought the company of a peer.

She devised elaborate sharing games for these occasions
which involved the handing back and forth of books,

and

careful counting of pages to determine how many each child
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read.

She typically chose to read with one peer at a

time, nearly always a female classmate, but sometimes with
Stephen.

These shared reading times were characterized by

great playfulness,

yet by considerable attention to the

text.
Whether in the library or in the classroom,

if Becky

came across something in a book which she felt was worth
sharing,

she was bound to do so.

several instances of
friends,

The field notes document

her showing illustrations to her

spontaneously offering information she'd read, and

making recommendations about authors and books she liked.
These observations support evidence from her in-depth
interviews, when Becky stated that she felt she should
share books with friends "if it was a very good book and I
think they should hear about it."
Becky was also an active listener, often raising her
hand to ask a question when something was unclear to her,
or when she wanted to draw parallels between the action of
the text and her own experience.

She appeared to possess a

quiet confidence which enabled her to express her own
confusion,

or to share highly personal responses without

fear of rejection.

Her nonverbal responses, which were

less frequent and more subdued,
facial expressions--smi1ing,

typically took the form of

frowning, or cocking her head

to one side when she was puzzled.

Whether the response episode was teacher- or
child-directed,
enthusiasm.

Becky seemed to respond with equal

She was very interested in responding to books

written by her peers.

Her in-depth interviews might have

led one to suspect that she would be inclined to address
her comments to story line,

to action, or to plot.

But

Becky focused most of her attention on illustrations.

She

usually remarked that she liked the illustrations "because
they were colorful" or because she felt her classmates
drew them very well."

Her other responses to peer-written

texts were questions about points in the story which were
unclear to her.

Thus it seems likely that instead of

fantasizing to process textual information, which she
suggested she did in her in-depth interviews,

Becky was

seeking the most expedient route to clarification by
speaking directly to the

author.

validity of the author's answer,

She never challenged the
though this may have been

a matter of etiquette more than an actual acceptance of the
author's answer .
Rereading books was apparently important to Becky.
She often stayed with a book for two or three days running,
reading it whenever she had a free moment.

The field notes

recount this tendency.
October 22.
Becky spends several minutes looking at Brian
Wildsmith's ABC book after returning with it from the
library.
Flips through pages while waiting for Author's
Circle to begin.
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sSb?ocLi7i:naBew tr£ing t0 read Wildsmith's ABC,
she is reariino
Page turnin8» going back to where
she is reading. Studies illustrations, smiles often.
October 24.

Becky tells Donna she can read Brian

pictures*1 SDonn t0 heF'- Begins
showinS her several
from the*beginning?enlS lnterested‘
starts to read
Repeated readings may have given Becky the confidence she
needed to engage in another response: sharing a book with a
peer.

Indeed there are several instances in the field

notes of Becky requesting that Mrs. Sanderson reread books.
In two of the instances, Becky spent time looking at the
books and trying to read them after the repeated reading.
It is somewhat surprising to note how little evidence
there is in the field notes of Becky's interest in
analyzing stories through imaginative fantasy.

She had

spoken at great length about this during her in-depth
interviews.

And while one might argue that the kind of

imaginative play she spoke of would naturally have to take
place in the private recesses of her mind,

it does

nonetheless seem odd that she so infrequently chose to read
alone, where some of this imaginative response might have
been possible.
classroom,

During the time the researcher was in the

Becky did not engage in any dramatic play which

might have provided an alternative outlet for this type of
response.

Again,

the value of the in-depth interviews in

illuminating aspects of the child as a respondent is
obvious here.

The field notes alone would not have
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provided this window into Becky’s response profile.
Farther,

by examining how Becky did in fact engage in

response in the classroom,

we are in a position to see how

the environment might be altered to accommodate other
important

response

interests.

The Harrison School Classroom

Mrs.

King's

opportunities

classroom offered

for response to

its

students numerous

literature,

though the daily

schedule may have served to undermine some of the
potentially useful connections which were made between
reading and writing

in Mrs.

Sanderson's room.

reading periods occurred

in the morning,

place

Unfortunately,

in the afternoon.

not present

with the classroom teacher
fairly new undertaking,

program as

it was

group

while writing took
the researcher was

in the classroom during the afternoon,

writing program was not observed.

a

Here,

However,

thus the

discussions

suggest that process writing was
and was not as established a

at the other research site.

had begun her process writing program in

Mrs.

King

late October,

and

while this meant that the children had been writing longer
than Mrs.

Sanderson's

students,

it should be noted that

Mrs.

Sanderson brought to her writing program significantly

more

expertise.

stemmed from the

Another difficulty for the researcher
fact that Max and Kim,

two participants in
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the study,

were out of the classroom at their ESL classes

for approximately one hour each morning,
the other participants
Naturally,

during which time

took part in Quiet Reading time.

many of the observed responses to

literature

documented in the field notes came from this time,

thus the

response profiles of Max and Kim are less complete than
those of the other participants.
A look at the types of response opportunities offered
to Mrs.

King's

students

opportunity to engage

indicates that there was ample

in response.

On a daily basis,

reading groups were conducted by Mrs.
Gardener,

the

reading specialist.

library were arranged.
classroom once a week,
draw or paint as

Weekly trips to the

A story teller came

into the

after which children were allowed to

they happened to be inspired by the story.

Other art activities
example,

King and/or by Mrs.

focused on books they had read.

For

the children were making a bulletin board of their

favorite book characters while the researcher was present
in the classroom.

Play areas containing blocks and a

puppet theater were available for children who might want
to explore

stories

in these ways.

An area called "The

Little Library" was designated for quiet reading
activities,
Mrs.

and was

available for a Choice Time activity.

King often read to children during their morning

choice time.
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Mrs.

King read to the entire class

regularly,

though

the researcher did not observe her engaging in repeated
readings of texts.

She was open to receiving unsolicited

responses from the children,
she read.

both verbal

and nonverbal,

as

She encouraged them to make predictions about the

action of the text,

asked for definitions of unknown words,

and occasionally asked children to make connections with
something she had read to them before.

A daily Quiet

Reading Time also took place each morning,

with Mrs.

King

modeling either by doing her own reading or by reading
quietly with one or two children.
Multiple copies of some books were available,

and

several books by a single author were displayed on a ledge
in the classroom.
in this classroom.

There were numerous
Other

informational books

genres were less well

represented.
Because the participants
their

reading teacher,

Mrs.

in the study worked with

Gardener,

this discussion of

the response environment must also address how Mrs.
Gardener's

influence may have helped to shape

the discussion must

focus

other
them.

than during these

However,

exclusively on the reading group

sessions she conducted with the participants
since she was not present

it.

in the study,

in the classroom at any time

sessions and immediately prior to

She did participate

in the morning meeting time,

216
which enabled her to tune

into the general mood of the

classroom.
During the
of the

study,

first week as well

Mrs.

as during the

last week

Gardener presented many opportunities

for response among the seven participants at the Harrison
School.

Her group reading sessions included repeated

readings either by the children or by herself,
several

texts by a single author,

reading

questions aimed at

getting the participants to relate an event in the text to
an event

in their own lives,

opportunities

reading,

listening to books on tape,

for peer to peer

drawing or

illustrating characters and scenes from books,
reading,

written work,

assorted questions,
to

teacher-directed group discussions,

and opportunities

identify with characters

sessions

also

choral

for the participants

in the books they read.

included more traditional

These

reading activities

such as ditto sheets and other skill-building games.
Mrs.

Gardener came to

each reading session with

several activities related to the
teach.

If she

activity,

lesson she planned to

felt the group was growing restless with one

she often moved to a new activity which would

reinforce the

lesson she had planned to teach.

The

children were aware of her ability to keep up this
pace,

fast

and often requested specific activities or changes in
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activities

if they grew tired or frustrated with the

reading activity

in which they were currently engaged.

The response environment

in Mrs.

King's

room must

include a discussion of social phenomena which appeared to
have a marked effect on

individual

response.

There seemed

to be an unusual preoccupation with mechanical proficiency,
both in the spoken and written word.

This may have been in

part the result of the concerns of the
non-native

speakers of

large percentage of

English in the classroom.

of this preoccupation with proficiency,

the task of reading

for meaning may have been frequently sacrificed,
limiting an entire realm of response.
unusually

Because

thus

Children seemed

interested in responding to books based on how

easy they were to read,
read them.

or on how well they felt they had

The dominant concern was that you "sound good"

when you read.
One might wonder why a
interest

did not dominate,

less skill-focused response
since there were many children

in the classroom who were native speakers of English.
may have been because

some of the most

This

influential children

in the classroom were non-native speakers of English.
These children

shaped much of

in Mrs.

room,

King's

concern to

them,

their classmates.

and as

they were

the activity and discussion

language proficiency was a
able to spread this concern to
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The Harrison School.

Participants

Profiles of the seven participants
School are now presented.

from the Harrison

The order in which they appear

parallels the organization of Chapter V.

Polly

Polly was what most people might describe as a "well
behaved child."

She

raised her hand in a classroom where

hand raising was not the norm.

She became anxious if she

thought her classmates were misbehaving,
desperate admonitions

whispering

in their direction when it occurred.

Her neatness of appearance was matched by a meticulousness
with which she approached nearly every task in the
classroom.
One of the most active respondents in Mrs.
room,

Polly

indicated an ability to respond to literature

in a wide range of ways.
involving Polly,
with equal

In analyzing response episodes

the researcher observed that she responded

frequency to teacher-initiated and

child-initiated response situations.

Her nonverbal

responses were as numerous as her verbal
spoke,

wrote,

literature.

King's

drew,

responses.

Polly

dramatized and moved in response to

The data did not reveal many instances of

unsolicited verbal

response,

however.

It appeared that
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Pony tended to talk about books mainly when someone asked
her a question or demanded a response.
She was one who placed considerable emphasis on the
importance of being a proficient reader.

The researcher

was struck with the possibility that her preoccupation with
proficiency and a sense of accomplishment may have obscured
responses more directly related to the content of texts,
and may have served instead to focus primary attention upon
the superficial mechanics of reading.

While this presented

a certain frustration to the researcher,
more varied responses

who hoped to see

from this participant,

it nonetheless

suggested that children do at times become so focused on
how they sound when they read that this becomes the single
response at the expense of all others.
Polly

frequently

engaged

reading of her published book,

in an almost ritualistic
The Little Polly.

every day during Quiet Reading time,
peers would get their published books

Nearly

Polly and several
from the wooden

bookstand and embark upon a role-playing game using the
books.

They took turns reading their books to each other,

attempting to
the

intone with great expression and displaying

illustrations

teachers.
audience,
during the

in a manner reminiscent of their

They demanded complete attention from their
and often reprimanded each other for interrupting
reading,

or

for appearing not to pay attention.

220
Unlike many of the other children in her class,

Polly

seemed to have rigid notions about what was or wasn't
acceptable with regard to how and when her audience could
respond.
text,

If Marie or Sarah commented on the content of the

laughed,

or asked a question while she was reading,

Polly stopped,

told them to pay attention,

then started

reading again or went back to the beginning of the book.
These shared readings were first and foremost social
events,

during which Polly had an opportunity to exercise

her power and control over her peers.

She seemed to feel

that polite behavior was what mattered most,

and that one

should keep one's responses to oneself until the
appropriate time.

This probably explains why Polly so

rarely offered spontaneous verbal responses to literature
herself.

She never

interrupted Mrs.

while they were reading.
responses

King or Mrs.Gardener

The only unsolicited verbal

she made were statements of familiarity or

preference which she offered before one of them began to
read a book or before a reading task was assigned.
Hickman's category,
what might otherwise be

"Keeping Books on Hand," described
labeled "Polly's hoarding

behavior." At one point during the study,
the book Hooray
choice

time

for

that

she had found

it.

Snail.

day,

Polly discovered

She began reading it during

then put

it back on the shelf where

While she was doing this,

Marie asked
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her what
book.

it was about.

Polly replied,

You wouldn't like it.

"It's a terrible

It's too hard for us."

Marie

had already turned toward the meeting area as Polly removed
the book from the shelf,
slipped it

put it under her sweat shirt,

into her private cubby.

next day during quiet reading,
cubby once more,

and

She read it again the

then returned it to her

this time covering it with origami papers.

On the third day she again read the book during choice
time.

The researcher questioned her about why she

the book.

Polly explained,

"I

the whole thing and it's got

like it because

lots of words

"It's not

such a good story.

read it."

I

just like it

I can read

in it."

encouraged to tell what the story was about,

liked

When

Polly stated,
'cause

I can

Thus she appeared to respond not to its content

but to her own feelings of accomplishment at being able to
read the book.

Polly often kept certain books close b",

and would invariably explain that she
she could read them.
complaints

Conversely,

liked them because

one of her frequent

about other books was that they were "too hard

for someone my age."
Only once did Polly express negative feelings about a
book she had been asked to read by a teacher.
occurrence,

however,

gave

This

the researcher a rare glimpse

into the unexpected factors which may contribute to how a
child responds to literature.

During the first week of the
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the stories

they read together.

Polly was the most

enthusiastic of the participants about engaging in writing
as a way of

responding to something she had read.

This may

well have been linked to her positive feelings about her
writing proficiency.

Polly seemed to approach writing with

considerable confidence.
significant

She wrote neatly,

importance to her peers,

an attribute of

who often complimented

Polly on her writing.

Therefore,

although she may have

received few accolades

for her sense of story,

it is not

surprising that she felt positively about her writing.
In reviewing the major response trends seen in Polly's
in-depth interviews,
of response.

we note a focus on the social aspect

Polly's memories of having read books with

her mother were rarely text-specific.
recalled the emotional warmth she

Instead,

she

felt during the reading,

clearly relating responses which were based almost
exclusively on how well
social need.

the reading episode fulfilled a

In the classroom we again saw Polly

responding to books based upon this social function,

and

deriving a sense of self-esteem from the activity of
reading and writing.

Marie

Every classroom has children who are leaders in
certain domains.

Some children excel

in sports and are
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looked up to by their peers.

Others are recognized early

on as the person to help with math homework.
child to go to if a word couldn't be read.
recall that Marie was a bilingual child,

Marie was the
The reader will

who had only

recently been withdrawn from ESL classes because it was
felt that she was proficient enough to function in the
regular classroom.
Marie was the most avid reader of the participants
from Mrs.

King's classroom,

proficient as well.
and often,

Despite the fact that she read well

it was difficult to observe

responding to literature.
child,
body

and probably the most

cautious

language.

about

instances of Marie

She was an intensely private

revealing her feelings,

even through

There was a suggestion of an adversarial

relationship operant between Marie and any authority
figure.

She appeared to be suspicious of adults in

general.

Her reading teacher,

Mrs.

Gardener,

confirmed the

researcher's observations concerning this matter.
Marie responded willingly to her teacher's questions
about a book,

particularly

content or vocabulary.
information.
personal
read.

if they were questions about

Yet she was not one to volunteer

She was markedly

responses

less willing to share

to events or characters

in the books she

When faced with questions which might have forced

her to reveal her

inner feelings about a book,

Mane either
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stated that

she didn't understand the question or that she

didn t have any answer.

It appeared to the researcher that

Marie often feigned lack of comprehension as a way of
avoiding areas of discussion which she thought might make
her uncomfortable.
She seemed to enjoy helping her peers when they had
difficulty with their

independent reading.

supplied words which they couldn't read,

She often

and sometimes

explained to them what was going on in the book if it was
one she knew well.

These explanations usually concerned

the action of the book.

The researcher did not hear her

making others kinds of responses.
Marie also engaged in role-playing with Polly and
Sarah,

in which they would take turns reading their

published books to each other.
about how well

Marie often made comments

she and her friends could read.

the beginning of one of their reading sessions,

Once,

at

the

researcher heard the following exchange:
Marie:

Ok, today we're all going to read our book and at
the end we'll vote for who reads the best.
Polly : I'll go first.
Sarah: Let's talk about why we like the illustrations, the
colors.
t
Marie: No, I want to see who is a better reader. That s
more fun.
Her preoccupation with reading proficiency seemed to have
precluded most other types of response.

This concern with

reading proficiency was also the dominant strand in her
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in-depth interviews.

The only time she seemed to respond

with a different focus was when she was being read to by
Mrs.

King.

Then she would occasionally laugh,

or show some

other positive sign which made one suspect she thought
about books

in a context other than that of accomplishment

as a reader.

Sarah

You never knew for sure whether Sarah was with you or
miles away.

One day she would sit with her head on her

desk and be sleeping soundly.
appear to be sleeping again,

The next day she would
only to raise her head

momentarily and offer an insightful explanation of a
passage

in the text being discussed.

You had the feeling

that there was a great deal going on in Sarah's mind when
books were being talked about,
intention,

but that she had little

or perhaps saw little need,

of sharing it.

At

six she appeared to have a self-posessed cool which made
her the envy of her classmates.
Analysis of the field notes suggests that Sarah did
take advantage of most of the response outlets offered by
the classroom environment,
infrequently,

or only once.

by her teachers,

but that she did so
She answered questions posed

she made occasional free comments,

acted out the drama of a text,

she

she tried to imitate a

227
specific

literary style in her writing,

with her peers,
her,

she shared books

she reread books which had been read to

she responded with laughter and body stance,

drew pictures inspired by texts.
her involvement
response as

Yet the infrequency of

led the researcher to

inconsistent,

and she

judge most of Sarah's

if not superficial.

Sarah's richest responses to literature clearly
indicated a highly visual orientation toward texts.
responded to

illustrations with marked intensity.

She
Whether

it was a text written by a peer or a trade book being read
by a teacher,

Sarah was predominantly focused on the

i1lustrations .
Sarah seemed to have great faith in the power and
usefulness of illustrations.
(Stephen and for example)
and the

While other participants

saw the written word as primary,

illustrations secondary,

Sarah seemed to be

convinced that the illustration contained the real story,
and the written text did either a good or bad job of
retelling what one could glean from the illustration.
Sarah was

If

reading with a peer and there was some confusion

about meaning,
look at the

Sarah would inevitably suggest that they

illustration for clarification.

Once,

when the

illustrations failed to produce the needed explanation,
Sarah mumbled,

"They must have

forgot to put that picture

in," apparently certain there should always be an
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illustration to portray any part of the story which proved
problematic.

On another occasion,

Sarah sat drawing a

picture of an event from a "Little Bear" book,
direction of Mrs.

Gardener.

Sarah: Look Polly! I messed up my drawing so
her (Grandmother Bear) in a shawl. Hey,
the story!
By changing the

under the

illustration,

I had to make
I'm changing

Sarah believed she had the

power to alter the story.
When Mrs.

King or Mrs.

Gardener read,

Sarah nearly

always positioned herself within easy viewing distance of
the book.

If by chance the teacher failed to show an

illustration,
Researcher's

Sarah was usually the first to notice:
Log

January 14.
Mrs. King is reading Goggles to the kids at
meeting area. She doesn't show illustration. Sarah shouts
"Hey how about the picture? That's the second time this
week you forgot to show the picture!"
When she read with her peers during Quiet Reading
time,

Sarah frequently chose to read her own published book

to Marie and Polly.

During these readings,

she spent a

great deal of time displaying her illustrations.
Sarah was a very adept artist.
detailed and

imaginative.

Her classmates often came to her

for help with their own drawings,
approval

of hers.

Sarah was so

It

Her illustrations were

or to express their

is not surprising therefore that

interested in illustrations.

another explanation for Sarah’s

Still there is

tendency to respond more to
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illustrations than to text,

and here we see how both the

reading process and the complexities of social environment
come

into play in shaping a child's response tendencies.
Sarah appeared to have great difficulty reading.

seemed to be

intent upon sounding out words at the expense

of getting at meaning.
when trying to read,

She frequently showed frustration

and often abandoned books with a sigh,

muttering about how hard it was to read.
was as
to be

She

inclined toward
(based on her

For a child who

imaginative response as Sarah seemed

in-depth interviews),

it

is no wonder

that she was moved toward an outlet in which she felt
competent,

and away from the written word which only

presented difficulty and frustration.

Several incidents

indicating Sarah's difficulty with reading appear in the
field notes:
January 7.
Quiet Reading time. Sarah wants to read her
published book to Polly and Marie. She reads title slowly,
then seems to be so intent on sounding strategy that she
stumbles when reading her own name.
January 8.
Quiet Reading time.
Sarah's turn to read her
book to Polly and Marie.
She seems to be having difficulty
reading.
Polly keeps looking over her shoulder to help her
read.
Sarah covers print with her arm.
Polly asks, "Can't
you remember what it says ? You wrote it for god's sake!"
Sarah answers, "I remember what it says. I just can't read
it."
Later that day,

Sarah was

listening to a tape of a Little

Bear book during reading time and trying to read along with
the tape.

She appeared to be having a hard time keeping up

with the tape,

and

looked frantic throughout her reading of
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the

first three pages.

Polly approached her and Sarah took

her head phones off:
Polly: What's that story about?
Sarah: I don't know what it's about. I'm just trying to
read it!
Polly: Do you like it?
Sarah: You're not supposed to like it! It's supposed to
teach you to read!
Sarah provides us with a classic example of a child
who may have a whole world of responses at her fingertips,
but whose intense preoccupation with decoding obliterates
many of

its possibilities.

Ironically,

to be a proficient reader has
create meaning of texts.

her determination

little to do with wanting to

Instead,

it appears to be the

result of social pressures within the classroom.

There was

what seemed to be an inordinate amount of conversation
about "who could read the best" within Sarah's circle of
friends.

It is the researcher's assumption that the

prevailing concern among many of these children for
language acquisition and proficiency was responsible for
creating this pressure to be a "good reader."
Sarah also had difficulty managing to stay involved
during group discussions.

When working with Mrs.

Gardener,

the children typically would read a story together.
their related activities would be to participate
discussion

led by Mrs.

Gardener.

One of

in a group

She posed questions,

the children had the opportunity to answer.

and

Sarah often

seemed to drift away during this type of group discussion.
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Several

times

she raised her hand to answer a question,

appearing to be enthusiastic about her pending response,
only to find that she couldn't remember what it was that
she wanted to say when she was finally called on.
Sarah:

"Oh no! I
today!"

forgot what

I was going to say twice

Sarah was not the only child who appeared to have
difficulty with turn-taking and remembering her own
responses.

Sarah discussed her frustration about this

matter with the researcher,

and apparently felt that she

wasn't effective at making verbal responses to literature
because she couldn't always remember what she wanted to
say.

Recognition of this difficulty suggests the need for

teachers to help students develop useful
remembering their responses,
response outlets

strategies for

as well as to provide other

in which the child is not expected to wait

through several other responses before being able to offer
her own.
One other area of response which seemed to be prolific
in Sarah was that of relating literature to her own life
experiences.

Not surprisingly,

something had been read to her,
the reading herself.

Once,

she usually did this when
and not when she had to do

when asked by Mrs.

Gardener

about the meaning of a word during reading time,

Sarah

chose to define the word by offering an example of its
meaning as

it applied to her own experience.
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Mrs.

G.:

iS?

Sarah:

What

d°-

I have"to be^elponsible^3* ' h3Ve 3 Cat and
to feed her and Ik! ‘
because it's my job
water in her wate/nTV0 !?ake Sure she's got
in the house and If
' 'that she' =
to go out in the night
I'm t!
Starts
be*
and I have to let hL ’
m th® one---the one
it.
et her out---and well that's

1

On another occasion,

Sarah told the researcher that she

liked hearing the story

Dog is Lost by Ezra Jack Keats

because "We wrote about the
cat and his was a dog."

Indeed,

published a book about her
We see

in Sarah's

same thing,

responses to

insight

Sarah had written and

sister's runaway cat.

involvement in the classroom a

complex picture of a respondent.
significant

except mine was a

The field notes provided

into how the environment shaped her

literature.

While she was able to take

advantage of many of the response outlets provided by the
environment,

she did so fleetingly.

She showed signs of

being frustrated with reading and responding to
partly due to her own

literature,

lack of proficiency as a reader,

and

partly because she fell prey to the social pressures within
the classroom which inhibited her response potential.
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Lori

While the response emphases in the in-depth interviews
of Lon,

Sarah and Paul were quite similar,

how they

appeared to respond to l itemt
P
to literature in the classroom was
actually quite different
rent.

Of th*
Of the three,

Lori’s classroom

response patterns were least like those described in her
in-depth interviews.

There she had emphasized the

importance of her own imagination in reading,

discussing

she relied on illustrations and repeated readings to
enhance it.
readings,

Although she did seem to benefit from repeated

the researcher saw no evidence of the lively

imaginative responses to literature of which Lori had
spoken.
As mentioned earlier,
entered Mrs.

Lori,

along with Paul,

had

King's classroom three days into the study.

For the first week they were there only for reading time,
and during the second week,

only for the morning.

Thus the

researcher was unable to observe them as frequently as the
other participants

in the study.

Despite the fact that

there were fewer observations of Lori,

there was at

least

an equal number of response episodes involving her.

This

suggests that
to

Lori was prolific

in her observable responses

literature.
For a child who had

just entered the classroom,

appeared to be poised and confident.

One sensed

Lori
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immediately that she was an influential child,

as she began

from her first day to redirect discussions about the books
being read,

and to rally her peers in a request for the

teacher to read to them.

She appeared to be extremely

comfortable in the reading group,

and seemed very

interested in books and responding to them.
Lori was most free about conveying her reading
preferences.

She seemed not to be inhibited about telling

either teachers or peers which books she liked and which
she thought were poor choices.
participants,

who

based on how well

said they

But unlike many of the

liked or didn't

they could read them,

like books

Lori always had a

text-centered explanation for why she approved or
disapproved of a book.
L:

And
L:

I'm tired of reading this Little Bear book stuff. Why do
we have to read these stories? They should let us read
good stories, then it would be more fun and more
interesting. Little Bear is such a baby. He thinks just
like a baby.
later:
I've had it with Little Bear. How can he let everybody
call him Little Bear? Little Bear, god, if anybody
called me Little Lori, I'd pop their lights out."

Another criticism she
stories

frequently

leveled at books and

she had to read was that they didn't make sense.

When Mother Bear tells

Little Bear to "eat up all the cake

now and it won't rain tomorrow," Lori was outraged.
L:

I hate when she says that.
It doesn't make any sense.

Why does

she even say that?
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Mrs. G: Why doesn't it make any sense, Lori?
L. They don't...it doesn't have...the rain doesn't rain
because of cake. It's like she...she's treating him like
a baby. It's like baby talk and she thinks she can fool
him.
During group reading sessions,
times when she was being read to,
attentive.

as well during other

Lori was extremely

She readily volunteered answers to teachers'

questions no matter what kind of questions they were.
seemed equally eager to answer content,
inferential questions.

vocabulary or

If she was encountering a book for

the first time,

she might appear to be somewhat more

reflective;

if it was

familiar,

but

a book with which she was

there was no holding her back.

story which seemed of particular
internal

logic.

Lori

consistent internal

stories.
logic

One component of

interest to Lori was its

insisted that a story have a

logic.

She had no use for stories

which she felt violated their own logical
extremely verbal

She

system,

and was

in expressing her displeasure with such

Many of her unsolicited comments addressed story

in this analytical manner.
Lori's many and varied responses to literature suggest

that

she had ample exposure to

classroom.

literature outside the

The researcher heard Lori explaining a "story

within a story'

motif to one of her peers,

she had learned about

it from her mother.

telling her that
She frequently
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made such comments as "I've read that book before," or
"That's a good book.

I have that book at home."

When Mrs. Gardener read No Biting, No Fighting to Lori's
reading group,

Lori read along,

read the book before.

explaining first that she'd

She made several unsolicited

comments during the reading,

such as "Wait, wait,

see what happens" or drawing her peers'
details in illustrations.

you'll

attention to

At the end of the story,

Lori

explained the meaning of the story as she understood it,
then added,
L:

I heard this story before. That's why I had so much to
say about it.

She later added,
L: Oh my gosh! I have a tape this book. I just realized
that's why I heard it so much. I have a whole tape!
She then offered to bring the tape in for her peers to
listen to,

explaining that they might need to hear it again

"so you can understand the story better."

She evidently

recognized that repeated readings of a text affected her
ability to respond to it more fully.
While the responses of many participants seemed to
have been affected by such group dynamics as turn-taking,
Lori did not appear to have been so affected.

She did not

have difficulty remembering what she wanted to say about a
book,

even if she had to wait through several turns before

speaking.

She had somehow acquired the necessary
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strategies to remember her responses,
redirect the groups'
Mrs.

as well as to

focus when she deemed it necessary.

G.:

Who else can think of a time when Little Bear
showed friendship?
I want to go back to the responsibility question.
I have an answer to that question, and I have an
example of it, but you have to turn back to Duck
Baby Sitter and that's page seventeen.
Lori directed her responses to her peers at least as often
as she directed them to her teachers.

She also seemed

interested in the responses her peers made,

often

commenting on their responses by expressing agreement or
disagreement with them.
Whenever there was the opportunity,
toward books.
time,

Lori gravitated

She often chose to read during morning choice

either alone or with a peer.

what her friends were reading,

She was

interested in

and frequently started

conversations about books she saw them reading,
if they were books she had read.
recommendations,

She also asked them for

inquiring whether a book was good and

whether they thought she would like it.
Reading,
puppet,

Lori

especially

Once,

during Quiet

set up chairs for a stuffed bear and a

then read the

story Emily and the Klunky Baby and

the Dog Next Door to them.
for the previous

two days,

She had been reading the book
and now chose to have an

audience.
Lori was
she was

as

expressive

in her verbal

in her nonverbal responses as

responses.

She rarely sat still when

238

Mrs.

King read to the class.

She often moved from sitting

to kneeling and back to sitting again as her body reflected
the rise and fall of
hands

in delight,

action in the story.

laughed and gasped,

She clapped her

and sometimes turned

to the person next to her with exaggerated expressions of
astonishment or consternation.

Even when she read silently

by herself,

Lori's facial

expressions revealed much about

how she was

responding to her book.

Some significant differences between Lori's response
interests

as revealed

in the

in-depth interviews and those

observed in the classroom emerged.

While Lori spoke at

length of how important illustrations were to her as she
imagined her way through books,

very few of her responses

in the classroom seemed to be related to illustrations.
Actually,

there was

little evidence in the field notes of

the imaginative responses of which she spoke so fondly
her

interviews.

It may be that

she viewed the classroom as

a domain of more

serious

verbal

to texts toward issues of content.

responses

in

learning,

thus directing her
She

may also have chosen to keep private those responses which
were more

akin to the

interviews.
consistent

flights of

An area of response
in the

interviews

that which dealt with the
Her verbal

and nonverbal

fancy she described in the
interest which seemed

and the field observations was

importance of repeated readings.
responses

suggest that Lon did
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indeed rely on repeated readings as a means of sharpening
and enhancing her responses to literature.

Paul

For someone attempting a protocol analysis of response
to

literature,

Paul would have been an ideal

subject.

It

was virtually impossible to keep up with his unsolicited
verbal

responses,

which flowed forth like a veritable

In child-centered and teacher-centered contexts,
responses

to

font.

Paul's

literature seemed to come nonstop.

Yet the response data on Paul was extremely challenging
to analyze.

Rather than directing his responses at his

teachers or his peers,

it was as though Paul

them into midair.

data overflows with spontaneous

verbal

The

simply aimed

responses directed at characters in books,

authors,

illustrators,

excerpts

from the

and even at himself.

and at

The following

field notes provide examples.

January 17.
Mrs. King is reading Abiyoyo.
Paul is
pretending to "zap" people with his magic wand, acting out
the role of the father in the book.
He shouts, "Ok! Here's
your chance! Go ahead! Zap him! Get him!
In the next excerpt,

we

see that what he viewed as a

contradiction betweeN the
in a reprimand to the

text and an illustration resulted

illustrator.

January 12. Mrs. King reading The Lost Dog,
illustration, moving in on hands and knees,

. . .Paul studies
barking like a
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dog. Studies illustration, then says "Hey you painted that
dog brownish! You were supposed to do him reddish!"
The reader will note that this response also provides
evidence of Paul's dramatizing the action of a text,
well as the

listening behavior of moving in on a book to

see the illustrations more clearly.
Paul

as

In the next example,

reprimands himself for having made a hasty prediction:

January 7.
Mrs. Gardener reading
No Biting No Fighting.
Paul predicts story outcome twice. Prediction of the fate
of the two alligators is wrong. Says to self: "Oh-oh, Paul.
You were wrong. That's not how it's going to go."
Not all of Paul's unsolicited verbal responses were
as comprehensible to the researcher.

In fact there were

many such responses which he couldn't explain himself.
Once while
story,

Paul

After the
Paul

listening to Mrs.
said,

"Oh yeah,

Gardener reading a Little Bear
like Patrick,

reading session was over,

yeah,

yeah."

the researcher asked

to explain how what he had said was connected to the

text.

His only explanation was that something in the story

must have made him think of a boy named Patrick who lived
near his

grandmother.

Even after the researcher reread the

story to him in the hope of

jarring his memory,

unable to

recall why he had thought of Patrick.

insisted,

however,

He

that he knew that "...something she read

made me start to think about him,
was

Paul was

and

I

know it was...it

something in the story...but now we can't find it.'
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Paul's

stream of responses often disrupted the class.

Indeed the private nature of some of his verbal
may have been as disruptive as the manner
to convey them.

responses

in which he chose

It clearly bothered his peers when they

saw no connection between the reading and Paul's comments.
Like all of the participants from the Harrison School,
Paul often responded to literature by "making things."
These responses,

usually

marker and crayon,
Mrs.

in the form of pictures drawn in

were done at the teacher's suggestion.

Gardener usually had a specific goal

assigning art projects.

For example,

in mind in

she once asked the

children to draw an illustration of a kiss which was passed
from animal

to animal

in A Kiss

for Little Bear.

The

intent was to get the children to understand the
progression of events
participants
drawings,

in the story.

While the other

referred back to the book in doing their

Paul decided to change the assignment to satisfy

his own response needs.
swimming pool.

His picture showed two skunks

in a

He explained that this is what he imagined

would happen next

in the story,

once the newly married

skunks went on their honeymoon to Hawaii.
In his

in-depth

interviews,

Paul

spoke of how he would

pretend he was a character from one of the books he read.
There were several

instances of

the reading of a story about a

such dramatization.
lost dog,

During

Paul began to
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crawl around on the
lost.

His

floor,

whimpering and pretending to be

identification with characters could also be seen

in verbal

responses.

He liked to use character voices,

expanding on the words spoken by a particular character and
speculating aloud about what words the character might have
spoken next.
Paul

seemed to enjoy extending the action of the books

he read or

listened to.

Some of these extensions revealed

a noticeable sensitivity to the nature of the characters
involved.

Others

indicated that he was making logical

predictions about the
frequently,

action of the story.

More

his additions to stories appeared to be wild

extrapolations,

turning realistic fiction and fantasy into

science fiction.
Paul

liked reading with peers,

classmates were reluctant to

include him in their shared

reading activities at Quiet Time.
in part to the
classroom.
in Mrs.
more

But

King's

fact

Paul

since he already knew many of the children
room from the previous school year,

He

it seems

found him a difficult reading

once made several

group of three boys,
volcanoes.

This may have been due

that he had only recently entered the

likely that his peers

partner.

though many of his

attempts to break into a

who were reading a book about

first tried to enter

sounds of an erupting volcano,

in by

imitating the

and shouting at the boys to
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watch out

for

falling rocks.

When they

ignored him,

told them that his grandfather used to live

Paul

in a volcano.

This managed to capture their attention and resulted in the
following exchange:
Jim: If you can shut up,
Tom: He never shuts up.
Paul: OK, OK, I'11 try.

you can read with us.

Paul must have foreseen his potential weakness
would "try",

for within seconds he had drifted back into

making his volcano sound effects.
leave the

in saying he

table

Paul

When Jim asked him to

seemed surprised,

apparently unaware

of having disrupted the group.
This

is but one example of a scenario which was

repeated again and again.

Even Mrs.

King,

who openly

encouraged spontaneous responses when she read to the
class,

expressed difficulty trying to read in the face of

Paul's endless barrage of responses.
trying day
responding,

in which Mrs.
Paul

King finally discouraged him from

retreated to

front of the fish tank.
the researcher

And she

I

a quiet spot in the room in

With tears in his eyes,

that books

"Even my grammie says

After a particularly

he told

always got him into trouble.

get too excited when

I

read a book.

likes me the most favorite of anybody."

The following day,
engaging in what

the researcher observed Paul

appeared to be a new response behavior.

During Quiet Reading time,

he took three books from the
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bookshelf which were written by his peers.
sought out the author of each book,

One by one he

and tried to read the

book aloud within the author's earshot.

Each time the

author responded to Paul's reading by offering to help him
read the words he had stumbled on.
readings with the comment:
book."

"I

Paul ended two of the

like the way you wrote your

Gone were the random associations,

effects,

the wild predictions,

conversations.

the sound

and the one-sided

Paul had learned to control his responses

as he now consciously attempted to use books
purposes.

for social

7

Although Paul's responses to literature were the most
difficult to analyze of all the participants,
nonetheless
the

intriguing.

impossibility of

they were

Researchers have often bemoaned

getting into the respondent's mind to

achieve a more complete picture of the nature of his
response.

This researcher

saw firsthand how exploring the

mind of the respondent makes response more elusive still.
What proved most revealing about Paul's response behaviors
was the manner
The powerful

in which social pressures affected them.

influence of his peers and his teacher's

expectations were clear as Paul
growing awareness of
irrepressible

tried to balance his

acceptable classroom behavior with his

impulse to engage

in the rawest of responses.
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Max

One of the most fruitful times for the researcher to
observe response

in Mrs.

o'clock each morning,

King's classroom was at ten

during Quiet Reading time.

Many

child-initiated response events could be observed,
to reveal

helping

important dimensions of the participants'

response capabilities.

Peer reading,

browsing,

dramatic

play and listening behaviors were some of the activities
which took place.

Unfortunately,

Max,

two other children from the classroom,

along with Kim and
left at this time

for their English as A Second Language classes.

Thus the

range of responses attributable to Max and Kim may seem
unusually spare.
Despite this

fact,

Max appeared to find moments and

spaces within the classroom to engage in a variety of
response behaviors.
to Hickman's
all.

(1979)

In analyzing Max's responses according
categories,

he appears to have done it

Max exhibited a wide range of listening behaviors,

including chiming

in on repetitive phrases from books which

were

read to him,

laughing and applauding,

body

stance.

considerable
collection,

He

and changing his

initiated contact with books,

time browsing
and kept his

spent

in the classroom book

favorite books on hand.

He

indicated the frequent impulse to share books with his
peers.

He engaged in oral

responses,

both solicited and
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unsolicited,

dramatized the action of two different books,

drew pictures,

and wrote responses at his teacher's

request.
Two underlying needs seem to have given shape to Max's
response

interests

in the classroom.

First,

he obviously

wanted to become a more fluent speaker of English.

Second,

he clearly wanted to be engaged in the social world around
him.

Max apparently saw reading and books as an important

route to both fluency and friendship.
It was apparent to the researcher that Max was an
enthusiastic

learner,

whose openness and trust in the world

around him made it possible to take risks another child
might have been

less willing to take.

volunteered responses

in all

situations:

reading group sessions with Mrs.
times when Mrs.

King read,

times with peers.
he read,

and was

He

He readily
during formal

Gardener,

and in informal

class story
shared reading

appeared to understand most of what

comfortable asking his teachers or peers

about those parts of texts which he found puzzling.
While Max may have been adept at understanding the
English he

read,

he was not as adept at communicating his

responses to his peers.
together and retaining
carried over

He

spoke rapidly,

running words

intonations which were evidently

from his native

language.

Thus while he

willingly took risks in responding to questions and
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offering opinions,

he was frequently misunderstood.

On

several occasions the researcher was able to grasp the
meaning of Max's

responses,

and see that they did indicate

an understanding of the texts being talked about.
peers,

and sometimes Mrs.

Gardener,

His

were not always able to

make the connections.
Cultural differences sometimes resulted in his
offering responses which seemed odd to the rest of his
reading group.
responses,

And because they often laughed at his

he began to show signs of frustration.

reading a story from Little'

Bear's Visit,

had the children discuss what the best
for a wild animal might be.

The

Mrs.

After

Gardener

living environment

intent of the discussion

was to help the children understand the dilemma faced by
Mother Bear of whether or not she should set free a bird
she had found.

Mrs.

Gardener asked the children if they

had ever taken care of a wild animal.
she had cared for a wild bunny,
told her to
survive on

let

it go as soon as

its own.

other participants.

Sarah offered that

and that her mother had
it was well enough to

There were similar stories from the
Max then chimed in,

M: When I was in my country, we had a wild duck.
Mrs. G: And did you care for the wild duck?
M: Yes, yeah, we give it food, and some to drm .
Mrs. G: And then what did you do? Did you let it g
M:

No we eat

it.

.
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This sent the other participants

into peels of

laughter,

and left Max looking at once pleased and bewildered.
Though Mrs.

Gardener attempted to affirm his

response,

explaining that many wild animals were also good sources of
food,

Max didn't

seem to be

looking at his peers,
that he had made his

listening.

He sat smiling and

apparently pleased on the one hand
classmates

laugh,

and confused on the

other because he did not understand why they were
Later during the
Mrs.

same

session,

Max smilingly told

Gardener that he didn't want to share his response to

another question because "it will make everybody
me.

laughing.

It's

laugh at

funny."

Max seemed eager to
tried to engage his
choice time.

learn English,

peers

and frequently

in reading activities during

He often asked Marie to read to him,

sometimes to

let him take a turn.

often met with denials,

and

These requests were

which didn't seem to sour him on

the shared reading experience.

Once however,

Sarah and Marie were reading together,

while Max,

Max became visibly

angered when denied an opportunity to take a turn at
reading a page.

When Marie was unable to read the word

"alligator,"

showed it to

she

it out but was
glanced at

Sarah.

Sarah tried to

also unable to come up with the word.

it and said "It's alligator."

insisted that he was wrong,

and went

sound
Max

Marie and Sarah

instead to Mrs.
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Gardener who

told them the word was

Max appeared to be upset by this,

indeed "alligator."

expressing his

frustration over not being taken seriously.

"I

just want

to do the reading by myself and answer the questions by
myself.

I can read better."

When Max did read by himself,

he often engaged in a

response behavior which was unique to his profile.
silently reading a page or two,
aloud what had happened.

After

Max would quietly tell

It was almost as if this "re-cap"

of the action served to distance him from the ardor of
reading English,

and allowed him to concentrate on the

meaning of the words he read.
Max explained,

"I

the picture and
the story,

I

like to
tell

the whole

When asked why he did this,

stop sometimes.

I

like to see

the whole story again.

story."

Evidently,

Then I know

if there were gaps

in his comprehension he found it helpful to stop and ponder
what he had read,

and to add to that understanding by the

information he gleaned from the
Illustrations were
He would often be
wanted a closer

seen

illustrations.

apparently very important to Max.
sprawled across a long table when he

look at an illustration.

Mrs.

Gardener

seemed to be sensitive to his need to be near the
illustrations,
near her,

and generally made sure that he was seated

or that he had a copy of the book she was reading

to the group.

Max frequently made unsolicited comments
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about the

illustrations.

And when Mrs.

questions about the books they read,
back to the text,

Gardener posed

Max often referred

flipping quickly through the pages

until he came to an illustration which he thought might be
related to the
point,

questions.

From the researcher's vantage

it appears that Max looked for answers to Mrs.

Gardeners'

questions within the

illustrations.

He would

ask his peers to show him where they had found the answers
to content questions asked by Mrs.
showed him in the written text,
was heard to

inquire,

Gardener.

Marie often

and on three occasions he

"Where does

it show that in the

picture?"

Kim

While Kim had as many opportunities to engage in
response activities
they were
offer,

as Max did,

based on the amount of time

in the classroom and on what the classroom had to

he was

a far

less active respondent.

into contact with books,
teacher-initiated.
set forth by Mrs.

He rarely came

save when it was

He performed the reading-related tasks
Gardener,

energy or enthusiasm.

but did so with little apparent

He never volunteered to answer

questions during reading group,

though he did try to answer

questions when he was called upon directly.

The researcher

did not observe Kim offering unsolicited opinions or
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statements of preference or familiarity.
asked to see

illustrations when Mrs.

reading group or when Mrs.

He occasionally

Gardener read during

King read to the entire class.

His most active mode of response was a nonverbal
response,

in particular his various

If Kim liked a book,

he usually smiled or tried to get

close enough to the book to see the
often

listening behaviors.

looked puzzled when Mrs.

illustrations.

Gardener or Mrs.

He

King read,

though he did not ask them to explain or clarify.

When

something humorous happened in a text and the other
children laughed,

Kim laughed too.

However,

the researcher

noted on several occasions that he appeared to laugh only
after he picked up the signal

from the children around him.

Kim frequently had a look of consternation on his face when
he read,
behaviors

but

since he did not engage in any sub-vocalizing

(which might have shed some

reading process was

like

for him),

light on what the

it was not possible to

determine for certain that he was having difficulty
reading.
he read,

When the researcher

asked him why he

frowned as

he simply responded that it was because he was

reading.
All of this might give the
understood very

little English.

interaction with Kim during the
to believe otherwise.

impression that Kim
The researcher

s

in-depth interviews led her

When speaking on a topic he was
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interested in,

Kim seemed to understand the researcher's

questions quite well,
little difficulty.

and was able to answer them with

For example,

when he got onto the

subject of gerbils and other rodents,

he began to speak

with greater ease and significantly more enthusiasm.
Though his spoken language was at times tentative and
halting,

he was

able to express his ideas clearly.

Mrs.

Gardener concurred with the researcher's assessment that
Kim often pretended not to understand English when he was
not interested in the topic being discussed.

While some of

his tendency not to pay attention may have been the result
of behaviors
part of

acquired when he first began to learn English,

it may also have been his natural tendency to

become easily distracted.

In either case,

Kim frequently

seemed to be uninterested in many of the books he came

into

contact with in the classroom.
Kim was most active

in his responses to illustrations.

When he had to read silently

in his reading group,

he

usually began by leafing through the entire story or book
to be read,

apparently trying to get an initial

understanding of

it.

Then,

as he turned to each new page,

he would spend a significant amount of time studying the
illustrations before he began to read.

The researcher

noted that he often stopped while reading the text to
peruse the

illustrations once again.
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Kim also put

considerable energy

into assignments

which required that he respond to a book through drawing.
He was

able to copy illustrations from books with great

precision.

Kim was part of a group of children who

cooperatively made a large version,
Lionni's Frederick .

Kim's

illustrations received much

acclaim from his classmates.
the children
read,

Kim's

or "big book," of Leo

And when Mrs.

Gardener had

illustrate the action of a story they had
drawings

indicated that he understood the story

clearly.
Roderick's
foci

shed an

he was

(1977)

interesting light on Kim's responses.

so reluctant to respond,

spoken English made it
proficient speaker,
only two types of
answer

response behavior observation

appear

Kim's

Because

and probably because his

that he was not a very

teachers typically asked him for

response.

First,

they asked him to

straightforward content questions.

And second,

they

asked him questions which encouraged him to make
connections between events

in texts and events in his

life.

For example,

when they read about Little Bear pretending to

be a father,

Mrs.

Gardener asked the children if they ever

pretended they were
to be.

adults,

and if so,

There was not a single

instance of this type of

question being posed first to Kim.
would

who they pretended

That

is,

such questions

initially be put to the other members of the group,
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with Max and Kim answering
a response.

As

a result,

last unless Max had volunteered
Kim invariably took the easy way

out and gave an answer already offered by one of the other
participants.
were good,

In all

likelihood Mrs.

Gardener's

intentions

allowing Kim the opportunity to be sure he

understood the question by first hearing several responses.
Yet this may have served to stifle his attempts at more
personal

responses.

These observations suggest that

teachers eliciting responses from ESL students might do
well to arrange occasional one on one sessions which would
allow the respondent to

answer questions and make

statements without the pressure or influence of peers.
While Kim had mentioned in his

in-depth interviews

that he enjoyed pretending as a way of responding to
literature,

the

classroom.

He

time,

researcher saw no evidence of this in the
did play in the block area during choice

but he played silently.

Thus it was

impossible to

determine any consistency between his self-perception as a
reader and his actual performance.

An area of his in-depth

interviews which seemed to be supported by the field notes
had to do with his

interest

informational books.
animals

He

in the classroom,

in natural

science and

showed interest

in books about

and was more comfortable talking

about these books than about any of the other books he
read.

Although he had mentioned

in the

interviews

liking
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humorous books,

there were few instances in the field notes

of his having read or shared humorous books with his peers.

Summary

In the

foregoing chapter the critical question of how

learning environment affects reader response is explored.
Further,

the participant's

response performance is

looked

at in light of his perceptions of himself as a respondent,
as revealed in the

in-depth interviews.

The Classroom,

the Teacher,

The

it

data makes

the Curriculum

clear

that the Slater classroom

provided many more opportunities for both solicited and
unsolicited response than did the Harrison classroom.
While some of the same activities and materials were
available
and peer

in each classroom,

other factors such as teacher

influence determined the extent to which the

opportunities were embraced by the participants.
Quantitatively speaking,
Mrs.

the participants from

Sanderson's classroom gave on the average eighteen

responses to literature per day,
day

in Mrs.

King's room.

as opposed to eleven per

There were roughly twice as many

child-initiated response episodes
classroom as
Why this

there were

in Mrs.

in Mrs.

Sanderson s

King's room.

significant discrepancy?

One must ask
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In further analyzing the data for factors which might
have contributed to the foregoing result,

six environmental

conditions directly related to the teacher's
stand out as

likely catalysts

response opportunities extant
classroom.

First,

influence

for the more abundant
in Mrs.

Sanderson's

Mrs". Sanderson integrated literature

into all areas of her curriculum.

Second,

she continually

reminded the children to

look at books during transition

times

Third,

in the classroom.

throughout the classroom,
the students.

she displayed books

making them easily accessible to

She kept their favorite books and books she

had read to them on hand,
selection frequently.
illustrations,

and changed the classroom library

Fourth,

she expressed interest in

commenting on their content and technique.

She openly encouraged children's responses to
illustrations.

Fifth,

she engaged in repeated readings of

texts which enabled student response to develop over time.
This clearly had an effect on the variety of responses
given to texts.
Mrs.

Sixth,

and perhaps most significant,

Sanderson provided an

intensive process writing

program in which connections between reading and writing
were continually being explored.
The writing program reinforced several social
behaviors which appear to have also positively affected
response.

For example,

children were required to be
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tolerant

in

listening to their peers'

and suggestions.
to alternative

comments,

They were therefore better able to listen

ideas from their peers without engaging

negative criticism.

participants did seem to take more risks

Social

in

This served to create an environment

in which children could safely take risks,

responses to

questions

and indeed the

in offering their

literature.

Influences within the Response Environment

Even when a response environment does provide a
variety of response outlets,
attempts

and even when a teacher

to make the response environment a productive one,

the complex web of social

factors which exists in any

classroom can

It seemed that there were several

such factors
the effect of

interfere.
at work

in Mrs.

King's classroom,

stifling response

might otherwise have thrived.
constant change

in an atmosphere where
First,

to

literature requires

trust among the students

the seemingly

Sharing certain

a level of

involved.

familiarity and trust,

firmly established.

intimacy and

Because Mrs.

student population changed so often,
intimacy,

it

in the classroom population had a

noticeable effect on the students.
responses

which had

this

King s

level of

did not appear to be
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Second,

the multi-cultural dimension of the classroom,

which may eventually have served to provide an even more
fertile response environment,

appeared at the time to have

a negative effect on response.

Language

issues were a

natural though sometimes pervasive concern to this group.
The emphasis on proficiency

in speaking and reading,

a

preoccupation which appeared to come totally from the
children rather than the teachers,

inhibited response by

changing the nature of the children’s
texts.

They read not

interactions with

for meaning or for pleasure,

but to

increase their proficiency and heighten their sense of
accomplishment.

While this

common to the children
participants

in Mrs.

seems to have been a concern

from both classrooms,

Sanderson's classroom also stressed

accomplishment and proficiency in their
not dominate their response
King's

and while the

interviews,

interests as

it did

it did in Mrs.

room.

Interwoven with issues of language proficiency were a
number of highly
in Mrs.

charged power struggles being carried out

King's classroom.

Despite Mrs.

establishing a non-competitive
were children

learning environment,

there

in her classroom who clearly engaged in

competitive behaviors.
children were

King's emphasis on

Some of the most

speakers of

influential

languages other than English.

These children had fostered an environment where

language
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proficiency,
one power.
children
well as
there

and in particular being the best reader,
This

appeared to inhibit response by making

less willing to take risks in their reading,
in talking about what they had read.

seemed to have been

for the

gave

as

In general,

less tolerance among the children

ideas and comments of their peers about texts

well as about many other things).
example of how even the best

(as

This provides a graphic

laid plans to create a

positive response environment can be undermined by other
influences .

Performance and the

What

is

the

In-depth

Interviews

relationship between the child's

perception of himself as a respondent and his response
performance

in the classroom?

The

in-depth interviews

discussed in Chapter V were not intended to provide
absolute answers to questions
response capabilities and

about the nature of a child's

interests.

While the interviews

may have revealed interests which were not supported by the
classroom,

there was

also

significant evidence that the

child's perceptions of himself were created by his response
environment.

To

attempt to determine which came first,

interest or the environment,

or whether

the

it is perception or

performance which represents the absolute truth would be
futile.

However,

the

in-depth interviews provide a useful
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backdrop against which to explore how the response
environment might have either supported or inhibited the
response interests identified by the participants.
For example,

in her in-depth interviews Amy placed

great importance on verbally sharing her responses to
literature.

Yet the field notes indicate that she seldom

had the opportunity to do this kind of sharing in the
classroom.

Sarah, Lori and Paul all stressed interest in

imaginative response to literature, yet there was little
evidence of this interest in the field notes.

It seems

possible that recognizing specific response tendencies and
interests among individual participants might not only
allow us to create more supportive response environments,
but also to identify new areas of response which could be
explored by them.
Conclusion
Overall,

the data seems to suggest that the more

response opportunities there are in the environment, the
more responses will be seen.

The teacher provides one of

the most significant influences in shaping the response
environment,

yet other social factors also come into play.

By understanding what opportunities are made available in
the environment,

what participants choose to respond to,

and what their perceptions of themselves as respondents
are,

it is possible to identify areas where response might
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be expanded.

Only by understanding how the individual

participants typically responded to literature is it now
possible to see if and how the Wise Owl materials supported
or expanded their response horizons.

CHAPTER VII
THE WISE OWL MATERIALS:

THE PROFILES COMPLETED

Introduction

In this chapter,

the profiles of the participants are

completed as we see how they responded to the Wise Owl
materials.

The discussion will begin with a description of

the materials used in the study.
Next,

the

impact of teacher and group dynamics at the

Slater school will be presented.

This will be followed by

profiles of the five Slater participants.

The Harrison

school data will be presented in a like fashion.

The

chapter ends with a summary of the overall effectiveness of
the materials.

While occasional comparisons between the

schools will be undertaken,

the emphasis is on exploring

how the materials affected the responses exhibited by
individual participants.
non-verbal

Though some references to

responses are made,

the discussion focuses

primarily on verbal responses to the materials.

The Materials

The Wise Owl materials

used

developed by Gareth Matthews,
researcher.

in the study were

Shari Tishman and the

They are published under copyright by Sundance

Publishers and Distributors,

Inc.
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The materials are
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intended to allow children to engage in philosophical
inquiry through the use of quality children's literature.
In each of the stories used in this study, one or more
philosophical issues is identified.

A series of related

questions follows.
The management section of the materials makes several
recommendations to the teachers who will be using them.
After reading the story, students are asked to discuss a
number of questions related to the philosophical issues
identified within.

Along with the questions, Extension

Activities are suggested which will allow students to
further explore the philosophical isses of the story
through writing, making up stories or drawing, to name a
few.

Teachers are encouraged to use the materials in

conjunction with their regular language arts curriculum.
Furthermore,

they are encouraged to use the materials in a

flexible manner.

If students move from one question to

another as a natural result of their discussion, the
teacher should not be concerned that a specific order is
not being followed.

It is suggested that teachers allow

children to spend as much or as little time as is necessary
in answering each question.

Typically, one week spent on

the materials during a regular reading period would be
sufficient time to allow for a reasonably complete
discussion of the questions.

If students return after a
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given discussion with additional comments they wish to make
about questions previously addressed, they are encouraged
to share those comments.
The questions are designed to encourage children to
make personal connections with the texts, either by
imagining themselves faced with situations similar to those
encountered by characters in the book, or by relating
incidents in books to their own experience.

Because there

are many questions to be answered for each story, the
children are able to respond to the texts over time.
Teachers are encouraged to engage in as many repeated
readings of the texts as are necessary.
in the present study were "Cookies:

The two books used

from Frog and Toad

Together by Arnold Lobel, and Albert's Toothache by Barbara
Williams.

"Cookies"
The story "Cookies" by Arnold Lobel is about Frog and
Toad and their struggle with will power.
cookies for Frog.

Toad bakes

Together they enjoy the cookies until

they decide they will become sick if they continue to eat
them. Not wanting to become sick, they try to trick
themselves into not eating more cookies by devising ways
which will prevent them from having access to the cookies.
First they put them in a box and tie it up with string,
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only to realize they can just cut the string and get at the
cookies. Next they try putting it on a high shelf, only to
realize that they can climb up and get the cookies down.
Finally Frog throws the cookies to the birds, who eat them
all,

thus eliminating the temptation.

Frog concludes by

saying that although they may have no more cookies, they
have plenty of will power.

Toad, undaunted,

says he is

going home to bake a cake.
The Wise Owl questions which follow the story are
based on the the concept of will and the idea of will
power.

Their philosophical roots are found in what is

called the question of "weakness of will."

What makes the

questions particularly thought-provoking is the manner in
which they stimulate students to think of how the will
should be conceived and how it is related to their own
desires.

The question of "weakness of will" is a topic one

usually encounters for the first time in a college
philosophy course.

Yet the participants'

discussions

suggest that they are indeed able to grapple with the
concept of inner life

and will power as they are realized

in the story "Cookies."

Albert's Toothache
Albert's Toothache is a story of a young turtle who
believes he has a toothache.

His family members are aghast
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that Albert would make such a ridiculous claim.

After all,

turtles have no teeth, and therefore it is impossible for
Albert to have a toothache.

Again and again, members of

the family try to convince Albert that he cannot have a
toothache, but Albert is adamant about it.

At last

Albert's grandmother decides to believe him, and her
patience in understanding Albert leads to the discovery
that he does indeed have a toothache - an ache caused by
the teeth of a gopher who had bitten him on the toe.
The questions which follow cover a wide range of
philosophical questions and issues.

Reality and

perception, the concept of truth, the nature of human
memory,

and the meaning of words are some of the topics

covered in the Wise Owl materials.
The Slater School

In the following section,
is reported.
are discussed.
participants'

First,

data from the Slater School

teacher influence and group dynamics

Following this discussion,

individual

responses to the Wise Owl materials are

analyzed.
Teacher Influence and Group Dynamics
Because the Wise Owl Materials are designed to be
flexible in meeting the needs and interests of the students
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working with them,

their success depends to a significant

degree on the teacher who facilitates their use.
Mrs.

Sanderson used the materials comfortably and with

skill.

While some teachers might have

nature of the questions difficult,
Sanderson s teaching style well.

found the open-ended

this format suited Mrs.
She was extremely

sensitive to the group with whom she was working and
knowingly took cues from them with regard to their
comprehension,
Mrs.
about
study,

interests or confusions.

Sanderson appeared to value group discussions

literature.
Mrs.

During an

interview which preceded the

Sanderson stated that she felt both she and her

students perceived group discussion as the most critical
response outlet in her classroom.
S:

Of course there is a lot of stuff that goes on between
them that I'm not privy to, but I think they value their
time with me when we're talking about a book the most.
I'm not sure they really value their time with each
other, or that they even recognize that it's another way
to discuss a book.
They know I really like talking
about books, they probably sense that, so part of the
way I see them liking discussion probably has a lot to
do with my influence on them, but somehow I think they
really value it most too...I consciously try to have
them do other things, to make bulletin boards and stuff,
but they always come back to talking about it.

While the materials

for each of the stories

included

extension activities which might have given the
participants

an opportunity to deviate from the verbal

response mode,
activities .

Mrs.

Sanderson opted not to use any of these
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It seems
interest

likely that Mrs.

Sanderson's personal

in literature and her desire to provide quality

experiences with literature for her students were helpful
in her use of the Wise Owl program.
genuine

She appeared to have a

interest in the stories she read with the children,

and openly showed her enthusiasm for the stories

and

questions by participating in the discussion at times when
she felt the group might benefit from her
Mrs.
easily.

Sanderson seemed to

involvement.

facilitate group discussions

She frequently repeated questions to be sure that

children trying to answer were clear about what the
question was.
group,

She often restated a child's response to the

or asked the child to repeat his response as a way

of encouraging peer

interaction rather than individual

engagement with the text.

If

she was confused about an

answer given by one of the participants,
take responsibility

she managed to

for not understanding the response and

did not project onto the child the sense that they had
failed to answer

the

question satisfactorily.

When a child

offered a response which seemed not to be connected in any
clear way to the

question asked,

further.

If

sometimes

asked if

Sanderson would prod

the connection still was not clear,

that

she

someone else thought they understood

what the person was saying.
"How does

Mrs.

She was often heard to ask,

relate to what we're reading?";

a question
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which unveiled some very obscure connections between texts
and responses which might otherwise have gone unexplained.
She could also

let a response pass if it seemed there was

no way to understand how it related to the question she had
posed.

For example,

with Andrew,

there were often

instances when he gave responses which appeared to have
little to do with either the question she had asked or with
the text.
from him,

While she sometimes demanded further explanation
she sometimes accepted the response as Andrew's

way of engaging with the group and left it at that.
The researcher noted several

instances

in the

transcription of the group discussions where Mrs.
had been instrumental
they wanted to make.

Sanderson

in helping children remember comments
For example,

during the discussion

of Albert's Toothache when Amy was answering a question
about whether or not we can forget who we are,
her hand.

She then put it down as Amy continued with her

lengthy response.
said,

Becky raised

"Becky,

When Amy was finished,

Mrs.

Sanderson

you seemed to have something to say when Amy

mentioned that she once forgot who she was when she was
sleeping."

Becky paused thoughtfully,

then remembered she

wanted to tell about a time she had forgotten she
hair cut and was
mirror .

surprised to see her short hair

d had her
in a
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It
dynamics

is difficult to separate the topic of group
from that of teacher influence,

since in this

particular classroom the teacher had evidently played a
powerful

role in shaping the interactions among the

participants.

As has previously been stated,

Sanderson placed considerable emphasis on the
respecting the

ideas of fellow classmates.

Mrs.
importance of

She

insisted on

an atmosphere of mutual respect in all areas of her
classroom program.

Thus the participants

from Mrs.

Sanderson's classroom came to the Wise Owl materials with
the advantage of already knowing how to accept each other's
responses without making

judgments.

This

is not to suggest

that the students did not challenge each other's
rather to explain that they did so

ideas,

but

in a non-threatening

manner which resulted in lively exchange.
In transcribing the tapes of the group discussions,
the researcher noted that there was very little
interrupting done by this group.
turn-taking.

They appeared to

They were good at

listen to each other before

trying to respond to questions or to what was said by
someone else.

It

seems

knew that Mrs.

Sanderson would make certain each person had

a chance to respond.
occur was to express
were more

active

likely that this was because they

Most of the
agreement.

interrupting which did
While some participants

in the discussions,

there was no one child
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who

appeared to have dominated in this group.

was probably related to Mrs.

Sanderson's

Again,

this

influence.

The Participants

1)

Amy.

At

last Amy had found a place to discuss books

with her peers.

While reading the story "Cookies"

at all challenging to Amy,

the discussion was.

was not

Whereas she

had previously felt frustrated when trying to work with
peers due to her advanced proficiency,

it seemed that with

the Wise Owl Materials she could read what her peers read,
yet engage

in discussion which was stimulating enough to

satisfy her needs.
During the first two discussions of "Cookies," Amy
spent

a considerable amount of time

watching.

just

listening and

She responded to questions when Mrs.

directed them at her,

Sanderson

but the rest of the time she was

quietly watching and apparently enjoying being with her
peers.

During the third session,

much more active respondant as

and thereafter,

Amy was a

she found her place in the

group and began to assimilate discussion behaviors.
Because the questions often called for the
participants to relate the
experience,
her family.

story to their personal

many of Amy's responses contained references to
In particular,

found a way to

incorporate

she spoke of her mother.

Amy

information about her mother
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into

nearly

cookies,

every

of

her

tomato

plants,

mother

being

weight,

and

spoke

of

her

mother planting bulbs,

of

her mother's

of

on

and

another

talk

about

your

her

mother

random

or

her

participant,
mother

to

opportunity

the

for

Amy

with her

or

raised

that
the

Amy

most

of

have

difficulty

other

the

by

the

engaged

to

some

When

cookies

the

seemed

to

in

deductive

she

asked how

Frog

had

sure

indeed

talk

not

personal
The

experiences
in the

and

action

have been positive.
of

"Cookies"

she

often

sometimes
got

to

eaten,

than

seemed to

getting

lost

the point

could know that

ever

often

reasoning more

While

usually

Amy's

excellent.

her

discussions

participants.

best he

did

relate

of

so

told were

text was

her

"You

seeing parallels

"Cookies"
of

she

she

ability

discuss

own explanations,

were

Though

stories

of

of

about

commented,

expressing herself,

eventually.

A:

Her

hair,

of her mother

Stephen,

mother

in

spoke

the

to

transcripts

indicate

in her

lot,

mother baking

mother worrying

lot."

action

struggles

The

a

brushing her

her

She

digressive.

experience

issues

of

on.

a

She

mother

"crabby,"

that

about

question.

Amy

Toad's

replied,

Well, he just can't know that. Well, like how^can he urn
remember every cookie he ever had? Toad urn he's not a
professional cook. And maybe Frog was just so hungry for
a sweet at that time, and also plus he doesn't know
what's going to happen in the future.

Mrs.

Sanderson

children

to

spent

discuss

a

great

questions

deal

of

time

about why

allowing the

Frog

and Toad
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thought they might get sick and if they did become sick,
how they would know it was the cookies which had made them
sick.

Stephen and Becky had explained that too much sugar

can make you sick.

Becky went on to say that too many

cookies could also give you cavities and make you fat.
While some of the participants tended to veer far from the
question,
track.

Amy always tried to pull the discussion back on

After Becky finished her digressive comments,

Amy

said,
A:

No. No.
He was concerned about getting sick, and that's
different.
At least in the book it says "We will soon
be sick."
Maybe he was worried he'd get fat or get
cavities, or some other things.
Maybe he was.
It's
possible he was, but it never says that...They would
know they were sick and that the reason was that they
ate too much cookies they wouldn't feel good.
And they
know that cookies have too much sugar in them and they
ate too many.
S: If they had gotten sick, would they know it was because
of too many cookies?
A: Urn, they could know that.
They could know why they got
sick because they haven't done anything else that could
make them sick yet.
Amy approached the questions related to weakness of
the will with great enthusiasm.

She seemed to enjoy

recounting instances when she had used will power.
was also

able to

Yet she

speak with great feeling about the dilemma

faced by Frog and Toad.

They wanted more cookies,

also wanted not to eat them.

but they

Amy spoke of how she

sympathized with the characters as she read that part of
the book.

She talked about how they must have felt,

delicious the cookies must have

looked to them.

of how

This seems
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to suggest that Amy was able to establish what Britton
(1970)

has called the "spectator stance" or what Langer

(1957)

has

labeled "virtual experience."

because many researchers claim that such
level of response one can indicate.
example,

It

is of

interest

is the highest

Galda

(1980)

for

suggests that only individuals who have reached

Piaget's Formal Operations Stage could engage in the
spectator stance.
Though she never interrupted anyone else,
sometimes

Amy was

interrupted by her peers because she used

sentence fillers,
participants

such as "like" and "urn."

interrupted her,

When the other

it often appeared that she

had given enough of an answer to excite them and cause them
to want to reveal

the answer more quickly.

By the last

discussion of "Cookies," Amy had begun to use fewer
fillers.

When she was

interrupted,

she now told her peers

to give her a chance to finish her answer.
Amy's
changes

responses to Albert's Toothache indicated

in her response behaviors.

that during the

in-depth interviews,

The reader will recall
Amy had stressed the

importance of being able to share her responses with
people.

Yet the

field notes offered few instances of Amy

sharing her responses to books with her peers.
to share her responses with her peers,

Her ability

as well as her
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new found ability to respond to her peers'
much in evidence
Mrs.

comments,

was

in the discussions of Albert's Toothache.

Sanderson presented the children with a question

about whether or not one can point to something that
really there,

isn't

just as Albert's father had pointed to his

toothless mouth as proof that turtles have no teeth.
usual,

As

Amy used deductive reasoning to come to her

conclusion.
Sanderson:
Stephen:
Amy:

Stephen:

Can you point to something that isn't there?
Amy ?
How can there be a question about that?
No, you can't point to the teeth. But, well,
like the air is there, but you can't see it. And
if you walk in it, you're not going to bump into
it, but it doesn't mean it's not there. There is
something there in a way, but it's not
teeth.And sometimes you can point to
something that's not right there. Like if you
know somebody and they live far away, urn well
you can point to something that's seven hundred
miles away. It's not right there where your
finger is pointing to, but you, urn, well you
point in the direction of where they live. So
you're pointing to something that's not there.
Plus, air.
Oh brother.

Throughout the five discussions of Albert's Toothache,
Amy remained a very active member of the group.

The total

number of responses uttered by Amy was surpassed only by
Benjamin.
until

Whereas she had initially saved her responses

she was directly asked a question,

directed those responses at the teacher,
responses spontaneously as

and normally
she now offered

she realized she could speak to
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comments made by her peers.

She showed a new range of

responses,

many of them simple affirmation of her peer's

responses.

She seemed to take great pleasure in

establishing accord with the other participants,

yet she

also managed to hold her own when she wanted to disagree.
These disagreements often occurred in exchanges with
Benjamin,

who usually wanted the reality of the book to

match his own reality.
while,

Amy was patient with this for a

but finally whispered to him on the last day of

using the materials,
the way you say.

"Sorry Ben,

It can be really different sometimes."

Such was the wisdom of Amy,
share

2.

but the world isn't always

who had finally found a way to

it with her peers.

Stephen.

each child,

Since the Wise Owl questions were the same for
certain types of responses were common to the

participants.

Stephen,

like Amy,

put significant emphasis

on responses which told of personal experiences.
of the participants,
chance to

Stephen seemed pleased to have a

share something about his own world,

to hear about those of the other participants.
expressed his pleasure
"This

is neat!

as well as
He

in answering the Wise Owl questions.

You get to tell

and that answers the question.
In general,

Like most

a story from your own life
It's neat."

Stephen's response patterns seen here are

consistent with those seen in the field notes.

He was
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always

an active respondent in the classroom,

and this

level of interest and involvement was continued in his work
with the Wise Owl materials.
out,

As Mrs.

Sanderson had pointed

some of the children were a bit uncertain as to how

this new approach to responding to books worked.
was cautious during the first two discussions,
more to his peers than to the questions.

Stephen

responding

Afterward,

in the

remaining discussions of "Cookies" and the discussions of
Albert's Toothache,

Stephen spoke with considerably greater

frequency.
One

interesting difference between Stephen's typical

classroom performance and his response performance with the
Wise Owl materials could be seen in his move away from a
focus on

information in the stories.

Where he might

typically have stressed the importance of specific bits of
information from the texts,
putting this response

he now seemed comfortable with

interest aside for the moment.

He

did occasionally look to the text for answers to questions,
but was heard to remark,

"This isn't a question that they

answer

Sanderson.

in the book,

picture,

right?"

Mrs.

Not even in the

It appeared that he understood the

materials were making new response demands.
While Stephen had always been very definite about the
answers he gave to questions posed by Mrs.

Sanderson,

he

began to show evidence of considering alternatives with the
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Wise Owl materials.

When pushed to further explain his

understanding of whether or not Frog had shown will power
in throwing the cookies to the birds,
saying yes,

Stephen began by

attempted to explain his response,

feeling that it did not indicate will power.
realizing that he had done this he said,
mind on this one!

"Hey!

and wound up
Upon
I

changed my

These are weird questions."

Stephen had many concerns about the group working
together effectively,

and this may have sometimes

overshadowed his ability to remain focused on the
questions.

He seemed to be keeping track of who had had a

chance to answer which question,
what the question was,

who might have forgotten

or who didn't appear to understand

the question the way he did.

These concerns were prevalent

in the discussion of "Cookies," but were seen much less
frequently in the Albert's

Toothache discussion.

to have come to terms with the
well as with the required

He seemed

format of the materials as

interpersonal dynamics of the

group.
Throughout the discussions of both books,

Stephen

frequently gave his peers affirmation for their answers.
He was particularly fascinated by Benjamin's responses,
saying,

"Ben,

you give good answers,

like crazy and they're

coocoo,

but they're really really good thinking."

Although

Stephen's responses to questions about will power and
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reality and perception were often rooted solely in the
reality of his own world,

he nonetheless recognized that

Benjamin s more global responses were valuable.
For a participant such as Stephen,
active respondent,

who was always an

the materials didn't result in an

increased number of responses.

Rather,

they served to

change Stephen's orientation toward the text.

Where once

he might have viewed the stories as a place from which to
extract

information which would be helpful

in his own life,

he now saw the stories as a source of affirmation for the
struggles and questions of his

3.

Andrew.

There was

life.

little difficulty discerning Andrew's

feelings about the Wise Owl materials during the discussion
of "Cookies."
finished.
attention.

He disliked them and wanted the whole thing

He seemed to have great difficulty paying
He moved around in his chair,

anything he could get his hands on,
disruptive.

When Mrs.

played with

and was generally

Sanderson asked Andrew for his

opinion about something,

he usually explained that he

didn't know what the group was talking about.
Many of the comments Andrew did make were digressions
which were difficult to relate to the texts,
Owl

questions or to his peers'

responses.

group had been discussing the question:
could stop eating cookies unless

to the Wise

For example,

the

"Is there any way

in some way

I

really

I
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wanted to stop?
participants,

This was a difficult question for the

but one which caused them to become very

animated in their discussion.
what he thought about it.

Mrs.

Sanderson asked Andrew

Andrew replied,

A:

How 'bout if you have cookies and you're left around,
you can tell the world how many cookies you can eat
because it's round and it has chocolate chips all over
it.
S: I'm not sure what you're saying. The cookie looks like
the world.. .
A: Yeah, sure. Ok, that's what I'm saying.
At other times,

Andrew seemed openly hostile toward Mrs.

Sanderson and his peers.

He apparently wasn't enjoying the

discussions and wanted everyone to know it.

When Mrs.

Sanderson asked him a hypothetical question about whether
parents can give you will power to do your homework instead
of watching your favorite television show,
as

Andrew responded

follows:

A:
S:
A:

Nope.
Nope what?
Nope. Nope. I'd just punch them in the face and then I'd
watch my TV show.
Becky: I wish you wouldn't say those kind of answers.
S: Let's say you can't do that. Are they giving you the
willpower to finish your homework?
A: OK, then yes. They are and I'll watch my TV show while I
do the homework and then I'll punch them in the face.
There. That's the end of that question.
Andrew made several similar responses,
give either

in which he would

a hostile or a nonsensical answer,

then try to

dismiss the question with "So that takes care of that
question," or "And that’s the end of that problem."
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Not until the final discussion of "Cookies" do we
begin to see some positive response behaviors coming from
Andrew.

It

is the researcher's

impression that Andrew had

probably been dealing with issues in his personal

life

which had now been sufficiently resolved to allow him to
put some of his energy into responding to literature.
During the final discussion,

it appeared that Andrew began

to listen to the personal experiences his peers described
which related to the text.

While he still didn't answer

Mrs.

he was less disruptive.

Sanderson's questions,

On

several occasions he expressed agreement with answers given
by his peers and made positive statements about the stories
they told.

His non-verbal

responses indicated a shift from

distracted behavior to intent
speak,
Mrs.

listening.

When he did

there were fewer digressions from the task at hand.

Sanderson affirmed Andrew's

involvement,

to Andrew's

apparent pleasure.
Andrew began to make connections between his personal
knowledge and information found in the text.
implied that turtles have no teeth,

When the text

Andrew was heard to

say,
A:

Hmm, well maybe we've got a problem here. Well I heard
them say at camp, at the pond, that you can get bit by a

S:
A:

turtle. So they can bite.
Do they have to bite with their teeth.
.
Sure
Well no. Well maybe they could bite with their,
well like their beak thing. Or else maybe this is just a
kind of turtle that doesn't have teeth.
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Andrew was one of the few participants who continued to
focus on illustrations.

But he did this only during the

first two discussions of Albert’s Toothache.

Even then,

his comments seemed to be aimed more at

letting his peers

know he liked the book than at any real

interest in what

was in the

illustration.

While it appears that the materials had only

just

begun to have a positive effect upon expanding Andrew's
response horizons,

it was very evident that they had a

positive effect on his

image of himself as a respondent.

His personal experiences were being validated through their
association with the stories he read,

and he appeared to

enjoy this.
S:

A:

Andrew has it ever happened to you that you were
pointing to something and people couldn't figure out why
you were pointing or what you were pointing to?
When I was watching T.V., this is sort of like Stephen's
(answer), well I was watching Whale Watch on channel 57
and you saw the inside of the boat and this whale jumped
up and his tail swinged out of the water right at the
boat, and water splashed out on the camera. And then the
whale like flipped two times and I pointed at it and I
said "Dad, look!" But he didn't put his newspaper down
in time, like in fast enough, and he missed the whole
thing and he didn't even know what I was pointing at.
But he would have gone, "Wow, that's outrageous!
if he
saw it I think. Did I answer the question good? Let’s go
to another one.

The field notes suggest that in all areas of the curriculum
as well

as

in his

interpersonal

seemed more positive.

relationships,

Andrew

For a child such as Andrew,

previously had few positive experiences

who had

in responding to
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literature,

the Wise Owl materials opened up new

possibilities for active engagement with texts.

4.

Benjamin.

Benjamin continued to be interested in how he

could relate information he had acquired to the stories he
read.

While the field notes

indicated that he often chose

to read and respond to books which offered information to
him,

he now appeared to find it enjoyable to use the

information in responding to texts.

For example,

Benjamin

was able to offer many reasons why cookies could smell
better than they taste and why eating too many might make
you sick.
B:

Those cookies (those bought at the store) may look good,
but there could be stuff in them...like they may smell
good, but they don't taste that good. You can taste
chemicals in them. They got stuff in them that makes
them soft. You know how when you bite into them they're
really soft. They're not like home cookies that are
crunchy. They got something, it's well I think it's
called salicate in 'em.

And
B:

Sure it would be possible to know it was cookies that
made them sick. Cookies have too much sugar in them and
too much sugar can make you throw up. .. There's salt,
artificial color, preservative stuff, chemicals. I guess
that's

it.

Although the other participants were moved by
invitations to share their personal experiences,
rarely did so during the discussions.
information he had obtained,
experiences which had

Benjamin

He did share

but he offered few glimpses of

informed his responses.

He did offer
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one very revealing personal experience which served to sway
the opinion of the group on the question of whether or not
it

is possible for someone else to give you will power.

The other participants believed that their parents could
give them will power.
B:

S:
B:
S:
B:

Benjamin wasn't so sure.

My parents make it hard for me to push my sister. They
let me know I'll get a punishment. But that isn't like
they give it (will power) to me. Like they punish. Like
going to my room and thinking about it which is weird
because you can't make another person's mind think about
something unless they want to. So like, if they say,
"Now go to your room and think about what you've done,"
I just go to my room and I think about something else. I
use my_ will power not to think about what they want me
to think about. Then I just look real sad when I come
out and they think I was in there thinking about my dumb
sister. ... You don't understand about will power.
Because like, your mother can't give you your will
power .
What do you mean by that? You said your mother can't
give you your will power.
Never mind.
You don't want to talk about it.
I can't remember what I was going to say because
everybody is talking. And I'm tired.
Benjamin became frustrated from time to time when

trying to express himself.
frustration during his

He had spoken of this

in-depth interviews,

and there were

instances of his frustration in the field notes.
again,

Once

the group dynamics of turn-taking often made it

difficult for Benjamin to say what he wanted to say.
had not

Ben

learned how to remain focused on the question or

how to hold on to his response until
subvocalizing of single words as
a response,

it was his turn.

His

a strategy for remembering

a behavior also evidenced in the field notes,
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seemed only to prevent him from remaining attentive to the
responses of other group members.

When Mrs. Sanderson

called on him to answer a question related to the question
of will power,

Benjamin suddenly realized that he still

wanted to say something about the question being discussed
previously.
B: That's not the answer I wanted to say. I wanted to
say..I didn't even want to talk about that.
S: We can come back to you if you want.
B: Well it's like every time you read the question, I feel
the answer, then when its my turn I start to try to
explain it, I can't remember what is the question.
S: I know how that feels. Would it help if I repeat the
question more often. I'll do that. See if you can think
it out slowly and then we'll come back to you.
At first,

Benjamin had sounded angry and frustrated about

not being able to remember his responses or keep track of
how they had evolved from a particular question.
Mrs.

As

Sanderson made the offer to repeat the questions more

often and suggested that he think them through slowly,
Benjamin seemed to calm down. He mumbled to himself,
B: OK, ok, that's a good idea. Ok, yeah, think, think,
think of it.
Although he struggled with such difficulties, he
seemed to be increasingly involved during the use of the
Wise Owl materials.

Again and again, Benjamin's responses

indicated an inherent capacity to think analytically.
S: When you try really hard not to do what you want to do,
is it like you have two wants?
B: Well that's a hard one.
L. ,
. _
Stephen: Yes it is hard because we didn t think of two
wants .
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S.
B:
S:
B.

S:
B:

It s a hard one? Do you want me to read it again? (reads
question again) Benjamin do you have an idea of it?
Yes.
Even though it's a hard one.
Well if he doesn't want to get sick cause he knows when
he gets sick he's gonna not like being sick. And being
sick is worse than just having a hurt stomach. And he
doesn't want a hurt stomach either, so when he's eating
he's got two wants. He wants to not get himself...He
doesn't want to get sick, but he wants to eat more
cookies .
So does he have two wants?
Yes.

When Becky tried to respond to the question,
very confused.

she became

Benjamin suggested that she "didn't

understand that it's a want and a want not."

When Amy

spoke of wanting to scratch her brother's record but
wanting not to get into trouble, Benjamin offered,
B: This one is like the subtraction want. Hey! It's like a
subtraction want!
You minus out the want with a want in
the opposite, like...But it works if she wants not on
the second half Mrs. Sanderson.
If she wanted not to
get yelled at.
That's a subtraction.
Responses such as these inspired much admiration for
Benjamin in Stephen and Amy.

As the group became more and

more interested in Benjamin's ability to think in complex
ways,

Benjamin seemed to become more and more willing to

share his responses.
Toothache,
responding.

By the time he was tackling ALbert—s

Benjamin was openly enthusiastic about
Clearly the materials were providing Benjamin

with an opportunity to engage in a response mode which
mattered to him.
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The nature of Benjamin's responses to the Albert's
Toothache materials was much the same as that revealed in
the "Cookies" discussions.

The one notable difference was

that Benjamin seemed to find it easier to recall his
responses when he was called on.

This may have been due in

part to the fact that he had had more experience with the
type of questions posed and in part to Mrs.

Sanderson's

consistent reminders about what the question was.
The participants were particularly intrigued by
several questions which focused on the notion of what it
means for something to be impossible.

The questions

required them to imagine things which had never happened in
the past and would never happen in the future.

Amy's

mother had never bought her cinnamon waffles and she was
sure she never would.

Stephen was certain he would never

get a "Deadly Dudley card because they don't make that one
any more."

And then there was Benjamin, who stated that

they should all be "thinking about,
things than waffles.
never

well about more bigger

Like it's certain that sunshine will

freeze."
A related question,

"Has anything ever happened to you

that you're sure has never happened to anyone else?"
brought a string of responses in which the participants
revealed their relatively narrow concept of what
"impossible" meant.

Stephen believed no one else had a
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certain kind of toy that he'd
challenge the idea,

saying,

like that can happen."

just bought.

Becky began to

"We're all people,

Amy agreed.

so nothing

Benjamin once again

came up with some new ideas.
B.

Hey I got it! I got it! Nobody else ever painted the
picture I painted two days ago ! . ..and...and like nobody,
well no one else ever dreamed the dream I had about a
guy with his eye all gouged out. Really it was a
nightmare .

By his own assessment and the evaluation of his teacher,
Benjamin's reading ability was lower than that of the other
members of the group.

Yet the Wise Owl materials offered

him an opportunity to engage with texts
him feel

in a way which made

that he could have successful encounters with

books.

By allowing him to respond analytically to stories

read by the teacher,

Benjamin was able to expand his

response horizons.

5.

Becky.

Somewhat

like Andrew,

who seemed to start off

slowly with the materials and build to greater involvement,
Becky's

interest

guarded.

in responding to "Cookies" was at first

She volunteered only one response during the

first two sessions,

though she did respond to questions

directly asked of her.

It was not until the third session

that she began to offer more spontaneous responses.

A

similar progression was true of other participants as well
Becky appeared to enjoy relating incidents from her
family

life to the questions

at hand,

speaking frequently
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of her struggles with her younger brother.

Most of her

responses to questions about will power involved some
discussion of him.
S.
B.

Becky, do you ever try really hard not to do something
you really want to do?
Sometimes I try not to shout at my brother because he's
being a pain in the neck.

And later:
S:

B:
S:
B:
S:
B:
S:
B:

Becky, did you hear that question?
Think about it.
You
said you try hard not to yell at your little brother.
How do you get the will power not to yell at your little
brother.
Well, I don't really get it very often.
(laughter) So you often just yell at him?
Yeah, well whenever I yell at him I get into pushing him
over and that gets me into trouble.
Do you often have enough will power that you don't push
him over?
Yeah.
And where do you think you get that will power?
What
keeps you from pushing him over?
I get it, well I get it from my mother because I know
I'll get into trouble.

And again,

when responding to a question about whether or

not she had ever wanted to do something and not wanted to
do it at the same time,

Becky offered a response which

focused on her dealings with her brother:
B:

If,

Well mine is like Stephen's, sort of.
brother takes some of my toys away and
it, I sort of want to yell at him, but
because then my Mommy usually gets mad
as Lesser suggests,

struggles,

When my little
tries to break
I sort of don't
at me.

we read to satisfy specific inner

then Becky appears to have needed to work

through sibling rivalry in her responses to literature.
allowing students to relate events

in "Cookies" to their

By
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personal

experience,

the Wise Owl materials provide

numerous opportunities for such responses to take place.
Becky

s responses to Albert's Toothache revealed a

different orientation.

She put

less emphasis on relating

stories to her personal experience and chose instead to put
her energy

into answering those questions which allowed her

to engage an imaginative response mode.
length during the

in-depth interviews of her interest in

imaginative response,

yet the field notes showed no

evidence of this response behavior.
materials,

She had spoken at

Now,

with the Wise Owl

Becky was able to convey at least some of her

imaginative responses to the group.
When Mrs.

Sanderson posed a question asking the

participants to think of something that has never happened
in the past and which will never happen in the future,

most

of the participants responded by suggesting things which
had never happened to themselves.
mentioned,
things"
his
B:

Benjamin,

as already

suggested that they should "think of bigger

such as the sunshine never freezing.

Becky took

suggestion and offered the following response:

Something that's never happened is that a fairy princess
never came to (town) and gave all the children rides on
her magic unicorn horse. Something like that.
Stephen: Oh Becky, that's a strange answer. It's ok, but
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Unlike most of the participants,

Becky made

several

unsolicited responses during the reading of the story,
particularly when one of her peer's touched on something
having to do with a character in the story.
especially

interested

in Albert.

Albert was

only making a

She seemed

When Amy suggested that

joke by calling his "toe ache" a

"toothache," Becky objected.
B:

They why did he start to cry, Amy? It said he had a big
tear roll down his cheek.
He had real tears on his
cheeks.
On his...do turtles have cheeks?
Well I felt
so sad for him.
It was sad that no one believed him.

When Mrs.

Sanderson asked how Becky thought Albert

when no one believed him,
bad.

Bad and sad.

made me

feel

Becky

replied,

"I

think he felt

And a little bit angryish.

sad too."

Becky was

able to

sought

In Britton's

after

terms,

That part

sympathize with

the character without having to imagine herself
position.

felt

in his

she had achieved the much

"spectator stance."

The Harrison School

In this
reported.

section,

After

group dynamics,

data

from the Harrison School

a discussion of teacher
profiles of

responses to the Wise Owl

the

is

influence and

individual participants'

materials are analyzed.

292

Teacher

Influence and Group Dynamics

Mrs.

Gardener was

Owl materials.

enthusiastic about using the Wise

An experienced reading teacher,

she valued

quality encounters with literature and spoke of the
importance of incorporating "higher order thinking"
discussions with her students.

Mrs.

in

Gardener seemed

comfortable with the open-ended nature of the Wise Owl
questions,

and was

interested in exploring some of the

extension activities which went along with the materials.
She also chose to incorporate other language arts
activities in the course of using the Wise Owl materials.
Her reason for doing this was explained in the final
interview.
G:

...That's my sense of what the group needs - a lot of
fast moving activities. It's almost five or six minutes
of discussion and then switch to something else, but you
never would have gotten to the issues you wanted to

touch on.
...
,
What is your reaction to the possibility that the kids
may be so used to that fast pace way that they're just
not used to more discussion and resist it?
G: I'm, not sure. I think they may just be too young a
group to have stayed with anything longer. ...I know
when I worked with the other group and we did Leo
Lionni, I thought they would never let go of him, and
the high level thinking that is included in those books,
but although this group has more reading skills than
that other group, as you say it's for very different
reasons.
They have the attitude of "Entertain me now
and move on quickly."
It’s almost a television kind of

C:

attention
Mrs.

I

see.

Gardener's assessment of the participants had a

significant affect on they way she approached using the
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Wise Owl materials.

Because she wanted to be sensitive to

the possible needs of members of the group who were not
native speakers of English,

she spent considerable time on

explaining vocabulary and restating the action of the
story.

Rather than spend an entire reading period

discussing the questions,

she usually included such

activities as drawing characters from the story,
reading,

reading of favorite passages,

peer

as well as strategy

lessons which were of a more general nature.

By

incorporating lessons similar to more traditional basal
lessons,

Mrs.

Gardener may have affected the expectations

of the participants as to how they should approach the Wise
Owl materials.

It

is,

of course,

difficult to assess

whether the participants had come to expect a variety of
activities and thus had difficulty trying to sustain a
discussion,

or whether they were indeed too distractable to

maintain a discussion.

In either case,

the more fragmented

nature of their discussions seemed to have had a negative
effect on the degree to which their response capabilities
were enriched.
The group dynamics among these participants also had
an impact on the effectiveness of the materials.
pointed out
for

in Chapter V,

long when the

As was

this group had not been a group

study began.

recently entered the classroom.

Lon

and Paul had only

Perhaps this was one of
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the reasons that there seemed to be a lack of trust and
mutual

respect among members of the group.

exceptions of Max,

Polly,

With the

and sometimes Sarah,

the

participants did not appear to be enthusiastic about
sharing personal experiences as a way of understanding the
philosophical
reluctance,

issues

in the texts.

their analytical

diminished.

And because of this

abilities seemed significantly

Deriving an understanding of such complex

issues as the weakness of the will seemed critically
dependent upon the ability to reflect upon personal
experience.
The participants in this classroom frequently
interrupted each other,

were more negatively critical of

each other's responses,

seemed less

responding to each other's comments,
take risks.

Again,

language

interested in
and were less able to

issues came into play.

Although Max was one of the most enthusiastic respondents,
and certainly one best able to understand the major issues
being discussed,
his

language

his peers

frequently became impatient with

limitations.

The participants made numerous digressions as the
questions were discussed.

As a result,

continually having to refocus them.
her natural

Mrs.

Gardener was

This interfered with

tendency to allow the discussions to follow

their course,

as she began to anticipate digressions which
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might not have occurred.
requests

The participants made open

for changes in activities,

involvement

attempted to end their

in discussions by asking permission to use the

lavatory or to get drinks of water,
of their turns to answer questions.

or by simply opting out
In general,

and

particularly during the discussion of "Cookies," they
seemed uninterested in each others'
some

experiences,

and save

isolated moments appeared not to enjoy the materials.
Because the group was highly distractable,

digressing from the questions at hand,

Mrs.

often

Gardener began

to enforce more rigid rules for how they should conduct
themselves.
questions.

She asked them to raise their hands to answer
While this was helpful

in alleviating the chaos

which sometimes occurred after she asked a question,
researcher felt

it may also have served to interfere with

the participants'
peers.

the

responses to comments made by their

The discussions became

less interactive,

perhaps

giving the participants the impression that they were only
being asked for single,

direct,

answers became more brief,

Mrs.

correct answers.

As their

Gardener began to spend

less time on each question.

The Participants

1.

Polly.

during the

Polly did not digress
discussions.

from questions at hand

Of the participants in this
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classroom,

Polly seemed most

covered in the materials.
exists

interested in the topics

The proposition that there

a relationship between the ability to reflect upon

personal experience and the ability to think analytically
is brought to mind as we
several occasions,

look at Polly's responses.

On

it appeared that her willingness to

answer questions which demanded sharing personal experience
resulted in her eventual understanding of the issue being
presented.

Polly was one of only two participants from the

study who
power

indicated a broad understanding of what will

is.

She arrived at this understanding by connecting

an experience of using will power not to step in a puddle
with the way will power was manifest in the story
"Cookies."

She also spoke of trying to save a cupcake for

her mother even though she wanted to eat it,
not to play
get

and of trying

in her best dress because she didn't want to

it dirty.

She and Max were the only participants who

could give examples of wanting to do something and at the
same time not wanting to do
The
"Cookies"

following excerpt
indicates

it.
from the second discussion of

Polly's

ability to respond analytically

despite the digressions of her peers.
responses

By examining her

in the context of the group discussion,

how difficult her peers made
own response .

we see

it for her to arrive at her
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G:

Can you think of a time or a situation in which nobody
in the world would have the will power to keep from
doing something which would be lots of fun? In which
nobody, nobody in this whole world could stop from doing

M:
P:
G:

Oh no! This is too hard.
It is hard.
In which nobody in the whole world could stop from doing
it?
P: It's almost impossible I think. We'd have to ask
everybody in the whole world because how else can you
tell if somebody has the will power?
G: OK, let's think of something that would be so much fun
that nobody sitting at this table would have the will
power to do it.
P: Well, like say if there's like a pile of pages of work
you have to do. And then you do a whole bunch and then
there's only three pages left and then you have one page
to do and somebody invites you to come and do the
funnest thing.
G: And how would you show will power?
P: Say it was Mountain Park Amusement Park. And you stayed
homePaul: I like the butterfly.
M: I want to go on the roller coaster.
G: What's your favorite ride, Polly?
P: The butterfly I guess.
G: What if we went up to the butterfly at Mountain Park and
we said we can't go on any rides today. We can just
stand and look. Would that be too hard to do?
P: (mumbles) Hey, now I'm forgetting my answer, (louder)
Hey, hey, I wanted to say it's will power if you don't
go at all. If you stay home and do the page.
Paul: We stopped talking about that question a long time
ago.
In an understandable effort to pick up on the
the group,
at hand,

even Mrs.

interest of

Gardener digressed from the question

leaving Polly with a feeling of frustration at not

being able to complete her
Polly's
different.

response.

responses to Albert's Toothache were somewhat
She appeared to be

character Albert,

very

interested in the

and addressed several unsolicited verbal
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comments to him as Mrs.

Gardener

read the story.

made several nonverbal responses,

She also

pretending to cry each

time Albert's mother refused to believe he had a toothache,
and using facial

expressions to

imitate Mother Turtle's

worrying over Albert.

She also began to respond to the

comments of her peers,

showing particular

personal

To some degree Polly's interest

experiences.

her peers'

interest in their
in

responses appeared to have a positive affect on

the group's

involvement with the materials.

The questions which seemed to be of most interest to
Polly,

and which stimulated the most spontaneous verbal

responses,

were those which dealt with the difference

between knowing and believing.
dimension of the question:
believe you.

The social/emotional

"It hurts when people don't

Is the hurt a kind of ache,

toothache?" appealed to Polly.
she revealed that

like a

In her in-depth interviews,

she often valued the act of reading

together more than she valued the content of a specific
story.

Here

and emotional
story,

she was

able to bring aspects of her social

life to the

resulting in an

surface

in the context of the

increased capacity to respond to

literature.

2.

Marie.

around her

Although Marie's apparent mistrust of the people
and of

the materials may have had a negative

effect on her response potential,

the data did nonetheless
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indicate

changes

Wise Owl

materials.

more analytical
When she
Marie

Specifically,

she showed significantly

responses.

first encountered the Wise Owl materials,

seemed to presume that Mrs.

the discussions
approached the
Mrs.

in her responses while working with the

in a manner
"Little

Gardener would conduct

similar to that with which she

Bear"

stories the week before.

Gardener began by reading the story aloud to the

group.

Next

she asked

would like to read.
about her

if anyone had a favorite part they

Marie,

reading ability

who had appeared confident

in the field note observations,

volunteered to read part of the story.
However,
other plans

it soon became clear that Mrs.

for the discussion of "Cookies."

pose more thought-provoking questions.

Gardener had
She began to

Marie said nothing.

Because Mrs.

Gardener was at this point waiting for the

participants

to volunteer

continued.

It

offer verbal

responses,

Marie's silence

should be noted that although Marie didn t

responses,

answers of her peers,

she did seem to be attentive to the

based on body stance and facial

expressions.
Finally,
discussion of
response.

after

listening silently though the

several

questions,

Marie volunteered a
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Mrs. G: Do you think that cookies can sometimes smell
better than they taste? Put your hands up if you'd like
to talk about that. Do cookies sometimes smell better
than they taste?
M: Yes.
G: What makes you say yes, Marie?
M: Umm..wel1..I don't know.
G: Would you like a minute to think about it?
M: No, I forget.
This was

characteristic of many responses made by Marie.

She appeared to be

listening intently to the questions,

often shot up her hand with an answer.

and

But when pressed to

explain her

response,

she almost

know" or "I

forget."

She was not comfortable taking risks,

and was

invariably said "I don't

quickest to respond to questions related to the

basic story

line of the text.

Her tendency not to get

involved in the discussions may have been a result of her
insecurities
while
but

about her ability to speak English.

For a

she appeared to be content to sit quietly and listen,

later she began to seem hostile toward Mrs.

refusing to

stay

in her

asking for permission to

seat,

Gardener,

disrupting her peers and

leave the table

for drinks of

water.
Marie was
Toothache.

As Mrs.

responded three
details
She

also

a more active respondent to Albert1s
Gardener read the story,

times to illustrations,

Marie

pointing out

of Albert's bedroom and of the turtles'
laughed at the end of the story,

clothing.

explaining,

"He
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called a ache to his toe a toothache.

It was because he

was bit by some teeth!"
Before embarking on the Wise Owl materials,
Gardener asked several

Mrs.

questions of the participants which

were evidently aimed at discovering whether or not they had
understood the

literal meaning of the story.

answered these questions easily,
they were asked.

Marie

usually volunteering when

Though the participants did sometimes

comment on each other's responses with no interference from
Mrs.

Gardener,

this happened infrequently,

participants such as Marie,
responses,

Mrs.

with

who were reluctant to volunteer

Gardener often formed the questions which

allowed them to respond to each other,

as

is seen in the

following example.
G:

Marie what do you think made him (Albert) feel
better, being believed or having the handkerchief
on his toe.
M: Being believed.
G: Max, Marie thinks being believed made him feel
better, what do you think about that?
Do you agree
with Marie?
M: I don't want him to agree with me.
Max: I don't want to say anything.
Thus while the may have had opportunities to respond to
each

other,

Mrs.

interactions.

Gardener tended to direct these

Initially,

Marie's responses to literal

comprehension questions and her occasional
Mrs.

Gardener's

influence to a peer's

ways

she connected with the materials.

responses under

idea were the only
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While the materials obviously presented challenges to
Marie which were difficult for her to accept,
types of

response which were not typical

significantly,
progressed,

as

she

she did offer

for her.

More

the discussion of Albert's Toothache

spent noticeably

less

time emphasizing the

importance of de-coding and more time trying to expand the
meaning of

the text.

sharing personal

She seemed

less

inhibited about

experiences as a way of exploring issues

in Albert's Toothache and was able to make some connections
between her

3.

Sarah.

room,

stories

and their relationship to the text.

For many of the participants

there

seemed to be

questions to the texts.
stories of her
Gardener,

in Mrs.

King's

a problem relating the Wise Owl
Sarah,

for example,

willingly told

struggles with will power when asked by Mrs.

yet she appeared to have difficulty relating her

own experience to the experiences of Frog and Toad.
almost as

if

It was

she didn't understand that the questions being

asked by Mrs.

Gardener were connected to the text.

Sarah showed some understanding of the concept of will
power.

She

described a time when she and her mother had

made a gingerbread house,

and

she had to use will power not

to eat the candy off the house when her mother
alone

with

situation

it.

Later,

when asked to tell about a

in which one would need

suggested that

if

left her

lots of will power,

you saw a beautiful

flower

she

in someone
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else's
it.

garden you would have to use will power not to pick

Yet when asked if Frog was showing will power when he

tried putting the cookies out of reach,
really think
sure what

I know what will power

for frogs.

don't

I'm not

it means."

After several
understand the

you know.

Interestingly,

instances in which Sarah seemed not to

relevance of the

Sarah said to Mrs.
story,

is

Sarah said "I

Gardener,

This

is

just

questions to the text,

"This

isn't a very real

about animals."

Sarah had expressed her distaste for "animal

books" during her

in-depth

interviews,

explaining that she

found it difficult to respond imaginatively to books which
did not have human characters
that an inability to
inhibiting her
a text full

in them.

It seems possible

identify with Frog and Toad was

from connecting her own human experiences to

of reptiles.

Sarah's concern with de-coding was also evident during
the

first

two

sessions

using Wise Owl.

read the story to the participants,
that

she didn't know what page

could not read as
Mrs.

Gardener

cookies

quickly

Sarah often complained

Gardener.

When

ask questions such as

sometimes smell better than they taste?"

muttered,

Gardener

they were on or that she

as Mrs.

first began to

When Mrs.

Do

Sarah
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S:

Oh, god, I think I read this wrong.
I never saw that
part. Is that part in the book?
I read that all wrong.
I was only on page thirty-two for a long time.
The discussions of Albert's Toothache proved more

fruitful

for

Sarah in terms of her ability to understand

the connections between the Wise Owl
text.

From the beginning,

with the materials.
illustrations

as Mrs.

when Albert

toe b11, a gopher,

seemed more comfortable

She made several comments about the

predictions about the
the story,

Sarah

questions and the

Gardener

read,

and also offered two

action of the story.

At the end of

reveals he has been bitten on the

Sarah spontaneously offered the following:

Sarah:
Mrs. G.:

I would have called it a toe ache.
You would have called it a toe ache, but what did
Albert call it?
Paul:
Toothache.
Mrs. G.: And he called it a toothache because, well lets
listen to what he said so we can figure out why he
called it a toothache, (reads) "On my left toe. A
gopher bit me when I stepped in his hole."
Sarah:
See, because he bit it. He bit the toe with his
teeth.
Paul:
Oh yeah, and he says I got a toothache. I know.
The gopher got a toothache.
Mrs. G.: Did the get the ache? Who got the ache?
Sarah:
The turtle. Albert.
Paul:
No the gopher.
J
Mrs. G.: Sarah you thought it was the turtle and he thought
it was the gopher. Why do you think it was the
Sarah:

Paul:

turtle?
This whole book is Albert's Toothache, not
eoDher's toothache. Albert said it because, urn,
^
he um got bit. Not the gopher. The gopher bit with
his teeth, but the turtle got the ache.
Oh, I get it. She's right. She's right.

Like most of
classroom,

the participants from Mrs.

save perhaps Polly,

Sarah's

King's

interest

in the
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materials began to wane as the subtle variations
questions became more perplexing,

in the

and as she was asked to

imagine things which were beyond her own experience.
the third discussion of Albert's Toothache,
begging to move on to
this anymore,"
Indeed,

something else.

she complained.

from the transcript

"I

By

Sarah was

don't want to do

Let's do something else."

it did seem that the materials

had ceased to provide enjoyment for many of the
participants.

Because their

inexperience in extended group

discussions had caused behavioral problems,
Mrs.

Gardener's

and hence

insistence on hand-raising and turn-taking,

the potentially stimulating discussion which might have
arisen out of the participant's
limited.

However,

discussions of
been making

Sarah's enthusiasm during the first two

the

second book suggested that she may have

strides toward new response capabilities.

Sarah were to be made
own tendency

to engage

(as

in the

revealed

possibility

4.
for

Lori.
Lori.

reader may

in flights of fancy while reading

in-depth

interviews)

and the

imagination in pondering

questions with the Wise Owl materials,

significantly

recall

she

increase her response capabilities.

The Wise Owl
She was

If

aware of the similarity between her

for using her

philosophical
might

interactions was decidedly

materials posed some difficulties

a child who

liked to be

from her discussions

in control.

The

in the field notes
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that Lori tended to direct group discussions, or to
redirect activities.

She was used to volunteering answers

during group discussions,
response.

and coming up with the "correct"

Thus she appeared to be somewhat confused by the

intent of the Wise Owl materials, which predetermined no
right or wrong answers.
Mrs. G: This is my question. Frog says these are the best
cookies I have ever eaten. Does Frog really know
that Toad's cookies are the best he has ever
eaten?
L: No, well I don't think so.
G: Why are you saying no?
L: Because there's not a test for that, right? And he might
have tasted some better but he doesn't remember.
G: So you're saying that he really can't know?
L: Wait, wait. I got it. This isn't a true story.
G: How do you know that it's not a true story?
L: Because Toad's don't bake.
G: Well yes, but could these same things happen to people?
L: Is there a trick to this question?
Trying to figure out the "trick" to the questions seems to
have been the guiding force behind Lori's responses.
Throughout most of the discussions of "Cookies," Lori's
primary concern was trying to understand the nature of the
questions being asked.

When Mrs. Gardener asked if there

had ever been a time when "you wanted to do something but
you were trying hard not to," Lori replied,

"No. N-0.

And

these questions aren't about anything we read, are they?
Judging by the tone of her voice, Lori's question was a
rhetorical one.
Lori was the only participant from Mrs. King's
classroom who consistently responded to her peers.

Most of
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the time,

her peers seemed not to notice that she was

speaking to them.
Gardener.

Their attention was focused on Mrs.

It was she who posed the questions and she to

whom they responded.
peers as well.
didn't agree,

Yet Lori had many questions for her

When they offered responses with which she
Lori often stated,

make any sense.

"Hey, wait.

That doesn't

Just as she had done during other

language arts activities,

Lori was insisting that the

stories she read and her peer's responses to them be in
harmony with her own logical system.

This insistence on

having things "make sense" is seen in the following
exchange in which Mrs. Gardener was attempting to get the
participants to describe an occasion when they had two
wants,

i.e.

trying really hard not to do something that you

really want to do.

Polly offered an apt example which Mrs.

Gardener then likened to the dilemma faced by Frog and
Toad.

Lori commented,

L: Yeah, but that doesn't make any sense.
Mrs. G: Does it make any sense that Polly would want to go
out in the mud because it looked like fun?
L: Yes.
G: And did it make sense that she didn't want to go in
because she had her good clothes on and she wanted to
keep them clean?
L: Yeah, they make sense apart, but you can't want both at
the same time. You have to want one of them, or it
doesn't make any sense.
G: It doesn't make any sense to want to do something lor
one reason and not want to do it for another?
L: No
that's different. It doesn't make any sense to say
"I’want to do this" and "I want to do that."
It's not
like want to and want to not to. You said that. Then you
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said, oh boy I can't even remember. But it's different.
And it doesn't make any sense.
G: Does Polly’s problem make sense to you?
L: You don't get what I said. Because they want to eat and
they want to not eat. Why are we having serious
questions about this story? It doesn't make any sense.
There were many instances in which Lori became frustrated
when her peers and Mrs. Gardener appeared not to understand
the point she was trying to make.

Often,

these points

hinged on very subtle changes in how a question was worded.
Because the group tended to become distracted when
Mrs. Gardener spent time trying to unravel a given
response,

even she frequently lost track of what it was

that Lori was attempting to explain.

And while it was easy

enough for the researcher to follow Lori's logic with the
aid of repeated listenings on a tape recorder, the level of
activity in the group often made such a careful analysis
difficult to undertake in the classroom.
another example of how the groups'

This is yet

relative inexperience

with extended interactive discussions may have limited the
response possibilities.
The concept of will power,
discussion of "Cookies",

so central to the

also proved problematic for Lori.

She seemed to drift in and out of being able to understand
of it.

At times,

it was as if she had forgotten what she

believed she had previously understood.
Mrs.G: Today we're going to do a little talking about will
power.
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L: What is will power?
G; That's what we need to figure out.
Paul: I don't know what it is.
L: I don't know what it is either.
G: In the story. Frog tells what he thinks will power is.
And he says it's trying hard not to do something that
you really want to do.
L: Oh yeah. Now I know what it is. I can tell what we're
going to do. We're going to try to tell what we think
will power really is.
G: Well what do you think it is.
L: I don't know. I think I need a drink.
Again and again,
power.

Lori asked for Frog's definition of will

With a sigh she leaned over to Paul and said,

can't keep this straight in my head.
Frog have two different answers.

"I

And it's cause me and

My will power isn't like

his that much."
The dynamic between Lori and Paul provided for some
interesting responses,

responses which often served to

reveal some of the inner thoughts and associations which
arise from an encounter with a text.
were the two newcomers to the group,

Because Lori and Paul
th&re was a bond

between them which was evident in such matters as their
repeated choice to sit next to each other.

Lori often

became entangled in Paul's numerous digressions from the
texts.
Mrs. G.: What if I brought in twenty different kinds of ice
cream and all kinds of toppings and I said, "All right,
I'm going next door. I've got some things to do. But
please don't eat any of this ice cream." Would you have
the will power not to.
_ ,
, 9
Paul: You're getting me hungry again. What s for hot lunch.
L: I'm buying too. It's chicken nuggets.
P: How do you always know?
_ .
L: My mother posts it, you know, lists it on the fridge.

310

P: Every day.
L: Every week. Tomorrow is tacos. Let's pretend she covered
the table with tacos.
Surprisingly,

Lori was still thinking about Mrs. Gardener's

example of a situation in which you might need will power.
Mrs. Gardener began the group's work with Albert's
Toothache by first providing two lessons for the
participants.

One explored how people can convey messages

without speaking,

such as by pointing.

eventually be related to the question,
something that isn't really there?"
on the word ending,

This would
"Can you point to

The other lesson was

"less," as in "toothless."

Lori was

enthusiastic during these lessons, apparently relieved to
have a familiar format in which to respond.

When Mrs.

Gardener handed out copies of the book, Albert's Toothache,
Lori's enthusiasm began to wane.
book,

She flipped through the

studying the illustrations with a frown on her face.

L: Is this book funny?
Mrs. G: It's not too funny.
L: It doesn't look too funny.

It better not be sad.

The reader may recall from the in-depth interviews that
Lori had expressed a strong dislike of sad stories,

saying,

"I hate books that make you feel sad...if it's at school or
something,

you can just pretend you're listening and think

about something else."
This is apparently just what Lori did.

At least it

may provide an explanation for Lori’s virtual withdrawal
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from the discussion of the book.

She spoke only when Mrs.

Gardener directly asked her a question.

Even then, she had

little to say.

She made two unsolicited responses to

illustrations.

One was "Oh my god, this is awful. A turtle

is crying."

The other was "All she (Albert's mother) ever

does is worry.

This is getting depressing."

While the

other participants squealed in mock horror at Albert's
diet, which included rotting oak bark, gray spider legs and
half a caterpillar,

Lori seemed not to hear any of it.

sat staring blankly,
a strand of hair,

tying and retying her shoes,

She

twisting

and tracing the ribbed knit of her

sweater.
Only one question really intrigued Lori.

It required

that the children try to imagine something that they
believed to be impossible.
ice cream cone tree.

They were asked to imagine an

Lori's description indicated her

penchant for imaginative responses.
L:

I imagine I'm at my ice cream cone tree and it's got no
leaves but it's a tree, flat like cardboard only
thickish. It's all covered with stripes on it. Stripes
like on a candy cane but all colors and designs at the
bottom. And there's holes cut into, you know, the
flowery part of the tree, and in every hole there s like
another cone, all different flavors. And I'm dressed all
colorful, like as colorful as the tree.

The intrigue was short-lived.

When asked to then think

about whether or not you needed a real tooth to feel pain,
Lori promptly asked to be excused for a trip to the
lavatory.
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Lori was obviously not used to responding to the kinds
of questions raised b" the Wise Owl materials.

While she

indicated an ability to answer the questions insofar as
they pertained to her personal experience,

she was not

often able to then connect her experience to the text.

Her

relative inability to conceive of a logical system which
did not conform to her own was a further detriment to her
ability to demonstrate new response capabilities.

Perhaps

most frustrating to Lori was the difficulty she had in
explaining why she understood specific questions in
particular ways.

The overall group dynamic, with it's

tendencies toward digression and a lack of cohesiveness,
may have further inhibited Lori's response capabilities.

5.

Paul.

During the group discussions of "Cookies," Paul

offered numerous responses,
as well as unsolicited.
of Mrs.

verbal and nonverbal,

solicited

Much to the apparent frustration

Gardener and the researcher, many of these

responses had little to do with the questions asked by the
Wise Owl materials.

Paul had his own response agenda,

and

he let nothing get in the way of it's realization.
While Mrs.

Gardener read "Cookies" for the first time,

Paul began his barrage of unsolicited responses.
commented on minute details in illustrations.
the characters in the story:

He

He talked to

"Frog, wait! Get the cookies.
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You can climb up the ladder!"

He saw every possible

opportunity for digression and acted upon it.
P:

Yummm. I am thinking about cookies and I'm going wild.
Wild, man, wild.
All those cookies.
Hey, I'm getting
hungry because we're reading about all these yummy
cookies. I'm buying today.
What's for hot lunch?
Probably jello and not a cookie, right?
Who wants to
trade? Jello for a cookie.

He rambled on and on,
Ironically,

usually ignored by his peers.

Paul was the participant who was most attentive

to the responses of others.
offered affirmation,

On many occasions,

stated agreement, or asked for further

explanation of the responses of his peers.
Max in particular,

Paul listened.

When Max

And if he thought the group was

not understanding what Max intended to say,
help.

With regard to

Paul showed a concern and sensitivity

unmatched by any of the other participants.
responded,

Paul

Paul tried to

From the researcher's perspective, Paul's

assumptions about the meaning of Max's responses were often
on target.
When he did attend to the question at hand, Paul's
responses were often helpful to other members of the group.
For example, when Mrs. Gardener asked the following
question during the first discussion of "Cookies" she got
no response.

After a silent moment, Paul volunteered to

share a personal experience without any prodding from Mrs.
Gardener.
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Mrs. G.: How do you think it could happen that something
smelled better than it tasted?
(long silence)
P: I got an idea.
If they burned it maybe.
One time Mommy
burned chocolate pudding and it smelled great.
But the
taste was yucky, cause when you tasted it it tasted like
burnish, well like smoke chocolate.
Lori: Oh I get it. That could happen.

When he did bear down on the discussion questions,
Paul often offered responses which indicated more
introspection than he typically exhibited at other times in
the classroom.

For example, when Mrs. Gardener presented

the participants with a dilemma in which will power would
be required,

Paul had a unique perspective on the problem

which suggested that he was willing to consider alternative
explanations.
G:

P,
G:
L:
G:
P:
G:

One night after supper I had a lot of work to do, a lot
of things to get ready for school the next day. I had a
great big pile of work. And my husband said, "Ann,
there’s a movie over at the mall. Let's go to the movies
tonight." And I looked at the pile of work and I thought
about the movie I wanted to see. What do you think I
did? Did I do the school work or did I go to the movie?
L, and S: You did the schoolwork.
And if I did the school work, do you think that showed
will power?
Yes.
What if I went to the movies instead?
Yeah. Cause they're both the same.
Wait, a minute. They’re both the same? What do you mean

It could both be will power cause it might be hard for
you to get away from your work, but if you make yoursel
get away and relax and not do the papers, and you have
fun, that can be will power too.
G: You * have an interesting idea, Paul.

P:

Though the digressions and the unexplainable unsolicited
comments were more plentiful than were responses such as
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this,

Paul was apparently learning how to function in the

group.
Paul's ability to focus on the questions posed by Mrs.
Gardener during the discussions of Albert's Toothache was
much improved.

Though he continued to digress from time to

time, he seemed to maintain his focus by offering responses
in which he connected personal experience to the text.

It

was also apparent that the opportunity to respond to the
story over time had a positive affect on his responses.
During the first session, when Mrs. Gardener read the
book aloud,

Paul commented often on the illustrations.

He

laughed at the mention of Albert's food, and tried to read
along.

During later discussions,

less interested in illustrations.

Paul was significantly
While he wasn't always

answering the question Mrs. Gardener was presently asking,
he was nonetheless focused on the Wise Owl questions.
P:

Hey, can I say something? Can I say this? Well I wanted
to answer a different question.
I want to answer the
question of yesterday. I think I know about if you can
point to something that's not there. I think I figured
that one out.

Because he frequently interjected such comments while one
of the other participants was in the midst of trying to
respond, Mrs. Gardener was often unable to hear him out.
Paul was the only participant who chose to dramatize
his responses to some of the questions.

The reader will

recall that Paul told of his private dramatizations of
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texts in the in-depth interviews.

Now,

Paul called upon

that response interest to answer the Wise Owl questions.
He acted out how he thought he would respond if no one ever
believed him, and later volunteered to explain what it
meant to "play possum" by engaging Sarah in a dramatization
of a possum trying to fend off a hungry fox.
Examining Paul's responses was an arduous task.

Every

time he appeared to be making headway into a new realm of
response, his difficulty with functioning in the group
interfered.

There was, however, a marked change in his

ability to stay with the discussion over the course of the
two books.

A combination of a growing ability to function

in the group context and the stimulation provided by the
materials was likely responsible for this change.

6. Max.

Although Max had to struggle with understanding

some of the Wise Owl questions, and although his culturally
different experiences sometimes proved problematic, he was
nonetheless a most enthusiastic respondent.

His eagerness

to be a part of the group and his intense interest in
learning English were very obvious.

His interest in

responding to what he called "hard thinking questions" was
also evident.
Many of Max's response behaviors seen during the field
observation were also seen in his interactions with the
Wise Owl materials.

He continued to focus on
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illustrations.

Yet it became clear that as he was able to

respond to "Cookies" over several days, he showed less
interest in illustrations and more interest in talking
about the story.

As with so many of the other

participants, the opportunity to make connections between
his personal experience and the events of the text seemed
to have been very satisfying to Max.
While analysis of Max's responses to specific
questions about "Cookies" indicates that he was well able
to engage in philosophical inquiry, his peers and even
Mrs. Gardener were sometimes not aware of his abilities.
Being asked to give an example of a time when they had had
to use will power,

several of the participants appeared not

to understand the concept of will power.

Perhaps because

of this, Mrs. Gardener may have assumed that Max would also
have difficulty discussing will power.

In fact, he gave a

clear example of how he used his will power to keep from
complaining about his parents going to a Christmas party.
Mrs. Gardener had just had the children read the definition
of will power as it is given by Frog in the story
"Cookies."

Frog says that will power is trying very hard

not to do something that you really want to do.
G:

Can anyone else think of something you were trying hard
not to do? Max?
M: One day my mother was going to a party ana
G: You mother was going to a party.
t but
M: And I was crying because I want to Igot
th^ P
says
it's not for children, for boys and girls. Uaaay say
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G.
M:
G:
M:
G:
M:
G:
M:
G:
M:
G:
M:

Santa is not coming if I'm not being a good boy and so I
didn t go to the party so Santa will come.
You didn't go to the party because Santa Claus was
coming?
I think Santa Claus is not coming.
So you were trying hard not to do what?
Not to go to the party.
Did you want to go to the party7
No.
Did you go to the party?
No.
Did Santa come?
Yeah.
Is there anyone else who was trying hard not to do
something, something you really wanted to do?
I don't think I know what is willpower.

The researcher's advantage of having the discussion on tape
and being able to slow the tape down to listen carefully to
Max's rapidly delivered responses revealed that Max did
indeed understand what it meant to try hard not to do
something you really wanted to do.

He wanted his parents

to take him to an adults-only Christmas party.

He wasn't

particularly interested in going since he knew there
wouldn't be any other children there.
interested in them not going.
complained,

But he knew that if he

Santa might not come.

That's what he really wanted to do.
rapidly,

He was more

He wanted to complain.
Because he spoke so

it was difficult for Mrs. Gardener to understand

exactly what it was that Max was trying hard not to do.
Mrs. Gardener tried to figure it out, but could not.
apparently didn’t understand her confusion.

Max

In the end, he

was left feeling that he hadn't properly understood the
meaning of will power in the story because he sensed he had
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been unsuccessful at providing a similar instance from his
own experience.
But Max was not one to let things slide.
later,

Two days

the group was making a list of what Frog and Toad

had done in an attempt not to do what they really wanted to
do.

Mrs. Gardener had created this activity because she

felt that several of the participants had not understood
the way in which will power was used in the story.

She

went on to ask each participant about a problem which they
would need will power to solve,

and listed their problems

on a large sheet of paper.
Mrs.G.: What would your problem be, Max?
M: I wanted to go to the party but I didn't go.
G: Because Santa Claus was coming? Is that the one you
shared with us the other day?
M: Yes, but it's a little bit different than you say it.
is will power.
G: OK, (writing on paper) so you go to a party or stay
home .
M: I stayed home.

It

The participants were than asked to write a story
about the problem they had presented.
story the following day,

When Max read his

some of his peers could not

understand where will power came into play.

Max seemed

incredibly frustrated.
G:

Was there anything you were trying hard not to do m
that story?
M* I was trying hard not to go to the party.
G • But you said you really didn't want to go to the party
because it as'a party for adults. So wasn't it easy not
to go?
M: No.
G: It was hard for you not to go.
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M: Yeah because 7. don't want the baby sitter.
G: Did you want to go?
M: I want to go, but I didn't go.
G: were you trying hard not to go?
M: Yeah.
G: Why?
M: because it's hard, and the party isn't so fun.
G: So wasn't it easy for you not to go? Didn't that make it
easy for you to decide because the party wasn't any fun?
Lori: But you're changing the story.
G: I don't think I'm changing anything. Have I understood
it right Max? That you decided the party wouldn't be any
fun?
Lori: But his mother is gonna leave him!
G: Was it hard for you to stay home from a party that
wasn't any fun? If you knew it was going to be a yucky
party wouldn't it be easy for you?
M: Well yes. No.
G: So were you trying hard not to go to the party or was it
easy for you?
M: I thought it was not a good party, and I tried not to
go. I didn't go.
G: Do you think that showed will power?
M: Yes, a lot! I'm mix up.
Max may have been having a difficult time explaining why it
took will power not to
the party,

insist that he be allowed to go to

but he was not "mix up."

It was two days

into the discussion of Albert's

Toothache before it became apparent that Max didn't quite
know what

a turtle was.

indicated several
of

the

story,

The transcripts of the discussions

instances of Max not understanding parts

but this

didn't seem to interfere with his

enthusiasm for answering the Wise Owl questions.
particularly humorous

incident

example of how a person can say
without it being a lie,
story.

just

One

involved Max giving an
something that

as Albert had done

Max offered the following example:

isn't true
in the
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M:

First time I said I wanted to make a snowman. And I
didn't know how to make a snowman. But I said I could do
it. But the snowman ball got too big and I could not
lift on it. But I thought I could when I said I could
but then I can't do it because it's too heavy for me.

The other participants agreed that this was a good example.
But Max was not
M:
G:
M:

finished.

What if I just make up the story?
Is that a lie if you just made it up?
No, because you ask me the example. I
example .

just give you the

Max volunteered responses throughout the discussion. Only
toward the end of the discussions of Albert's Toothache did
he appear to grow restless.
challenging to him.
story told by the

Obviously,

the materials were

They demanded that he think beyond the

illustrations and that he verbalize his

responses such that the group could understand him.

7.

Kim.

Coupled with Kim's tendency not to say much during

group discussions was the
three discussions of
surprisingly,

fact that he was absent during

'Cookies"

and Albert's Toothache.

the data on Kim was slight

indeed.

Not

Yet two

factors emerged which seem significant.
First,

it became apparent that in the midst of a

lively discussion where children who want to respond are
battling for center stage,
of slipping

into the cracks.

seemed to notice
while.

children such as Kim have a way

that

Periodically,

Kim had not

Mrs.

Gardener

responded in quite a

She would then ask him a question,

but he often
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chose not to respond.

Whether this was because he had not

understood the story or the question or because he was not
interested was unclear.
Second,

the

researcher noted that because Kim did not

volunteer responses,

it was

sometimes assumed that he did

not understand and could therefore answer only the most
literal comprehension questions.

Thus Kim probably wasn't

offered the opportunity to respond to some of the more
challenging questions.
Other factors may also have affected Kim's ability to
respond to the Wise Owl questions.

Because many of the

participants were often distracted by their copies of the
books,

Mrs.

Gardener began to collect them,

them in a pile until
specific page.

or to leave

she wanted the children to refer to a

Based on field observation,

Kim was very

much reliant on illustrations in his attempt to comprehend
the

stories he read.

Not having access to the

illustrations may have affected his confidence

in

attempting to respond.
There may also have been a self-fulfilling prophecy at
work

in terms of the expectations of both Mrs.

Gardener and

other members of the group about Kim's ability to engage in
philosophical

inquiry.

Even when Kim was making

significant connections with the questions posed,
tended not to believe he could be doing this.

others

In an
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attempt to ascertain that the participants had some
understanding of will power as
Cookies," Mrs.

it was manifest

in

Gardener asked the group to think of a

problem that they would need will power to solve.

Most of

the participants told of a situation from their own
experience where they had used will power to solve a
conflict.
newsprint.

She began to list their stories on a piece of
Kim offered the following.

K:
G:
K:
G:
K:
G:

I went to the pet store.
And what was the problem?
Ummmmm. . . . (long pause)
Do they let you have pets in the apartment you live in?
Yes.
They do let you have pets. So what was the problem you
had at the pet store that you needed will power for?
K: There was a thing with a kind of turtles. I don't to put
my hand in. And I put my hand in and the turtle bites
and my hand bleed on the finger.
G: So what were you trying to decide?
K: I just tell.
G: So that was the problem. The turtle bit you at the pet
store.
Lori to Marie: She doesn't get it. Kim wasn't supposed to
put his hand in and he couldn't resist it. He didn't
have will power.
G: Was it that you wanted to buy the turtle?
K: No. I did want to.
G: So the turtle bit you and you also wanted to buy it and
that was the problem?
Lori: Now I'm all confused.
There were few instances which suggested that Kim's
response capabilities were affected in any significant way
b11 the Wise Owl materials.
that

lack of

more

likely that his

expectations

Yet it should not be assumed

cognitive maturity was responsible.

of Mrs.

It seems

language proficiency as well as the
Gardener

and the group may have
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contributed to his
the

lack of response to the questions.

On

few occasions when Kim did seem to understand and

respond,

his

responses

revealed a lively and inquisitive

mind.

Summary

The participants

indicated varying degrees of

increased response capability as
to the Wise Owl materials.

a result of their exposure

While the primary

intent in

using the materials was to explore how philosophical
inquiry might expand their response horizons,
clear that the
settings

it was also

format of the materials and the group

in which they were used served to stimulate new

dimensions of response among the participants.
For Amy and Becky,
what Langer has
they were

the materials moved them toward

described as "virtual experience," in which

able to enter

into the action of the text without

having to recast the action
experience.

Yet

it is

clear

with many of the others,
their personal
make

in terms of their own
that with Amy and Becky,

it was the opportunity to share

experience which eventually enabled them to

important connections with the text.

talk about her

as

Amy wanted to

relationship with her mother.

to share her struggles with her

Becky wanted

little brother.

Their
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unique

"inner needs" were realized with the help of the

Wise Owl questions.
Benjamin stands out as one for whom the materials
opened a flood gate of
burst forth.

analytical

His natural

responses waiting to

tendency to use

logic to explain

and contemplate new possibilities was given free rein by
the Wise Owl materials.
able to connect one's

For Stephen,

the emphasis on being

own experience to the texts resulted

in a needed respite from always

feeling it necessary to

read strictly for

And for Andrew,

information.

the

opportunity to relate his experiences to those of the
characters

in the texts provided a avenue by which he could

become an active member of the group.
Obviously,

the participants

showed less dramatic
Yet even there,

increases

the

respond to the

literal

and Sarah,

able to

response.

in philosophical

The opportunity to begin to learn

ideas of peers and to think beyond

meaning of the text was significant.

For Marie

the materials provided a dramatic shift from

reading only to
was

in response capabilities.

the opportunity to engage

thinking showed promise.
how to

from the Harrison school

"sound good"

find a new way to
Whereas

to

reading for meaning.

Polly

enjoy a social component of

she had previously focused on the event

of reading the text,

the materials allowed her to focus on

the content of the text.

326

For Paul,

the opportunity to discuss one book over a

period of several days enabled him to feel less frantic
about having to verbalize every response immediately. He
was one respondent who often asked the teacher to allow him
to return to a question previously discussed.
be more thoughtful about his responses.

He began to

Kim and Max also

appeared to benefit from repeated readings and the
opportunity to respond to "Cookies" and Albert's Toothache
over time.

They were allowed to participate in discussions

which asked more of them than the literal comprehension
questions which are so often directed at second language
speakers.
Although participants from both school showed
increased response capabilities,

the responses from the

Slater School students were perhaps more interesting.

It

appeared that the strong sense of community among the
participants,
curriculum,

affirmed by Mrs.

Sanderson and her

had a positive affect on their ability to

explore the questions in such a way as to significantly
increase their response potential.

Conversely, the absence

of a "community of thinkers" (Lipman,

1983), had a

detrimental effect on the realization of more significantly
increased response capabilities among the Harrison School
population.

CHAPTER VIII

SUMMARY AND

IMPLICATIONS

Summary
This naturalistic study,
methods,

explores

borrowing from ethnographic

the underlying question:

What are the

response capabilities of young children to given literary
texts?

Specifically,

the

study asks:

are there ways

in

which the response c-apabilities of young children can be
expanded and enriched within the classroom setting?
Negatively speaking,

have we as researchers and teachers

limited the response capabilities of children by presuming
to know their capabilities,
engage

in research

in

and in so doing to teach and

accordance with false assumptions?

The decision to use the Wise Owl materials was
predicated on the belief that philosophical
presently accepted as
response to
children.

thinking is not

an appropriate way to stimulate

literature

among

six and seven year old

More than a generalized predilection in the

educational

culture,

have been strong

particular

it

is necessary to

response

limitations of the

study and submit

in the field

in the conviction that to be effective as

teachers

immediately comes

researchers

to mind as

recognize and respect the
age group being taught.

Piaget

one who stresses the need to

to the conceptual constrictions of being
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too young.

Yet

another

researcher directly asserts such a

precept with regard to literature.
research,

In her doctoral

"Dimensions of the Development of Moral Judgments

as Reflected in Children's response to Fables"
Arlene Pillar

rejects

the use of

fables

(1980)

for children who

have not reached the second grade because they have not yet
achieved the possibility of a response which meets the
level

of sophistication required by the fable.

orientation which the

study

is this

implicitly tested in its

pursuit to discover the horizons of literary
available to

It

response

its participants.

Further motivating the study was the work of
Rosenblatt,

Holland,

that response

and Lesser.

Rosenblatt's conviction

implies a unique transaction between the

reader and text

led the researcher to wonder whether a

young child's response capabilities might not have more to
do with a highly subjective set of personal constructs than
with an objective developmental
incident of age.

framework based upon the

Holland's elaboration of "identity

themes" which are equally particular to the reader himself
also

lent

some credence to the hypothesis that the

character of a child's response might have as much to do
with his unique

psychological

constitution as any

generalized category of development.
illumination of a

Finally,

Lesser s

respondent's own particular needs as a
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critical

informant of response called into question the

sufficiency of any stage-specific curriculum to accommodate
the unpredictable and ever-changing possibilities of the
child.

Thus

the Wise Owl materials provided the

functional

avenue along which to explore the horizons of response
which the researcher discovered may lie before young
children.
The findings of the study

indicate that the Wise Owl

Materials were not at all developmentally
six and seven year old children.
instances,

inappropriate

In fact,

in several

the participants made comments which,

to developmental
able to make.

theory,

for

according

they probably should not have been

In particular,

several examples of the

participants engaging in formal operations are seen in the
data from the Slater

School.

Their ability to think about

themselves and about each other as thinkers,
their ability to
whole,

as well as

reflect on how the group was working as a

indeed proved to be rather remarkable.

ability to

Stephen's

reflect on the response of his peer provides an

apt example
(p.

290).
While many

Petrosky,
an

1975)

important

researchers

Galda,

1980;

maintain that cognitive development "plays

role

which a reader

(Applebee,1973;

in response by proscribing the way in

responds,"

(Galda,

1983,

p.2),

the present
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study raises questions about whether widely held notions of
cognitive development as applied to language arts
curriculum might

in

fact serve to suppress existent

response capabilities

in children.

In assuming that six

and seven year olds typically have not reached the stage of
formal

operations,

might be

limiting children's

the opportunity,
approach
(1970)

many reading programs and materials

several

"spectator stance,"

and Petrosky have

implied

formal operational
the

Given

both Amy and Becky indicated an ability to

literature on

Indeed,

response capabilities.

occasions from Britton's

a level of response which Galda
is

linked to the development of

thought.

data suggests that the response

capabilities of the participants were expanded in a variety
of ways.

For example,

Amy and Becky indicated response

interests which allowed them to explore critical
their

respective psychological

lives.

issues in

The opportunity to

relate events of the text to personal experience gave them
an outlet to
siblings.
obtaining

talk about their

struggles with parents and

Benjamin was able to recast his fascination with
information by applying his knowledge to

circumstances encountered by characters

in the

stories.

Each child was moved to a new response capability by
engaging
off

for

in philosophical

inquiry which forced them to cast

the moment old ways of

interacting,

of
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understanding their own experiences,

and of thinking about

literature.
In the

light of the evidence that the subjects'

response capabilities were substantially expanded relative
to the expectations of such researchers as Pillar and
Piaget,
as

as well

as relative to their own response patterns

exhibited in the

field notes,

that catalyzed the change.

one must ask what

it was

After analyzing the data,

three

factors emerged as primary contributors to the
participants'

unfolding ability to think about and work

through philosophical questions normally understood to be
well beyond the reach of six and seven year old children.
They are:

instructional materials,

teacher

influence and

classroom environment.

It should be here noted that while

these three factors are

inseparable from one another as

they contribute to the

learning experience as a whole,

for

purposes of clarity they will be treated separately,
risking any artificiality which such an approach might
imply.
The Wise Owl materials proved effective
subjects

to a capability of philosophical

and perhaps

foremost,

Gareth Matthews'
naturally
proved

itself to be

inquiry first,

because they assumed that capability.

(1980)

inquisitive,

in moving the

contention that children are
indeed naturally philosophical,

true

in the

study.

Further,

the
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materials allowed the children to respond to texts over
time,

recognizing the need of the reader to absorb the

story beneath the

surface of the moment,

supportive of the

suggestions of the Dartmouth Seminar

Papers

(1968).

In the

same vein,

a finding

the materials provided

occasions for repeated readings of the texts,
deepening the
permeate the
finding
(1982).

reader's grasp of them,

thereby

and helping to

superficiality of a single exposure.

further

This

substantiates the findings of Brissey

Finally,

the materials cultivated a relationship

between experiences evoked by the text and the readers'
experiences,

own

and so opened up a world of response otherwise

dampened by curricula which,
to the simple extraction of
Obviously,

for example,

confine response

literal meaning.

the materials

are not magic materials.

Given that they appear not to have been developmentally
inappropriate,

it

is

necessary to be as clear as possible

about exactly what kind of context is required for their
successful

use.

research sites,
of

In

looking at the data from the two

there are evident differences in the degree

success with which the materials were used.

influence and other environmental
School
the

factors

Teacher

in the Slater

seem to have provided a context more conducive to

successful

use of the Wise Owl materials than that of

the Harrison School.
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The critical
particular
If

importance of teacher

evidence

the materials'

influence was

in

in the use of the Wise Owl materials.

open-ended character was their

strength,

their utter prerequisite was a teacher who was able to
accept the questions to which there were no absolute
answers,

and yet who was

able to sustain and guide

discussions within the productive bounds
questions.

implied by those

Unlike curricula which prescribe answers to

given questions,

the Wise Owl materials demand that the

teacher be actively engaged
discussions

such that

most fundamental
the teacher

she

in the flow of students'

enables the

free pursuit of the

questions asked by the texts.

is called to be a facilitator,

To this end

loosing the

reins of the students'

subjective reflections

expand their

toward philosophical thinking,

responses

in order to
and

tightening them down upon questions at hand in a manner
that makes
whole.

the

It was

interaction meaningful to the group as a
this

ability

largely determine the
task.

effectiveness of the teacher in the

In an educational milieu which often seemed more

interested in
Mrs.

in a teacher which proved to

talking about developmental

Sanderson of the Slater

toward developmental

School directed her efforts

possibilities.

The classroom environments
important

qualities

"constraints,"

for the

in the study revealed three

enhancement of response to
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literature

in first grade children.

acceptability of risk-taking
general

respect

for the

First,

the

in the environment,

and a

ideas of one's peers serves to

stimulate among the participants thought processes and
reflections not possible
analytical

in a classroom where such

adventure was not trusted.

Second,

the strong

implementation of a Process Writing Program in which the
child is made

aware of the

organizing of writing
the task itself,

logical thinking,

literature by discussing and doing

gives him a subjective understanding of

story perhaps unavailable to those who do
host of new questions may be brought
program,

less writing.

authorship was

into play by such a

author made him do that?"

common among participants

Interest in

from the Slater

a finding not consistent with Hickman's

first grade population.

Exposure to Mrs.

a comparison of

to

language

literacy acquisition,
arts.

interest.

the two classroom environments

revealed the response possibilities
focused on

(1979)

Sanderson's

process writing program likely stimulated this
Third,

A

such as a question asked by one of the subjects:

"I wonder why the

school,

planning and

inherent in a program

rather than one confined

The emphasis upon literacy acquisition

and the centrality of

literature to the curriculum in Mrs.

Sanderson's classroom were as evident

in the pervasiveness
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of books

about

the

room as they were

in the nature of the

curriculum itself.

Teaching

The

fundamental

Owl materials,
expanding the

Implications

character

and expectations of the Wise

and indeed perhaps

the general

intent on

response horizons of young children,

imply a

number of teaching techniques and perspectives for such an
expansion to be

realized.

to represent a deviation
conventions,

while

Some of these may be perceived
from prevailing teaching

others may be

and tested pedagogical wisdom.
researcher came upon five

seen to be a return to old
Specifically,

the

relatively distinct techniques

and perspectives which are needed to effectively fulfill
the possibility

in

six and seven year old children of

moving beyond the response expectations normally held by
researchers

like

Pillar and Piaget.

A sixth instructional

implication not dealing directly with the enhancement of
response capabilities
1.

is

listed.

The teacher must be able to relinquish rigid

expectations

about what his

students can and cannot do,

to assume that they can respond
opportunity.
one

The

and

in new ways when given the

avenue of philosophical

inquiry is but

road by which to expand student's responses to
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literature,

and should be seen as a starting point for

further extrapolation into other fields of concern.

The benefits of having children of different "skills
levels

in a single group should be recognized.

There is

always the danger when recommending the use of materials
such as the Wise Owl materials that teachers will assume
the materials can only be used with students who are
typically labeled,

"talented and gifted."

It is easy

enough for us to recognize and respect the abilities of our
"best" students and to feel confident that we could attempt
something such as philosophical inquiry with them.

What

the present study calls for is the recognition that
students of varied abilities also have something
substantial to contribute when responding to literature
through philosophical inquiry.

The conventional standards

which once defined significant response must be assessed in
the light of the recognition that "substandard" students
possess abilities which make them invaluable contributors
to the interaction and work of the group.

Benjamin comes

to mind as one such student.
3.

Related to the aforementioned ability is the capacity

of the teacher to let go of the traditional

Socratic

method in which questions are feigned to elicit
predetermined answers,

in favor of an "open stance

in
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which the

students'

responses are perceived to be as

important as the teachers'.
In their own school experience,

however,

have probably not been asked to respond to

most teachers

literature in

the ways encouraged by the Wise Owl materials.
suggestion of open-ended discussions,
there are no "right" answers,
warning flags

Thus the

questions to which

and flexible formats send up

signaling loss of control and lack of

productivity.

It seems necessary,

therefore,

that we also

provide teachers with opportunities to experience for
themselves the power and productivity made possible by
opening themselves up to the possibilities which exist in
their students.
courses

In-service programs,

and workshops

graduate level

should perhaps provide

learning

experiences for teachers which would parallel the
experiences

they will

then try to create for their

students.

4.

Reading must be granted significant blocks of time in

the classroom.

A number of

students exhibited frustration

over not having had enough time to read,
discuss the books

they were reading.

ponder,

and

It seems worthwhile

to make precise recommendations to teachers about the many
and varied facets of

reading and response which should be

given attention when planning a reading program.
need time to discuss

the books

they read.

Students

They need to
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talk about their
teachers.

responses with peers as well as with

While quiet reading or silent reading times are

also necessary,

teachers must recognize the

importance of

providing students with opportunities to actively reflect
upon what they have encountered in their reading.

Further,

reading of a particular text should be encouraged to take
place over time,
literature

such that further digestion of the

is allowed to take place.

Moreover,

repeated

readings must be respected as a means for students to
penetrate and deepen their understanding of given texts,
and to

allow those

texts to evoke and be related to their

own experience as they strive to find meaning in them.

5.

Process writing needs to be valued and stressed as an

approach to writing through which students receive a
heightened sensitivity to the connections between reading
and writing,

and thus the capacity to respond to new

subtleties of meaning as they are conveyed from the
author's point of view.

The study showed a clear

relationship between the

ability of the student to respond

to peer-written texts,

and his ability to respond to trade

books.
Furthermore,

a process writing program such as the one

implemented by Mrs.

Sanderson can be instrumental

fostering an environment
the thoughts

and

m

in which students are sensitive to

intentions of their peers,

and able to
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share those responses through meaningful discussion.

The

following discussion which occurred during the use of the
Wise Owl materials is indicative of the fruitful
connections which can be made as a result of a process
writing program which had alerted students to the
possibility of focusing on a particular aspect of a text
such as authorship.

At the same time,

the experience of

having had similar discussions about peer-written texts
supplied them with the necessary tools to carry out such a
discussion.
Becky:

I wonder what does that mean? What does that mean
when the author wrote it "You may have it all."
Stephen: Oh I get it. That's how he's making Toad sound
fancy. He means he can have all the will power.
Amy: That's right. When he says "You may have it all," Toad
means Frog may have all the will power. (To Mrs. S.)
Well anyway I think that's what he means.
Mrs. S.: That's what I thought he meant too.
Becky: I think the author...(flips back to cover) It's
Arnold or something, he should say, "You may
all the willpower," ' cause that's what he really
meant.
Stephen: That's not so fancy. The words are not so, well,
you know.
Andrew: He says it fancy? What does that mean?
Mrs. S.: Stephen, tell us how those words make you think
he's sounding fancy. How does the author do that.
Stephen: The authors does (mumbled) makes it sound well,
it's in a Mary Poppins voice, like that.
Several points are illustrated here.

First, we notice the

attention given to considering the author's intentions.
Second,

Stephen alludes to the author's use of particular

words to create a specific voice for a character.

The

topic of character voice had been discussed with the
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students during a brief lesson at the beginning of the
daily writing session when Mrs.

Sanderson read to the

students several bits of dialogue, helping them to notice
how characters often "sound" different to us based on the
author's choice of words.
Yet there is something equally significant happening
in this discussion which is also a result of the students'
experience in Mrs. Sanderson's writing program.
Mrs.

Sanderson created what Matthew Lipman of the Institute

for the Advancement of Philosophy for Children has called
"a community of thinkers."
that the students in Mrs.

It appeared to the researcher
Sanderson's classroom were better

able to respond to the Wise Owl materials because their
experience in Mrs.

Sanderson's writing program had taught

them to listen to their peers,

to be reflective about their

own thoughts and those of others,

and to articulate their

responses in an atmosphere of mutual respect.
students wrote each day with different peers,

Because the
and because

they were required to adhere to particular standards of
behavior in their group discussions of peer-written work,
they were receptive to the possibility that everyone had
something to offer.
In using the term "process writing" it should be
recognized that it is a term which has come to be applied
to widely varied approaches to teaching writing in the
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classroom.

Mrs.

Sanderson's program was above all one

which celebrated the potential of children, which embraced
the belief that they were all writers,
to assess progress in the students'

and which was able

growing understanding

of the writing process rather than recognizing it only
through a critical,
created products.

red ink analysis of individually
It was this kind of process writing

program which appears to have been instrumental in
producing the rich responses to the Wise Owl materials
found in the data from the Slater School.

6.

The in-depth interviewing procedure may be useful not

only as a research tool, but also as a teaching tool.
Through the in-depth interviews,

information was obtained

which could be useful to the classroom teacher in a number
of ways.

Indeed,

in several instances children expressed

responses to literature indicating a meta-awareness which
many teachers believe children of this age are incapable of
expressing.

Lori,

for example, wanted to describe to the

researcher a profoundly moving experience she had had while
reading a book.
L:

I loved that book so much.
Sometimes when it's like
that
when I love love love a book so so much, I just
well’I just want to...well usually I just unbutton my
coat and run outside in the cold cold air.
It s so
good. That's all I can do.

Teachers so often want their students to experience such
responses to books, but fail to supply them with
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opportunities to tell them about those responses.

The

in-depth interviews can provide teachers and students with
opportunities to talk about books in new ways, often
allowing highly personal responses to emerge.
Analysis of the information elicited from the
interviews can also enhance the teacher's awareness that
her students are indeed people worth knowing about.

If this

respect for students as complex individuals is heightened
in teachers,

it may be possible for teachers to then convey

this attitude of respect to their students.

Furthermore,

teachers may be able to help students recognize personal
characteristics through information obtained in the
interviews,
self.

thus deepening the child's growing sense of

In an educational medium which prides itself on

being able to predict behaviors and interests based on
predetermined cognitive abilities, the interviews provide a
poignant reminder that children are individuals with unique
experiences,

perceptions and interests.
Research Implications

The study set out to explore the response capabilities
of twelve six and seven year old children in two
classrooms.

Implicit in the undertaking was a challenge to

theories of children's response and development which
presume circumscribed limits based upon chronological
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maturity.

A set of new curricular materials was

b11, the researcher to catalyze the exploration,

introduced

recognizing

the materials as but one particular means by which the
study could take place.

The classrooms were chosen for

their mutual

In-depth

diversity.

in recognition of Purves'
observation of
tip of the

subjects

iceberg."

parameters,

and as

research results,
have surfaced as

(1972)

runs

In the

interviewing was employed
contention that passive

the risk of

seeing only "the

light of these design

a result of new questions posed by the
four

implications for further research

interesting and requisite to a fuller

understanding of the

response capabilities of young

children.

1.

Response models created or implied by such

developmentalists

as Pillar

descriptions of the

full

available to children.

range of response possibilities
A study using the Wise Owl

materials relative to one
predict the

and Piaget may be inadequate as

such model which attempts to

response possibilities of children in the first

grade might prove to be illuminating as an explicit test of
developmental

2.

assumptions.

Insofar as the Wise Owl materials are but one means of

response

stimulus,

which by their nature guide discussion

in the direction of philosophical

inquiry,

studies engaging
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response in different directions are necessary to a more
complete understanding of the child's response
capabilities.

Petrosky's contention that what we may be

observing when we study response in the classroom is simply
the result of instruction and not necessarily indicative of
the child's response potential seems to have relevance
here.

3. The present study focused upon response to literature in
two classrooms,

one of which put far greater emphasis on

process writing than did the other.

The relative effects

of this difference were never explicitly analyzed.
analysis,

Such an

or additional research which compares the

responses solicited by similar materials in a traditional
versus a process writing classroom might shed further light
on the reading/writing connections suggested by the present
study.
5.

The In-depth interviewing employed in the study

revealed itself to be a powerful tool in going beneath "the
tip of the iceberg" (Purves,

1972), and showed that six and

seven year old children are indeed capable of articulating
sophisticated responses despite the fact that this type of
interviewing has rarely been undertaken with this age
group.

Further research on response to literature using
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this

interviewing procedure might reveal

additional

response modes and interests among first grade populations.
Furthermore,
suggests that

the

success of the procedure

it might prove beneficial

in this study

in unrelated

studies.

Conclusions

With the use of the Wise Owl Materials,
classroom conditions which they require,

and under the

the response

capabilities of six and seven year old children can be
significantly expanded relative to those observed in the
given classroom settings before their use.
be seen to have been more successful

in the Slater

classroom than in the Harrison classroom,
aforementioned reasons,
that the open-ended,

While they may

for

it remains clear to the researcher

reflective,

and experiential nature of

the materials fostered a response range unavailable to
students

faced with the task of

answering prescribed

questions in a prescribed manner.

Indeed,

each day the

classroom offered an utterly unpredictable possibility for
response

in which students and teachers alike were allowed

a chance at philosophical

inquiry,

free

from the bounds of

prevailing pedagogical expectations.
In the
so many

light of

this possibility one must wonder why

researchers have

in the past

insisted upon
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formulaic models which presume to define the response
capabilities of children.

One must wonder whether there is

a confusion among them about the difference between what is
and what could be.
potentiality,

If education is about the latter;

about striving,

understanding,

about

and about ever new

then the normative bounds of such

researchers must be

relinquished in favor of what is

waiting to be evoked in the mind of the child.
Perhaps what is most bothersome about a finding such
as this
face the

is that it requires educators and students alike to
immeasurable and egalitarian commandment to become

intimately related to the texts which lie before them.
This

is an awesome and unnerving prospect in a world which

thrives on certainty,
However,

if

literature

opening up the
of meaning,
poorer,

on success,

and so on "being right."

is ever to realize

its potential for

lives of its readers to new and vital worlds

worlds without which life would only be the

then the charge to undertake this open-ended task

is not a matter of choice.
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