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1 1 
ABSTRACf 

This dissertation explores the characteristics of a literary 

theory that recognizes the difference between children's and adult 

culture. the consequent youthism, and the need for ecological validity 

within the context of children' s culture. I have developed a general 

theory that combines elements of whole language that are not 

currently included in leading literary theories with a focus on 

ecological validity and culture and applied this theory to examples of 

children's and adolescent literature in order to validate the theory 

and to have a basis for comparison with extant literary theories. My 

proposed theory is based on the existence of children's culture. 

children' s and adolescent literature as full-fledged members of the 

literary family. poststructuralism. and whole language. 

The ecological system of criticism I'm proposing gives both the 

reader and the author a place. Just as the reader comes to each text 

anew every time s/he reads it, so the author revisits ideas in later 

versions of his/her own writing as well as encountering his/her text 

from a different perspective upon reading it after time has passed. 

In an ecological system of criticism, symbiosis between the author 

and the reader on the meeting ground of the text is the desired 

result. The base of the system is text, the thing all have in common 

although it is never replicated [shifting base]. The text is a unit that 

has/had meaning for its author and is usually perceived of as 
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intending to communicate meaning; it is capable of being approached 

for the purpose of trans,acting meaning within time and space. 

The analysis suggests that adding the cultural context to 

literary theory equalizes the factors that previously led to children's 

and adolescent literature being considered substandard within the 

literary community, as children are considered substandard within 

the adult community. Ecological theory reveals more about the 

reader than the text, and meaning relies on intertextuality and 

interexperien tiality. 



CHAPTER 1 

SETTING THE STAGE 

Introduction 
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Partly due to modern marketing techniques, books are 

categorized perhaps more at this point in history than at any other 

time. Enter most bookstores and categories ranging from romance to 

science fiction to adolescent fiction to how-to line the walls in neatly 

marked rows. Most of the books in these categories are not taken 

seriously by scholars. Serious literature must be art. No matter how 

well written, science fiction is never considered "serious." The same 

fate befalls children's and adolescent fiction. Perhaps we regard this 

literature as substandard because, societally, we regard children and 

adolescents as substandard. For whatever reason, thinking of 

children's and adolescent literature in this way presents a problem 

for educators. 

Problem 

For educators, analysis of children's and adolescent literature is 

necessary on several levels from choosing texts for teaching to the 

usual reasons for analyzing so-called "literature"--to reveal ourselves 

to ourselves, for meaning-making. Rogers (1991) points out that 

"[o]ne of the primary goals of English and reading education is to help 
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students learn to interpret literary works, yet we know very little 

about how to accomplish that goal; indeed, we know very little about 

the interpretive process itself' (p. 391). However, when children's 

and adolescent literature is analyzed using extant literary theories, it 

always comes up wanting, regarded as substandard. Sloan (1984) 

attempted to address this problem. She adapted Northrop Frye's 

archetypal theory to the needs of children's and adolescent 

literature. Frye, in the introduction to Sloan's book, states that " ... I 

believe that no theory of criticism is any good at all unless it can be 

adapted to kindergarten and grade one ... " (p. xii). 

The existence of children's and adolescent literature suggest an 

audience to receive it. This audience has characteristics that 

distinguish it from adult audiences. Many scholars acknowledge the 

existence of a children's culture (Lurie, 1990; Knapp & Knapp, 1976; 

Opie & Opie, 1969), yet it is still not generally acknowledged as a 

separate culture with its own rules and rituals. As opposed to "adult" 

authors, children's authors are, for the most part, aware of this 

culture and intentionally write for it. What would the characteristics 

of a literary theory that recognizes this cultural difference and the 

need for ecological validity be and how would its application differ 

from current li terary theories? 

Approach 

To examine possible answers to this question, I will develop a 

general theory that combines elements of whole language that are 

not currently included in leading literary theories with a focus on 
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ecological validity and children's culture and apply it to examples of 

children's and adolescent literature in order to validate the theory 

and to have a basis for comparison with extant literary theories. 

My proposed theory is based on the existence of children's 

culture, children's and adolescent literature as full-fledged members 

of the literary family, poststructuralism, and whole language, all of 

which are explicated later in this text along with their ties to 

children's and adolescent literature. 

Children's Culture 

We write, review, and teach children's and adolescent 

literature often without thinking of the implications of its existence. 

By separating out this literature as a type, we are implying that it 

has specific characteristics, it is necessary, and there is a children's 

culture to receive it. Children's culture must, in some way, be 

different from adult culture or else why would it require a separate 

literature, a literature of and for childhood? 

Adults who do not see a children's culture may be 

reinterpreting children according to their own needs. Andrade 

(1993) found that "[w]hat we claim to be authentic descriptions of 

children are often a re-interpretation or fabrication by the adult. 

Fabrication may seem a strong word, but we must remember that if 

the child does not actively contribute to the definition of that 

description, it can only be a construction or invention" (p. 1). 

Children's culture, by its very nature, is hidden and secretive. It is 

interesting that its major proponents are folklorists (Knapp & Knapp, 
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1976; Opie & Opie, 1969), those who are willing to let their subjects 

do the talking. 

In addition, Andrade (1993) found that "the data did suggest 

that children develop activities and networks independent of the 

adults in the household" (p. 9). Children's culture was not part of the 

theory and method of Andrade's work because its existence wasn't 

recognized in advance of the data collection. 

Although I am assuming that children's culture exists around 

the world and has universal characteristics, the scope of this 

dissertation is such that I will focus on Western Europe and its 

satellites for evidence of its existence since the literature I am using 

in this dissertation comes from these countries. I refer to Mary and 

Herbert Knapp (1976) for my justification in this belief: "A great deal 

of childlore is international in scope. Versions of the same games are 

found in many countries" (p. 12). I believe that the theories 

generated in my dissertation are generally applicable, however, 

because of my belief that children's culture is universal. Lurie 

(1990) writes, "There exists in our world an unusual, partly savage 

tribe, ancient and widely distributed, yet until recently little studied 

by anthropologists or historians. All of us were at one time members 

of this tribe: we knew its customs, manners, and rituals, its folklore 

and sacred texts. I refer, of course, to children" (p. ix). 

During the sixties and seventies Mary and Herbert Knapp 

(1976) collected children's folklore from around the United States. 



Their collection is not comprehensive, but it is representational. 

They describe children's culture: 

1 7 

Unsupervised children playing together learn how to govern 
themselves according to a system of rules. They learn how to 
deal with cheaters and crybabies and how to make 
sophisticated juridical distinctions that strike a fine balance 
between the self-interest of individuals and the good of the 
group. 

They are competitive, but winning is not their goal. They 
come together voluntarily for a good game. Thus they learn 
the joy of team play and group solidarity without suffering 
from the depersonalization and bitterness that mark fiercely 
competitive, supervised contests where the goal has been 
reduced to mere victory. 

They let off steam, releasing tensions created by the 
repressive atmosphere of the school. They mock the larger 
culture, distancing themselves from the intrusive demands of 
advertising. They play with the emotion of fear, thus becoming 
less fearful. 

In all this, they are guided by their folk tradition, which 
includes games played in Roman times, expressions popular in 
the Middle Ages, and parodies of the latest television 
commercial. It provides them with the timeworn rituals for 
sharing secrets or foreseeing the future and time-tested ways 
of defending their self-esteem or dealing with social problems 
like farting or having a girl friend (p. 2). 

The emergence of childhood as something different 

qualitatively from adulthood occurred ,during the middle ages (Hunt, 

1970). Before that childhood was viewed as a period of savagery 

preceding the civilizing influences of society and culture. Children 

started to wear clothes that were different from those of adults, 

engage in games, and play' with toys. This culture is captured in 

Bruegel's painting Children's Games in which games from 400 years 
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ago bear a remarkable resemblance to those that children play today, 

such as walking on stilts, spinning tops, shooting marbles, dueling on 

piggyback, playing leapfrog, guessing which hand, making mudpies, 

playing on drums, standing on one's head, swinging on railings, and 

playing dice and jacks. Peter and lona Opie (1969) agree that many 

children's games played today trace their origins, or at least ancestry, 

from the Middle Ages. 

Not only were children watched more closely, according to Hunt 

(1970), but by the sixteenth century the period of childhood was 

expanded into adolescence. One effect of this new awareness of 

childhood was to remove some freedom and independence from the 

child, particularly in the area of schooling. " ... [W]ith the 

lengthening of childhood, the college became an instrument of 

discipline. The corps were stripped of their independence and 

students placed under the control of authoritarian masters. The new 

regime, exemplified by the Jesuit ratio studiorum at the end of the 

sixteenth century, stressed corporal punishment, institutionalized 

informing, and constant surveillance" (p. 35). As a consequence of 

the growing importance of childhood, family, as the nurturing ground 

of the child, also gained in importance. The concept of the modern 

family was formed at this time. According to Carmen Luke (1990), 

" . . . by the eighteenth century, pedagogues, physicians, parents, 

administrators, and clerics had isolated children from the general 

population . Childhood and adolescence were institutionalized in 

schools" (p. 22-23). 
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Zipes (1981) agrees that childhood and adolescence have been 

institutionalized. He also takes a dim view of the purpose of 

children's literature, whose origin he places at the end of the 

seventeenth century: "That literature for children has its bourgeois 

origins in instruction is well-known. The didactic aspect, the moral 

lesson, the doctrinaire ideology of the Protestant Ethic were part and 

parcel of scripture to be learned by heart and engraved in the minds 

of children. Entertainment and amusement were by-products" (p. 

20). Lurie (1990) agrees that much of children's literature is 

instructional and moral or, at best, bland so as not to upset young 

minds, citing Lucy Sprague Mitchell's work as an example of this· 

latter category. 

However, Mitchell (1921), in the Here and Now Story Book, 

states her purpose: "It is the peculiar function of a story to raise 

inquiries, not to give instruction. A story must stimulate not merely 

inform. This is the trouble with our 'informational literature' for 

children, of which very little is worthy of the name" (p. 29). Mitchell 

goes on to describe literature: "Literature must give a sense of 

adventure. This sense of adventure, of excursion into the unknown, 

must be furnished to children of every age" (p. 30). Mitchell 

maintains that children, when reading stories of adventure and 

heroism, become heroes. Lurie (1990) and Mitchell (1921), on close 

inspection, do not appear to disagree in theory; perhaps the stretch 

of time has contributed to their disagreement. Not that children's 

culture has changed that much, but apparently adults' perception of 
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appropriateness within the perceived children's culture has changed 

drastically in the 60 years' spread between two people who 

apparently both have children's interests at heart. 

Although the Knapps (1976) acknowledge the heritage of 

medieval and Roman games in children's culture, they date the 

advent of a distinct children's culture a bit later than the above cited 

sources, placing its inception as somewhere between Jamestown and 

the American Revolution. They also state that the "folklore of 

children could not develop until childhood became a distinct period 

of life; and, surprisingly, for centuries childhood, as we think of it, 

did not exist" (p. 7). Like Hunt (1970) and Zipes (1981), the Knapp's 

found that school is a stifling influence; however, their conclusions 

are more dire: "Ironically, the school, which was instrumental in 

segregating the world of children from the world of adults and thus 

providing the necessary condition for the development of a childlore 

tradition, today acts as a strong force against the perpetuation of that 

tradition" (p. 8). The Opie' s (1969) agree that adult interference 

could be deadly: "In the present day we assume children to have lost 

the ability to entertain themselves, w~ become concerned, and are 

liable, by our concern, to make what is not true a reality. In the long 

run, nothing extinguishes self-organized play more effectively than 

does action to promote it" (p. 16). Looking at a schoolyard during 

recess will confirm this. As adult culture has changed, become more 

organized, mechanized, and civilized, adults have looked to their 



children with the idea of pulling the weeds and cultivating the 

garden of childhood. 

2 1 

In fact, children's culture has existed invisibly alongside adult 

culture. According to the Opies (1969), "We forget that children's 

amusements are not always ones that attract attention. . .. The 

places they like best for play are the secret places 'where no one else 

goes'" (p. 15). When children's lives are too organized, there seems 

to be no time for spontaneity and invention, two key ingredients in 

children's culture. Jane Yolen (1981) laments the loss of fairy tales 

among modern children although she cites Marvel comics, a possible 

source of modern fairy tales, and the demise of children's games has 

been bruited about for decades (Opie & Opie, 1969). Adult culture is 

expected to change; the same should be true for children's culture. 

Nintendo, Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, and Barbie Dolls are new 

additions. All people live through childhood; the only way out is to 

grow up. Once children have passed through adolescence and 

emerged in young adulthood, the ways of childhood become invisible 

and adults lament the death of childhood by proclaiming that 

children no longer do the things they remember from childhood. 

The idea of a children's culture is intrinsic to much of literary 

criticism of works for children and adolescents. Phillips and Wojcik

Andrews (1990) state that "[c]hildren's literature arises as a 

discursive practice from a distinct cultural context . Concerned as 

it is with edification and entertainment, children's literature is a 

logical site for the production and circulation of social ideals. Hence 



22 
its frequently utopian character" (p. 128). Along the same line, Wolf 

(1990) notes: "Why children's literature thus differs from adult 

literature is an interesting question. If we believe in myth as 

something outside the material order of nature and therefore alien to 

the adult rational and scientific mind, we may . . . see children's 

literature as one of the last strongholds of symbolic truth and pure 

storytelling" (p. 54). So what type of literature embraces symbolic 

truth and pure storytelling? Wolf answers, "If indeed children's 

conception of the world is essentially mythic, then literature written 

for children--if they are to understand it--should be mythic" (p. 56). 

In fact, as mentioned earlier, one form of criticism recently applied 

to children's literature by educators is archetypal (Sloan, 1984). 

Wilner (1990) recognizes that the experiences of childhood are 

unique when she proposes that William Steig's books "have a special 

appeal for young children because they speak movingly to the inner 

experiences of childhood" (p. 31). Wilner elaborates on children's 

culture when she says, "To the child's eye, magic inheres in the 

nature of things, and the transforming power of one's imagination is 

a fact of life. Although as children we have less power than adults, 

we paradoxically perceive ourselves as more powerful because we 

believe so deeply in the efficacy of our thoughts and wishes" (p. 32). 

So in a children's culture magic exists and can be controlled and used. 

This is a view shared by Bettelheim (1975/89). Wilner adds to her 

conception of children's culture that "children have a more 
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punished" (p. 32). 
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Meek (1988), while not referring directly to a children's 

culture, is aware "that reading doesn't happen in a vacuum. The 

social conditions and surroundings are important too" (p. 6). The 

social conditions and surroundings of children constitute a children's 

culture with a heritage that spans centuries, indeed has evolved 

alongside adult culture often with adults none the wiser. Meek 

makes the case that teachers "sometimes undervalue what the 

children have already discovered about writing and reading" (p. 7). 

Teachers may also undervalue the strength of children's culture in 

shaping children's points of view. Because of their perspective what 

they perceive in a book will be considerably different than what an 

adult is aware of. Meek points out that "expert readers" often 

"believe that there exists a group of the well-read who have a 

common background of texts which they all know and to which 

reference can be made at all times with common understanding by 

those 'in the know'" (p. 6). This assumption is part of the reason that 

children's literature is devalued. It simply doesn't appear to be rich 

enough, problematical enough. Often, it doesn't transmit the 

information that the adult culture deems necessary to be truly well 

educated. What these experts don't appear to realize is that, given a 

children's culture, children's books interrelate and are intertextual 

with their own internally consistent culture and literature. The 
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frame of reference for criticizing children's and adolescent literature 

has, until recently, simply not been a correct fit. 

Characteristics of Children's Culture 

If children's and adolescent literature differs from adult 

literature, perhaps those differences are a result of the 

characteristics of children's culture versus those of adult culture. 

Such differences, if significant, would define, at least in part, 

children's culture. 

The following, culled from writings of those who accept 

children's culture, is not intended to be an exhaustive list of 

characteristics, but it is intended to point up some of the cultural· 

differences so that the differences in literature may be understood as 

cultural differences not deficiencies. 

1. Children's culture is formulaic and has a strong oral 

tradition (Knapp & Knapp, 1976). 

2. It embraces symbolic truth and pure storytelling (Wolf, 

1990). 

3. It requires fairness, but what is fair can be defined and 

redefined by the group (Knapp & Knapp, 1976; Opie & Opie, 1969). 

4. It contains an implicit belief in magic, often sympathetic 

magic and/or the power of words (Knapp & Knapp, 1976; Bettelheim, 

1975; Wilner, 1990). 

5. It contains gender differences: Men (or boys) must play the 

game and take the risks; boys are more concerned with rules, and 

girls are more concerned with skill [though this has shown some 
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evidence of change in recent years] (Knapp & Knapp, 1976; Opie & 

Opie, 1969). 

6. It is governed by common law which can be invoked by a 

word, such as "times," "cuts," "dibbs" (Knapp & Knapp, 1976; Opie & 

Opie, 1969). 

7. Imagination has the same weight as reality. 

8. It contains considerable sexual lore and contains rituals that 

allow its members to explore male/female relationships (Knapp & 

Knapp, 1976). 

9. Many secrets are shared only with other members of the 

culture (Knapp & Knapp, 1976). 

10. It has common songs, language, jokes, taboos, games, 

customs, and superstitions (Knapp & Knapp, 1976; Abrahams, 1969; 

Opie & Opie, 1969). 

11. It helps its members by offering escapes into fantasy, 

examples similar to themselves, and safe ways through ritual to 

express hostility (Knapp & Knapp, 1976). 

12. It contains stories, myths, games, and customs that allow 

its members to play with fear (Knapp & Knapp, 1976; Kies, 1992). 

These characteristics define children's culture as it is currently 

recognized at this point in history. However, Margaret Mead divided 

history at World War II, and the Knapps (1976) state that "[c]hildlore 

has survived . . . in an increasingly inhospitable atmosphere since the 

last world war" (p. 265). It may be that high technology is changing 

the face of our mythology, but television, computers, and video 
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games will just breed a generational change in children's culture, 

creating a hybrid that will live in children's and adolescent literature 

and follow the same tenets but with a revised vocabulary. When 

adults try to control children too tightly, the children invariable find 

a crack to slip through, and sometimes that crack leads into another 

world. 

Establishing the existence of a children's culture means that 

there is an audience to receive children's literature and gives 

authority to children's and adolescent literature as the literature of a 

culture, and, therefore, such literature cannot by definition be 

compared across the board to adult literature or be considered 

substandard, but, instead, it should be judged by ecologically valid 

standards, ones that are applicable and appropriate to this culture. 

Purveyors of Children's Culture 

Perhaps to understand the world of children's culture, it is 

necessary to look at the purveyors of that culture through the 

written word: children's authors. Lurie (1990) states, "It is the 

particular gift of some writers to remain in a sense children all their 

lives: to continue to see the world as boys and girls see it and to take 

their side instinctively" (p. 14). The downside to writing for children 

and adolescents, as noted by Meek et al. (1977), is that the "author of 

books for children is called on more frequently than most other 

people to defend his or her choice of occupations. . . . The implicit 

question is always the same: 'Why do you write for children ?'" (p. 

143 ). 
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Authors do occasionally respond to that question in print. 

Walsh (1977) remarks, "Really it seems to me that the defining 

quality of children's literature is to be sought not in children, nor in 

children's writers, but in the peculiarities of the adult market" (p. 

195). She maintains that modern adult fiction has abandoned plots 

and stories. To find a good story the reader must look to "spy

thrillers, and science fiction, and children's books" (p. 195). She 

makes the point that if The Odyssey. were published today, it would 

be published as a children's book. 

Several publishers of children's and adolescent books offer 

pamphlets about their authors which contain, usually in the author's 

own words, information about their lives, writing, and books. In 

Macmillan's pamphlet on Ann McGovern, she says, "And sometimes 

when I look at a sad, shy face in the audience, I see the lonely child I 

once was and I hope that maybe my words can have some influence 

on a life. Making a difference in children's lives is why I plan to 

write till I'm ninety!" Another Macmillan author, X. J. Kennedy, 

writes, "Reading poems aloud to children is harder than reading to 

big people. Adult poetry audiences will politely endure interminable 

things, but a bored child will get up and run around. Another 

superiority of children to adults as poetry-hearers is that they truly 

listen to the sounds of words. Strange multisyllable words, although 

excluded from reading-level lists, delight and intrigue them." 

Mary Downing Hahn, an Avon author, writes, "My books come 

from memories of growing up, from my daughters' experiences. and 
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from watching and listening to other people." Avi outlines his rules 

for writing for children: "I believe that we who presume to write for 

children have a number of obligations. The first is to write as well as 

we can. The second is to be honest. The third is that we hold out a 

vision of achievement. It does not matter if the vision is happy or 

tragic, witty or somber. What matters is that we proclaim that life is 

worth living, that the struggle we undertake together must be one 

that fulfills the promise of ourselves. I try to write from the heart. 

A good children's book is a book of promises. And promises are 

meant to be kept." Norma Fox Mazer also relates her writing to her 

experiences in adolescence as uncool: "So perhaps that's why I write. 

To stand again and again on tiptoes, peering into that window, trying 

to understand why some people dance and some people watch. I 

never stopped dreaming." James Howe, another Avon author, also 

speaks of dreams: "Writers are dreamers, you see. Not the head-in

the-clouds type (though some days we are), but dreamers who turn 

their dreams into words and stories, dreamers who share their 

dreams. Some people say that dreams are for children. . .. Maybe it 

was time to give up my dreams and 'face reality.' But just about that 

time, a vampire rabbit came into my life. . We called him 

Bunnicula, and in writing about him, I found myself dreaming all 

over again--dreaming in the way I did as a child. Only now I didn't 

ask myself what life would be like when I grew up. Instead, I 

imagined what life would be like if I were a dog, a cat, a rabbit, a 

vampire . . . or a child again." 
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This ability to be like a child again is central to writing for 

children, and it is a supporting concept for whole language, 

proponents of which engage in an activity called "kid watching" in 

order to determine what the life of the child is like. There is fluidity 

in the life of the child as slhe changes and moves toward adulthood. 

This fluidity is analogous to the ambiguity that is found in both 

whole language and poststructuralist literary theories, which are 

discussed in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 2 

BRINGING THE ELEMENTS TOGETHER 

Having laid the groundwork in the previous chapter for an 

extant children's culture, this chapter addresses the other elements 

of a literary theory that reflects the needs of such a culture. Those 

elements are whole language, 'cognition, poststructuralism, and 

children's culture. These elements function together to expand upon 

current literary theories that privilege adult culture. 

Whole Language 

Whole language lies at the intersection of education and 

English. Whole language is at once a philosophy of learning and a 

reading theory. Since all reading theories are essentially literary 

theories, whole language ties education (the philosophy of learning) 

to English (literary theories). Both literary theories and reading 

theories are concerned with meaning elicited from the written text. 

Currently, various poststructuralist literary theories, such as reader 

response (transactional theory), are in vogue in English departments. 

Whole language shares a striking number of similarities with them. 
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An important element of whole language theory that is clearly 

poststructuralist is the tension between invention and convention. 

As children learn to read and write, they move toward convention as 

they play with invention. These inventions are individual in nature 

but show awareness of the conventions of language because their 

context is sociocultural while, at the same time, playing with those 

conventions to suit the needs and whims of the child. As K. Goodman 

(1992) has said, "The genius of human language is that it becomes 

the supple servant of expression and not a straight-jacket on it" (p. 

11) . 

Authors play with language in much the same way, working 

with textual conventions but seeking originality through invention. 

Straying onto ground that has never been covered before would 

create incomprehensi bili ty, and indeed some authors have been 

accused of this, but staying too closely within the boundaries of 

convention produces formulaic writing that is often referred to as 

hackwork. However, the author always writes within a context that 

includes "their own values, their concepts, the experiences they have 

had and the schemata they have built of them" (K. Goodman, 1992, p. 

10). 

The reader's role in invention and convention is less well 

understood. The reader must understand and use convention in 

order to read; however, s/he moves within his/her own invention to 

make sense of the text, to construct individual meaning that has 

relevance at the particular point in life the reader is experiencing. 
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The research conducted by Ken Goodman as he studied readers 

led to miscue analysis which provides the experimental data that 

illuminates the way in which we read. How we read illuminates our 

interpretation and understanding of what we read. While miscue 

analysis' body is based in structural linguistics, its soul is based in 

poststructuralism. The understanding of the miscues may be 

structural, but the reasons for the miscues are poststructural. If we 

read within our own knowledge then what we understand of our 

reading is necessarily constrained by our experiences and culture. 

We interpret the author's words through the lens of our own position 

in time and space. Each individual reading of a work is, therefore, 

different from every other reading in that no two people have 

exactly the same experiences and culture. 

The whole language philosophy contains within itself the idea 

that children have a culture because it recognizes context as essential 

to the formation of meaning. Reading is a dynamic, trans active 

process. The text is read by the whole person, including the person's 

experiences, education, philosophies, and opinions. A theory of 

reading, criticism, or text approach that does not take a holistic view 

is, therefore, excluding some part of the person who is experiencing 

the text. 

Whole language places the emphasis on the reader, but the 

environment is also important: the culture, community, needs and 

expectations of the readers. Whole language functions as an 

interconnected system, each part of which is dependent upon and 
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tied to the other parts. Symbiosis occurs between the processes of 

learning and teaching. What is being taught should be valid, 

authentic, and relevant. All subject areas across the curriculum 

should be integrated. Just as integration in subject area is important 

so is intertextuality between and within subject areas. According to 

Y. Goodman (1989), "Whole-language educators and their 

predecessors believe that learners ultimately are in control of what 

they learn regardless of what is being taught" (p. 114); the child, as 

scientist, researches his or her own world through the media of 

schools, texts, and experiences. Bettelheim (1975/89) and 

Duckworth (1987) have pointed out that children often have 

considerably different worldviews than adults. 

K. Goodman defines reading as "a psychosociolinguistic 

transactional process by which the reader, a language user, 

reconstructs, as best he can, a message which has been encoded by a 

writer as a graphic display" (In Gollasch, 1982, p. xix). Goodman has 

moved the idea of reading away from letter perfect, skills-oriented 

decoding to meaning-making, which has long been the basis for 

literary theory in English departments. K. Goodman (1992) states 

that "a theory of reading must include the relationships of thought 

and language" (p. 4); so must a literary theory. According to K. 

Goodman (1992), "From the beginning, then, my attempt to build a 

theory of reading required a interdisciplinary base" (p. 4). 

Poststructuralist literary theories are often interdisciplinary. 

Altwerger, Edelsky, and Flores (1987) list five points on which 
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they believe whole language is founded: "(a) language is for making 

meanings, for accomplishing purposes; (b) written language is 

language; (c) the cuing systems of language (phonology in oral, 

orthography in written language, morphology, syntax, semantics, 

pragmatics) are always simultaneously present and interacting in 

any instance of language in use; (d) language use always occurs in a 

situation; (e) situations are critical to meaning-making" (p. 10). K. 

Goodman (1992) outlines five types of reading, each with its own 

context: environmental, occupational, informational, recreational, 

ritualistic. 

Context is part of a literacy event, and a literacy event is a 

context. According to K. Goodman (1985), there are three 

perspectives to every literacy event: "1) the process by which the 

writer produces the text, 2) the characteristics of texts, and 3) the 

process by which the reader constructs meaning" (p. 80). Each 

literacy event changes the text and the reader, and although the 

physical text isn't changed, a dual text, produced by the reader when 

reading, is altered (K. Goodman, 1992). 

The following list is a summary of the characteristics of whole 

language: 

1. Texts are ambigu~us. 

2. There is a tension between invention and convention. 

3. Miscue analysis provides the experimental data that 

illuminates the way in which we read. 
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4. The whole language philosophy contains within itself the 

idea that children have a culture because it recognizes context 

as essential to the formulation of meaning. 

5. Whole language places the emphasis on the reader, but the 

environment is also important: the culture, community, needs 

and expectations of the readers. 

6. Whole language functions as an interconnected system, each 

part of which is dependent upon and tied to the other parts. 

Symbiosis occurs between the processes of learning and 

teaching. What is being taught should be valid, authentic, and 

relevant. 

7. K. Goodman defines reading as "a psycholinguistic 

transactional process by which the reader, a language user, 

reconstructs, as best he can, a message which has been encoded 

by a writer as a graphic display" (In Gollasch, 1982, p. xix). 

8. Context is part of a literacy event, and a literacy event is a 

context. According to K. Goodman (1985), there are three 

perspectives to every literacy event: "1) the process by which 

the writer produces the text, 2) the characteristics of texts, and 

3) the process by which the reader constructs meaning" (p. 80). 

Cognition 

Whole language's concept of the production of a dual text is 

supported by the view of memory as a reconstructive process 

(Bartlett, 1932; Bransford 1979). Each person who reads a text 

creates his/her own version of the text or a metatext. Both Bartlett 
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and Bransford showed that the details of text, such as the 

connectives, are interpreted by the reader to make sense of the text 

within the reader's own context when the reader is trying to 

remember the text. However. part of this process is the initial 

construction of information, which also involves the interpretation of 

material so that it makes sense to the reader. This process includes 

the addition, elimination, andlor distortion of material to fit into the 

schemata already possessed by the reader: the information has to 

make sense to be retained. This process of making sense reassures 

the reader because what is remembered is what is expected. and 

then when slhe is asked to remember, slhe has complete confidence 

that slhe is remembering accurately although this is frequently not 

the case. This fulfillment of expectation is a strong element in K. 

Goodman' s (1992) view of reading as a psycholinguistic guessing 

game. 

Our experiences and subsequently created schemata allow us to 

create conceptual maps for words. Bransford (1979) uses a city as an 

example and says that part of this map is visual. Conceivably, every 

word in a text carries with it a semantic map. Because everyone has 

different experiences, this will be different for every individual; 

consequently, the images that a text conjures up in our minds must 

be different for every person. However, although these maps are 

different, they contain mutually held information that is societally 

and culturally dependent, but that enables each member of a society 

or interpretive community to be able to communicate. The 
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dissonance in interpretation between cultures is a result of different 

cultural maps. Literature itself expands these maps, and 

multicultural literature expands our cultural and societal base and 

reduces dissonance when reading multicultural literature or 

interacting in any way with other cultures. These interrelationships 

form systems. 

Hofstadter (1980) views thinking in terms of systems analysis: 

" . every aspect of thinking can be viewed as a high-level 

description of a system which, on a low level, is governed by simple, 

even formal, rules" (p. 559). The system he's referring to here is the 

brain which has "a formal, hidden, hardware level (or 'substrate') 

which is a formidably complex mechanism that makes transitions 

from state to state according to definite rules physically embodied in 

it, and according to the input of signals which impinge upon it" (p. 

559). However, a theory of literary analysis based in 

poststructuralist thought and whole language would perform much 

the same way as Hofstadter's model. The system, perceived as a 

whole, appears effortless, seamless, but it is a reflection of the 

intersection of many systems analogous to a tesseract, a multi

dimensional projection of a system not wholly conceived of. A 

tesseract is the "shadow" that is formed by a dimension, such as a 

fifth or sixth dimension, which is at right angles to our presently 

known 3-dimensional universe. All that we can perceive of this 

additional dimensional object is its intersection with our known 

dimensions. We can understand this concept through symbol 



38 
manipulation. By the same means we are able to understand the 

projections of the mind of an author, which are never completely 

knowable but which project into our own universes. This concept is 

sometimes touched upon by webbing, spreading activation, or 

semantic network illustrations. 

Systems are composed of subsystems which Hofstadter defines 

as "a constellation of symbols, each of which can be separately 

activated under the control of the subsystem itself" (p. 385). He 

connects subsystems and symbols by further elaborating on 

subsystems as "just another name for an overgrown symbol, one 

which has gotten so complicated that it has many subsymbols which 

interact among themselves. Thus, there is no strict level distinction 

between symbols and subsystems" (p. 385). 

Poststructuralism 

In poststructuralism the meaning of the text rests on the 

shifting ground of interpretation, and interpretation depends on 

point of view, which is itself determined by background and context. 

Thus, the same text may be interpreted differently by a feminist 

critic and a reader-response critic. Whole language share~ this view 

of textual ambiguity. According to Ken Goodman (1992), "The writer 

creates a text to represent meaning, but the text is never a complete 

representation of the writer's meaning. The writer leaves much for 

the reader to infer. Human communication is never perfect. That's 

because what readers or listeners understand depends as much on 

what they bring to the transaction as it does on what the author 
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brought to the text. Meaning is in the reader and the writer, not in 

the text" (p. 2). 

Poststructuralist thought is politically and socially grounded. It 

considers the position of men and women in relationship to the 

world. Experiences become modifying forces. Meanings are 

constructed based upon their historical and social situation. 

Language is an arbitrary system of signs; consequently, there are no 

absolute truths: no words or ideas are greater than any others. 

Everything is relative and, according to Hunt and Agnoli (1991), 

relative interlinguistically. Language and, therefore, literature is 

temporal, each piece part of a chain or web. In poststructuralist 

thought text is an interweaving of meanings, interpreted in light of 

the historical and socio-political functioning of the time and acting 

similarly to a hermeneutic circle (although without authorial 

dominance), moving from whole to part to whole as meaning is 

constructed. Text hints at meaning, but contains gaps that the reader 

fills in from his/her own schemata and experiences (Iser, 1978). 

There is a trail of meaning: the writer isn't quite saying what s/he 

means and the reader is reconstructing the meaning the text has for 

him/her. The text can never be seen as a complete whole because to 

do so would imply that the. text has borders, can be confined. In fact, 

the text is amoeba-like, constantly moving, extending, retracting, as 

it comes into contact with each reader's perceptions. 

All poststructuralist literary theories contain the idea of hidden 

meanings within the text: Marxism, feminism, psychoanalytic, 
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deconstruction, reader-response. There are no original texts; all texts 

are intertextual. For Barthes (1984) the text is simply reconstructed 

from previous texts. Scholes (1982) agrees with Barthes when he 

says that a "text always echoes other texts" (p. 16). As Barthes and 

Scholes have said, the movement from structuralism to 

poststructuralism is the movement from work to text. According to 

Eagleton (1983), "Post-structuralism was a product of that blend of 

euphoria and disillusionment, liberation and dissipation, carnival and 

catastrophe, which was 1968. Unable to break the structures of state 

power, post-structuralism found it possible instead to subvert the 

structures of language" (p. 142). 

Many literary critics and educators have seen a need for a 

holistic approach to the activity of reading, analyzing, and 

comprehending texts of all kinds. For example, Frye (1957/1971) 

commented in his polemical introduction to his seminal work 

Anatomy of Criticism, "Criticism seems to be badly in need of a 

coordinating principle, a central hypothesis which, like the theory of 

evolution in biology, will see the phenomena it deals with as parts of 

a whole" (p. 16). Frye developed archetypal or myth criticism to 

fulfill this need; however, myth criticism has its own limitations, such 

as its insistence on the monomyth which may run counter to the 

reader's experience. Myth criticism is still an attempt to teach the 

one "right" approach. 

In semiotics meaning is arbitrarily assigned to a sign. As 

Shakespeare put it in Romeo and Juliet, "A rose by any other name 
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would smell as sweet." Meaning accrues to signs through the 

experience of the person interpreting the sign and through common 

meanings assigned by society in order to enable communication. The 

reader then responds to the sign based upon his/her own personal 

and learned societal associations. The next logical step seems to be 

acknowledgment of reader response; however, "[c]ritics, especially 

those called upon professionally to interpret literary texts and to 

teach this activity to others, have been distinctly uncomfortable 

when faced with meanings which could not be predicted or which 

would not lend themselves readily to methods of validation" 

(Foulkes, 1975, p. 36). 

Scholes (1982), in making a distinction between a work as 

interpreted by New Critics and a text as interpreted by semioticians. 

described a text as "open, incomplete, insufficient" (p. 15). This view 

of the text marks one distinction between structuralists, who regard 

literature as cultural artifact, and poststructuralists, who reject the 

idea of a one true meaning contained in the text. According to 

Eagleton (1983), "Literary criticism thus becomes an ironic, uneasy 

business, an unsettling venture into th~ inner void of the text which 

lays bare the illusoriness of meaning, the impossibility of truth and 

the deceitful guiles of all discourse" (p. 46). 

Speaking from a semiotic point of view, Scholes (1982) says, 

"The text we produce is ours in a deeper and more essential way 

than any text we receive from outside. When we read we do not 

possess the text we read in any permanent way. But when we make 
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an interpretation we do add to our store of knowledge--and what we 

add is not the text itself but our own interpretation of it. In literary 

interpretation we possess only what we create" (p. 4). Writing in 

response to reading completes the circle and makes the text our own. 

Reading and writing across the curriculum becomes reading and 

responding in writing to text. Interpretation can never be either 

process alone; the two must function in tandem. 

In deconstruction, Derrida postulates that the text, at some 

point, contradicts itself, causing the text to unravel; therefore, no text 

is internally consistent. In whole language, miscue analysis looks at 

the errors produced by readers caused by dissonance between what 

was encountered and what was expected. These are the points at 

which the text constructed by the reader may contradict the text 

constructed by the writer; therefore, the text constructed by the 

reader is not internally consistent with the text constructed by the 

writer. Indeed, no such internally consistent parallel texts may ever 

exist due to dissonance between the experiences and knowledge of 

the reader and the experiences and knowledge of the writer. 

In feminist and Marxist thought sensitivity to certain issues, 

such as gender or socio-economic status, brings out hidden messages 

in text, such as a societal belief in the supremacy of males or rights 

inherent to birth in certain strata of society. Therefore, feminist or 

Marxist critical theories are based in the notion of meaning being 

created by the reader. Thus the hegemony of the male or the upper 

class is maintained by constant exposure to the subtle ideas 
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expressed in literature that reinforce these traditionally held beliefs. 

According to Obbink (1992), ". . . an androcentric canon generates 

androcentric interpretive strategies, which in turn favor the 

canonization of androcentric texts and the marginalization of 

gynocentric ones" (p. 40). 

Hodge (1990), proposing a holistic approach, speaks of the 

movement away from tradition and "the decentring of 'literature' 

and the challenge to the primacy of text as the organizing principle of 

the English curriculum" (p. viii). He proposes "a new strategy for 

dealing with text" (p. viii) and discusses three crucial areas: social 

meanings and functions of style, transformation, and modality. 

Hodge's book Literature as discourse is yet another attempt to bring 

together critical forms, a movement toward holistics. He does not 

view text and discourse as being exclusive to literature. 

Lee (1991) also addresses the question of meaning. She states 

"that literary meaning has remained a problem which neither 

'Heritage transmission' nor 'reader-response' traditions addresses 

adequately. In particular, the shifting of location of textual meaning 

from 'author' or 'text-in-itself' to '-reader' still presupposes a fixed 

locale for meaning--a place where meaning has its essential being" 

(p. 24). Lee, instead, proposes difference as the essential element of 

literature to be focused on--not meaning, since poststructuralist 

literary theory holds that all texts are polysemic. 

Akural (1979) also addresses the question of where meaning 

resides in her dissertation on Ken Goodman's Theory of Reading. As 
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is consistent with poststructuralist literary theory, Goodman holds 

that meaning resides within the reader. According to Goodman 

(1985), "Meaning is not a characteristic of texts. Rather, texts are 

constructed by authors to be comprehended by readers. The 

meaning is in the author and the reader. The text has a potential to 

evoke meaning but no meaning in itself . But meaning does not 

pass between writer and reader. It is represented by a writer in a 

text and constructed from a text by a reader. Characteristics of 

writer, text, and reader will all influence the resultant meaning" (p. 

81). 

Todorov (1987) sees two strands in poststructuralism: 

deconstruction and pragmatism. According to Todorov, until 1968 

American criticism asked: "What does the text mean?" The first 

strand of poststructuralism answered, "Nothing at all." The second 

strand of poststructuralism answered, "Anything whatsoever." Both 

answers render the question meaningless. A third strand, that I'm 

proposing, called ecological criticism and based on whole language, 

would answer, "What is important to the reader at that particular 

time and in that particular place in his/her life." 

This fluidity in poststructuralism is expressed by Eagleton 

(1983): "[a]ny belief that t~e study of literature is the study of a 

stable, well-definable entity ... can be abandoned as a chimera" (p. 10). 

Although he never mentions Louise Rosenblatt in his book, he echoes 

her when he says, "No work, and no current evaluation of it, can 

simply be extended to new groups of people without being changed, 

---------------- --------------
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perhaps almost unrecognizably, in the process; and this is one reason 

why what counts as literature is a notably unstable affair" (p. 12). 

Children's Literature as a Separate Entity 

Children's literature as such appeared at a specific point in 

history, according to Sloan (1984). "In children's literature, which 

began to appear as separate and distinct from adult literature toward 

the end of the nineteenth century, the low mimetic mode prevailed 

until after 1950. Examples of the mode are stories of everyday 

experiences of ordinary folk by such authors as Louisa May Alcott 

and Lucy M. Montgomery, followed by Laura Ingalls Wilder, 

Elizabeth Enright, and Eleanor Estes" (p. 35). 

Literature for children underwent a change after World War II, 

perhaps a result of the general loss of innocence experienced by the 

world as we moved into the global village concept. According to 

Sloan (1984), "Since 1950, realistic stories for children increasingly 

have incorporated many of the ironic elements common to adult 

fiction. Themes and subjects previously thought unsuitable for 

children's books are presented with candor: the fallibility of parents

-Queenie Peavy, by Robert Burch; psychological problems--(George), 

by E. L. Konigsburg; racism--Mary Jane, Dorothy Sterling; drug 

addiction--Tuned Out, by Maia Wojciechowska; illegitimacy--Mom, 

the Wolf Man, and Me, by Norma Klein; divorcenEllen Grae, by Vera 

and Bill Cleaver" (p. 35). 

However, gritty realism isn't the only style for current 

children's literature. "Besides ironic realism for children, the 
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contemporary literature features historical fiction (The Bronze Bow, 

by Elizabeth George Speare) and fantasy (The Dark Is Rising, by 

Susan Cooper; A Wrinkle in Time, by Madeleine L'Engle). These two 

forms permit protagonists the positive heroic action associated with 

romance and comedy" (Sloan, 1984, p. 35). Perhaps instead of a 

switch of styles, there has been a broadening of genre of literature 

for children and adolescents. 

Adults continue to regard children's literature as an 

opportunity for teaching. "Most writers for children, and their 

publishers, appear unwilling to rob children's literature of its role in 

educating the young in the positive social and moral ideals of society. 

In the main, literature for children continues to portray romantic and 

comic visions of life, where hope and optimism prevail" (Sloan, 1984, 

p. 35). The idea that literature teaches is not confined, of course, to 

children' s literature, but it is often seen as a primary purpose; 

whereas, the purposes of so-called adult fiction are often considered 

to be work as art or a reflection of reality or work as pleasure. 

Lurie (1990) considers great children' s literature to be 

subversive in nature. Lurie defines classic children's fiction: "In 

classic children's fiction a pastoral convention is maintained. It is 

assumed that the world of childhood is simpler and more natural 

than that of adults. and that children, though they may have faults, 

are essentially good or at least capable of becoming so. The 

transformation of selfish, whiny, disagreeable Mary and hysterical, 

demanding Colin in Frances Hodgson Burnett's The Secret Garden is a 
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paradigm. Of course, there are often unpleasant minor juvenile 

characters who give the protagonist a lot of trouble and are defeated 

or evaded rather than reeducated. But on occasion even the angry 

bully and the lying sneak can be reformed and forgiven. Richard 

Hughes's A High Wind in Jamaica, though most of its characters are 

children, never appears on lists of recommended juvenile fiction; not 

so much because of the elaborations of its diction (which is no more 

complex than that of, say, Treasure Island), but because in it children 

are irretrievably damaged and corrupted" (p. xiii). 

In late Victorian English, according to Lurie (1990), "The line 

between adult and juvenile fiction was less strict then than it is now, 

and adult writers like Charles Dickens, William Thackeray, Oscar 

Wilde, and Christina Rossetti ... all wrote fairy stories" (p. 75). 

The following list is a summary of the characteristics of 

poststruc turalism: 

1. In poststructuralism the meaning of the text rests on the 

shifting ground of interpretation, which depends on point of 

view, which is itself determined by background and context. 

2. Poststructuralist literary theories are often interdisciplinary. 

3. Poststructuralism is iconoclastic and not monolithic. 

4. Poststructuralist thought is politically and socially grounded. 

It considers the position of men and women in relationship to 

the world. Experiences become modifying forces. Meanings 

are constructed based upon their historical and social situation. 
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5. Language is an arbitrary system of signs; consequently, 

there are no absolute truths: no words or ideas are greater than 

any others. Everything is relative. 

6. Text hints at meaning but contains gaps that the reader fill 

in from his/her own schemata and experiences. 

7. Poststructuralist literary theories contain the idea of hidden 

meanings within the text. 

8. There are no original texts; all texts are intertextual. 

Summary of the Elemen ts 

Whole language contains the following ideas--textual 

ambiguity, the location of meaning in the transaction between the 

reader or writer and the text, the tension between invention and 

convention, miscue analysis, individual meaning, context as essential 

to the formation of meaning, transaction, environmental influences-

that are essential to the creation of a literary theory that solves the 

problem of a theory that is sensitive to children's culture. As Ken 

Goodman has said repeatedly: Reading is a psycholinguistic guessing 

game. 

The guessing game motif is also to be found in bot~ Bransford's 

and Bartlett's work in cognition, as well as in the very lack of 

structure in poststructuralist thought. The elements in 

poststructuralism are primarily that it is politically and socially 

grounded, that experiences are modifying forces, that meanings are 

constructed based upon their historical and social situation, that 

language is an arbitrary system of signs, that everything is relative, 
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that literature is temporal, that text is an interweaving of meanings 

interpreted in light of the historical and socio-political functioning of 

the time, that text hints at meaning but contains gaps that the reader 

fills in from his/her own schemata and experiences, and that the text 

contains hidden meanings. Add to this mix children's culture as a 

separate entity with rules, customs, language, and literature all its 

own, and the basic elements of a theory that is poststructuralist and 

culture sensitive are in place. 

Having pulled together the elements that might be used in a 

literary theory that is sensitive to children's culture, in the next 

chapter several literary theories are examined as they are applied to 

children's and adolescent literature. The inadequacies of current 

theories are examined. 



Chapter 3 

FREEZE-FRAME JITTERS: LITERARY THEORIES AND THEIR 

APPLICATION 
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Although there are many literary theories currently recognized 

by the Modern Language Association, I've chosen three theories to 

explicate the texts I've chosen to use in this dissertation. Feminist 

theory is currently in heavy usage in English departments. 

Archetypal theory has gained some popularity recently in education 

due to Sloan's (1984) work. Reader response or transactional theory 

is currently in use in both English and education departments 

although there are many different forms which I disccuss later in 

this chapter. The historical relationships among literary theories is 

shown in Appendix A. First, literary theories and their applications 

to children's literature are discussed. 

Literary Theories as Applied to Children's Literature 

In 1988 the journal The New Advocate was founded. It 

followed on the heels of an earlier journal called The Advocate, a 

1981 journal of the Advocates of Literature, a group that promoted 

the use of literature in the classroom. With the advent of The New 
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Advocate, Fisher (1988) states that there is increased interest in and 

use of children's literature in the cl,assroom, citing as evidence: 

"There is mounting interest in a whole language approach to learning 

to read and write; there is increased emphasis on good literature in 

basal reading textbooks, and that bellwether state, California, has 

mandated a literature-based language arts program" (p. vii). The 

increasing use of children's and adolescent literature calls for ways in 

which to use, teach, and talk about such literature. 

In his article "Look what they've done to Judy Blume!: The 

'basalization' of children's literature" Ken Goodman (1988) looks at 

how Judy Blume's story "The one in the middle is the green 

kangaroo" was ordered for inclusion in a basal reader. He maintains 

that "Judy Blume's story, like the synthetic texts of the basals, is 

shaped by revision to fit the basal word lists and skill sequences. 

But there is another thing that happens to what once was literature. 

The story now becomes part of a lesson sequence. The purpose for 

the pupils reading the story in its new incarnation is to learn words 

and skills" (p. 34). Reading is no longer reading; literature is no 

longer literature. We remove the reason people read literature from 

children's experience. Goodman goes on to say that " . . . the book 

becomes a means of practicing skills, not an authentic experience in 

making sense of a real written story. Again, kids are led to believe 

that books exist primarily for reading instruction" (p. 40). Children 

need to read authentic literature and to experience the magic of the 

author's transmission and their own reaction to it. 
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Lloyd Alexander (1988), in talking about the importance of 

fantastic literature for children, states that " . . . our dreams, whether 

of the night-time-do-it-yourself variety or the conscious creations of 

literature, are not to be underestimated. They speak to us on deep 

emotional levels--not always definable, but no less important to our 

growth. Inner space is as limitless as outer space" (p. 75). He goes 

on to say that "[f]antasy helps fill one of our deepest needs--the need . 
to make sense out of the world, the need to make sense out of our 

lives" (p. 76). I would go further than this and say that all literature 

enhances our own experiences and provides models for situations 

and behaviors that allow us to expand our understanding and thus 

make sense of our world. Children's and adolescent literature, 

therefore, as a tool to aid children in this process must be presented 

intact, not revised to provide mundane and unnecessary "skills" 

lessons, but rather left whole to provide the truly important life 

lessons. 

Alexander (1988) alludes to children's ability to look more 

deeply into literature though he stops short of applying literary 

theory when he says, "We needn't know these meanings precisely, 

certainly not in the sense of a scholarly explication. Nor do children 

need to know all the underpinnings of a given work; but I believe 

children do sense these extra dimensions. Without putting them into 

words, children feel them and respond emotionally" (p. 77). A user

friendly literary theory designed for children's literature would give 

them a way to express these feelings. 
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Such a theory must also include the author. Brittain (1988) 

provides considerable insight into the mind of an author as he 

discusses the intertextual influences on his plotting of Dr. Dredd's 

Wagon of Wonders. Frequently, when we teach literature, we 

frequently consider only the intertextual responses of the readers 

because that is what we can discover by simply asking those who are 

reading the book what various parts of it remind them of. However, 

the author also brings his/her experiences and textual relationships 

to the writing of the text. 

Hunt (1988) refers to his article from 1979 in which he called 

for a more holistic approach to children's literature and criticism of 

it; however, a decade later he fears that although children's literature 

is now becoming a "respectable academic area" that "it will become. 

like the rest of the academic world, specialist and exclusive, and that 

the holistic ideal will actually be less attainable than before" (p. 157). 

He also notes that the trends in literary criticism have taken their 

toll on children's and adolescent literature as well. "The great 

revolution of structuralism and poststructuralism, which may seem 

to be remote from children's books, has in fact undermined the old. 

safe, canonical value-systems. Students and faculty no longer accept 

the elitist and Leavisite view that only some books are acceptable. 

and that only some people can appreciate them" (p. 157). 

Intertextuality is the way we make meaningful connections 

among all of the art we are exposed to, canonical or otherwise. 

Atwell (1989), in the section of her article entitled "The Pervasive 
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Influence of Literature" gives examples of intertextuality that 

inspired her student writers: "Laura's essay for the Rotary Club 

competition carried Frost's poem 'A Time to Talk' as its epigraph 

because another student, Luanne, had used a poem similarly in a 

prizewinning essay the previous year. 'Kevin,' Mike's ode to the star 

of our junior high football team, was a parody of Bryan Adams' song 

'Heaven.' Sandy's short story about a girl's first date was written 

first person in extremely short paragraphs, in the same style as the 

novels by Bruce and Carol Hart which she had just finished reading" 

(p. 27). These student works were all intertextual with other works. 

Trousdale's (1989) research into children's responses to fairy 

tales is an application of reader response theory to a specific form of 

literature. She doesn't compare predicted response from theory to 

actual response but rather says that the responses are as varied as 

human experience itself. These responses by the children are 

unguided and uninformed by conscious theory on the part of the 

children; they are, however, informed by the contexts of the 

children's own lives. 

The writers of children's and adolescent's fantasy often say 

that they are expunging their own imler demons, a claim Stephen 

King makes about his adult dark fantasy. Pierce (1990) states it well 

when she says, "The battle to unmake the monsters without and 

within is a laborious task, never achieved easily and without great 

cost. At 31 years old I'm still floundering, and so I write monster 
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define love. Dream-visions of the unmaking of monsters" (p. 108). 
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There have been recent attempts to develop an approach to 

children's and adolescent literature that takes into account current 

literary theory. Zarrillo (1991) used Rosenblatt's reader response as 

his template when he developed his five principles of aesthetic 

teaching with literature. These goals provide guidelines for teachers 

and use the aesthetic portion of Rosenblatt's aesthetic/efferent 

continuum on the assumption that most teaching overuses the 

efferent aspect. 

Even some scholars in the area of children's and adolescent 

literature writing for a journal (Children's Literature) that specializes 

in children's and adolescent literature seem to regard such literature 

as substandard. Natov (1990) makes the statement: "Perhaps 

because Annie John was not written specifically with a young adult 

audience in mind, it lacks the preciousness and the superficiality of 

many novels aimed at the young adult market" (p. 1). 

If meaning is, therefore, a composite product of a system, then 

there can be no such thing as a substandard work because there can 

be no such thing as an object standard. For the reader some works 

are merely more evocative than others; some works have more 

meaning at a particular point in time than others. Meaning, as Fish 

(1980) points out, is spatial, three-dimensional, changing in time and 

space from one reader to another and from one reading to another. 

What may have been explosive in one era may simply become a 
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historicity but no longer its power, such as Catcher in the Rye. 
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Power, in terms of critical theory, is the most temporal of all 

characteristics, being dependent on a particular point in time and 

space, a point that will ultimately be surpassed. However, issues of 

power need to be discussed because the power inherent in the 

literary establishment has allowed that establishment to declare the 

criteria for good literature, thus disallowing children's and adolescent 

literature. 

Even the study of children's and adolescent literature is 

considered to be substandard as pointed out by Knoepflmacher 

(1990): "To avoid the condescension shown toward the literary study 

of children's books by the 'canonizers' of our own times, we must 

make the most of that fluidity and multiformity by adopting a stance 

that retains multiple perspectives. Children's books are written by 

members of that hybrid species of ex-children called adults" (p. 132). 

Many who have built careers around children's and adolescent 

literature feel that it should be regarded as literature. In the preface 

to her book, Rebecca Lukens says, "A Critical Handbook of Children's 

Literature has grown out of my conviction that literature for 

children differs from literature for adults in degree, not in kind, and 

that writing for children should be judged by the same standards as 

writing for. adults" (p. ii). Teachers need to make choices about what 

books to use in their classrooms. 
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Criteria for Text Choices 

Even the most cursory look can provide the teacher with 

important information with which to introduce a book to a class or to 

start a literature discussion group. I chose six books--two beginning. 

two mid-range. and two adolescent--whose similarities and themes 

quickly become apparent although they were not chosen for their 

similarities but rather because I was intrigued in some way by each 

one and wanted to read each one. Another factor I considered was 

gender balance. I chose three books with female protagonists and 

three with male protagonists. I also chose books that were readily 

available at the time of the analysis. 

Most of the books classified as children's literature contain 

some element of fantasy within them, an apparently much higher 

percentage than that found in adult literature. Even "realistic" 

children's novels, such as Bridt:e to Terabithia, contain fantasy 

elements. Bettelheim (1975) explains this phenomenon: "'True' 

stories about the 'real' world may provide some interesting and often 

useful information. But the way these stories unfold is as alien to the 

way the prepubertal child's mind functions as the supernatural 

events of the fairy tale are to the way the mature intellect 

comprehends the world" (p. 53). All of the books chosen contain 

some fantasy or imaginative element. 

Approaches to criticism 

Frye (1957171) states that value judgments about literature 

are irrelevant, not to the point of criticism. In this he differs from 
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Rosenblatt (1978) who maintains that the aesthetic response to 

literature is an important critical response. Frye assumes a 

coherence in literature, and, indeed, if human life experiences are 

similar, then this coherence must exist logically and it is not at all 

surprising. Throughout history the themes we as humans have lived 

our lives by are repeated; therefore, the themes of our experiences 

becoming the themes of our thought must become the themes of our 

literature. And, it follows, the interpretation of these themes follows 

a related pattern. 

Taking an intertextual approach, Todorov (1987) sees a 

"proximity between literature and criticism. It is sometimes said 

that the former speaks of the world, the latter of books. But that is 

not true. First of all, the works themselves always speak about 

earlier works, or in any event imply them: the desire to write does 

not come from life but from other writings. Next, criticism must not, 

cannot be limited to speaking about books; in its turn, it always has 

something to say about life. When it limits itself to structural 

description and historical reconstruction, it simply attempts to make 

its voice as inaudible as possible (even though it never entirely 

succeeds). Yet it can and must remember that it too is a quest for 

truth and values. The type of truth to which criticism and literature 

have access is of the same nature: the truth of things rather than of 

facts, the truth of unveiling and not the truth of equivalence (which 

the critic is acquainted with as well, but which constitutes only a 

preliminary truth for him)" (p. 166). He offers a dialogic criticism 

.. '--_._._ .... -... _- .. _-_. __ ._.------ ._--_. _ .... 
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which he defines: " ... criticism is dialogue, and its own interest is 

best served by recognizing this openly; it is a meeting of two voices, 

author's and critic's, and neither has the advantage over the other" 

(p. 161). He clarifies this point by saying, "Dialogic criticism speaks 

not about literary works but to them, or rather with them; it refuses 

to eliminate either of the two voices involved. The text under study 

is not an object that must be taken in hand by a 'metalanguage,' but 

rather a discourse that is met by the critic's own; the author is a 

'thou' and not a 'he,' an interlocutor with whom one discusses human 

values. But the dialogue is asymmetrical, since the writer's text is 

closed, whereas the critic's text can go on indefinitely. In order riot 

to load the dice, the critic must allow his interlocutor's voice to be 

heard with fidelity" (p. 161-2). For Todorov the dialogue is endless: 

the author writes and the critic engages him or her in dialogue and 

another critic engages the first critic in dialogue and so on. 

Feminism 

In contrast to Todorov, Ruthven (1984) defines criticism or 

critical method as "a scanning device for picking up particular types 

of information, which it logs by means of a technical vocabulary 

specially invented for this purpose" (p.' 24). In the case of feminist 

criticism, it "is a scanning ,device in this sense: it operates in the 

service of a new knowledge which is constructed by rendering 

visible the heretofore invisible component of 'gender' in all 

discourses produced by the humanities and the social sciences" (p. 

24). American feminist theory is resistant to the idea of a single 
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histories of all women. 
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Josephine Donovan in the preface to the first edition of her 

1992 work Feminist Theory extends a basic definition of literacy and 

then relates it to feminism: "Literacy can imply more than the ability 

to read. It can mean having a knowledge of one's history, of one's 

origins; having a world view that is indigenous to one's people and 

not imposed by others. . Women will remain trapped in age-old 

patterns of enslavement and they will lose hard-won freedoms 

unless they learn and transmit their history. An important part of 

that history is the extensive body of feminist theory that has been 

developed over the centuries. Women remain illiterate without a 

knowledge of this theory" (p. xi). 

This approach to literature, then, is necessary for 52% of the 

population to retain their rights, according to Donovan. Feminism is 

certainly a cultural approach, and it does include a personal approach 

within the larger context of a feminist approach. Feminism does not 

exclude men; it simply is gender-sensitive. 

There are subgroups within feminism, such as ecofeminism. 

which emphasize particular interests or aspects of feminism. The 

ecofeminists. for example. emphasize the link between women and 

nature. They view the domination of women and nature as linked. 

Just as ecofeminism is nested within feminism, goddess-oriented 

feminists, who view a greater spiritual power as female, are nested 

within ecofeminism. 

-----._._ .. -_ .. -.-._---.. -_._--
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Literature, then, is analyzed by feminists by close examination 

of gender-related issues as well as issues that may have been 

affected by gender in a secondary or tertiary manner, such as 

ecology, animal rights. Once gender-related areas are turned up in a 

work of literature, they are examined more closely in the light of 

feminist history and culture. In a sense, feminism is a two-layered 

approach to criticism. 

Archetypal 

By contrast in archetypal criticism, there is universality. 

Archetypes are universal symbols that arise from the collective 

unconscious. They are the deep structure of literature, and we have 

an unconscious need to believe in heroes and great deeds. Frye 

(1957171) proposed that all stories are part of the quest and that the 

quest forms one great monomyth. The six stages of the quest of the 

hero are: 

1. miraculous birth, 

2. early signs of greatness, 

3. a period of preparation, 

4. the quest, 

5. the death and descent to the underworld, and 

6. resurrection, atonement, or apotheosis. 

However, all stages needn't appear. The unit of analysis in 

archetypal criticism is the archetype, which Burrows et al (1973) 

describes as "a model, or pattern, from which all other things of a 

similar nature are made" (p. xiii). 
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In 1984 Glenna Davis Sloan published The Child as Critic: 

Teachin~ Literature in Elementary and Middle Schools. This book 

applies Northrop Frye's archetypal criticism to children's literature in 

the classroom. While Sloan states that literature cannot be taught, 

only criticism or approaches to literature, she is not suggesting that 

teachers teach criticism to students. Rather, she advocates 

awareness on the part of teachers who can then structure their 

curricula to reflect their own knowledge of the monomyth and the 

oneness of all literature. "The child as critic" does not imply that the 

child is a fully-formed critic able to apply multiple forms of critical 

theories; instead, Sloan envisions children who are critical. well

informed consumers of literature. For example, she says. "The 

student who has encountered the genuine form of a myth in 

literature will be less likely to fall prey to its perverted form in the 

advertisement" (p. 16). 

Sloan's theories run counter ',0 skills-based readiness programs: 

"With younger children we are probably best advised to think of 

English in terms of literature since their intellectual development is 

largely pre-logical and concerned with imaginative rather than 

discursive forms of thought" (p. 7). Sloan's approach is geared 

toward developing in children "educated imaginations." According to 

Sloan. literature isn't merely for communication: "Literature gives 

shape to human experience" (p. 15). 

Drawing on Frye (1957171), Sloan delineates a theory based on 

his four plots and bipartite division of all experience into innocence 
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and experience, heaven and hell. Two of the four plots fall into each 

of the two larger categories: comedy and romance are innocent or 

heavenly plots; tragedy and irony-satire are experience or hellish 

plots. The hero's quest or the monomyth encompasses all four plots; 

however, many stories tell only one aspect of the monomyth. 

Regardless, of what aspect a story tells, it still fits into the overall 

structure of literature; therefore, all literature has a place in the 

cycle. The hero's quest is the quest that all of us are on to find 

meaning and purpose in our lives. 

The application of this theory in education would be to make 

children aware of the monomyth. According to Sloan, "Children 

should progressively develop a sense of the 'one story' of all 

literature ... Children should experience the hero stories in versions 

appropriate to their level of understanding . . . . The hero stories of 

all cultures would be included in learning sequences, for variety and 

for the sake of comparison" (p. 113). 

Reader Response (Transactional Theory) 

Reader-response criticism is concerned directly with the 

relationship forged between the text and the reader and the 

subsequent text that is transacted as the reader makes sense of the 

text. Rosenblatt (1938), o~ten referred to as the founder of reader

response although she preferred the term transactional theory, 

anchors reader-response socially when she says, "The uniqueness of 

the transaction between reader and text is not inconsistent with the 

fact that both elements in this relationship have social origins and 
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social effects" (p. 27). Part of Rosenblatt's concern with the use of 

the term reader response is "the diffuseness of its usage" (p. 268). 

Because of Rosenblatt's position as first delineator of the theory and 

her middle position on the continuum of reader-response 

practitioners, I have used her theoretical approach as the template 

for reader-response in this dissertation. 

The best known practitioners of reader-response theory (also 

known as transactional theory and, in Europe, reception theory) are 

I. A. Richards, who predates Rosenblatt, having discussed the reader 

as a factor in criticism as early as the 1920. Both his work and 

Rosenblatt's early work made little mark. Nothing changed, in fact, 

until the 1970's. Wolfgang Iser, working on reception theory in 

Germany, took an interactive approach, assumed an implied reader. 

and believed that "the convergence of text and reader brings the 

literary work into existence" (p. 274). His work "is based on Husserl's 

phenomenology, which looks at experience--what we can be sure of 

experientially. For David Bleich reading was subjective, affected by 

the personality of the reader which was grounded in the emotional 

history of the reader--a view Rosenblatt objects to. In his view the 

interpretation of the work goes through two stages: 1) individual 

interpretation and 2) communal interpretation. Norman Holland also 

took a psychological approach although his was more psychoanalytic 

in nature. Stanley Fish took the theory even further, stating that no 

theory has educational consequences, and, in fact, theory has no 

consequences at all. He diveloped the notion of interpretive 
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communities and ideal readers. A continuum placing these theorists 

in their relative positions is shown in Figure 3-1. 

Reader _____________________________________________________________________________________ Text 

Bleich 

Holland 

Rosenblatt 

Fish 

Iser 

Figure 3-1. The reader-response continuum. 

Richards 

We cannot divorce ourselves from our backgrounds and 

experiences. Rosenblatt goes on to define the relationship that 

occurs: "Through the medium of words, the text brings into the 

reader's consciousness certain concepts, certain sensuous 

experiences, certain images of things, people, actions, scenes. The 

special meanings and, more particularly, the submerged associations 

that these words and images have for the individual reader will 

largely determine what the work communicates to him. The reader 

brings to the work personality traits, memories of past events, 

present needs and preoccupations, a particular mood of the moment. 

and a particular physical condition. These and many other elements 

in a never-to-be-duplicated combination determine his response to 

the peculiar contribution of the text" (p. 30). Rosenblatt then 

separates the adolescent reader from the adult, stating that the 

adolescent reader is substandard: "For the adolescent reader, the 
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experience of the work is further specialized by the fact that he has 

probably not yet arrived at a consistent view of life or achieved a 

fully integrated personality" (p. 31). 

Rosenblatt (1938, 1978) divides response into efferent and 

aesthetic but does not intend these responses to be polar opposites. 

The two responses function together on a sliding scale: the more 

aesthetic the less efferent, for example (see Figure 3-2). 

Theoretically, the aesthetic and efferent responses don't completely 

exclude one another, so there would be a little efferent response in 

even the most aesthetic response and vice versa. Rosenblatt's work 

places the reader at the center of the literary universe hence the 

name of the theory. Recently, speaking informally at the University 

of Arizona, she has said that she would include the author in the 

equation to a larger extent. 

AESTHETIC EFFECTIVE 

Figure 3-2. Rosenblatt's aesthetic/efferent diagram. 
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Straw (1990) lists the characteristics of transactional theories 

of literary criticism as: (1) "a common emphasis on readers' 

construction of meaning within the context of the text itself;" (2) the 

assumption "that reading can have a wide range of purposes and 

functions, one of which may be communication, but that 

communication is certainly not the only, or, perhaps, not even the 

major, function or purpose in reading;" (3) the assumption of "the 

text as a major player in the act of reading, a player who restricts the 

possible constructions of the reader;" (4) "the development of a kind 

of 'mental text' or 'hypothesized text'--a text that is created in the 

reader's mind during the act of reading;" (5) an "ideal reader" (p. 73-

4). 

Having considered feminism, archetypal theory, and reader 

response theory, now I'll apply them to the six books under 

consideration: Where the Wild Things Are, The Paper Bag Princess, 

Bridge to Terabithia, The Witches of Worm, Haunted, and The Grey 

King. 

Where the Wild Things Are 
Sendak, M. (1963). Where the Wild Things Are. Harper & Row, 

Publishers. 
A naughty little boy, sent to bed without his supper, sails to the land 
of the wild things where he becomes their king. 

In examining Where the Wild Things Are with current extant 

theories, I will use feminism, archetypal, and reader response. 
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Feminism 

In order to apply the lens of feminist literary theory to Where 

the wild things are. we need to consider feminism's central 

hypothesis "that gender is a crucial determinant in the production, 

circulation, and consumption of literary discourses" (Ruthven, 1984, 

p. 9). Gender is usually an invisible component in stories, and most 

school texts are androcentric. This story is no exception. Women are 

often defined by what they lack, such as control, power, or name. In 

this case, the mother, who has no name but is referred to by her 

function, at no time directly takes action in the story. The mother is 

referred to twice, but she acts off-stage: "so he was sent to bed 

without eating anything." The story takes place at night, which is the 

woman's time and specifically the "dark" woman's time, the time of 

the witch. The main character, Max, is male, and he wears a wolf 

suit. A wolf is a synonym for a sexually aggressive male, and, in this 

case, the suit disguises the male's true nature. Max makes mischief 

and is called "WILD THING!" by his mother, who seems unable to 

control or contain the male force. Max's reaction, "I'LL EAT YOU UP!," 

shows the violent male nature. Max crosses the ocean in a boat, 

conquering the female symbol of water, traveling through time, 

conquering the female symb,ol of night. Max, the male, has the 

adventure and tames the wild things, which is a replay of the Garden 

of Eden scenario. The male possesses a magic trick which he uses to 

frighten them, forcing them to do his bidding. He takes traditional 

patriarchal power as king, but the story turns on the male's desires 
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because he "was lonely and wanted .... " But then having taken 

power by force, the male overthrows his responsibilities in order to 

feed his own desires. He gives up being king and returns home 

"where he found his supper waiting for him and it was still hot." 

Again the nurturing female figure is deprived of direct action, and 

the story is resolved around the fulfilling of the male's desires. This 

is one possible feminist reading of the story. 

Archetypal 

In Where the Wild Thin~s Are Max is on a quest for identity. 

His mother's words, "WILD THING!" become a triggering event, and 

he goes off to find where the wild things are because that must be 

where he belongs if he is truly a wild thing. His quest concludes with 

his discovery that he is not truly a wild thing but a little boy who is 

lonely and needs to be loved and taken care of. From an archetypal 

perspective the wolf suit becomes not an alternate identity but a 

totem, allowing Max to become one with nature. His character is that 

of the hero on the quest, but at the beginning of the story we see 

elements of the trickster during Max's period of preparation. His 

mother is a nurturing figure, but the earth is also his mother as 

shown by the growth of forest in his room and his crossing of the 

ocean to his destination. ~ight is still the woman's time, but in the 

archetypal perspective night isn't inherently evil; it is simply one 

half of a whole. It is also a magical time, a time when all is not as it 

seems. Going to the place where the wild things are could be 

interpreted as a descent into the underworld, and the threats that 



70 
the wild things utter are formulaic: "they roared their terrible roars 

and gnashed their terrible teeth and rolled their terrible eyes and 

showed their terrible claws . . . ." The hero possesses magical 

powers with which to subdue the beasts. When the wild things call 

Max "the most wild thing of all," they are recognizing the hero as 

different or special. The element of repetition common to myth and 

fairy tale is present in the themes of going to bed without supper, the 

terrible threats, and the passages across the ocean. The hero exhibits 

further supernatural powers when "from far away across the world 

he smelled good things to eat . . . ." Back in his room Max finds 

resurrection and atonement in his still-hot supper. 

Reader Response 

Looking at the same story from a reader-response perspective, 

the first reaction should be an aesthetic one. My own response was a 

pleasurable one at a story well told with a pleasing structure that 

began and ended in what felt like the right places. The end of the 

story contained a sense of closure. The hero was fulfilled; the 

situation, resolved. Looking a bit deeper, I had no problem 

identifying with Max even though he is male because when I was 

growing up most of the heroes I encountered in books or on TV or at 

the movies were male; I was accustomed to being Robin Hood or King 

Arthur. Maid Marian and Guinevere had always seemed rather dull 

to me. In fact, the story brought back pleasurable memories of 

running around our house at twilight, tingling with excitement and 

fear, as we played a game called growl in which my father would 
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leap out from his hiding place in the huge bushes that hugged our old 

shingle house and growl at us. We would run away, s~rieking. The 

game finally had to be discontinued because a neighbor confided in 

my mother that she had almost called the police because she was 

sure my father had lost his mind. The images conjured up by the 

night setting, the wild things, the growling, and the finale of a nice, 

warm supper after the adventure were the images of my own 

childhood. The story is a "safe" adventure; it takes place within the 

confines of home; it is an adventure of the imagination. 

The Paper Bag Princess 
Munsch. R. N. (1980). The Paper Ba~ Princess. Toronto. Canada: 

Annick Press Ltd. 
Princess Elizabeth rescues Prince Ronald after he is abducted by a 
dragon. 

Feminism 

Looking at this tale through a feminist lens, we find a female 

hero, who starts out in a traditional role as a princess named 

Elizabeth who is going to marry a prince named Ronald. The male 

antagonist, a dragon. smashes her castle and causes a role reversal 

by carrying off the prince instead of the princess. The princess, who 

is active within the story, pursues the dragon in order to retrieve her 

prince. She uses flattery, a traditional female "weapon," against her 

male opponent. It is important to a feminist interpretation that the 

princess uses brains instead of brawn, a traditional male weapon. 

When Elizabeth succeeds in defeating the dragon on her own terms. 

the prince's reaction to being rescued is reversed from the traditional 
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fairy tale but true to what many feminists would regard as a typical 

male reaction to form over content: he is horrified that she is a mess. 

Elizabeth, in an epiphanous moment, calls Ronald a bum, and the 

story ends happily without a marriage, leading to the feminist moral: 

Women don't need men to fulfill their lives. 

Archetypal 

Because Northrop Frye's unified archetypal theory calls for a 

monomyth in the form of the quest for identity, it is not surprising 

that The Paper Bag Princess is also a quest the stated goal of which 

is "to chase the dragon and get Ronald back." Though hers is not an 

overt quest for identity, Elizabeth does find herself in her search for 

Ronald. In archetypal criticism the sex of the hero, while 

traditionally male, doesn't affect the structure of the story. This 

story still contains a protagonist and an antagonist. Elizabeth' 

displays no magical power though she is clever and defeats her 

rather formidable adversary. The typical ritual repetition of tasks or 

terms is present in Elizabeth's questioning of the dragon and his 

answers, which establishes a contract between them. The dragon 

then performs each task twice, wearing out on the repetition. The 

choice of a dragon as an antagonist reflects the use of the dragon as a 

symbol of the earth and its primordial power. The dragon is amoral 

like a volcano, destroying the good and the evil indiscriminantly. 

The hero succeeds in her stated quest and also in the quest implicit 

in the monomyth, that of finding her own identity. Although this 
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tale is structured traditionally, the language implies that the inherent 

seduction of the tale by the feminine has become overt. 

Reader Response 

It is to the humor and gender twist of this story that I respond. 

Though I can also respond to a male hero of an adventure, I loved 

reading Elizabeth's tale. The mention of a princess, prince, and 

dragon immediately conjured up Arthurian images. The contracted 

tasks reminded me specifically of Gawain and the Green Knight. A 

male friend of mine once said that true feminism could only come 

with age and experience; perhaps it is the older woman in me who 

responds to the gender twist while the child in me responds to the 

adventure. In any case, I feel that my responses to this tale are 

internally consistent with the tale itself. 

Bridge to Terabithia 
Paterson, K. (1977). Bridge to Terabithia. New York: The Trumpet 

Club. 
A boy grows up after befriending a new girl in school and then 
dealing with her death. 

Feminism 

While having a female protagonist is important, the treatment 

of women in general is more important to feminist critics.. As Ursula 

LeGuin pointed out in "Ursula Le Guin: In a world of her own," an 

interview in the January 1984 issue of Mother Jones, "Women have 

been treated as animals have been. If the men insist on talking 

about it that way, then the men and God can walk in Eden--they can 

walk alone there" (p. 53). In reference to the treatment of women in 
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the movies, she said, "Star Wars is really abominable: it's all violence, 

and there are only three women in the known universe" (p. 53). In 

the books I've chosen for each level I've included one female and one 

male protagonist at each level. However, in Bridf:e to Terabithia 

although Jesse is the protagonist and it is his quest for identity, 

Leslie has the life-changing role. She is the same age as Jess, but she 

is his mentor: "It was Leslie who had taken him from the cow 

pasture into Terabithia and turned him into a king" (p. 126). Jesse is 

surrounded by women in his family with whom he doesn't get along 

particularly well. At school Janice Avery and her two friends, Wilma 

Dean and Bobby Sue Henshaw, make his life miserable. Most of his 

problems seem to be with women; this situation could be seen as 

perpetuating the "battle between the sexes" mythology. Although 

Leslie, a female, is his best friend, her life is forfeit on the altar of his 

coming maturity, a female sacrifice. A woman, Miss Edmunds, in a 

traditional role for a women is responsible for taking him away from 

home at a crucial time. His own fear of the swollen creek causes him 

to betray Leslie by going to Washington with Miss Edmunds. He 

betrays Leslie not because he's afraid to cross the stream or even 

because he goes to Washington but because he doesn't express his 

feelings and choices to her. He leaves her with no knowledge, a lie 

by omission. The trip is an adventure with a woman he's attracted to 

and is a betrayal of the woman closest to him. This is the theme of 

the unfaithful husband, the man who betrays the "good woman." He 

acknowledges Leslie's worth to him at the end of the book: "It was up 
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to him to pay back to the world in beauty and caring what Leslie had 

loaned him in vision and strength" (p. 126). That Leslie' s life would 

be forfeit is foreshadowed by May Belle's declaration "What if you 

die?" (p. 85) and Jesse's thought, "This one perfect day of his life was 

worth anything he had to pay" (p. 101). 

Archetypal 

Using archetypal motifs, to classify the characters, Leslie, by 

her sudden appearance, her creation of a magical kingdom, and her 

equally sudden disappearance, is cast in (he role of Merlin to Jesse' s 

Arthur. Her influence is transformative: "Now it occurred to him that 

perhaps Terabithia was like a castle where you carne to be knighted. 

After you stayed for a while and grew strong you had to move on. 

For hadn't Leslie. even in Terabithia, tried to push back the walls of 

his mind and make him see beyond to the shining world--huge and 

terrible and beautiful and very fragile?" (p. 126). Because it is a 

magical kingdom. there is only one way to enter Terabithia, "the 

prescribed entrance" (p. 60). Luck is important in a magical 

kingdom. and thanks must always be offered to the spirits in the 

sacred grove. With the magic grove and Leslie being "more at home 

with magic than religion" the story has the tone of Merlin and 

Arthur, Merlin being the bridge between the world of magic and the 

world of man. The bridge to Terabithia is many things, including 

books, the rope, friendship, and magic. On page 84 Leslie dispenses 

some of the knowledge of literature and history just as Merlin was 

Arthur's teacher. 
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But Jesse is not complete yet because he has not come to terms 

with his female nature. Every person has a part of his or her nature 

that reflects the qualities of the other sex. If the reader is male, he 

has an anima; if the reader is female, she has an animus. In the case 

of Jesse, Leslie is his anima, the female part of his nature that he 

must integrate. Her death brings about the catharsis that causes the 

final integration with the internalization of his grief. His ability to 

label his younger sister as the next queen of Terabithia is a measure 

of his consolation, his understanding that everything in the world is 

back in its rightful place. Bettelheim (1975) talks about this need 

for integration when he refers to the story "The Two Brothers": "By 

juxtaposing what happens between the good and the evil brother and 

the twin sons of the first, the story implies that if the contradictory 

aspects of the personality remain separated from each other, nothing 

but misery is the co~sequence: even the good brother is defeated by 

life" (p. 96). Bettelheim goes on to say why stories use the device of 

separating characteristics of one person out into several people and 

then working to reintegrate these facets: "If we want to understand 

our true selves, we must become familiar with the inner workings of 

our mind. If we want to function well, we have to integrate the 

discordant tendencies which are inherent in our being. Isolating 

these tendencies and projecting them into separate figures . . . is one 

way fairy tales help us visualize and thus better grasp what goes on 

within us" (p. 97). 

--- ---... _- _. -
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Reader Response 

My aesthetic reaction to Bridge to Terabithia was negative 

because of Leslie's death; I've never forgiven Steinbeck for "The Red 

Pony." I can't imagine any child dealing with the death motif well. I 

suspect that just as in Bartlett's (1932) experiments, children 

transform Leslie's death or ignore it in their interpretations of and 

reactions to the story. I was more drawn to Katherine Paterson's use 

of intertextuality when she refers to Narnia (p. 39). The assumption 

is that kids will have read The Narnia Chronicles by C. S. Lewis. She 

also refers to Moby Dick (p. 41). The children's source of 

information comes from books. Leslie gives Jesse copies of her 

N arnia books so that he can learn "how things work in a magical 

kingdom" (p. 40). Other references are to Hamlet (p. 52) and The 

Black Cauldron (p. 57). Structurally, I like the frame concerning 

running at the beginning and at the end of the story. At the 

beginning Jesse felt that everything would be all right if he were the 

fastest runner in the fourth and fifth grades. Leslie ended the races 

by beating everyone. At the end he felt that everything would be all 

right, she wouldn't be dead, if he just kept on running. 

The Witches of Worm 
Snyder, Z. K. (1972). The Witches of Worm. New York: Dell 

Publishing. 
A young girl's gothic imagination almost causes her to destroy an old 
woman who has befriended her and a cat the girl has adopted before 
the girl comes to terms with growing up and the changes it brings in 
relationships. 
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There is a frame in The Witches of Worm also. This one 

revolves around the Salem witchcraft trials. Snyder spins her plot of 

her story around the relationship between Jessica and her cat, Worm. 

Snyder uses Jessica's interest in the Salem witchcraft trials to 

generate a parallel story of "possession" that illustrates how the 

young girls of Salem began to believe their own tales of magic and 

wi tchcraft. 

Feminism 

The issue of witchcraft is relevant to the feminist issue because 

witches are traditionally female, often healers, and always 

persecuted. The judges are invariably male; however, their accus'ers 

are more often than not other women or young girls. In recent years 

there has been a resurgence of interest in witchcraft as a practiced 

religion. In a parallel of the accusations at Salem, Jessica seizes on an 

older woman, Mrs. Fortune, as a witch. In her imagination, she hears 

Worm say, "Mrs. Fortune knows more than she tells" (p. 54). Just as 

Ann, the girl she identifies with in the book she's reading, accused 

and thus sent innocent women to their deaths, so Jessica plots the 

death of Mrs. Fortune. However, it is Mrs. Fortune who has the 

answer to Jessica's dilemma: exorcise the demon. The book closes 

with a dual exorcism: the ~eal or imagined demon from the cat and 

Jessica's fascination with witchcraft from her mind. Though Brandon 

is the one who tells Jessica that she can't really be a witch because 

witches can't cry, it is Jessica who, actively, has taken charge of her 
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own life and acted to set things right. She may have been deluded, 

but she is not a victim. 

Archetypal 

Once again this is a story of a quest for self-knowledge. The 

quest starts with a crisis, the loss of Brandon's friendship, and a 

triggering event, Jessica's reading of a book on the Salem witchcraft 

trials. Jessica' s enmeshment with witchcraft and the supernatural is 

symbolic of a descent into the underworld. There is dual atonement 

and dual reconciliation at the end of the book as Brandon atones for 

abandoning Jessica earlier and is reconciled with her and Jessica 

atones for her mistreatment of Worm. Worm is the scapegoat for 

Jessica's problems just as the witches of Salem were the scapegoats 

for the ills of their society. Burrows et al. (1973) says, "Society 

seems to need a victim. a sacrificial offering that will placate their 

gods or purge society of its aggressiveness. The ritualistic expiation 

of communal sin or gUilt is accomplished in some modern works of 

literature through the use of a scapegoat" (p. 403). 

Reader Response 

I was drawn into The Witches of Worm on two levels: 

witchcraft and cats. When I was in junior high school I, too, was 

fascinated by the witchcraft trials. At the point in my life where I 

was realizing that all those wonderful stories that I had grown up 

with about elves and fairies, ghosts and selkies, magic and time 

travel weren't true, I discovered books, such as those about the 

Salem trials, that suggested that. perhaps, magic did really exist in 
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the world but that it was harder to get at and more dangerous than 

my earlier literary excursions had led me to believe. It did occur to 

me at a fairly young age that, while there were very few female 

outlaws in the Old West, there were an overwhelming number of 

female witches. Associated with witches, of course, were cats. One of 

my favorite movies as a child was Bell. Book and Candle. starring 

Kim Novak and James Stewart. Kim Novak's character was a witch 

whose familiar was a wonderful Siamese cat named Pyewacket, 

which I now know was an old name for a witch's familiar. My 

expectations for the story, therefore, were more positive than the 

direction in which Snyder took it. I was, however, delighted that 

Jessica reconciled with Worm at the end. 
Haunted 

Stine, R. L. (1990). Fear Street: Haunted. New York: Pocket Books. 
A teenage girl solves the mystery of a ghost who tries to kill her. 

While The Witches of Worm sets up a supernatural situation 

that mayor may not be real, Hau n ted asks the reader to believe in 

ghosts. Melissa, the protagonist, accepts the ghost, Paul, with little 

hesitation. even finding him attractive by the end of the story. 

Feminism 

The main point in the book that' would recommend it to 

feminists is that it contains a female protagonist who acts on her own 

and whose mother is a lawyer. However, Melissa doesn't act terribly 

liberated and frequently bemoans her boyfriend's lack of belief in 

her: "Buddy just wanted her to be cheerful and happy and pretend 
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problem, in her very real problem" (p. 89). 

Archetypal 

Haunted is also a quest story; however, the stated quest and 

8 I 

the quest that takes place are one and the same. There is no second 

identity quest here; Melissa sets out to solve the mystery of how she 

killed the ghost, and she finds out. Ultimately, her character does not 

change in any way as a result of her journey. There is no consolation 

or atonement. Life returns to normal with the disappearance of the 

ghost. This lack of transformation renders the novel less fulfilling 

than its transformative siblings. 

Reader Response 

In terms of reader-response, I choose this book to read for 

adolescent literature because I was curious about all the horror 

stories that I saw students reading. Horror seems to have particular 

appeal to adolescents (Kies, 1992). The books I observed students 

reading ranged from Stephen King and V. C. Andrews to books 

specifically aimed at teens, such as those by Richie Tankersley Cusick 

and Christopher Pike. Haunted is part of a series called Fear Street 

and written by R. L. Stine. I found the book superficial, and the 

character inconsistency between the ghost Paul and his live self 

really bothered me. Melissa was attracted to the ghost, who also 

seemed to be attracted to her, and there was some potential for an 

interesting story line here that went nowhere. My expectations were 

raised as the story progressed and the relationship between Melissa 
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and Paul developed that she would be able to prevent his death and 

that there would be a happy ending. Instead, the story just ran out. 

The Grey Kin g 
Cooper, S. The Grey King. New York: Collier Books. 
A boy struggles to put together clues to an Arthurian puzzle that 
leads him on a quest to defeat the Dark and save the world from the 
Grey King. 

Feminism 

The Grey King. on the other hand, is a story that goes on 

forever though from a feminist perspective, it is unsatisfying. The 

protagonist is male, and there are no important female characters in 

the book. The series from which the book is drawn, however, does 

contain a volume called Greenwitch. which dwells on several aspects 

of the feminine, so the effects of this particular volume are mitigated. 

The woman who is important to the plot doesn't actually appear in 

the volume, but she does play a role in the history of women, and 

her influence is, therefore, very important. While Will Stanton is the 

protagonist in the series, this particular book hinges on Bran, son of 

Arthur Pendragon, and the mother of Bran is Guinevere, who brings 

him forward in time to the point where he's needed to keep the dark 

from rising, which is the over-archin~ theme of the series. 

Guinevere's transgressions against Arthur are, of course, well-known. 

Archetypal 

The motif of Woman as Betrayer of Man is as ancient as Eve, 

but here the betrayal isn't dwelt upon, and Guinevere appears more 

as an agent of fate. The Grey King is a classic fantasy and quest story 
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with a hero who fits most of the criteria. Will's supernatural origins 

are revealed to him and his powers developed and trained by a 

mentor named Merriman, who is Merlin. Will is the last of the Old 

Ones and, therefore, an alien in his own culture. We are guided in 

the quest by a poem that· is reprinted at the beginning of each of the 

novels in the series and provides clues as the plot progresses. This 

device was also used by Tolkien in The Hobbit. Magic is contained in 

the six signs that Will must find and use. The number six is magical 

and repeated in the six sleepers that must awaken. The grey king is 

Will's antagonist, and his agents are the milgwn, supernatural 

sentient wolves. 

Reader Response 

The difference between a weak plot and a strong plot was 

really apparent to me after I finished reading The Grey Kine. I enjoy 

Celtic mythology, and the dark is rising sequence sent me to my 

books to look for references. As I mentioned earlier, King Arthur has 

always been one of my favorite heroes. There are certain heroes 

that seem to be the best of the best, and Arthur is one of those and 

continues to be celebrated in print and on film. In high school I read 

both The Idylls of the King and Le Mort d' Arthur. I read Ivanhoe 

and R..Q.b Roy at about the ~ame time, so heroic tales and high school 

go together in my memory. I particularly like the way Susan Cooper 

spins the tale out, full of twists and turns, and as the reader rounds 

the final corner it all becomes clear. I found myself responding to 

the Welsh by trying to pronounce it correctly and get the flavor it 
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added. The play of shadows throughout the story from the grey king 

to the milgwn added to the menace and sense of doom. I felt said for 

Owen Davies and his doomed love for Guinevere. Cooper managed to 

convey the sense of eternal players who have no choice but to 

meddle in the lives of ordinary mortals. This theme is still being 

used effectively. Another current example of an apparently normal 

child being put in the role of savior and hero is The Neverending 

Story. In the heroic fantasy the dark is always overcome, and I 

expected a happy ending as I think most children do. A happy 

ending to a tale is an affirmation to the child that it will all come 

right in the end. 

Inadequacies in Current Literary Theory 

Literary theory as it stands often has to be readjusted in order 

to be applied to children's literature, and even then it is often found 

wanting. In the analyses just completed, no one theory adequately 

reveals all the possible transactions, interpretations, and 

relationships a child could make with the text. For this reason, 

children's and adolescent texts often look "thin" when analyzed with 

these theories. 

The world-of-the-work emphasis will always leave children' s 

and adolescent literature in a lower position. By examining instead 

the world of the reader, the works importance is determined by its 

importance to and impact on the reader. Thus, children's and 

adolescent literature is as important to its culture as any text. 

- ---- -------------- ----------- .. _.--
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Feminism 

In the cases of the three types of criticism I've employed to 

look at the six books, the application of feminist theory calls for a 

considerable amount of background knowledge on the part of the 

critic. The history and culture of women must be understood 

thoroughly to adequately apply the theory. A more cursory 

application still yields interesting insights, such as the awareness of 

the mother's lack of a name and passivity in Where the Wild Things 

Are, the effect of role reversal in The Paper Bag Princess, the amount 

of female support necessary to bring a male to maturity in Bridge to 

Terabithia, the witch aspect of the feminine in The Witches of Worm, 

the disbelieved woman theme in Haunted, and the man-as-savior-of

the-universe theme in The Grey King. All of these aspects are 

important, yet they do not address the possibilities of the tales. 

Archetypal 

Archetypal criticism is also limited by its approach. While it is 

true that literature involves a quest, this approach leaves out 

cultural subtleties and individual experience in interpretation. For 

example, in Where the Wild Things Are the quester is male and in 

The Paper Bag Princess the quester is female. According to 

archetypal criticism, the sex of the quester doesn't matter. 

Unfortunately, it does to the reader. Male children do not read books 

with female protagonists as a general rule, so The Paper Bag Princess, 

The Witches of Worm, and Haunted would only reach the female half 

of the population while Where the Wild Things Are, Bridge to 
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Terabithia, and The Grey Kin~ would be read by both sexes. 

Identification with the hero may ultimately be a stronger force than 

the quest. 

Reader Response 

Rosenblatt (1978) talks about transacting with the text in order 

to "reach through it to the world of the work" (p. 18-19). Rosenblatt 

places the text in the preeminent position by requiring that 

responses be checked back against the text. She is also elitist in her 

reliance on canonical works: "And a Rod McKuen text offers less 

potentiality than a Yeats text" (p. 34). However, in my opinion, the 

potentiality will differ from reader to reader and context to context 

and time frame to time frame. 

Rosenblatt refers to social interaction but neglects culture. She 

also does not acknowledge the difference between what is read and 

what is experienced. When we experience something in our lives, 

our textual experience of the same event becomes less important. 

For example, a romance novel would be considerably more important 

to a teenager who has not yet fallen in love or to a bored housewife 

who has fallen out of love with her husband than to a new bride. 

Romance may be entirely less important to males because they are 

socialized to give romance low priority and to be embarrassed by 

any expression of it as a sign of weakness. 

Even reader response regards children's and adolescent 

literature as substandard compared to adult literature (Rosenblatt, 

1978). In addition, Rosenblatt even regards the adolescent reader as 

---- ... -.. -.-------------.. --- .. _._--
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substandard: "For the adolescent reader, the experience of the work 

is further specialized by the fact that he has probably not yet arrived 

at a consistent view of life or achieved a fully integrated personality" 

(p. 31). Youthism is rampant in critical circles. 

Children as critics 

Such youthism is manifested in the opinions of some critics and 

educators who view children as inadequate or unformed although 

children have always had a special relationship with stories. 

Frequently in schools that natural affection for literature is altered. 

Children are taught that there is a "correct" way to approach 

literature, and they are rewarded, often with grades, for using that 

approach. 

Rogers (1991) conducted an experiment on students as literary 

critics and found that the "tendency toward textual responses 

reflects the type of literary instruction they typically receive which 

focuses on characteristics of the text. This approach has been 

variously labelled as academic, New Critical, or the element approach 

to literature, which focuses on textual elements, at least initially, and 

allows students only limited roles and limited authority ~n the 

interpretive process. This approach . '. . encourages students to 

reduce rather than expand the complexity of the interpretive 

process" (p. 415). Rogers concluded that "a reader's critical stance is 

highly individual" (p. 417). This concept supports an ecological 

theory of literary criticism. 
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Too many theories are reductionist, focusing on single issues. 

Other, more traditional articles focus on a single textual aspect, such 

as Moseley's (1988) look at time and space in the visual layout of 

Where the Wild Things Are. Moseley considers the author's intent 

but not the reader's reception of the text. The inherent sexism in the 

book is also not alluded to; however, the books mythic qualities are. 

Some researchers have looked at the way in which children' s 

literature is constructed, seeing the differences between adults and 

children as a primary reason for differences in form: "Artists and 

writers have a vested interest in the young because they have 

innocent eyes, language in the making, fewer presuppositions about 

the predictable and less experience of established conventions of 

narrative . . . Innovations are common in children's books because 

they are seen as forms of diversion" (Meek, 1988, p. 14). Writers 

and artists of children's books make different assumptions about 

their audiences than do authors of adult books, and these 

assumptions need to be considered when considering the whole work 

in a critical light. Children are at the beginning of the connections 

and interconnections that make sense of life and literature. Meek 

states it succinctly, " . . . [E]ach one of us stretches our language to 

reconstruct, remake, exten<;t and understand our experience of living 

in social contact with each other" (p. 16). Literature is the language 

of children; every child can tell any listener a story, and every child 

will willing sit and listen to a story--if the teller is clever enough. If 

the storyteller is not terribly clever, the child will, of course, correct 



her/him. The child may be more aware of the conventions of 

literature than the storyteller is. Children are natural critics. 

Chapter 4 explores a new theory of criticism designed to take 

children I s culture into account. 
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CHAPTER 4 

ADJUSTING THE PICfURE: ECOLOGICAL THEORY AND ITS 

APPLICATION 
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Researchers like Sloan (1984) recognize that literary theories 

are reading theories. However, none of these theories takes into 

account children's culture and point of view as factors in the analysis. 

Whole language as poststructuralist literary theory takes the next 

step beyond transactional theory by recognizing culture, in this case 

children' s culture, as an element in literary theory. 

Whole Language as Poststructuralist Literary Theory 

Whole language philosophy contains within itself a reading 

theory that is comprised of several key ideas that are 

poststructuralist in nature, such as the conception of reading as a 

psycholinguistic guessing game and the conceptualization of reading 

as meaning-making as opposed to a reliance on an absolute truth in 

the text. The text, according to K. Goodman (1992), exists as a real 

and verifiable entity, but meaning does not reside there. According 

to K. Goodman (1992), there are three linguistic systems that cue the 

reader: graphophonic, syntactic, and semantic. In reading, a reader's 



expectations help to form what is actually perceived; readers also 

make predictions based upon their expectations. Expectations are 

formed by experience and previously accumulated knowledge; 

therefore, reading is easier and more satisfying if the reader is 

experienced and knowledgeable. 

9 I 

There are several contexts to be considered; there is the 

context in which the book is being read (the reader's life at the time 

or the physical location during reading), there is the context of the 

book itself (the author's and editor's setup), there is the context of 

language (the language of the book, of the reader, and the semantic 

and syntactic choices of the author), and the context of intent (what 

the reader will be using the reading for). According to Y. Goodman 

(1988), these contexts form a pragmatic system that shapes use. 

Recognizing contexts and adapting to them indicate the level of 

linguistic sophistication of the reader. What is retained, what may 

even be noticed, depends upon the context in which something is 

read. Reading to answer questions provokes different transactions 

with the text than reading to write a critical article or reading for 

pleasure. But language, whatever its purpose, is our main mode of 

communication. "It is also the medium of human learning; our ability 

to think symbolically is transformed by language into an ability to 

represent anything we experience or think" (K. Goodman, p. 23). We 

can, therefore, assume that the reader is active and is influenced by 

the form of the material being read. 
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Ken Goodman' s theory concerning how texts are read and 

constructed. that of the tension between invention and convention. is 

clearly poststructuralist. The central idea here is that we are 

constantly inventing as we move toward convention. This is true for 

very young children and also for adults. In looking at literature. our 

approaches. while intertextual. are also products of our individuality. 

yet we are always bounded by and concerned with convention. with 

the "right" way to do or see something, the right interpretation of 

literature. for example. In poststructuralist thought there is no 

"right" way, and invention is as valid as convention. According to K. 

Goodman (1991), "Two forces are at work: the constructive personal 

force of invention. which expands our language outward. and the 

conventionalizing force of the social language, which moves the 

personal language toward the social" (p. 23). 

In fact. each reader contains within him or herself multiple 

readings of the same text at the same time as well as over time. 

Because the reader makes choices and moves between invention and 

convention as slhe reads. it is possible for the same reader to 

reconstruct the text in several different ways at the same time. This 

occurs when the reader hits a portion of the text that illuminates a 

previously dimly understood portion. The process isn't just whole to 

part to whole; it is also back and forth and back. 

Whole language practitioners regard the text in much the same 

way reader-response critics do: the text is created each time it's read 

through a process that occurs between the reader and the text called 
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transaction. Whole language builds on the work of Louise Rosenblatt 

(1938, 1978). Rosenblatt's use of the term transaction was 

incorporated into the terminology of whole language (K. Goodman, 

1985). According to whole language theory, the reader transacts 

meaning with the text, interpreting the text according to his/her own 

schemata. Whole language philosophy can, then, be applied to both 

oral and written language in naturalistic or authentic settings using 

naturalistic methods. In oral language there are several patterns to 

consider: reading aloud, presentation, and conversation. In 

conversation, prediction can be observed in the attempt by one 

conversant to finish the sentences of the other. This completion . 

tactic is also indicative of the active role the listener plays in the 

process. 

In K. Goodman's view of reading as a psycholinguistic guessing 

game, the reader, adult or child, speculates about what is to come 

and checks back to confirm information that has already been read 

by comparing it to his/her world view, which is, at least in part, 

dependent upon the age of the reader. The critic operates in much 

the same way, functioning as a knowledgeable reader, bringing along 

all the accumulated knowledge of literature and other forms of 

criticism, to form an intert,extual stew. From this point of view, voice 

and style are closely related, and a theory that considers age is 

equally applicable to adolescent and children's literature and 

considers the relative psychologies involved without relegation to a 

substandard position for literature not specifically intended for 
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adults or that which is not considered sufficiently problematic. As 

with most poststructuralist theories, such an approach can be used to 

analyze anything from a music video to M oby Dick. 

According to K. Goodman (1985), "Meaning is not a 

characteristic of texts" (p. 815) though the text may evoke meaning. 

Meaning is transacted between the author and the reader through 

the medium of the text; the author and reader do not interact 

directly. In other words, meaning is determined by the 

characteristics of all three: the author, the text, and the reader. This 

transaction of meaning is expressed by Hoffman (1989) when she 

says, referring to her childhood reading experiences, "Sometimes; 

when I find a new expression, I roll it on the tongue, as if shaping it 

in my mouth gave birth to a new shape in the world. Nothing fully 

exists until it is articulated" (p. 29). Certain cognitive strategies are 

used to aid the reader in constructing meaning: initiation or task 

recognition, sampling and selection, inference, prediction 

(predictability being more important to comprehension than 

readability), confirming and disconfirming, correction (revaluing or 

regressing), and termination. From Goodman's viewpoint "the 

literary quality of the text remains significant. Great literary works 

have a depth which makes it possible to understand them, to 

construct them, at many levels" (p. 828). However, the 

determination that a text has many levels and what they are is still 

the product of individual interpretation or interpretive community 

consensus. It is not dictated by an outside source, such as a critical 
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text or a critic. What a critic suggests to be the case is not universal 

truth but merely one more individual interpretation. 

According to Akural (1979), "Goodman' s emphasis on social 

interaction implies that in grasping an object. the mind conforms 

itself to the modes of social interaction and conditions. He is 

convinced that for reading to take place. an interaction between the 

mind of the reader and the mind of the writer is a necessity" (p. 259-

60). 

Ecological Theory 

All literature. all criticism. all texts must be intertextual to be 

intelligible. The ecology of every text must be approachable through 

the medium of other texts and other experiences. When a text 

appears to be unapproachable or unintelligible. it is merely too far 

removed from the experiences of the reader. The reader must then 

approach the text through other literary. cultural. psychological. or 

sociological experiences until the text comes into reach. 

Poststructuralism shattered continuity and singularity in 

literary theory. This has had its effect on reading theory. Within 

this new mind set holistic theories have arisen. many of which refuse 

to accept a pigeonhole as a home bui instead draw from many 

theories past and present and many disciplines as well as accepting 

multicultural views and influences. Current trends are in this 

direction. e.g. Bogdan and Straw (1990). Goodman (1984), Eberdt 

(1991). 
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The ecological system of criticism I'm proposing must also 

embrace the structure of the text, for it is through structures that we 

relate all of our previously acquired knowledge. Whether we regard 

this relationship as spreading activation as in psychology or 

activation of schemata as in reading theory, in our brains, literally, 

one thing leads to another. The cues or nodes are the points at which 

the internal structure of the thought or idea becomes clear. These 

nodes may be genre, semantics, syntactic structure, connectives, 

elaborations, or miscues. 

In ecological theory the author has regained a place. Both Y. 

Goodman (1988) and Rosenblatt (1978) have spoken of the changes 

that occur in the author as the author writes. Just as the reader 

comes to each text anew every time s/he reads it, so the author 

revisits ideas in later versions of hislher own writing as well as 

encountering his/her text from a different perspective upon reading 

it after time has passed. The connections between reading and 

writing are not those of primary and secondary forms of language 

but rather two different but equally important forms. As Y. 

Goodman puts it, "The differences and similarities between written 

and oral language suggest that they are parallel systems, each with 

unique forms and purposes" (p. 22). There are four basic 

assumptions in a holistic view of reading according to Y. Goodman, 

and these are: "Reading is an active process; reading is a language 

process; readers have knowledge about language; and authors have 

knowledge about language" (p. 20). In whole language there is an 
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emphasis on the positive, what the person knows; it is not a deficit 

theory. Consequently, as an approach to reading the assumption is 

made that the reader brings knowledge to his/her transaction with 

the text. This moves the literary approach from the esoteric to the 

mundane. Playing with language, when done by adults as in the case 

of Lewis Carroll in "The Jabberwocky" or Anthony Burgess in A 

Clockwork Orange, is regarded as genius but when done by children, 

as in the case of invented spelling, is regarded as ignorance. 

In an ecological system of criticism, symbiosis between the 

author and the reader on the meeting ground of the text is the 

desired result. As in any kind of learning, in interpreting a work of 

art the critic is always reaching toward understanding. This stretch 

is increased every time the work is approached, enhancing and 

expanding the sphere of the ecological system within which the critic 

functions. This stretch is asymptotic; the critic can never reach the 

complete meaning the author expressed because the ecological 

system of the author is never fully duplicatible; however, the critic 

can approach this meaning. Knowledge of a work of art doesn't come 

in some detached analysis after the fact but rather builds organically 

during the process of reading. 

Authenticity is a key phrase in whole language. The 

experience of reading and writing must be authentic, related to the 

world in which the child lives. In literary theory this concept of 

authenticity can be related to the circumstances of the interpretation 

of the piece of literature as well as to the writing of the piece. This 



movement toward holistic, authentic approaches can be seen in 

Howard Gardner's (1985) Frames of Mind: A Theory of Multiple 

Intelli~ences, Karen Eberdt's (1990) Research Conceptions of Adult 

and Collece Reader Response to LiteratuR, and Daniel Schwarz's 

(1990) The Case for a Humanistic Poetics. 
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As mentioned earlier, K. Goodman (1985) suggests three ways 

to look at linguistic transactions: "the process by which the writer 

produces the text, the characteristics of texts, and the process by 

which the reader constructs meaning" (p. 814). These three 

approaches provide the frame upon which to hang a holistic 

ecological literary theory. The author, the reader, and the text share 

equally in providing information about and clarification of the 

primary text. From K. Goodman's point of view there is an actual text 

produced by a unitary process that, however, ,is unique to each 

individual author, and the author intends to communicate with and 

be understood by the reader. "In generating language, thought 

represents a view of reality and is in turn represented by language. 

The constraints of the brain, the reality being represented, the 

schemata of the speaker or writer, the syntax and lexicon of the 

language, and the situational and social contexts all shape the 

process. None of these c<?nstraints may be ignored or avoided 

without reduction of the text to nonsense" (pp. 814-815). According 

to K. Goodman, there is variation in texts as a result of variation in 

purpose (environmental reading, occupational reading, informational 

reading, recreational reading, or ritualistic reading), aUdience, 
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content, proficiency, language, and orthography. The way in which 

the author deals with these in the production of text determines the 

extent to which the author is revealed by the text. The author will 

always be present but may be a more strongly felt presence in a 

journal or diary, for example, than in a technical report. Once these 

variations have been incorporated into the text by the author, they 

become text characteristics. 

These text characteristics can be expanded upon to allow finer 

distinctions. For example, purpose becomes an umbrella term for 

such rhetorical forms as narrative, exposition, persuasion, and thesis

proof. Language may be related to proficiency but also to purpose. 

Many rhetorical forms may be recognized immediately by the 

language used, e.g., propaganda. Written text macrostructures, such 

as story grammar, and microstructures, such as given/new 

propositions, may be examined in text analysis. Written and oral 

language may be analyzed in much the same way once the particular 

characteristics of the text have been isolated. For example, oral 

language analysis must take into consideration verbal speech 

patterns, which differ from written patterns. Writing occurs on the 

two-dimensional surface of paper currently, and although in the 

future it may take many other forms, that is a current text 

constraint. Other text characteristics mentioned by K. Goodman, 

such as spelling and orthography, do not have a direct bearing on 

literary criticism but can be relevant to critical theory when it looks 

at alternative forms of artistic expression, such as signs or 
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photographs. Meaning. in those cases. is not a derivative of verbiage 

but rather of sign systems. 

Ecological theory is amorphous. staying relevant to the text 

being analyzed but sensitive to shifts in the surrounding political and 

intellectual climate. This theory forms an intellectual ecology. all the 

parts of which support and define the whole and reflect and are 

dependent upon their environment. Microanalyses within the 

system add to the holistic macroanalysis and function together 

symbiotically within the constraints· of the environment to which 

they belong. 

Most forms of criticism extant can operate within the frame· of 

this ecological approach. For example. a radical feminist critic would 

transact a meaning with a text that would include heightened 

sensitivity to gender issues. Feminism would not be diluted as 

Donovan (1989) fears but rather would provide a focus for a larger 

frame. Although many radical feminists. such as Donovan. have 

decried deconstruction. it has helped to call attention to the societal 

plight of women as subjected to second place status. In fact. 

Derridean deconstruction is radical politically. seeking the overthrow 

of western philosophical thought. the basis of western civilization. 

which includes western civjlization's view of women' s position in the 

world. 

Internal processes of comprehension are complex and not 

always expressed fully or adequately by language: what is 

understood is far more dense than what is expressed. Consequently. 
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all written texts will fall short of what the author intended to 

express. The metatext is not adequately expressed when reduced to 

written language, and so on and so forth perpetually. All 

interpretation has been transmogrified and is, therefore, new text. 

The text triggers new associations in each reader; these associations 

are then incorporated into the new text. The next reader may find 

triggers that are closely associated with either text and may move 

closer or further away from the original text in terms of unexpressed 

meaning. 

Duckworth (1987) lays the psychological basis for reader 

response and ecological theory in the egocentric behavior of children: 

"As children grow up, they realize that what they are paying 

attention to is not necessarily what other people are paying attention 

to. But this is a hard lesson to learn, and nobody ever learns it 

totally. All of us tend to be absorbed with thoughts that we already 

have, or have once had; if people start to talk generally in that 

direction, we tend to interpret what they say as things that we have 

been thinking. The phenomenon isn't restricted to single words. 

Whole sentences and paragraphs are misconstrued. We are so intent 

on what we are thinking that we do not realize that the other person 

is saying something different" (p. 21). 

Summary of model 

If meaning is, therefore, a composite product of a system, then 

there can be no such thing as a substandard work because there can 

be no such thing as an object standard. Meaning, as Fish (1980) 
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points out, is spatial, three-dimensional, changing in time and space 

from one reader to another and from one reading to another. What 

may have been explosive in one era may simply become a harmless 

curiosity in another, something to be studied for its historicity but no 

longer its power. Power, in terms of critical theory, is the most 

temporal of all characteristics, being dependent on a particular point 

in time and space, a point that will ultimately be surpassed. 

In whole language, miscue analysis looks at the errors 

produced by readers caused by dissonance between what was 

encountered and what was expected. These are the points at which 

the text constructed by the reader may contradict the text 

constructed by the writer; therefore, the text constructed by the 

reader is not internally consistent with the text constructed by the 

writer. Indeed, no such internally consistent parallel texts may ever 

exist due to dissonance between the experiences and knowledge of 

the reader and the experiences and knowledge of the writer. 

An ecological theory takes into account the many types of 

reading that are done by readers and does not limit itself to literary 

works though it is well suited to this purpose. Every time someone 

reads, the characteristics of an ecological approach are called into 

use, whether it is a driver's manual or Chopin'sThe Awakening that 

is being read. The characteristics of such an ecological approach, 

drawn from whole language and poststructuralist literary theory, 

are: 
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1. The text exists as a real and verifiable entity unto 

itself; however, meaning is not contained within the text 

(Goodman, 1985). 

2. Meaning is transacted between the text and the 

reader, causing the creation of a parallel text, just as 

meaning in the primary text was transacted between the 

author and the text (Goodman, 1992). 

3. This transaction changes both the text by creating a 

parallel text and the reader by altering the reader's 

values, perceptions, and schemata (Goodman, 1985). 

4. Text characteristics provide clues for the psycho

linguistic guessing game of reading (Goodman, 1985). 

5. A metatext may be created by an interpretive or 

comprehension community when a text is read for a 

similar purpose by a group of readers that then discusses 

and interprets the text among themselves with a common 

goal. 

6. This metatext is a parallel text whose basic 

characteristics are shared by a group and logically 

verified against the primary text. 

7. All communications are considered text. 

8. All texts are subject to analysis. 

9. Reading and writing are parallel systems (Goodman, 

1985 ). 
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10. The author's primary text was created intentionally 

through a transaction between the author and the 

language or sign system used to produce the text. 

11. The characteristics of the reader(s), such as age, are 

important considerations when dealing with secondary or 

metatext. 

12. Primary, secondary, and metatexts reflect the 

cultures, situations, and experiences out of which they 

grow. 

13. Unlike Stanley Fish's postulation of an ideal reader 

with literary knowledge, an ecological approach considers 

the authentic reader with her/his different background, 

age, and experiences. 

14. Structures that exist in literature and may be used in 

analysis are not grounded in immutable first principles 

but rather rest on a base formed by and arising from the 

work itself; therefore, structures will vary and be unique 

to each text. 

15. All texts are intertextual and multitextual. 

Intertextuality helps the reader understand by analogy. 

16. All texts are interexperiential and multiexperiential. 

17. Illustrations and unusual layout must also be 

considered for their effect on the internal ecology of the 

text and their relationship to intertextuality. 

A possible model for an ecological system is shown below: 



Members of the system 
-Author (A) 
-Text (T) 
-Unspoken text (UT) 
-Critic (CR) 
-Reader (R) 
-Metatext (M) [usually not written or spoken] 
-Interpretive community (IC) [stacked readers constitute IC] 

-product of IC is usually oral not written 
-Written commentaries (CO) [related to metatext] 

Figured 4-1. The ecological model., 
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The base of the system is text, the thing all have in common 

although it is never replicated [shifting base]. The text is a unit that 

has/had meaning for its author and is usually perceived of as 

intending to communicate meaning; it is capable of being approached 

for the purpose of transacting meaning within time and space. 

Consequently, literary theory (criticism) is necessarily dialogic 

(Bakhtin, 1981; Todorov, 1987). 

Straw (1990) objects to the creation of a mental text

representation on the grounds that this second text is subject to the 

same procedures and philosophies that can be applied to the initial 



106 
author-produced text. Actually, the initial text exists as an 

archetype, but every critic is really explicating his/her own mental 

text-representation. The initial text virtually cannot be explicated 

because it can only be approached asymptotically. Even the author 

moves away from his/her initial creation once it is produced. The 

difference here between structuralism and poststructuralism is that 

the text is never completely knowable and its interpretation rests on 

the base of the critic's knowledge and experience at a particular 

point in time. 

The base, as is consistent with poststructuralist thought, does 

not exist as a completely knowable truth. Metatexts are dependent 

upon context and can only approach the original asymptotically. One 

missing element alters the gestalt. To be coherently studied, all 

elements of the gestalt must be considered. 

Obbink (1992) suggests that voices, as opposed to themes, be 

used to analyze the text: ". . . voices within and around the text that 

engage each other and that engage other authors and texts. These 

voices connect and undermine, overlap and gap; they articulate 

'themes,' and they resist them. Reading with an ear for these voices

-the speaking and the spoken, the central and the peripheral--may 

allow students to hear not only what the text says but also what the 

text leaves unsaid. 

or denied power? 

convey?" (p. 42). 

Whose stories are not told? How are voices given 

What is being spoken against? What do silences 



As with all literary theories, ecological theory also has the 

following characteristics: 

1. It explicates a text. 

2. It negotiates the terms under which this explication takes 

place. 

3. It creates a world view through a theoretical framework. 
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4. It places the text being explicated within that framework. 

5. It adds to an existing body of knowledge. 

6. It illuminates a path to the work. 

7. It illuminates a path from the work. 

The points apply to any analyzable text, but particularly when 

considering picture books, the illustrations and layout must be 

considered to be text as well. As Lurie (1990) stated, "To illustrate 

any text is also to interpret it" (p. 64). If the author did not do the 

illustrations, then the illustrator becomes a second author. Perhaps 

this is true even if the author did the illustrations because they may 

have been done in a different mode of mind. 

Ecolo~ical Theory A~~lied 

From a whole language approach played out on the shifting 

stage of poststructuralism emerges a theory that allows for the 

conscious or unconscious application of individually held theoretical 

perspectives within a new framework. A feminist doesn't give up 

feminism to embrace a new theory, merely incorporates feminism as 

part of a personal perspective within a theory that honors personal 

perspectives. 
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The individual experiences of each child· need to be considered 

because a child will approach a work of literature through the lens of 

his or her own experience. A child raised in a single parent family 

will have a different view of family life than a child raised by two 

parents or than one raised in an extended family. Some of these 

reactions will be broad enough to allow prediction of experience and, 

therefore, allowance and anticipation for that reaction within the 

literary analysis. 

Applications 

The answers to two questions lay the groundwork for the 

application of ecological theory: why do children read and what is 

children's culture? In her article "Exploring the power of written 

language through literature for children and adolescents" Yetta 

Goodman (1988) talks about the importance of why: "It is only as 

students become actively engaged in wondering why and for what 

reasons people read and write and how such processes affect their 

own lives that the power of language will take on meaning" (p. 263). 

Dr. Goodman is here referring to literacy development; however, the 

marriage between why and meaning is an important one for criticism 

as well. Why children read is closely 'allied, as it is also with adults, 

to what they get out of reading, and what they get out of reading 

determines the extent of their own analysis of what they are reading. 

Analysis 

For the analysis to demonstrate what I mean by ecological 

literary theory, I have chosen to analyze the six novels used earlier: 
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Where the Wild Things Are, The Paper Bag Princess, Bridge to 

Terabithia, The Witches of Worm, Haunted, and The Grey King. The 

analysis is a 2-step process. Firstly, I did a response-oriented think

aloud for each book as a base because ecological theory doesn't 

analyze text; it analyzes response to text, which is where meaning 

resides. Secondly, I went back over the protocol and analyzed my 

reactions using ecological theory. This second analysis appears under 

the heading: Meta-analysis. 

Where the Wild Things Are 
Sendak, M. (1963). Where the Wild Things Are. Harper & Row, 

Publishers. 

Where the Wild Things Are starts right in the middle of the 

action, providing an irresistable hook. By referring to the time as 

"the" night, Sendak set up my expectation that this was one of many 

nights. It made me curious about the other nights and gave the story 

fullness. I'm also a parent of a male child although I've never sent a 

child to bed without supper. It is my feeling that this creates an 

unnatural and unwelcome tie between eating and behavior. But by 

the end of the story I relaxed this reaction as I became aware that 

the incident set up the frame for the story. 

I didn't identify strongly with Max partially because he's male 

but more because of his beligerant attitude. He's a very aggressive 

little boy who doesn't think things out. Nothing that he does is 

planned; his actions are spontaneous which, in turn, makes his shifts 

abrupt. He attempts to seize parental control, and when that doesn' t 

work, he creates an imaginary world in which he can be king. This 
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Sawyer and The Witches of Worm. 
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I enjoyed the artistry of the story, both pictures and words, 

and the symmetry of both the internal story and the frame, but the 

treatment of the only female character in the story bothered me a 

great deal. She was so passive, particularly in the face of a 

misbehaving child, and then she sabotages her own discipline. I saw 

the situation as a single mother with an only child who was going to 

have serious problems if she didn't 'shape up and handle the 

situation better. Does Max feel unloved perhaps? The wild things 

that he creates in his mind to rule over tell him that they love him. 

Perhaps the supper that he finds back in his room is also imaginary, 

part of his wish fulfillment. 

The Paper Bag Princess 
Munsch, R. N. (1980). The Paper Ba~ Princess. Toronto, Canada: 

Annick Press Ltd. 

When I first heard the title of this book, I misheard it as the 

paperback princess, which was interesting because I didn't know 

whether to interpret it as a princess in a paperback novel or a 

princess with a literal paper back. A few months later I actually 

read the book, and I've been using it' and recommending it ever 

since. 

Why was the book so attractive to me? I like the look of the 

book and I'm very fond of dragons. But these factors never override 

text. The first page certainly wasn't any different from any other 

fairy tale, and for quite some time I had regarded many of the most 
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popular fairy tales as hegemonic devices for keeping women in their 

place. The story doesn't start with once upon a time, but instead 

gives background information that tells us that we are reading a 

fairy tale. We are introduced to Princess Elizabeth who is engaged to 

Prince Ronald and who has beautiful princess clothes. But the story 

twists on the second page when the dragon carries Ronald off instead 

of Elizabeth. I was hooked--a feminist fairy tale! 

I've always liked fairy tales, folklore, and myth. I actually read 

Le Morte d' Arthur and The Idylls of the Kin~ during a bout of flu in 

high school. But heroines were few and far between, and often they 

were just males in female disguise. Elizabeth was different. She 

decided to go on the quest; she wasn't sent. I was a little concerned 

by her lack of preparedness--a paper bag for clothing and no armor? 

Elizabeth tracks the dragon though Munsch makes it clear that 

this was not a difficult feat because of the damage the dragon did. 

When she finds him, the dragon snubs her, doesn't take her 

seriously. I know this feeling, and I find that I'm reacting to this tale 

on two levels. I'm amused and enchanted by the story and 

Elizabeth's pluck, but I'm identifying with her and, at this point in 

the story, that brings a small feeling of helplessness and im echo of 

past events. But Elizabeth persists, and through the use of flattery, a 

strategy that is usually referred to, stereotypically, as a traditional 

female weapon, she coerces the dragon into responding to her. This 

was not a strategy I would have chosen since I am not an ooh !-what

big-muscles-you-have! type. I think I would have attacked with an 



I I 2 
army, but I have to wonder if that response was formed by reading 

so many heroic stories that had male heroes who followed that 

particular strategy. I always did admire heroes who used guile. 

Wasn't that just what Elizabeth was doing? 

Elizabeth does rescue Ronald, and even though several of my 

expectations had been thwarted already in the story, I was not 

prepared for the ending. When I read it, however, I knew it was 

right. Few women haven't been criticized by a man for their 

appearance. Ronald's reaction to seeing Elizabeth rang the reaction 

"Typical!" from me. Men are so hung up on physical appearance. 

Where is his gratitude for being rescued? Apparently, Munsch is 

aware of this reaction because he has Elizabeth call Ronald a bum 

and call off the wedding. The message is pretty strong and is echoed 

in the slogan I've seen on feminist T-shirts: A woman without a man 

is like a fish without a bicycle. 

I realize, however, that my reaction to this fairy tale is that of 

an adult feminist. How do children react to it? I'm sure that 

children would have a different reaction and that there would be 

some difference also between men and women. Age and gender 

would probably be the two most important characteristics in reacting 

to this story. 

Bridge to Terabithia 
Paterson, K. (1977). Brid~e to Terabitbia. New York: The Trumpet 

Club. 

Bridge to Terabithia is another book in which a male and a 

female child engage in imaginary and roleplaying games. In this 
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book though the male is the main character and the female plays a 

minor but influential role. 

The opening chapter of this book sets up the Aarons family and 

introduces the protagonist, Jesse. Although I lived on a farm during 

part of my marriage and I have many relatives who've spent at least 

part of their lives on farms, I didn't relate well to the Aarons or to 

Jesse and his desire to excel at running. I was also jarred by the use 

of a foreshadowing statement at the end of the chapter: "He thought 

later how peculiar it was that here was probably the biggest thing in 

his life, and he had shrugged it off as nothing" (p. 8). Using the 

weather to foreshadow and enhance the events and the mood in ~ 

Witches of Worm was far more subtle than the naked statement in 

Bridge to Terabithia. I do, however, trust authors to know the 

circumstances about which they write, so I did learn about the 

people of rural communities around Washington, D.C., and relived 

some moments of polite sexual discrimination from teachers and 

others who said things like, " ... an unusual hobby--for a girl" (p. 33). 

When Leslie makes her entrance, the book becomes 

considerably more interesting to me. I was a tomboy at her age with 

very short, brown hair also. Her clothes for school in 1977 seemed a 

bit casual. I can't remember when most dress codes were abolished 

or cut back, but I guess that was about the right time. I chuckled 

over the description of Miss Edmunds; I still wear lipstick only 

rarely. One problem hasn't changed: Jesse's teacher complains that, 

when Leslie is added to her class, she has 31 students and no one 
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else has more than 29. Now, of course, most classes have 31 or more 

on average. However, I have known teachers who, like Miss 

Edmunds, felt that their lives were worthwhile if they could expose 

just one child to an art gallery. As a child I used to take the 

commuter train down into Chicago for the day just to go to the 

Chicago Art Institute. 

Jesse is constantly frustrated about his art; it isn't valued at 

home or at school, yet he persists. I find that trait admirable. 

Running is something he's good at that is socially acceptable in his 

circle of friends although his family still doesn't see much use in it. I 

can relate to Jesse's wanting to please a father who's rarely there, 

and when he is, he's too tired to play or talk. My father traveled a 

great deal. He did play with us occasionally, but he made no attempt 

at long, meaningful conversations. 

I constantly found scenes picking up interest for me whenever 

Leslie entered. There was tension for me, wondering if Jesse had 

underestimated her abilities when he invited her to run during his 

heat. She calmly accepted. Under those circumstances, I wouldn't 

have been so cool at that age. I always hung back, trying to figure 

out the rules. It is interesting that Paterson has Jesse note just that: 

Leslie doesn't know what the rules are. What! liked was that she 

didn't seem to care. 

My interest and loyalties switched to Leslie. Perhaps that is 

why I resented her death. My only way to deal with it was to reduce 

her from fully human to a Merlin character, someone outside of the 
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play of time and circumstances. I have never been fond of stories in 

which children died, perhaps a consequence of being a mother. I 

disliked the movie My Girl for the same reason, and although Lurie 

(1990) sees the reintroduction of death in Charlotte's Web as a 

breakthrough for children's literature, my pleasure in that book was 

disrupted by death. The Arthur/Merlin analogy for the Jesse/Leslie 

relationship kept me going when I got nervous about the outcome. 

On a lighter note, although this novel was not written to be 

intentionally humorous, there were parts of it that reminded me 

strongly of Jean Sheppard's work, particularly the scenes with Janice 

A very and the television incident. Sheppard is very funny, but there 

is always that undertone to his work of a mildly unhappy, slightly 

underprivileged childhood spent in middle America. 

The creation of Terabithia gives Leslie and Jesse a place where 

they have power, where they rule. This is one of the issues in W here 

the Wild Things Are and The Witches of Worm. When I was in the 

fourth and fifth grades I created a jungle kingdom--we lived in the 

Philippines at the time--and my friends and I called ourselves The 

Tarzan Girls, quite a sexist title in retrospect but we were products of 

our time. We designed fabulous multitiered tree houses instead of 

magic kingdoms. Leslie invokes Narnia as their model. Perhaps the 

creation of kingdoms and power bases isn't entirely a power issue; it 

may also be an attempt to create a perfect and happy world, a 

utopia. 
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In every quest, the hero's facedown of his fears must occur 

alone. These fears are often associated with the dark, such as Luke 

Skywalker's dark father, Darth Vader. Jesse is afraid of scuba diving 

and certain parts· of the woods. In fact, his fear of the swirling water 

leads him to take the easy way out and go with Miss Edmunds rather 

than face Leslie with excuses for not wanting to go to Terabithia until 

the water recedes. The dark outer places symbolize our dark inner 

places where we must face ourselves. Jesse's fear of dying in the 

dark, cold water foreshadows Leslie death by drowning in the creek. 

Jesse wants to fit in and play by the rules, but he hasn't faced 

up to who he is. Part of knowing ourselves includes knowing both 

the male and female, the animus and anima. These were terms I was 

familiar with but hadn't really thought much about when I met an 

artist named Stephen Peregrine who had painted his anima and 

thought about her and her characteristics often. He was making a 

conscious attempt to integrate all the various aspects of his life. 

J esse recognizes instinctively that Leslie is like his anima, or, put 

mystically, is his anima. "She was his other, more exciting self..." (p. 

46). Leslie is his soulmate. Jesse discovers through Leslie what 

magic is in books, but like many kids he doesn't make an association 

between school and the magic in books. 

Halfway through the book the idea of only entering Terabithia 

by swinging across the rope is firmly established. A sense of 

foreboding is set up by the concept that it would cause bad luck to 

enter any other way. Along with going to the grove of pines during 
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the times of greatest joy and greatest sorrow, using the rope becomes 

one of the rituals of Terabithia. 

In the grove Leslie invokes spirits, and Jesse thinks that she is 

more at home with magic than with religion. (Bettelheim, 1975). But 

she asks to go along when Jesse's family goes to church on Easter 

Sunday. Jesse, often forced to do things he doesn't want to do, tunes 

church out the same way he tunes school out. Why do some kids 

know that they can get something out of school that will benefit 

them later while others spend a great deal of time and energy 

avoiding getting anything out of school? The idea of Leslie's death is 

introduced on page 85 when May Belle becomes concerned that, if 

Leslie doesn't believe in the Bible, she'll be condemned to hell when 

she dies. 

For all of my earlier lack of identification with Jesse, when the 

story turns toward his lack of comfort with adults, I am reminded of 

my childhood. I marvel at my son's ease with adults, and I 

remember that I tried to escape as soon as I could. I could never call 

adults by their first names, but my son does all the time. I always 

assumed that there was some secret initiation into adulthood when 

the secret code book was passed out. 

When Jesse goes to Washington, D. C., with Miss Edmunds, it 

had the feel, for me, of betrayal of love. Jesse betrays Leslie for 

another woman. It also harkens back to Jesus' betrayal. Indeed, as 

the magic grows in Terabithia, there are more and more Biblical 

references in the story. For example, during the rain when Jesse and 
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Leslie go to Terabithia, Jesse compares the swollen creek to the Red 

Sea when the Egyptians tried to follow Moses. 

The scene in the kitchen when the Aarons family tells Jesse 

that Leslie is dead outraged me. Firstly, May Belle knew exactly 

where he was and with whom. Her "I tolja he just gone off 

somewhere" seemed inadequate. Secondly, the continued bickering 

in the face of what happened sickened me, but then that kind of 

insensitivity always does. Paterson does an excellent job of 

portraying selfishness and ignorance. These are not, in many 

respects, likable people. 

For me, the story took on Calvinist overtones. The 

foreshadowing through fear, the "what if you die without believing" 

talk, the evil spell, all portend the concept that if someone is happy. 

they must pay for it with pain. Calvinism is a heavily ironic religion. 

The equation that is set up is that if Jesse had not been afraid or had 

included Leslie, she would not have died. That type of gUilt is 

consistent with his dysfunctional family. 

Paterson's handling of Jesse' s reaction to Leslie death is 

textbook. Firstly, he' s disbelieving and numb; secondly, he's angry at 

her for leaving him; thirdly. he grieves; and fourthly. he restores her 

memory and carries on. Leslie's legacy is passed on to Jesse's sister. 

May Belle, who becomes the new queen of Terabithia. Jesse is able 

to keep that part of himself that Leslie cultivated. The final part of 

the book is about building bridges: between parents and children. 

siblings, and memories. 



The Witches of Worm 
Snyder, Z. K. (1972). The Witches of Worm. New York: Dell 

Publishing. 
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The title of this book intrigued me. I can think of two reasons 

why this might be so. Firstly, I was fascinated by the Salem 

witchcraft trials when I was young, and the neopagan resurrection of 

witchcraft as a feminist religion in the sixties spawned many books, 

some of which I read. Secondly, the use of the word "Worm" 

interested me. Worm has been used in a number of supernatural 

contexts in literature, and "witches" already set my mind along the 

supernatural trail. Years ago I read The Lair of the White Worm by 

Bram Stoker. The worm in this novel was worshipped as an ancient 

god and ultimately turned out to be an ancient horror. Satan has 

been referred to in literature as an ancient worm. Dragons have 

frequently been called worms. In the movie Dragonslayer, for 

example, the drllgon is called Vermithrax Perjorative. So I started 

the book with a few preconceptions as to what it might be about. 

The reader is immediately introduced to two characters, Jessie 

and Joy. Jessie is the protagonist of the novel, and Joy is her mother. 

The first line of the novel sets the tone for their relationship: "I'm 

sorry, Jessie Baby." The mother is apologizing to the daughter and is 

using a phrase that diminishes the daughter's stature. Since I come 

from a dysfunctional family, I reacted with sympathy for Jessie and 

anger at Joy for disappointing her daughter. I also noticed that the 

hook for the novel was very effective. Starting in the middle of the 

action, in this case a conversation, is an efficient method of engaging 
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the reader. Within the first few paragraphs we find out that when 

Joy addressed Jessie, she didn't look at her, Joy is very beautiful, and 

the author refers to her protagonist as Jessica, reflecting Jessica's 

vision of herself. The conflict between mother and daughter is set up 

quickly: Joy is beautiful, Jessica is plain; Joy looks too young to be a 

mother, Jessica is twelve; Joy acts circuitously, Jessica is direct. What 

place does Jessica have in her mother's life? Is she unwanted, 

unapprec iated? 

Jessica feels unwanted and unloved. She has been 

disappointed so many times that it has become normal, and she no 

longer seems to have any expectations. Jessica seems to be 

distancing herself from any kind of intimacy. She no longer stays to 

listen to her mother's litany of why she's sorry, she has broken her 

friendship with Brandon, and mentally she refers to a partially 

overheard conversation outside the Post's apartment as "a dull 

whine." I remember a time when adults no longer seemed to hold 

any magic. They became bringers of disappointment and 

punishment to be avoided and outwitted. 

Though I thought I understood Jessica at this point, my interest 

was piqued again by her quarrel with Brandon. Why had she 

quarreled with her best friend? Once more I felt a touch of 

admiration for Snyder's facility. Snyder doesn't expend large 

quantities of words to paint a complete picture, she teases with 

minimalism. For example, she only mentions Mrs. Fortune and her 

cats in passing, yet an old woman with a name like Fortune and cats 
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for companions adds to the impressions already created by the title 

of the book. 

That descriptive paragraph on page 7 of the weather is 

foreshadowing of the dark and poisonous events that are to come. 

Foreshadowing not only ties the story together in retrospect, but it 

should set the tone for what is to come. The weather also mirrors 

the storm within Jessica: poisoned, gray, sad, and angry. But like 

many children, Jessica has a secret place, a cave in the cliff behind 

her apartment bUilding. The cliff could be a metaphor for Jessica' s 

life~ it's steep and hard to climb~ the climber has to know where the 

handholds are; and the only things that grow there are weeds and 

ugly, scratchy bushes. 

The games Jessica and Brandon played are drawn from 

literature. such as tales of knights, 1001 Arabian Nichts. and Tom 

Sawyer. Interestingly, such intertextuality assumes that children 

will be familiar with these tales, yet all were written originally for 

adults and subsumed into children's literature perhaps as adult 

tastes became more sophisticated and less credulous. Many of the 

so-called children's classics were not, in fact, children's tales. When I 

worked in a bookstore. parents would come in constantly and want 

to buy "classics" for their children. They were almost unanimously 

appalled by the difficulty of these texts which they only 

remembered as stories and which they knew it was good for their 

children to read. I often suggested that children enjoy being read to. 

but when they were not receptive to this suggestion, I steered them 
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gently toward well-thought-of modern works that their children 

could read for themselves. These stories, however, remain part of 

children's culture and are often transmitted through seemingly 

mysterious ways. Many, of course, are presented in other media. 

For example, the currently popular movie by Disney, Aladdin, will 

present at least one of the 1QQ1 Arabian Nights stories. Tales of 

knights are often transmitted by older children. In the The Witches 

of Worm, Brandon is the transmitter of culture, and, as a 

consequence of their games, Jessica has become a reader and an 

initiate. 

The plot begins to turn with a book that Jessica has just taken 

out at the library. Up until this point in her life, all the roleplaying 

has beeri done with Brandon and at Brandon's direction. This is the 

first book that Jessica has read and reacted to on her own. The book 

is The Witches of Salem Town, the source of the title of Snyder's 

novel. My interest was piqued again at this point because in junior 

high school, Jessica's age, I read every book I could find on witches 

and ghosts. I wonder if at this stage of development children feel 

the need to move from fiction to reality, as Jessica does, but still have 

a need for the elements of fantasy that ghosts and witches provide. 

Reality for most adults is quite different from reality for most 

children. Perhaps dinosa~rs provide a transition from dragons, but 

witches are conta:ined both in the literature of fiction and that of 

nonfiction. They represent a blurred reality. How does a child know 

the difference between the two? On page 23 Joy asks what Jessica's 
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fascination with Mrs. Fortune is all about: "What does she have in 

that smelly apartment of hers--a gingerbread house?" Perhaps there 

is no difference. When I asked my son what he considered the 

difference to be, he answered that there is no difference. At Salem 

the people feared that witches with the storybook characteristics did 

exist. They were concerned that their children would be eaten and 

that they would be bewitched. 

Just as I have identified with Jessica because of such 

characteristics as an interest in witches, Jessica identifies with the 

twelve-year-old girl named Ann, Jessica's middle name, in the book 

that she's reading. So the process of relating to the written word 

spirals in on itself; just as I pull what I need from The Witches of 

Worm, so Jessica pulls what she needs from The Witches of Salem 

Town. Ann became famous by denouncing witches; Jessica wants to 

be famous. 

Jessica's lack of familiarity with cats and the influences of the 

weather, the book she's been reading, and her unhappiness lead her 

to see the kitten she finds in the cave as strange. In fact, she is 

seeing a newborn kitten for the first time. She goes to the only cat 

person she knows, Mrs. Fortune. Mrs. Fortune tells stories that are 

about supernatural powers and magical objects, and Brandon 

believes her stories. 

A dichotomy is set up between the ugliness of the kitten, that 

desperately needs Jessica, and the beauty of her mother, who does 

not need her and, in fact, neglects her. At one point Jessica describes 
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her mother as looking like a medieval princess, an image from her 

reading and roleplaying. It is only one step away for Jessica to 

impose an image from her reading on the new kitten. She has only 

finished reading three chapters when she loses her book. Her 

mother's revulsion at the sight of the kitten bonds her to it and also 

determines its name when her mother declares that it's not a kitten 

but a worm. 

Jessica begins to talk to Worm and then to answer for him. In 

this mono/dialogue she immediately establishes his persona as 

something different, special. For example, when Jessica first takes 

Worm to Mrs. Fortune, she tells Jessica that Worm has lived before 

and that he is wise. Jessica incorporates this information into her 

dialogue. Jessica's doubts and fears are reflected in Worm's dialogue. 

The conversation between the two of them is, essentially, Jessica's 

monologue. In playing with animals that I have become close to, I 

always attributed intention to their actions, both good and bad. I've 

always talked to animals, particularly when I'm alone; it helps to 

assuage the loneliness. Jessica has lost Brandon and her two school 

friends recently; she is a very lonely child. Alienation breeds 

alienation. Mrs. Fortune and Brandon have not abandoned Jessica; 

she has turned against them. She is always wary in the company of 

adults; now, she attributes supernatural characteristics to Mrs. 

Fortune as well as to Worm. 

The novel is very much about expectations: met and unmet. 

Jessica expects Worm to act a certain way because of what he is, a 

"--- ..... _ ... -._.- .... _--
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cat. She also expects her mother to act like her image of a mother. 

But Jessica's friends are changing, growing up, and Jessica hasn't 

made the transition yet. At this point in time, an old dream comes 

back to haunt her. She dreams that she is alone in a room. The only 

furniture in the room is the cot she is lying on. Then the walls start 

to move away, leaving her alone with no supports. The dream seems 

symbolize her feelings: no anchor, nothing to hold on to, no stability, 

nothing to rely on. This is what she' s come to expect. 

Novels are, of course, always related to expectation. The author 

has expectations when s/he writes the book; the reader has 

expectations when s/he reads it. For example, although Jessica tells 

us that when Worm starts to talk to her it is qualitatively different in 

her head, I don't believe her because Snyder has not given us any 

reason to expect that there are any real supernatural forces at work 

in this book. In fact, a great deal of time is spent explaining Jessica' s 

imagination and establishing the normality of her life as an only 

child in a single parent family. Therefore, I am much more likely to 

credit the transition through puberty and her circumstances with the 

events that Jessica imagines. 

Part of the art of writing is to foil some expectations while not 

betraying the reader's trust in the author. Mutual trust is important, 

and once shaken, it is hard to rebuild. One point at which I faltered 

in my belief in the story was when Mrs. Fortune attributed Worm's 

shading and ears to his having Abyssinian blood. Worm is gray and 

carries his ears to the side, but no mention is made of the size of his 
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ears. My sister currently has an Abby and I owned one several 

years ago. They come in two colors red and ruddy, but in both cases. 

there are two layers of fur and the fur on the belly is always lighter 

in color. Reds are red, and ruddys have black ticking at the end of 

each hair on the back. head and legs while the belly is a delicious soft 

pumpkin shade. They stalk like muscular young lions, and they are 

aggressively friendly. Snyder does say that Worm has large, pointed 

ears, and they are well-known for their large ears. At birth Abys 

look like expensive rabbits. Perhaps Snyder was thinking of Russian 

Blues. 

By the end of chapter 4 Snyder has completed Jessica's 

imagined verbal relationship with Worm; Jessica now believes that 

Worm answers her himself. The parallel to the Salem witches 

continues: pubescent female child, old woman with familiars, 

demonic spirit inhabiting the body of a cat. The demonic spirit 

begins its attack on and attempt to possess the young girl. Jessica 

transfers her feelings of rage and impotency onto Worm, even having 

him spout the same insult at her that she overhears between two 

classmates. one of whom was a former friend of hers. Jessica might 

have to wait until she grows up to take revenge on her mother. but 

she can get back at Diana now. 

Jessica also begins terrorizing Worm, trying to get him to admit 

that he's not just a cat. She yells at him, drops him, pulls him out 

from under the bed by one leg. But she is quite self-aware. She does 

doubt whether Worm is actually speaking to her, even realizing that 
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the roleplaying with Brandon may have had an influence. This move 

by Snyder. giving Jessica self-awareness and the ability to question 

what the reader assumes is the correct answer. causes the reader to 

hesitate and rethink what may really be going on in the story. This 

u_ncertainty and desire to find out is what keeps the reader turning 

the page. 

Jessica does find a way to revenge herself on her mother: she 

washes her new dryclean-only dress. During the confrontation with 

her mother afterward, Jessica discovers that a ploy she had used 

with Mrs. Post--throwing her hands up in front of her face when 

attacked--worked again. The similarity to the Salem witches 

continues here because the Salem accusers wouldn't have persisted if 

some authority figure had simply told them to quit behaving like 

vengeful children. I did read in one account that something close to 

that is what ended the Salem trials with so few deaths compared to 

those in Europe. 

Mrs. Fortune finds Jessica's lost book and returns it to her. In 

the last chapter Jessica reads that Ann. when she grows up, confesses 

that the demons who tormented her were not sent by the people 

who were executed but rather were a result of her unhappy 

childhood. When Jessica talks to Mrs. Fortune later about getting rid 

of Worm because he's a demon, Mrs. Fortune tells her that. indeed, 

she must get rid of the demon which may inhabit Worm but is not of 

his making but that Worm is not the demon. Although Jessica's 

charge that Mrs. Fortune is a witch is a convenience to allow revenge. 
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when she asks Mrs. Fortune for help in getting rid of the demon, Mrs. 

Fortune gives her a book of spells. I had never felt while reading the 

book that Worm was a demon, but now I found myself wondering 

about Mrs. Fortune. 

The weather, which has been the moodsetter during the novel, 

climaxes as the book does. Jessica completes the exorcism, but Worm 

escapes from the apartment during the storm. Brandon and Jessica 

track him down and bring him home, restoring their friendship in 

the process. 

My age and the amount of literature of the supernatural that 

I've read are important to consider in my interpretation of this text 

as well as the length of my response. The text itself is intertextual, 

reflecting some books directly and some by implication, but, in 

addition, the text is intertextual, in my interpretation, in ways that 

may not be the case in another reader's interpretation. For example, 

I was reminded of Stephen King's Carrie and Mary Shelley's 

Frankenstein, but a reader who had not read these texts would not 

make these connections but might make others that I am unfamiliar 

with. 

Haunted 
Stine, R. L. (1990). Fear Street: Haunted. New York: Pocket Books. 

When I chose Haunted, I was aware that several writers of 

young adult horror were very popular, such as Christopher Pike, 

Richie Tankersley Cusick, and R. L. Stine, the author of Haunted. I 



chose Haunted because of the cover and title; I've always been 

interested in ghost stories. 

129 

When the book opens, Melissa Dryden is in the middle of a 

nightmare, an appropriate place to begin a horror novel. While she' s 

sleeping, she hears tapping at the window and thinks the Fear Street 

prowler is outside. She becomes entangled in the bed clothes, and 

that enhances her fear. This episode reminds me of the night I 

stayed up to finish reading The Exorcist. Almost everyone has had 

the experience of scaring themselves in the twilight world between 

waking and sleeping. The short opening scene as all three members 

of the family converge in Melissa's room establishes Melissa's 

suggestibility, her relationship with her parents (her father calls her 

Skinnybone or Lissa and she sleeps in one of his old pajama tops), 

her physical appearance (she has thick, wild hair and weighs less 

than 100 pounds), her active social life (her boyfriend's name is 

Buddy, he's been gone for two weeks, and they had a fight that 

night), her mother's constant segues, the existence of her father's gun 

and Melissa's knowledge of its location, and the existence of a 

prowler in the neighborhood. 

In keeping with the tone of the book, Melissa reads Stephen 

King. While she's reading, she notices a "strange" chill in the room--a 

setup for the supernatural plot because the air feels warm as soon as 

she leaves her room. As I read, I found myself paying attention to 

the character-setting details of the book, such as Melissa's contention 

~~~-~ ~ --~-.---
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that she didn't want perfect hair but rather hair with personality and 

her father's glasses always sliding down his nose. 

Melissa seems to have every teenager's dream life: a good

looking boyfriend, happy and loving parents, and a shiny blue 

Pontiac Firebird for her seventeenth birthday. But her second 

glimpse of the supernatural comes in her new car as she's driving to 

Della's house. Suddenly, it feels as though someone yanked the 

wheel to the right twice, she feels another chill, and she hears a voice 

whispering her name. 

The strange events continue during Melissa's birthday party 

when she finds all her presents ripped open. Some of the language 

during the party scene just didn't ring true to me. I have a teenage 

son and found the language too stilted, too much the wayan adult 

would want teenagers to talk. Melissa's parents go out for the 

evening, and Melissa promises to have everyone out by midnight. 

This good behavior and the rapport with her parents coupled with 

Melissa's lecture later in the book to her friend Krissie about not 

being a snob to people who have less money reminds me of the 

cautionary and good behavior tales told or read to children so that 

they would learn correct moral behavior. I didn't expect this type of 

diatribe in a horror novel for adolescents. 

Because of the title, I did expect a ghost. Those expectations 

were met in the scene after the birthday party. Melissa goes to bed, 

enjoying a warm breeze from the open window. Within minutes she 

is cold, but when she gets up to close the window, a young man 

--- -------
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appears from the shadows at the end of her bed. Stine describes him 

as having "[o]nly the blackness of night where his face should have 

been" (p. 27). This "stranger with no face" motif is common in 

nightmares and horror stories. We 'have two possible expectations at 

this point: the prowler or the ghost. 

Since early in the story Melissa's good relationship with her 

parents has been established, it is logical that she would try to 

explain to them what happened; however, a common theme in horror 

or supernatural tales is that the person experiencing the horror is 

never believed. This book holds true to form. The ghost attempts to 

push her out her bedroom window. Apparently, this ghost is not just 

an apparition in the classical sense. Since I read a great many ghost 

stories as a child, I went over a few types in my mind. Usually, the 

victim is frightened to death literally or is frightened into making 

some stupid move that causes her/his death, such as backing over a 

cliff. Rarely does a ghost manifest physically. Cold, however. is a 

classic sign, and this ghost is cold right down to his hands. After the 

attack. Melissa attempts to call him out. repeating three times, "I 

know you're here." In light of my studies of fairy tales , I found it 

quite interesting that the phrase. possibly seen as an attempt at 

conjuring, was repeated three times. I found myself wondering if 

that was intentional on the part of the author. After Melissa falls 

asleep. a cold shadow drifts over her bed. This I found particularly 

frightening. We are never so vulnerable as when we are asleep. 
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The apparition appears to her again while she's driving. This 

time he calls out her name three times and appears next to her in the 

front seat along with the supernatural cold. This time the reader 

sees him more clearly: "A young man, probably about her age. Tough 

looking. With black, greasy hair down to his collar. And dark, 

dangerous eyes. Dressed all in blue denim" (p. 43). For me, breaking 

up the description into short phrases caused me to focus on each 

characteristic one at a time as though Melissa were noticing one thing 

at a time. His portrait built slowly. As a result of his sudden 

appearance, Melissa crashes into the car in front of her. The man in 

that car raps on her window three times. Three is becoming a 

expected theme. 

Melissa tries to explain again, sounding a bit deranged this 

time. Cassandra, the Trojan prophetess sprang into my mind. At the 

end of Chapter 6 the ghost appears to her fully and explains why he's 

haunting her: she killed him. Melissa, however, doesn't remember 

doing so. The ghost seems to resent her money and has also lost 

most of his memory although he is certain that she killed him. 

On p. 54 Stine has the ghost ask Melissa if she's ever seen any 

horror movies. This metatext reference to the genre indicated to me 

that Stine would stay within the rules of the genre, and it reminded 

me of a scene in the movie FriGht NiGht when the vampire tells the 

vampire slayer, who is holding up a cross, "You have to believe." 

I was also struck by the amount of trouble this girl has driving 

a car while being haunted. She may be more dangerous to her health 
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than the ghost. She offers to help the ghost, who does remember 

that his name is Paul, discover what happened in exchange for living 

awhile longer. He accepts. As the reader, I was in a bit of a quandry. 

Was the ghost telling the truth or was Melissa? Since most horror 

stories contain a mystery, I expected to find out that both· were right 

and wrong. I kept reading to uncover the twist. 

When Melissa goes to pick up Buddy, her boyfriend, she 

decides she want to talk rather than go to the movie. He concludes 

that she wants to talk about them--a natural assumption; however, 

she thinks about Buddy: "He's an okay guy" (p. 60). As a result of 

this comment, I wondered if there would a supernatural romance 

between Melissa and the ghost, whom she has already described as 

handsome. I wondered about the influence of the gothic novel on the 

story. Although many of the elements, such as the mysterious and 

darkly brooding male, were present, scene is almost a character in 

gothics, and scene simply wasn't well developed in this novel. 

Some elements of the story are not within my own personal 

experience, but I'm familiar with them because of raising my son: the 

Hard Rock Cafe t-shirt and the Red Heat dance club. In his case, the 

club is called the Fine Line, but it's the same type of place although 

Red Heat is much larger. A fight between Melissa and Buddy at the 

club precipitates Melissa's flight into a poorly lit parking lot alone. 

Four or five guys are sitting around on cars, and she recognizes Paul 

among them. However, this Paul is alive. 
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Was Paul the Fear Street prowler? If so, the writer has broken 

trust with the reader by setting up the supernatural elements to the 

degree Stine has. The other alternative is a time-traveling ghost. 

Melissa's thoughts are that he's either real and tricked her in his 

room or that all the boys are ghosts; however, there are no 

supernatural signs with this appearance. 

When Melissa goes to the market to question Frankie about 

Paul, she comes away with the mystery of whether or not Paul is a 

ghost or alive. The personalities of the two Pauls seem quite 

different. The ghost is less crude. Her confrontation with Paul in the 

parking lot of the grocery store during the daylight also contains no 

elements of the supernatural, and the audience is way ahead of 

Melissa at this point in determining that this Paul is not the ghost. In 

fact, I came to the conclusion that Melissa was a bit slow. She keeps 

expecting him to disappear, but we don't--we know. When she 

returns home, Paul is sitting on her bed. This time it's the ghost. I 

was impatient, waiting for Melissa to get the point. 

The ghost Paul's inability to talk to the live Paul makes sense. 

The trauma of talking to your ghost would be too much for most 

people. That thought shakes me up. -The ghost hangs around his live 

version and finds out that he's the Fear Street Prowler. This 

revelation sets up expectations. I know that Melissa's father has a 

gun. I know that Melissa knows where it is. I know that the ghost 

says that Melissa killed him. Now with this new bit of information I 

know how it happened, or at least I think I know how it happened. 
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The setup is completed when Melissa' s parents leave for the 

convention. Marta leaves for her brother's, and Melissa cannot go to 

Della's because Della has been delayed in returning home by one day. 

That means Melissa will spend one night alone at her house. And 

now the live Paul knows where she lives. 

The real Paul does indeed break into her house that night, and 

she does go for the gun. This time the action is different. Melissa 

can't shoot Paul, so he struggles with her and gets the gun. As he is 

about to shoot her, the ghost appears, takes the gun from the live 

Paul, and tosses it to Melissa. The gun goes off accidently, and Paul is 

killed. Paul the ghost has made the decision to die for Melissa, and 

they share a brief embrace before he vanishes. This scene reminded 

me of The Ghost and Mrs. Muir. In this case, the ghost fades and 

moves on, leaving Melissa to continue with her own life. The 

knowledge of and relationship with Paul's ghost, however, will mean 

that she will suffer less trauma from killing someone than might 

otherwise be the case. I wondered if Buddy would ever be good 

enough for her now after her relationship with the ghost. 

The Grey Kini 
Cooper, S. The Grey King. New York: Collier Books. 

In this novel· the kingdom in The Grey King is real, not 

imagined, although it does exist simultaneous to the what the reader 

knows as the real world. Children in this novel are integral and 

important in solving the problems encountered, adults listen and 

value the children. There are dual worlds here as well, but the magic 



136 
world is not of the children' s creation. It is a world from myth and 

legend. 

The Grey King is fourth in a series of books by Susan Cooper 

called The Dark is Rising Sequence. The book opens with a prologue 

sequence that establishes that Will has been ill with hepatitis and 

has forgotten what he was supposed to do. As a result of his illness. 

he is sent off to Wales to recuperate. This event set up expectations 

in me because I know that Arthur was an early Welsh warlord. 

Within five pages the villain, Caradog Prichard, is introduced 

and the possible supernatural element of the story is referred to 

when Will's cousin Rhys' car "jumps" sideways onto a boulder and 

develops a flat. Will has already been feeling a bit claustrophobic as 

the car drove further into the hills. Since I am slightly 

claustrophobic, this feeling was easily evoked for me. 

The Grey King, the Brenin Llwyd, is introduced on page 10. 

Will notices the ragged grey clouds over the hills, and Rhys tells him 

that that formation is called the breath of the Grey King who is said 

to Ii ve up in the high land and it is a bad sign. The mention of the 

Grey King jogs Will's memory. With this sign, as with the others to 

come, Will experienced a rushing or whirring sound in his ears. 

I took a semester of Medieval Welsh at the University of 

Colorado at Boulder, so I spent some time trying to get the 

pronunciation of the Welsh. Every time someone in the book 

corrected Will's pronunciation, I was reminded of that late night class 

when we all sat around, eating crackers and cheese, drinking wine, 
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and trying to pronounce Welsh. The educator in me enjoyed the 

language lessons that Bran gave Will. While he taught him the 

sounds, he taught them in context and with a purpose. They joked 

and practiced as did I, recalling the comradery of that evening class. 

The Celts and the Arthur-Merlin cycle fascinate me, so I was 

predisposed to like this book. The character John Rowlands, 

described as having the well-modeled mouth of a Celt, intrigued me 

and I felt an immediate kinship or interest in him. He is described 

as having "a mind like an encyclopedia ... full of the old things" (p. 

16 ). 

Since I've read the other books in the series, I'm aware of 

Will's place in the overall scheme of the mythology of this story and 

his abilities. Both of those factors and Prichard's role as the villain 

are, however, foreshadowed for the new reader when, on page 14. 

Cooper puts the thought into Will's mind that they should ask 

Caradog Prichard how a car could jump sideways. A bit further 

down the same page Will investigates the Church of St. Cadfan on a 

trip to Tywyn and discovers an ancient upright stone. This stone is 

the second sign of what he's supposed to remember. He now has two . 
pieces of the puzzle. 

This is a stated quest novel, and for the first part, Will must 

find Cadfan's Way before the Day of the Dead to awaken the last 

allies of the Light. He sets out for the mountains that are most likely 

to contain the Way and encounters a boy and his dog. The dog with 

silver eyes that see the wind is the third piece of the puzzle and jar 
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Will's memory so that he remembers who he is and what he must 

accomplish. He is the youngest of the Old Ones of the Light, and this 

is his mission to accomplish. This is also his rite of passage. I 

remember a creative writing teacher who once told our class that 

only men had rites of passage; women were excluded because there 

was no need for such a thing in their lives. Perhaps that reasoning is 

why so many books of this kind have male questers. The boy Bran, 

the raven boy, has been waiting for him and knows who Will is. 

Together, they figure out that the day of the dead in the verse 

is Halloween, which used to be my favorite holiday as a child 

because, I suppose, it was a holiday that children seemed to control, 

a holiday with a bit of wickedness in it, flavored with the unknown, a 

night when anything could happen. 

Coloration plays an important part in the story. Bran is an 

albino, and as he says the Tylwyth Teg, the fairy folk, were the only 

fair people in Wales. Caradog Prichard has red hair and may have 

been descended from a "tribe of villains" from Dinas with red hair. 

My ancestors come mostly from the British Isles, and I have a whole 

herd of cousins with carrot-red hair. 

I wonder if all children have dreams of animals or of becoming 

animals? I used to dream of wolves and of running, wolf-like, on all 

fours through the woods. The milgwn reminded me of shape-shifters 

from other stories I've read, such as the series by local Tucson author 

Jennifer Roberson. Our folklore is rife with wolves of evil intent. 

Will encounters the milgwn on the hillside during a fire. He and Bran 
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have been isolated after Bran pursued what he thought was his dog 

Cafall. The milgwn have trapped Bran and Will on the mountainside 

where they are cut off by fire until Will finds the entrance to a 

cavern within the mountains. 

Bran. Will. and Cafall proceed into the caverns through the 

sufferance of the High Magic. which is more powerful than either the 

Light or the Dark. They must be passed upon by the High Magic. 

When I was young. I desperately wanted to be unusual, adopted, 

from another planet, or possessed of magic--anything extraordinary. 

The three searchers come out in a different time under a starry sky 

which reminded me of a party at which we tried to manipulate 

cosmic energy. Participants were supposed to be able to align 

themselves with the magnetic poles and by raising or lowering their 

hands cut off or allow to flow through their bodies magnetic energy 

from the poles. Instead, I shut my eyes and in my mind I saw 

myself standing at the very edge of a precipice. The universe was 

before me, below me, above me, and around me. Everywhere I 

looked I saw stars. Somehow I was standing on the edge of and in 

the middle of the universe. I imagined that Will, Bran, and Cafall 

experienced something of the same kind. 

In the cavern in the mountain the three adventurers encounter 

three robed men. The number three, so common in magical tales, set 

my expectations up immediately. Indeed, within a few pages there 

are three riddles to be solved, and two of the riddles have three 

answers. There is a balance here: one robed figure is Merriman of 
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the Light, one robed figure is from the Dark, and the third is Bran' s 

father. 

Color has played an important part in Will's adventures in the 

other books of the series. At one point in the first book Dark is 

characterized by a dark rider on a black horse. The horse that 

appears to Will, as a servant of the Light, is a white horse. Bran has 

white hair as does his dog. The blue robes of the three figures are 

regal, conjure up images of sea and sky. Also, in the back of my 

mind I tried to remember what the significance of the Virgin Mary's 

blue robe was, but the symbolism escaped me. To a Catholic there 

would be an additional meaning. In color therapy there would be 

yet another meaning. The blue robe of Bran's father is the blue of 

the sea. Interestingly, Merriman, servant of the Light, has a darker 

robe than the servant of the Dark. Does power play a part in the 

coloration? 

Will obtains the harp, and the Dark Lord returns to the Grey 

King. Will says, "The Sleepers must be wakened" (p. 78). For me, 

this line echoed another Messianic book, Dune. In Dune Paul 

Atreides is the Sleeper, and when he awakens, it is to his power and 

position as the savior of the planet known as Dune. I, therefore, 

expected the Sleepers to be saviors of one sort or another. 

The golden harp also had many echoes for me. I thought of a 

Disney cartoon of Jack and the Beanstalk that I had seen as a child. I 

thought of my friend Nancy who played a harp when we were in 

junior high. I thought of Apollo, Lord of the Lyre. I thought of the 
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Lyre Bird and the pin symbol of the Alpha Chi Omega sorority. I 

thought of Les Liaisons Dangerouse and the message left in the harp 

strings. I thought of angels. And when it was revealed that the 

music of the harp would protect them, I thought of the line "Music 

hath charms to sooth the savage breast" and of another friend of 

mine, Nina Kiriki Hoffman, who sold a short story called "Savage 

Breasts" based on an idea we had together riding in an elevator. 

Then when Cafall was shot by Prichard, the misreading of the line as 

"savage beast" came to me as a description of the King of the Milgwn, 

the grey ghost foxes. Then the variety of thoughts I had over one 

image amazed me. 

When Will and Bran are attacked by the North Wind as they 

emerge from the cavern, I was reminded of Greek mythology and the 

four winds and of Odysseus being able to contain the winds in a bag. 

Desire for control of the environment--that's what mythology and 

magic have in common. Part of the problem with mythology is that 

the reader has to deal with the Fates and their whim, such as the 

killing of Cafall; part of the problem with magic is that there are 

paybacks. If the flow of the universe is altered, something must be 

substituted for what is changed or taken, tit for tat. 

This story rings true as do so many fairy and folk tales in the 

relationships between adults and children. Adults simply do not 

believe children unless they are perceived of as magical as in fairy 

godmothers or, in this case, John Rowlands. Children must have their 

secrets. Books that portray "good" children who always tell adults 
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everything and are, therefore, believed by the adults are not tales 

for children; they are for adults with the Beaver Cleaver syndrome. 

This book provides a different twist on the Arthurian legend, 

one that has Guinevere time-traveling with her child, Bran. In 

present day she was called Gwen. John Rowlands describes her to 

Will as having black hair and blue eyes and arriving one night with 

the north wind blowing. She stayed four days, leaving Bran behind. 

Again, the fairy tale element of the vanishing mother, and the child 

raised by a surrogate. 

The magic in this book has a decidedly vicious side to it. 

Attacking the dogs, Cafall and Pen, seemed to be hitting below the 

belt to me, but it was that very feeling that was essential to moving 

the story along. There had to be a vulnerable spot to attack, and the 

dogs were it. Once the dogs have been set up, however, the Grey 

King makes his appearance and attacks Will, warning him to leave 

while he still can. Magic talismans and magic circles are used by 

both sides. Will has collected six signs, one of which is burned into 

his forearm. The Brenin Llwyd' uses a warestone as a spying device 

and a focus for his power. To overcome the power of the warestone, 

Will draws a magical circle that comes alive with blue fire, and again 

there is the association of the color blue with magic. 

I was strongly reminded of a game of dungeons and dragons 

and a questing team. In books as well as the game there is often a 

party of mixed types with various powers that compliment one 

another to aid in the quest. Will's questing party consists, at various 
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times, of Will, Bran, Cafall, Pen, and John Rowlands. Magical 

talismans and weapons enhance the powers of the players. The harp 

and the warestone are two such talismans. 

There is a division, too, between Bran and Owen Davies and 

magic and Christianity. This same division, between the pagan and 

the Christian that I mentioned earlier in my analysis of Bridge to 

Terabithia, was emphasized in John Boorman's Excalibur, another 

Arthurian story. The coming of Arthur marked the turning point 

from the old gods to the new. Just as Merriman/Merlin served 

Arthur, so Will Stanton serves Bran Davies. 

Will wakes the sleepers, but that's not an end to it. The Brenin 

Llwyd reaches out through Caradog Prichard, who throws the harp 

into the lake in a move I found to be analogous to tossing Excalibur 

back to the Lady of the Lake, to try to harm Bran, but Bran has come 

to power through knowing who he is, and his heritage as Arthur's 

son is revealed. John Rowland pushes Prichard aside and the Brenin 

Llwyd's power leaves him mad. The milgwn follow the harp into the 

lake. Will's quest is complete. 

Meta-analysis 

All my response-oriented analyses were conducted at separate 

times and were not altered once completed. The meta-analyses were 

conducted using the 17 points of my ecological theory. The first ten 

of these points provide the rationale for the last seven points of the 

theory which I have addressed in the analyses. 
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In applying ecological theory to my analyses of these texts, my 

own background and experiences can be reconstructed based upon 

my reactions to the text. This indicates their importance in my initial 

reactions to and understanding of the texts. If I had been raised 

differently or lived my life differently or been exposed to different 

texts, my analysis would have been different. Each child brings 

multiple and differing contexts to the context of reading a text. All 

are important and relevant both to the reader and to any learning 

situation, such as a classroom, where a shared meaning is being 

negotiated by a discourse community. These multiple readings also 

reflect the place the child is at in her/his life. 

A child's world can be very dark, full of hidden fears and 

anxieties. In some ways, literature serves as an externalizing force, 

bringing these fears out of the child and into the light where they 

can be examined. In The Witches of Worm Jessica's anger at Brandon 

and her feelings of abandonment by her mother are resolved 

successfully in the book. A child who relates to either or both of 

these situations can vicariously play out the scenarios with impunity. 

In The Paper Bas Princess the desire of little girls to be active in the 

adventure is played out. Other options, such as not marrying the 

prince, are explored, and little girls discover that they do not have to 

be locked into predetermined roles. The Grey KinS casts a child as 

the savior of the world, thus giving power to children who may feel 

powerless to directly affect their own world. Since Will is only 

eleven at the time of these stories, he is showing early signs of 
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greatness and going through a period of preparation as well as 

participating in his quest. Though there are many young heroes, in 

the case of adolescent fiction time is often telescoped to provide 

readers with a meaningful protagonist though most adolescents have 

no difficulties with tales of Robin Hood or King Arthur as full grown 

men. 

Sharing stories of when the literature was first encountered by 

the teacher is one way of opening a discussion of a book. 

Intertextual references is another. If young readers are introduced 

to the idea that there is no one right way to read a book, if they 

aren't frightened to express themselves for fear of having the wrong 

answer, then openness toward the text is introduced as well as 

respect for the students' opinions. Discussion is likely to be 

considerably livelier in an atmosphere of acceptance. Reader

response is a good place to start because of its acceptance of personal 

experience and interpretation as valid so long as it doesn't contradict 

the text. However, even young readers can learn to step "back from 

the individual poem or story to see it in the context of literature as a 

whole, as one of a family of stories and poems: a literary universe" 

(Sloan, p. 113). Children can also pick out themes that are specific to 

one group of people, such. as 'women, and determine the impact of 

stereotype on their own Ii ves and societally. And Sloan (1984) feels 

that "Children should progressively develop a sense of the 'one story' 

of all literature: the story of the loss and regaining of identity. This 

'story' is exemplified in the quest of the mythical hero whose 

-- ----------------



adventures, death, disappearance, and return become the four 

generic plots of literature: romance, tragedy, irony-satire, and 

comedy" (p. 113). In any case, the information to be gained by a 

quick theoretical perusal of the story (see Table 4-1) can be 

invaluable to the teacher in terms of balancing books in the 

classroom, determining approaches to the text, and structuring 

literature discussion groups. 

Where the Wild Things Are 
Sendak, M. (1963). Where the Wild Thin~s Are. Harper & Row. 

Publishers. 

My meta-analysis of Where the Wild Thin~s Are clearly 
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reflects aspects of who I am. My training in English literature comes 

through in my view of the opening hook as "irresistable." The 

psycholinguistic guessing game of reading is reflected in "my 

expectation that this is one of many nights" and my curiosity about 

the other nights. My role as a single parent allows me to identify 

with the mother, who appears to be a single parent as no father is 

mentioned. I have a son; Max. an apparently only child, is male. 

Since I've identified with the story through the mother, many of my 

responses deal with this aspect of the story. A child would have 

other concerns. I could only distance myself from this reaction by 

finding a structural reason for her behavior: this action of hers 

provides the frame for the story. 

I say in my analysis that I couldn't identify with Max because 

he's male and because of his belligerent attitude. In retrospect. I feel 

that I had difficulty seeing his position because I am an adult, and I 
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have already identified with the adult female in the story. I make 

the judgment that he is aggressive. Am I projecting onto the male in 

the story my feminist feelings about aggressive males? I see Max as 

attempting to seize parental control. Would a child instead see this 

as a move toward self control? Perhaps I'm reacting to the perceived 

challenge of a child toward adult authority, to the proper order of the 

universe. 

Max creates an imaginary world. Adults often behave in a 

schizophrenic manner concerning imagination. We tell children that 

we value it, but then we tell them to live in the real world, that they 

have to grow up, that they can't always have their heads in the . 

clouds. This fascination with realism has been taken up by the youth 

culture in the expression, "Get reall" What do we want for children? 

A great imagination with all that that entails? Or are we fostering an 

attachment to reality? Are these two positions in conflict? Perhaps 

children need to act out, and when they are thwarted by adults in 

this pursuit (perhaps because it frightens adults), children retreat 

into a world that they control: the world of the imagination. 

I perceived a powerless revenge motif in the story analogous to 

the one in Tom Sawyer and The Witches of Worm. In all three cases, 

I see the child as losing power to the adult. Another possible 

interpretation would be that the child is capable of alternative 

interpretations or approaches, reflecting the tension between 

invention and convention. This thought would have to be tested by 

finding out what children actually say about the story. 
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Illustrations are more prevalent in children' s literature than 

even in adolescent literature. and they are almost absent from adult 

literature. A recent exception is the series of iteration illustrations in 

Michael Crichton' s Jurassic Park. Chaos theory is used as the 

rationale for the breakdown of a dinosaur theme park. According to 

chaos theory. apparent chaos settles into predictable patterns given 

sufficient iterations. The chapters are introduced with an illustration 

of each successive iteration in this particular breakdown pattern. 

Sendak uses the illustrations to open up Max's imaginary 

world. The illustrations eventually take over the entire page, and 

the words are no longer necessary at the center, the heart, of the 

book. According to Moseley (1988), "The white space itself comes to 

represent the real world. perhaps suggesting its vacuity when 

compared with the depths of psyche and myth, for the white space is 

most overpowering at the beginning and the end of the book when 

Max is most absorbed in the sensual realities of playing and eating" 

p. 87). My reaction was to take aesthetic pleasure in the "artistry" 

and "symmetry" of "the internal story and the frame." 

In contrast to this pleasure, I was disturbed by what I 

perceived to be the characterization of the mother. I saw her as 

passive, someone who sabotages her own discipline. Perhaps a child 

would read her actions differently--perhaps as the actions of a 

nurturing parent. But my feminist nature worries that her actions 

are absorbed by the child's subconscious as having role model 

implications. As I mentioned in my analysis, perhaps I'm enlarging 
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traditional woman giving way to the aggressive man. 
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My final thought was that perhaps Max had imagined that his 

mother served him supper in his room. He may also know his 

mother so well that he knows she wouldn't send him to bed without 

supper. The use of the word "supper" is cultural. He may have had a 

desire for atonement or wish fulfillment, or I may have had a desire 

for the retention of female power. 

The Paper Bag Princess 
Munsch, R. N. (1980). The Paper Bai Princess. Toronto, Canada: 

Annick Press Ltd. 

Since we interpret what we read according to our own 

experiences and background, it isn't surprising that I misheard 

"paper bag" as "paperback." My reader response analysis clearly 

points out my familiarity with paperback princesses--that is, 

princesses in paperback novels--but my lack of familiarity with 

"paper bag princesses." My love of fantasy is borne out by my 

reaction to the dragon and all that he entails symbolically even 

though I clearly suspect some of these tales of keeping women in 

their traditional place. 

Not all fairy and folk tales are tales of oppression. Women are 

often clever and inventive. The other texts that came into my mind 

were Le Morte d' Arthur and The Idylls of the Kini because they had 

an important influence on me. I didn't want to be Guinevere, 

however; I wanted to be Arthur. That may be the reason I 

responded to Elizabeth's quest with the thought that I would go in 
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with an army. I'm used to reading tales of adventure and romance 

from the males point of view. There were apparently too few stories 

of female heroism in my own childhood. What is the cumulative 

effect of this on the whole population of female children? 

Elizabeth's use of flattery iri conquering the dragon apparently 

makes me feel uncomfortable. Although I accept the work of 

theorists, such as Carol Gilligan, who suggest that women speak in 

different voices and know in different ways, I still have reservations 

about letting down all of my guards. This book and my subsequent 

analysis played on all of my feminist stereotypes. When Ronald 

criticizes Elizabeth's looks, my reaction is that it is a typical male 

response. However, I am aware that my reaction is that of an adult 

feminist. Research has shown that children respond differently, and 

I would like to replicate that research to see the range of reaction for 

myself. 

Bridge to Terabithia 
Paterson, K. (1977). Brid&e to Terabithia. New York: The Trumpet 

Club. 

In my opinion, this book lends itself to archetypal criticism 

because of its overt hero's quest and hero/mentor theme~ and it was 

my reading of the story through the Merlin/Arthur theme that saved 

me some pain at Leslie's death. My response to this book was less 

personal, however, then my response to The Witches of Worm. I 

didn't identify as closely with any of the characters although I liked 

Leslie. Leslie and I had some critical differences as children. She 

was far more self-assured than I was at the same age, so it was 



easier for me to regard her as a nonhuman wizard with magical 

powers, creating a kingdom and passing on wisdom to the ruler. 
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I responded to the country setting, the teaching setting, and 

Miss Edmunds 60s approach because these are elements of my own 

background, but I didn't share the psychological engagement I found 

in Witches. In my analysis I picked up on several gender-related 

issues: my identification with Leslie over Jesse although I do see 

them as soulmates and the sexism of the teachers. I do see Jesse and 

Leslie as two halves, anima/animus. 

As with Witches the intertextuality was overt and covert and 

there was also the creation of an imaginary world based on books or 

themes from books. This time the invented world will survival as a 

positive tradition, passed on among siblings, an inherited kingdom. 

My response analysis strongly indicates my identification again 

with a dysfunctional family. This time, however, the structure of the 

family is similar to the one in which I was raised though the 

circumstances of the dysfunction are different. Again, my own 

experience with a broken marriage comes into play with my 

interpretation of Jesse's trip with Miss Edmunds as a betrayal of 

Leslie as the woman in his life. Betrayal leads to separation. Divorce 

and death are both separations. 

I did, also, interpret the book from a Calvinist perspective, and 

this interpretation reflects my own upbringing in a Calvinist church. 

There is a war in this story between magic and religion reflective of 

the coming of Christianity to the British Isles portrayed in the movie 
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Excalibur as occurring during the reign of Arthur. Leslie is the old 

magic, and Jesse is the new religion. 

The Witches of Worm 
Snyder, Z. K. (1972). The Witches of Worm New York: Dell 

Publishing. 

In looking over my analysis of this book it's obvious that it 

really brought back memories of my childhood and reading every 

book on witchcraft, ghosts, and the supernatural in the Skokie Junior 

High School library. As an adult I do see a relationship between my 

feminism and the ecofeminism movement which includes a goddess

worship component, addressing the female need for a female 

supreme being. Perhaps this sort of reaction could be referred to as 

interexperientiality, the relationship between the reader's 

experiences and the experiences of the characters in the book. For 

example, I come from a dysfunctional family, so in my identification 

with Jessica I relied heavily on my own experiences to create my 

understanding of her actions, reactions, and psychology. Throughout 

my analysis I call upon my own and my family's experiences to help 

me understand the characters experiences even though Jessica's 

family structure is different from my own family while I was 

growing up. 

I also react strongly to the relationships that are mishandled in 

this book and the many expectations that go unmet and unheeded. I 

identify with Jessica's sense of futility and rage, two emotions I have 

experienced in growing up and only dealt with later as an adult. I 

also sympathize with her self-denigration. 
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For me, there is a great deal of intertextuality with this book, 

some stated and some evoked. I am also very impressed by Snyder's 

skill as a writer and find myself admiring her work at various points 

as the story unfolded. Perhaps I detach at these points to distance 

myself from the text and the painful emotions it evokes just as 

Jessica emotionally distances herself from everyone she has 

previously had a relationship with. 

By this book, the third I analyzed, it is apparent to me that my 

interest in fairy tales, magic, witches, and the supernatural runs deep 

and may be related to my interest in the dark psychology of humans, 

the shadow side. In this sense I found this book to be very 

evocative. About halfway through my analysis I say, "For me, Mrs. 

Fortune's wing is the equivalent of the cottage at the edge of the 

village where the old, wise woman or witch lived." In the book 

Jessica's mother says, "What does she have in that smelly apartment 

of hers--a gingerbread house?" In looking at my analysis, these two 

statements evoked Jessica and Brandon (Hansel and Gretel) following 

breadcrumbs through the dark woods of childhood to the witch and 

the oven of jealously, fear, and loneliness. In a crisis they pull 

together, defeat evil, and come out the other side, having grown and 

reconciled. My reading reflects my interest in and knowledge of 

fairy tales. 

I also have specific knowledge about Abyssinian cats, having 

owned one. It distresses me when I run across inaccurate 

information because I'm suddenly aware that I'm reading a book and 
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I lose the experience of being within the story. It's harder, anyway, 

to stay within the story as the reader gains in age and experience 

because there are too many distractions and interconnections. 

While I was reading the book, I was unaware of the many 

layers of identification taking place though they were evident in my 

reader response analysis. As I identified with Jessica, so she 

identified with Ann. I know that I respond positively to framed or 

story-within-a-story books. Since I also react strongly to censorship 

issues, I have interpreted Jessica's loss of the library as a source of 

knowledge to be a shot at the Far Right. There is sufficient 

ambiguity within the text to allow for these individual 

interpretations. In looking back over my analysis, I note that at one 

point I began to doubt the lack of true supernatural elements in the 

story. This doubt is due to the balance between my own interests 

and textual ambiguity. There is room within the text for personal 

interactions, and the more ambiguous the text, the more possibilities 

for an elaborate and inventive metatext. 

Haunted 
Stine, R. L. (1990). Fear Street: Haunted. New York: Pocket Books. 

I experienced a considerable amount of induced intertextuality 

in reading this book. I made connections with The Exorcist, the 

Trojan War, The New Testament, Fri~ht Ni2ht, From the Dead of 

Nif:ht, gothic novels, ghost stories, Prelude to a Kiss, and The Ghost 

and Mrs. Muir. However, my level of interexperientiality was lower. 
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My analysis reflects my interest in and knowledge of horror fiction. 

I also reflected back on my reactions to The Witches of Worm. 

In this book I was also very much aware of writing style and 

the attempts to create character through description. My own 

experiences, both in my life and in observing my son's, contradicted 

what I was reading. Not that I would argue that it wasn't possible, 

but much of the dialogue seemed unlikely or certainly atypical for 

the average teenager in my experience. 

My analysis reveals my expectations: I did expect a ghost. I 

didn't expect a diatribe on correct moral behavior. I did expect a 

shooting. I did expect Paul to be the Fear Street Prowler. The 

repeated use of three in the middle of the novel set up an echo that 

caused a slight expectation of other fairy tale elements. This was not 

borne out in any great detail although any mystery can be 

considered a quest. The predictions in my reading and my 

subsequent analysis illustrate the prediction/confirmation of the 

psycholinguistic guessing game. Think-aloud reader-response 

protocols should always bear this concept out. 

Looking at my analysis, I find the expected references to the 

analogous structures of a ghost story and a gothic story and the 

gothic subplots, such as good boyfriend/bad boyfriend and the 

supernatural. The familiar nature of the supernatural/horror novel 

for adolescents allows for a high degree of predictability and, 

therefore, a high degree of readability, perhaps accounting for their 

popularity with this group. 
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The Grey King 
Cooper, S. The Grey Kinf:. New York: Collier Books. 

The analysis of this text indicates that I found it rich in terms 

of interexperientiality with quite a few intertextual responses as 

well. I responded to the view of children as competent, a hallmark, I 

believe, of good children's literature. 

My interest in magic and myth is revealed again by my 

responses, and once again the Merlin/Arthur theme predisposed me 

to like this book. Here the theme is overt instead of implied. My 

experiences, background, and interests are all called into play, as 

well as my knowledge of archetypal themes. 

At several points I ponder gender aspects of the texts but come 

to the conclusion that the various choices made by author, such as a 

male hero, do not bother me. The story provided a bit of a twist on 

Guinevere, a character I have never particularly liked. 

Although I refer in my analysis to haunted houses and 

childhood beliefs in elves, the analysis makes it clear that these 

images are evoked by impressions and mood rather than direct 

references. This layered effect was also to be found in the structure. 

Just as earlier works used a frame or a story-with-a-story, this story 

used a world within a world. 

I revealed my knowledge of fairy lore by my references to 

number and color. Many of the images resonated, such as my 

analysis of the harp image. As a reader, it is clear that I draw on a 

pool of symbolic knowledge that allows me to make connections that 
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link stories to genres. I am curious about other readers, particularly 

children, and their pools of knowledge and how this alters the 

meaning of the text. 

Table 4-1 shows the four literary theories explicated in this 

dissertation as they were applied to the six novels analyzed. 

Table 4-1 

Table of Application of Literary Theories 

Feminist 

Where the wi1d Not a positive 
things are experience for 

girls unless 
balanced by 
books with 
female 
protagonists. 

The paper bag 
princess 

A very positive 
experience for 
girls that 
affirms 
individuality 
but a rather 
negative 
portrait of boys. 
Should be 
balanced by 
books with male 
protagonists. 

ArChetypal 

Hero's quest 
ends 
successfully. 
Child's safe 
view of the 
universe is 
affirmed. 

Hero's quest 
ends 
successfully, 
affirming 
positi ve nature 
of the universe. 

Reader response Ecol ogical 

The author's use Revealed this 
of childhood reader as 
imaginings relating to story 
during as a single 
punishment of parent of a male 
being sent to child and a 
room should be feminist 
a universal perspective. 
experience. 

The author's use Revealed 
of a princess, reader's gender 
prince. and as female as 
dragon are so well as her love 
familiar that of fantasy and 
established knighthood. 
expectations are Reader related 
overturned by to feminist 
role reversal. nature of story. 



BrjdLW to 
Terabjthia 

The witches of 

~ 

Haunted 

While the 
protagonist is 
male, there are 
many females, 
positive and 
negative, in the 
book. There is 
the sacrifice of 
the female for 
the advancement 
of the male. 

The female 
protagonist is 
active and 
imaginative. 
Witches are a 
major theme and 
are regarded 
negatively. 
Males playa 
minor but 
important role. 

Contains a 
female 
protagonist who 
often acts in 
stereotypical 
fashion. Males 

The quest for 
identity is 
completed with 
the aid of a 
Merlin-type 
mentor. 

The quest is 
completed with 
the aid of a 
friend and a 
mentor. the 
hero feels 
different and 
possessed of 
magical powers. 
her conflicting 
feelings are 
reconciled. 

The quest is 
unsuccessfully 
completed. 
Information is 
gained, but 
there is no 

are not character 
portrayed transformation. 
attractively. 
Story romance 
is aimed at teen 
girls. 

The death of 
Leslie may 
prove shocking 
or be ignored or 
interpreted by 
some children. 

The 
externalization 
of Jessica's 
anger and hurt 
feelings could 
provoke 
interesting 
discussions. 
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Relationship 
with disturbing 
text was only 
possibly by 
analogy to 
Arthur-Merlin 
mythology. 

Relationship to 
text through 
interest in 
witchcraft and 
fairy tales was 
positi ve, but 
reference to 
Abyssinians 
created 
dissonance. 

Characters don't This text 
develop, and the provide strong 
story contains induced 
character intertextual 
inconsistencies. references and 
Doesn't have a revealed the 
satisfying 
conclusion. 
Accepts ghosts 
without a lead
in. 

reader's love of 
the 
supernatural. 



The L!rey kjnL! This book 
contains no 
important, 
active females. 
The series 
should be 
presented as a 
whole for 
balance. 

A classic quest 
with a hero who 
embodies most 
of the 
characteristics 
of the hero. 
Children save 
the world. 

Children may 
require some 
background in 
Arthurian 
legend and 
Celtic myth. 

159 
The reader's 
background in 
Arthurian myth 
and Celtic 
legend made 
strong 
identification 
possible, but 
lack of females 
created 
distance. 



CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS AND THE NEXT STEP 

160 

Children's and adolescent literature is a literature of becoming. 

But if literature informs all our lives, why is children's and 

adolescent literature different? Because it speaks to a different 

culture, one that exists at a point when the number of new 

experiences is greater than the number of repeated experiences. 

Once we take up full responsibility for our own lives, we repeat more 

than discover. Childhood is unique in its emphasis on discovery. 

Schrodinger's Cat 

Quantum mechanics provides a possible model for ecological 

metatext theory. According to Gribbon (1984), many worlds exist at 

the same time, only coming to "reality" when they are observed. The 

same principle can be applied to literary criticism: there are many 

ways to interpret a work; none of which is real until it is expressed. 

No phenomenon in the universe is wrong or rather nonexistent; no 

interpretation of literature is wrong or rather nonexistent. 

Individual analysis of texts and the individual tailoring of 

educational curricula may not be terribly far off. Television 
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manufacturers in the United States agreed in 1993 to a national 

standard for high definition television. The signals for HDTV will be 

digital and computer and CD interactive. This opens up many 

educational possibilities. Children's reading of literature can be 

analyzed, and individual programs of study put together for each 

child. The artificial constraints of cohort age grouping and 30+ 

students per teacher can be lifted. Instruction can be individual, 

small group, large group, and age independent, depending on what is 

being taught and the learning characteristics of the children. 

Children can take an overtly transactive part in their own education. 

Perhaps adults will even learn to trust children and their decisions 

and insights. 

Literature versus ? 

An argument often made for the superiority of Literature as 

opposed to novels written to entertain is that Literature is 

problematic and many layered; it must, therefore, be peeled like an 

onion by an expert through many readings. According to K. Goodman 

(1992), "Great literary works have a depth which makes it possible 

to understand them, to construct them, at many levels" (p. 19). On 

one level, this means that each person' can take from a great work 

according to her/his understanding and need. On another level, this 

limits the number of people who are initiates, who can understand 

"all" the levels, and who, therefore, control the canon. Control brings 

surety and superiority, and being sure and superior is a comfortable 

condition to be in. As Orson Scott Card said in his 1991 introduction 
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to the reissue of his science fiction trilogy, "I designed Ender's Game 

to be as clear and accessible as any story of mine could possibly be. 

My goal was that the reader wouldn't have to be trained in literature 

or even in science fiction to receive the tale in its simplest, purest 

form. And, since a great many writers and critics have based their 

entire careers on the premise that anything that the general public 

can understand without mediation is worthless drivel, it is not 

surprising that they found my little novel to be despicable. If 

everybody came to agree that stories should be told this clearly, the 

professors of literature would be out of a job, and the writers of 

obscure, encoded fiction would be, not honored, but pitied for their 

impenetrability" (p. xvi). 

Conclusions: Interexperientiality and Intertextuality 

Through my analyses of these six books a pretty clear picture 

of me as a reader emerges. 1 am female and feminist. 1 am a single 

parent with a male child. I love fantasy, horror, and the 

supernatural and am aware of and respond to archetypal patterns. I 

enjoy framed or story-within-a-story books. I'm a writer and have 

an appreciation for the skills involved. I'm from a dysfunctional 

family, and I worry about giving up pdwer and control. I want to be 

a hero, not have a hero, and 1 clearly have a dragonslayer in mind 

when I think of heroes. Ecological theory reveals more about the 

reader than the text, and this is as it should be since meaning does 

not reside within the text but rather in the transactional relationship 
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between the reader and the text. Meaning relies on intertextuality 

and interexperientiality. 

As I worked my way through all six analyses and six meta

analyses, I found that I was responding primarily in three areas: 

experience (both textual and life), expectation, and reaction. These 

categories were particularly apparent in the more condensed meta

analyses. This effect is related to what I have called 

interexperientiality. It appears that when the level of intertextuality 

is high, the level of interexperientiality is lower because the 

relationships are being drawn from other media instead of from 

experience; however, interexperientiality is as important as 

intertextuality in reader identification with the text. This shifting 

continuum is shown in Figure 5-1. As I mentioned earlier, 

intertextuality consists of the links the reader makes between the 

text being read and texts previously encountered. Intertextuality is 

the engagement between the reader's own experiences and the 

experiences of the characters in the text being read. 

INTEREXPERIENTIALITY INTERTEXTUALITY 

Figure 5-1. Interexperience'tintertext continuum. 
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Newkirk (1992) found that "when the members of the 

[literature discussion] groups were unable to move outward from the 

text, they had difficulty moving back into it" (p. 126). Either 

intertextuality or interexperientiality provides a way in. The story 

never became contextualized, never linked to their lives in any 

significant way. 

A child's needs are different from an adult's, and attempting to 

push a child into intertextuality without providing sufficient chances 

to gain experience and to replace intertextuality with 

interexperientiality may actually be damaging. Sense of self, place in 

the world, and confidence are fed by this process of replacing 

intertextuality with interexperientiality, and this exchange needs to 

start at an appropriate level, i.e., children's and adolescent literature. 

The whole language approach to learning feeds this natural process 

with authentic experiences. 

What adults perceive as more complex, sophisticated texts are 

simply more highly encoded texts that make use of the greater 

interexperientiality and intertextuality of adults as opposed to 

children and adolescents. The elements of children's culture 

apparent in children's and adolescent 'texts are absent from adult 

texts because of the change in culture. 

The following are two examples of the analysis of a response 

showing the interrelationship between interexperientiality and 

intertextuality. 



Where the wild things are 
Sendak, M. (1963). Where the wild thin~s are. Harper & Row, 

Publishers. 
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[IE,IT] Where the wild things are starts right in the middle of 
the action, providing an irresistable hook. By referring to the time as 
"the" night, Sendak set up my expectation that this was one of many 
nights. It made me curious about the other nights and gave the story 
fullness. 
[IE] I'm also a parent of a male child although I've never sent 
a child to bed without supper. It is my feeling that this creates an 
unnatural and unwelcome tie between eating and behavior. 
[IE] But by the end of the story I relaxed this reaction as I 
became aware that the incident set up the frame for the story. 
[IE] I didn't identify strongly with Max partially because he' s 
male but more because of his beligerant attitude. 
[Judgment] He's a very aggressive little boy who doesn't think things 
out. Nothing that he does is planned; his actions are spontaneous 
which, in turn, makes his shifts abrupt. He attempts to seize parental 
control, and when that doesn't work, he creates an imaginary world 
in which he can be king. 
[IT] This powerless revenge motif is fairly common, appearing 
also in Tom Sawyer and The witches of Worm. 
[IE] I enjoyed the artistry of the story, both pictures and 
words, and the symmetry of both the internal story and the frame, 
[IE] but the treatment of the only female character in the 
story bothered me a great deal. 
[Judgment] She was so passive, particularly in the face of a 
misbehaving child, and then she sabotages her own discipline. 
[IE] I saw the situation as a single mother with an only child 
who was going to have serious problems if she didn't shape up and 
handle the situation better. 
[Speculation] Does Max feel unloved perhaps? 
[Judgment] The wild things that he creates in his mind to rule over 
tell him that they love him. 
[Speculation] Perhaps the supper that he finds back in his room is 
also imaginary, part of his wish fulfillment. 



The paper bag princess Munsch, R. N. (1980). The paper bag 
princess. Toronto, Canada: Annick Press Ltd. 
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[IE] When I first heard the title of this book, I misheard it as 
the paperback princess, which was interesting because I didn't know 
whether to interpret it as a princess in a paperback novel or a 
princess with a literal paper back. 
[Comment] A few months later I actually read the book, and I've 
been using it and recommending it ever since. 
[IT] Why was the book so attractive to me? I like the look of 
the book and I'm very fond of dragons. But these factors never 
override text. 
[IT] The first page certainly wasn't any different from any 
other fairy tale, 
[IE] and for quite some time I had regarded many of the most 
popular fairy tales as hegemonic devices for keeping women in their 
place. 
[IT] The story doesn't start with once upon a time, but instead 
gives background information that tells us that we are reading a 
fairy tale. 
[Comment] We are introduced to Princess Elizabeth who is engaged 
to Prince Ronald and who has beautiful princess clothes. But the 
story twists on the second page when the dragon carries Ronald off 
instead of Elizabeth. 
[Judgment] I was hooked--a feminist fairy tale! 
[IT] I've always liked fairy tales, folklore, and myth. 
[IT] I actually read Le morte d' Arthur and Idylls of the king 
during a bout of flu in high school. 
[Judgment] But heroines were few and far between, and often they 
were just males in female disguise. Elizabeth was different. 
[IT] She decided to go on the quest; she wasn't sent. 
[IE] I was a little concerned by her lack of preparedness--a 
paper bag for clothing and no armor? 
[Comment] Elizabeth tracks the dragon though Munsch makes it clear 
that this was not a difficult feat because of the damage the dragon 
did. When she finds him, the dragon snubs her, doesn't take her 
seriously. 
[IE] I know this feeling, and I find that I'm reacting to this 
tale on two levels. I'm amused and enchanted by the story and 
Elizabeth's pluck. but I'm identifying with her and, at this point in 
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the story, that brings a small feeling of helplessness and an echo of 
past events. 
[IE,IT] But Elizabeth persists, and through the use of flattery, a 
strategy that is usually referred to, stereotypically, as a traditional 
female weapon, she coerces the dragon into responding to her. 
[IE] This was not a strategy I would have chosen since I am 
not an ooh !-what-big-muscles-you-have! type. 
[IE,IT] I think I would have attacked with an army, but I have 
to wonder if that response was formed by reading so many heroic 
stories that had male heroes who followed that particular strategy. 
[IE] I always did admire heroes who used guile. 
[Speculation} Wasn't that just what Elizabeth was doing? 
[IE,IT] Elizabeth does rescue Ronald, and even though several of 
my expectations had been thwarted already in the story, I was not 
prepared for the ending. 
[IE] When I read it, however, I knew it was right. Few 
women haven't been criticized by a man for their appearance. 
Ronald's reaction to seeing Elizabeth rang the reaction "Typical!" from 
me. 
[Judgment] Men are so hung up on physical appearance. Where is 
his gratitude for being rescued? 
[Speculation] Apparently, Munsch is aware of this reaction because 
he has Elizabeth call Ronald a bum and call off the wedding. 
[IT] The message is pretty strong and is echoed in the slogan 
I've seen on feminist T-shirts: A woman without a man is like a fish 
without a bicycle. 
[IE] I realize, however, that my reaction to this fairy tale is 
that of an adult feminist. 
[Speculation] How do children react to it? I'm sure that children 
would have a different reaction and that there would be some 
difference also between men and women. Age and gender would 
probably be the two most important characteristics in reacting to this 
story. 

In picture books The Paper Bag Princess is a prime example of 

the difference in world view between children and adults. It appeals 

to adults on an entirely different level than it appeals to children. 



My reaction was delight in having discovered such a feminist 

fairy tale. 

In fact., when I picked the six books I used in the analysis, I 

was unaware that they would tie together so well thematically 
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though it makes sense since the choices are a product of my likes and 

dislikes. It begs the question: Do we want children to read novels for 

information that will clue them in to the secret code of the literate 

elite or do we want them to experience literature through the tie-in 

process with their own experiences and previously read texts? What 

does literature mean? What common threads of experience does a 

bestseller touch? 

The use of this method of analysis allows the reader to emerge, 

through literature, not defined in relationship to other people, but to 

thoughts, ideas, concepts, themes, and philosophies. The reader is 

responding to the known universe and takes the first tentative steps 

into the unknown. Those steps should not be bound in any way. 

Rosenblatt disagrees with this approach: "The aesthetic stance 

should not be confused with a simple revery or train of free 

associations. Perusal of a text merely leading to free fantasy would 

not be a reading at all in the transactio'nal sense" (p. 29). Yet 

children, as in The Witches of Worm, often take off on flights of fancy 

from books, even inventing their own games. This is a natural 

movement from the convention of the text to the invention of the 

text-based game. The children are asserting their control over the 

text. Rosenblatt only allows recursion to the text. I am proposing 



recursion within intertextuality and interexperientiality of the 

reader as well. 
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There is nothing in whole language that requires a work to 

have "aesthetic beauty" in order to be a thing of worth. Importance 

to the individual is the sole criterion of the worth of a work. The 

voic eof the book speaking to the child--if the adult does not hear, 

that does not negate the force of the book. 

Many see the job of criticism as being that of setting up a 

hierarchy of worth. Criticism can, however, act in a positive--as 

opposed to negative, gatekeeping--fashion as self revelatory 

exploration of self, art, and aesthetic or group construction of unitary, 

functional understanding of text in group context or as societal 

contact point for artistic expression (private or public), culture 

construction (myth creation, i.e., Anne Rice's vampires and the punk 

gothic movement), and intergroup "zone of knowledge" transference 

(learning/teaching) . 

All interaction with sign systems is productive--it's just a 

matter of degree. Like miscue, there's no bad art, just minimal 

transaction with an art form. So a critic who doesn't like a work and 

gives it a bad review cuts the chances of that work reaching those 

who might have fruitful transactions with said work. Therefore, the 

critic may be destructive because his/her background does not allow 

any more than a minimal transaction with the work. The text can 

exist without readers, but the metatext then is the transaction 

between the author and the text. 
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When I began this project, I was in search of a literary theory 

that was universal and user-friendly for children's and adolescent 

literature. I found much more. I come away from this venture with 

the belief that knowledge is not only socially constructed but also 

individually constructed. In addition, I became aware of the 

profound effects of literature on the individual. Literature is 

frequently regarded as a mirror on society, but in our individual 

interpretations, it becomes a mirror Oil ourselves. This last point 

became clear to me as I applied ecological theory to children's and 

adolescent literature. In many theories an ideal reader or a 

collaborative community of readers is postulated. Some theories 

consider the author as a participant in the critical process; others 

indicate a reality extant in the text and knowable through careful 

examination. Some theories are moving toward acceptance of the 

writer as a participant, but although Bleich and Holland are 

concerned with personality, most theories ignore the quirkiness of 

the individual reader. Individuals are messy; it is hard to fit them 

into neat little categories. When that individual reader is a child or 

adolescent, s/he is even more invisible. Because of incipient 

youthism, few adults would privilege the child as critic, yet children 

constitute the audience and the receptive culture for this particular 

literature. Who better to determine its value? 

Books are the thoughts of others. To read books is to engage in 

dialogue with others. One way to find out what many others, those 

who don't speak your language or live in your neighborhood, are 
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thinking is to read their words in books. The text is important in 

transaction because without it the reader has nothing to transact 

meaning with. The author is equally important in the equation 

because without the author the text would not exist, yet the author 

and the reader rarely interact directly. There are a minimum of 

three instigators and many participants in any literary polylogue. 

Intertextuality isn't just recognition of one text in another; it's 

also recognition that the reader shares something with the author. 

The two of them have or have reacted to the same bit of knowledge. 

Discovering this brings them closer. There is a sense of familiarity. 

The reader may choose to read the same author again, knowing that 

they have something in common. Meek (1988) says that this feeling 

persists into adulthood for those who remember: "Experienced 

literary critics, those who never read children's books now but whose 

memories are laden with the rhymes of childhood, tell us that there 

is enough childhood lore in all literature to be fed into stories at all 

stages of learning to read, right up to Joyce's Ulysses. Those who 

know how to recognize bits and pieces of other texts in what they 

read find it is like the discovery of old friends in new places. They 

feel they are sharing a secret with thOe writer (that conspiratorial 

feeling again). They become 'insiders' in the network" (p. 22). 

I would argue that meaning resides not only in the reader but 

in the author, but determining the author's meaning is not the point 

of reading. Many authors would write and did write without any 

intended audience at all. There are probably many manuscripts 
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residing in closets or at the bottom of drawers. They'll never be read 

by a wide audience, but they have meaning as literary works to their 

authors and need to be considered in any theory of discourse. 

Children's texts produced in class or at home also fall into this 

category. Whether they have an audience of 1, 10, or 100,000, they 

constitute meaningful literary experiences. 

New Critics still control the field even though their theory is 

now old. The reason for this dominance, according to Cahalan and 

Downing (1991) is because "New Criticism was attractive for teachers 

because once its method (involving preeminence of the textual form 

and the literary devices within it) was 'mastered,' classroom teaching 

became an art at which teachers enjoyed being better 'bankers' 

[according to Freire's (1970) banking model of education] than 

students and could avoid doing much extratextual homework" (p. 6). 

New Criticism did not stop at theory but also moved into pedagogy, 

dominating the field after World War II (Cahalan & Downing, 1991). 

At the beginning of this dissertation I said, "For educators, 

analysis of children's and adolescent literature is necessary on 

several levels from choosing texts for teaching to the usual reasons 

for analyzing so-called 'literature'--to reveal ourselves to ourselves, 

for meaning-making." And I asked the question, "What would the 

characteristics of a literary theory that recognizes this cultural 

difference and the need for ecological validity be and how would its 

application differ from current literary theories?" In order to 

answer this question, I said, "To examine possible answers to this 
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question, I will develop a general theory that combines elements of 

whole language that are not currently included in leading literary 

theories with a focus on ecological validity and children's culture and 

apply it to examples of children's and adolescent literature in order 

to validate the theory and to have a basis for comparison with extant 

literary theories." I based this theory "on the existence of children's 

culture, children's and adolescent literature as full-fledged members 

of the literary family, poststructuralism, and whole language, all of 

which are explicated later in this text along with their ties to 

children's and adolescent literature." I believe that I have 

accomplished what I set out to do. 

Earlier I quoted Sloan as saying, "Literature gives shape to 

human experience" (p. 15). I would add that human experience 

gives shape to literature. As I stated earlier, "Each reader contains 

within him or herself multiple readings of the same text at the same 

time as well as over time." The importance of interexperientiality 

was borne out in my meta-analyses. 

I asked, "What does literature mean?" I answered, "Meaning 

accrues to signs through the experience of the person interpreting 

the sign and through common meanings assigned by society in order 

to enable communication. The reader then responds to the sign 

based upon his/her own personal and learned societal associations." 

But what is meaning? The experience of literature is the 

interrelationship of the text to the person through a network of 

intertexts and interexperiences that form a momentary spider's web 
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that bridges between the knowledge, experiences, self-awareness, 

societal expectations, and desires of the reader. This web supports, 

at that moment in time, the individually constructed knowledge of 

the universe of the reader. As a spider moves on to spin new webs, 

so the reader moves on to make new connections. The old web will 

be abandoned, but a few silvery strands will remain to be revisited 

secretly in memory as they brush up against the reader's cheek in 

her/his next encounter with literature. 

The Next Step 

Currently, many cutting edge theorists in children's literature 

are working in the area of literature discussion groups. Such groups 

discuss literature in collaborative, supportive communities of 

learners (Short & Burke, 1991; Short & Pierce, 1990). For example, 

Short (1990) quotes a third-grade student whose thinking was 

changed by his participation in a literature discussion group: "Last 

weekend I finished Bridge to Terabithia (Paterson 1977). I started 

thinking about the book. I had a literature circle in my head. One 

side of my brain said one thing about the story, but then the other 

side said, 'No, wait a minute. What about this?'" (p. 34). Clearly, such 

participation encourages metacognitive thinking by readers, and such 

thinking is inherently ecological in nature since the reader's 

experiences and knowledge are integral to his/her understanding. 

Literary criticism can be done by children. In fact, in the case 

of children's and adolescent literature, children and adolescents are 

the appropriate and authentic critics for literature about their own 
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culture. As a followup to this dissertation and as future research to 

support my theory, I will take this theory into the schools to talk to 

children and teachers about their experiences with literature and 

how their understanding is affected by their culture. Ecological 

theory can be practiced by children of all ages and grade levels once 

literary theory has been demystified. It would be possible for 

children to publish literary criticism aimed at others within their 

cultural context as well as educators and the general public. 
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History of Literary Theory 
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History of Criticism 

Mimetic Theory (Classical Age - Aristotle, 4th century B.C.) 

(Imitation of the universe) 

Pragmatic Theory (through most of the 18th century - Joseph Addison) 
(In terms of audience) (Horace-instruction with pleasure) 

Neoclassicism (revival of imitation) 

177 

Romanticism and the Expressive Theory (Poe, Lowell, Emerson - 1700s-1800s) 
The artist as a person of extraordinary feeling) 

I 
(Late 19th century) 

Realism 
Historical criticism 

(late 1800s, 
relationship of 

~iction to the universe) 

Impressionism 
(early 1900s) 

[In the U.S. trends reflected European ones slightly delayed.] 
I 

Naturalism 
(late 1900s) 

Modernist (1914-1965)--a break with traditional forms --Freud and Jung 
I 

For malism (1920s - 1930s, POU~d and Eliot and the Objective Theory of Art) 

Psychoanalytic (1920s) I (in terms of the work) 
New Humanism (Babbitt, More)--reaction to realism I dualism between humans/animals 

Marxism (1930s) 

I 
The New Cri,ticism (1930s - a reaction to Marxism) 
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New Criticism 

Chicago School (formal criticism based on Aristotle) 

New Critical Romanticism (1940s) I Archetypal 
Existentialist -concerned with 

I shared understanding 

Structuralism 
I 

Postmodernist 

or-------r--Poststructuralism (1970s) -,----...,-------, 

American 
Formalism 

Semiotics 
Reader-response 
(Transactional 
Theory) 

ntertextuality 
New Historicism 

Feminist Theory 

Deconstructionist 



Works Cited 

Abrahams, R. D. (Ed.). (1969). Jump-rope rhymes: A dictionary. 
Austin: The University of Texas Press. 

Akural, K. R. (1979). Kenneth S. Goodman's theory of readin&: A 
psycholinguistic and epistemological analysis. Unpublished 
doctoral dissertation, Indiana University, Bloomington. 

179 

Alexander, L. (1988). Fantasy and the human condition. The New 
Advocate. 1(2), 75-83) 

Altwerger, B., Edelsky, C, & Flores, B. M. (1987). Whole language: 
What's new? In Manning, G. and Manning, M. (Eds.). Whole 
language: Beliefs and practices. K-8. Washington, D. C.: National 
Education Association. 

Andrade, R. A. C. (1993). Children's social worlds: Literature review, 
critical appraisal, and preliminary inquiry. Unpublished 
manuscript. 

Atwell, N. (1989). Bringing it all back home. The New Advocate. 
2(1), 21-5. 

Bakhtin, M. M. (1981). The dialogic imagination: Four essays. 
Austin: University of Texas Press. 

Barthes, R. (1974). SJZ. New York: Hill & Wang. 

Bartlett, F. C. (1932). Rememberin&: A study in experimental and 
social psychology. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Bettelheim, B. (1975). The uses of enchantment: The meaning and 
importance of fairy tales. New York: Vintage Books. 



180 
Bogdan, D. & Straw, S. B. (Eds.) Beyond communication: Reading 

comprehension and criticism. Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook 
Publishers. 

Bransford, J. D. (1979). Human cognition: Learning. understanding, 
and remembering. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth. 

Brittain, B. (1988). The plotting of "Dr. Dredd." The New 
Advocate.l (2), 84-91) 

Burrows, D. J., Lapides, F. R. & Shawcross, J. T. (1973). Myths & 
motifs in literature. New York: The Free Press. 

Cahalan, 1. M. & Downing, D. B. (1991). Practicing theory in 
introductory college literature courses. Urbana, IL: NCTE. 

Card, O. S. (1977/91). Ender's game. New York: Tor. 

Cooper, S. The grey king. New York: Collier Books. 

Corcoran, B. (1988). Spiders, surgeons, and anxious aliens: Three 
classroom allies. English Journal, 11.(1), 39-44. 

Donovan, J. (1992). Feminist theory. New York: Continuum. 

Donovan, J. (1989). Feminist literary criticism: Explorations in 
theory. Lexington, KY: The University Press of Kentucky. 

Duckworth, E. (1987). "The Having of wonderful Ideas" and Other 
Essays on Teaching and Learning. New York: Teachers College 
Press. 

Eagleton, T. (1983). Literary theory: An introduction. Minneapolis, 
MN: University of Minnesota Press. 

Eberdt, K. (1990). Research conceptions of adult and college reader 
response to literature. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, 
University of British Columbia, Vancouver. 



181 
Fish, S. (1980). Is there a text in this class? Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press. 

Fisher; C. J. (1988). The advocates' page. The New Advocate,l(1), p. 
vii-viii. 

Foulkes, A. P. (1975). The search for literary meaning. Berne: 
Herbert Lang & Co., Ltd. 

Frye, N. (195711971). Anatomy of criticism: Four essays. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press. 

Gardner, H. (1983). Frames of mind: The theory of multiple 
intellil:ences. New York: Basic Books, Inc. 

Gollasch, F. V. (1982). Lanl:ual:e & literacy: The selected wntml:s of 
Kenneth S. Goodman, Volumes 1 and 2. Boston: Routledge & 
Kegan Paul. 

Goodman, K. (1992). Reading, writing and written texts: A 
transactional socio-psycholinguistic view. Unpublished paper. 

Goodman, K. (1988). Look what they've done to Judy Blume!: The 
basalization of children's literature. The New Advocate, 1( 1), 
18 -41. 

Goodman, K. (1985). Unity in reading. In Singer, H. & Ruddell, R. B. 
(Eds.). Theoretical Models and Processes of Readinl: (3rd ed.). 
Newark, DE: International Reading Association. 

Goodman, Y. M. (1989). Roots of the whole-language movement. 
Elementary School Journal,2Q (2),113-127. 

Goodman, Y. M. (1988).' Exploring the power of written language 
through literature for children and adolescents. The New 
Advocate, 1(4), 254-265. 



182 
Goodman, Y. M., Watson, D. J. & Burke, C. L. (1987). Reading miscue 

inventory: Alternative procedures. New York: Richard C. Owen, 
Publishers, Inc. 

Gribbon, J. (1984). In search of Schrodinger's cat. New York: 
Bantam Books. 

Hansson, G. (1992). Readers responding--and then? Research in the 
Teaching of English,2.6.(2), 135-148. 

Hodge, R. (1990). Literature as discourse: Textual strategies in 
Enl:lish and History. Cambridge: Polity Press. 

Hofstadter, (1980). Goedel. Escher. Bach: An eternal I:olden braid. 
New York: Vintage Books. 

Hunt, D. (1970). Parents and children in history: The psychology of 
family life in early modern France. New York: Basic Books, Inc., 
Publishers. 

Hunt, E. & Agnoli, F. (1991). The Whorfian hypothesis: A cognitive 
psychology perspective. Psycholol:ical Review. 28...(3), 377-
389. 

Hunt, P. (1988). "But don't go into Mr. McGregor's Garden": 
Children's books in Britain today. The New Advocate, 1(2),155-
164. 

Iser, W. (1978). The act of reading: A theory of aesthetic response. 
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press. 

Iser, W. (1974). The implied reader: Patterns in communication in 
prose fiction from Bunyan to Beckett. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press. 

Kies, C. (1992). Presentinl: younl: adult horror fiction. New York: 
Twayne Publishers. 



183 
Knapp, M. & Knapp, H. (1976). One potato. two potato: The folklore 

of American children. New York: W. W. Norton & Company. 

KnoepfImacher, U. C. (1990). The doubtful marriage: A critical 
fantasy. Children's Literature. ll..s. 131-134. 

Kristeva, J. (1982). Powers of horror: An essay on abjection. New 
York: Columbia University Press. 

Lee, A. (1991). Reading the differences. En~lish in Australia, 22" 
24-34. 

Le Guin, U. (1984). "Ursula Le Guin: In a world of her own." Mother 
Jones, January, 53. 

Luke, C. (1990). Constructing the child viewer: A history of the 
American discourse on television and children. 1950-1980. 
New York: Praeger Publishers. 

Lukens, R. J. (1976). A critical handbook of children's literature. 
Glenview, IL: Scott. Foresman and Company. 

Lurie, A. (1990). Don't tell the grown-ups: Why kids love the books 
they do. New York: Avon Books. 

Meek, M. (1988). How tests teach what readers learn. Bath: 
Thimble Press. 

Meek, M., Warlow, A. & Barton, G. (1977). What the authors tell us. 
In M. Meek, A. Warlow, & G. Barton (Eds.). The cool web: The 
pattern of children's reading (pp. 143-144). London: The 
Bodley Head. 

Mitchell, L. S. (1921). Here and now story book. New York: E. P. 
Dutton & Company, Inc. 

Moseley, A. (1988). The journey through the "space in the text" to 
Where the wild things are. Children's Literature in Education, 
12.(2), 86-93. 



Munsch, R. N. (1980). The paper ba2 princess. Toronto, Canada: 
Annick Press Ltd. 

Natov, R. (1990). Mothers and daughters: Jamaica Kincaid's pre
Oedipal narrative. Children's Literature, il, 1-16. 

Newkirk, T. (1992). Listenin2 in: Children talk about books (and 
other things). Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 

Obbink, L. A. (1992). Feminist theory in the classroom: Choices, 
questions, voices. En2lish Journal, ll(7), 38-43. 

184 

Opie, I. & Opie, P. (1969). Children's 2ames in street and plaY2round., 
Oxford: The Clarendon Press. 

Paterson, K. (1977). Bridge to Terabithia. New York: The Trumpet 
Club. 

Phillips, J. & Wojcik-Andrews, I. (1990). Notes toward a Marxist 
critical practice. Children's Literature, 1.8., 127-130. 

Pierce, M. A. (1990). On the making of monsters. The New 
Advocate, 1(2), 101-109. 

Rogers, T. (1991). Students as literary critics: The interpretive 
experiences, beliefs. and processes of ninth-grade students. 
Journal of Readin2 Behavior, XXIII(4), 391-423. 

Rosenblatt, L. M. (1982). The literary transaction: Evocation and 
response. Theory into Practice, XXI(4), 268-277. 

Rosenblatt, L. M. (1978). The reader. the text. the poem: The 
transactional theory of the literary work. Carbondale, IL: 
Southern Illinois University Press. 

Rosenblatt, L. M. (1938). Literature as exploration, 4th Ed. New 
York: The Modern Language Association of America. 



Ruthven, K. K. (1984). Feminist literary studies: An introduction. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Scholes, R. (1982). S,.emiotics and interpretation. New Haven, CN: 
Yale University Press. 

Schwarz, D. R. (1990). The case for a humanistic poetics. London: 
Macmillan Press Ltd. 

Sendak, M. (1963). Where the wild things are. Harper & Row, 
Publishers. 

Short, K. G. & Burke, C. (1991). Creating curriculum: Teachers and 
students as a community of learners. Portsmouth, NH: 
Heinemann. 

185 

Short, K. G. (1990). Creating a community of learners. In Short, K. G. 
& Pierce, K. M. (Eds.). Talking about books: Creating literate 
communities. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 

Sloan, G. D. (1984). The child as critic: Teaching literature in 
elementary and middle schools. New York: Teachers College 
Press. 

Snyder, Z. K. (1972). The witches of Worm New York: Dell 
Publishing. 

Stine, R. L. (1990). Fear Street: Haunted. New York: Pocket Books. 

Straw, S. B. (1990). Challenging communication: Readers reading for 
actualization. In Bogdan, D. & Straw, S. B. (Eds.). B'eyond 
communication: Reading comprehension and criticism. 
Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook Publishers. 

Todorov, T. (1987). Literature and its theorists: A personal view of 
twentieth-century criticism. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press. 



186 
Trousdale, A. M. (1989). Let the children tell us: The meanings of 

fairy tales for children. The New Adyocate, 2.(1), 37-48. 

Walsh, J. P. (1977). The rainbow surface. In M. Meek, A. W arlow, & 
O. Barton (Eds.). The cool web: The pattern of children's 
readinl: (pp. 192-195). London: The Bodley Head. 

Wilner, A. (1990). "Unlocked by Love": William Steig's tales of 
transformation and magic. Children's Literature, li, 31-41. 

Wolf, V. (1990). From the myth to the wake of home: Literary 
houses. Children's Literature, 1.8.., 53-67. 

Yolen, J. (1981). Touch ma~ic: Fantasy. faerie and folklore in the 
literature of childhood. New York: Philomel Books. 

Zarrillo, J. (1991). Theory becomes practice: Aesthetic teaching 'with 
literature. The New Adyocate, 4.(4), 221-234. 

Zipes, J. (19481). Second thoughts on socialization through literature 
for children. The Lion and the Unicorn, i, 19-31. 


