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ABSTRACT 

Preservice teachers' perceptions of their learning, 

reading, and teaching in an experientially designed course, 

Children's Literature in the Classroom, is the focus of 

this study. Qualitative methods included data sources such 

as initial student surveys, written early literacy 

memories, audiotaped and transcribed discussions of 

children's and adolescent literature, mid-term and final 

self-evaluations, audiotaped and transcribed exit 

interviews, and various written artifacts created 

throughout the semester. Several levels of data analysis 

were used to discover answers to the following questions: 

What do preservice teachers view as the purpose of this 

course for themselves personally and professionally? What 

role do they see literature playing in learning, reading, 

and teaching? What class experiences were most significant 

to students? What are preservice teachers' perceptions of 

themselves and children as learners, readers, and teachers? 

Each question was extended by also examining the new 

understandings that were constructed during the many 

transactions within the semester. 

The findings of the study emphasized the positive 

learning experiences within the constructivist framework of 

this course. concerning the purpose of the course and 
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children's literature, class members gained a knowledge 

base in children's literature and an understanding through 

experience of the purpose and implementation of literature 

in the classroom. The most significant course aspect was 

stated as literature discussion groups. Reasons given for 

this included the personal experiences shared, the various 

understandings of literature through diverse responses, and 

the meaning making about text and life that transpired. As 

learners, preservice teachers developed a greater 

understanding of the complexities of learning as well as 

professional knowledge about literature and its use. As 

readers, they discovered new insights into the reading 

process, and for many a renewed love of reading emerged. 

As teachers, they constructed new attitudes and beliefs 

about teaching in addition to resources and professional 

preparation gained from the course. Three case studies 

showed how class members who had very different perceptions 

of how they best learned were all supported in their 

construction of knowledge within the class. 



CHAPTER 1 

XNTRODUCTXON AND THEORETXCAL FRAMEWORK OF THE STUDY 

To imposition from above is opposed expression 
and cUltivation of individuality; to external 
discipline is opposed free activity; to learning 
from texts and teachers, learning through 
experience; to acquisition of isolated skills and 
techniques by drill, is opposed acquisition of 
them as means of attaining ends which make direct 
vital appeal. (Dewey, 1938, pp. 19-20) 

The role of children's literature courses in teacher 

education programs is gaining significance as children's 

literature is assigned more responsibility within the 

20 

classroom curriculum. Educators are realizing the value of 

children's literature in helping to achieve many of the 

goals of education today. Among the goals in which 

literature can play a role are literacy and reading 

proficiency, multicultural education, holistic approaches 

to learning, interdisciplinary integration within a 

school's curriculum, and the teaching of content material. 

The responsibility given to literature depends upon the 

theoretical background of those particular educators making 

decisions, from both administrative and classroom levels. 

The impetus by many school districts to have "literature-

based" classrooms has given a more important role to 

children's literature courses in preservice education 
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programs. The approach taken to the teaching of literature 

in these programs, however, has been given little attention 

by researchers or by instructors in terms of discussing and 

writing about powerful ways to introduce preservice 

teachers to the field of children's literature. For some 

children's literature scholars, this is troublesome. Dan 

Hade states, "It isn't literature alone we are really 

advocating, but certain kinds of experiences with 

literature" (1994, p. 36). 

Children's literature courses have traditionally been 

taught in one of three areas--Library Science, English, and 

Education. Therefore, there have been differing 

pedagogical approaches taken to the knowledge base of these 

courses. The focus of the professional literature on these 

courses has been on this knowledge base, not on the 

instructional design or the instructor's intent in teaching 

the course. However, to support the educational goals 

through using literature in powerful ways, the knowledge 

base of children's literature itself, while necessary, is 

not sufficient. 

Children's Literature in the Classroom at the 

University of Arizona is a required course for preservice 

teachers to receive their teaching degree. It is typically 

taken in the first semester of their teacher preparation 

program. Housed in the Department of Language, Reading, 
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and Culture, LRC 480 is officially designated as a survey 

course to acquaint students with the available children's 

literature to be used within the classroom. With 

literature-based classrooms being highly desired in schools 

today, this designation is a profound task. Considering 

the wealth of literature presently available, the mere 

designation of "survey" could easily consume more time than 

allotted for the course. However, what I have observed 

about class members' personal growth and understandings of 

literature and their insights about learning, reading, and 

teaching is far more encompassing than merely learning 

those titles and authors considered excellent for classroom 

use. 

For three semesters prior to this study, I observed 

preservice teachers eagerly enter my university classroom 

with a limited, personal knowledge of children's 

literature. I observed them seriously contemplating the 

detailed syllabus and imagined them to be wondering how so 

much could be encountered with such a "simple subject." 

The experiential design of the course called for their 

immediate and continued involvement. The first few 

sessions elicited surprise at the number of books available 

and the diversity of topics, even though at that point they 

had only touched the surface of available resources. 

During the semester I watched class members form a 
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community in which they could explore and respond to many 

texts, discuss their responses with others, experience ways 

to organize and use books in a classroom, contemplate and 

dialogue about various issues in children's literature, and 

reflect on themselves as learners, readers, and 

professionals. The community we formed naturally nurtured 

my interest and concern about class members' personal 

perceptions and conceptions about learning, reading, and 

teaching. 

This course was designed to support transactional 

teaching, while, at the same time, transactional teaching 

supported the intent of the course. Experiences were 

designed for class members' own learning, reading, and 

teaching while also focusing on the learning, reading and 

teaching of children. Participants were learning about 

learning through learning experiences as opposed to a 

transmission model of receiving information about teaching 

and learning. I observed the importance of the many 

experiences within the course in broadening class members' 

perceptions of both learning and reading, as well as 

extending their professional growth. These experiences, or 

transactions, were with text, other readers, and the 

learning context that we created together. Insights to 

personal learning were both subtly and directly shared with 

me through journals, self-evaluations, discussions, and 
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personal conversations. Through my own observations I felt 

these insights to reflect the intent of the course. 

However, I wondered about class members' own perceptions of 

the course, its purpose, and its significance to their 

learning. 

At the time preservice teachers were participating in 

this class, many were intensely focusing on the various 

facets of education, preparing to assume responsibility of 

their own classrooms. Knowledge about teaching from 

multiple conceptual viewpoints was being presented in a 

diversity of ways as preservice teachers participated in 

various required courses including the Children's 

Literature course. How did they perceive their own 

learning and professional preparation within the 

experiential construct of this particular course? Of what 

significance were the transactions with literature, class 

members, and the instructional context of the children's 

literature classroom? 

As I asked these questions about preservice teachers' 

perceptions of the course and their own learning, my 

inquiry was fed by my own background, as well as recent 

theoretical interests in the transactional theory of reader 

response, broadened concepts of literacy, and 

constructivist teaching. 
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Professional Background of the Researcher 

As an educator, I began teaching English in secondary 

schools. My preparation for teaching, as with most 

secondary educators, focused on the courses I chose to take 

within my content area, most being American and British 

literature. My education courses had very little impact on 

my notions of learning and teaching and, having had a 

student teaching situation in which the supervising teacher 

left the room when I arrived, I taught as I had been 

taught. My teaching career spanned all secondary grade 

levels, although I focused on junior high school, in 

addition to several teaching situations involving 

elementary classrooms, such as extended substitute 

positions and teaching English in a Greek multi-age 

elementary school in Italy. As my husband's position 

required frequent moves, I was able to teach in a diversity 

of environments within the public school system and the 

Department of Defense Dependent Schools. My exposure to 

many approaches and attitudes toward teaching, through my 

teaching, that of my colleagues, and the teachers of my own 

children, have provided many experiences and topics for 

reflection and involvement. 

My Master of Arts Degree in Reading began my inquiry 

into the transactional theory of reader response. As I 

investigated the various concepts that Rosenblatt and 
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others espoused, I realized that many of the beliefs I had 

about reading were supported and, even more significant, 

expanded upon into a theory of reading that pulled together 

many of my educational notions and beliefs. As I continued 

into my doctoral work, the transactional theory of reader 

response was a thread woven throughout all the courses I 

took and provided support for my inquiries. The concept of 

"transaction" became significant to me, not only in reading 

the written word, but in reading the many texts that 

constitute a learning environment. 

The power of experiential learning was made evident to 

me through graduate classes in which the approaches to 

teaching were in keeping with the educational philosophy of 

the instructor. As I thought about my learning in these 

classes that emphasized response, reflection, and 

interaction, I realized the impact they had made on me, not 

only as a student, but as a teacher. I was involved in 

practice which supported the theories endorsed by my 

mentors, and my own beliefs about learning, reading and 

teaching were impacted through my own experiences. 

Besides teaching Children's Literature in the 

Classroom for four semesters, three prior to this study, 

and teaching Multicultural/Multiethnic Children's 

Literature for the American Indian Language Development 

Institute (AILDI), I was able to expand my knowledge of 



27 

current practices in the elementary classrooms through 

working for the TUcson Early Education Model (TEEM). TEEM 

has been working with teachers in kindergarten through 

third grade for 26 years, providing a framework for the 

classroom that supports the academic, motivational, and 

social gains made in communities that have Head start 

programs. The approaches to learning that I observed and 

assisted in supporting were holistic and experiential in 

approach. Small groups constituted the centers and 

children were encouraged to interact in both small and 

large groups. Children were given choice and voice in 

their activities. The culture and language of the home and 

community was stressed within each classroom, and student 

knowledge of their surroundings was used not only to build 

self-esteem, but as a basis for authentic learning within 

the classroom community. Literature supported the many 

learning situations within each classroom, as well as 

journaling and process approaches to writing. The 

interactive, experiential nature of TEEM classrooms gave me 

opportunity to further reflect on the positive effects of 

such experiences on children, as well as caused me to 

wonder why some educators could not see the value of using 

a similar approach to learning beyond the primary grades. 

In reflecting on my own growth in terms of concepts 

about learning, reading, and teaching, I turned to the 



stated beliefs about learning on the course syllabus for 

the Children's Literature Class. 

Learning is an active process. 

Learning is a social process of collaborating with 
others. 

Choice allows learners to connect to their own 
experiences and feel ownership of the learning 
process. 

Reflection is a vital part of the learning process. 

An understanding and appreciation of the cultural 
pluralism of our society enhances learning as one 
looks at cultures and people that are different and 
yet the same. 

These beliefs not only provide a framework of my own 
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beliefs, but they become more firmly grounded each semester 

I have taught or worked with students, as well as when I 

reflect on my own educational history as student and 

instructor. To have experienced a class built upon these 

beliefs during preservice preparation, in addition to 

having such beliefs to contemplate as I began teaching, 

would have been invaluable to me at that time. Thus, my 

own background provided impetus for this inquiry. 

In addition to the beliefs about learning listed 

above, other theoretical interests motivated and provided 

support for my inquiry. The most significant of these in 

terms of my own beliefs, learning, and teaching was the 

transactional theory of reader response as set forth by 

Louise Rosenblatt (1983). 
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The Transactional Theory of Reader Response 

Upon first reading Louise Rosenblatt's transactional 

theory of reader response, I was impressed with the 

aesthetic quality of her detailed theoretical explanations 

of the reading process. I felt that her explanation in 

itself was a work of art and yet constituted a practical 

and natural explanation for the phenomenon of the reading 

experience (Mathis, 1991). As early as 1938, she was 

advocating experiential-based response, critical thinking 

skills, importance of the individual, and cultural 

awareness. 

Rosenblatt (1982) borrowed from John Dewey the concept 

of transaction to emphasize the contribution of both reader 

and text, "a two way process, involving a reader and a text 

at a particular time under particular circumstances" (p. 

268). She explains this unique personal experience as: 

The words in their particular pattern stir up elements 
of memory, activate areas of consciousness. The 
reader, bringing past experience of language and of 
the world to the task, sets up tentative notions of a 
subject, of some framework into which to fit the ideas 
as the words unfurl. If the subsequent words do not 
fit into the framework, it may have to be revised, 
thus opening up new and further possibilities for the 
text that follows. This implies a constant series of 
selections from the multiple possibilities offered by 
the text and their synthesis into an organized 
meaning. (Rosenblatt, 1982, p. 268) 

Celebrating the power of both the reader and text, 

Rosenblatt emphasizes that the poem created is uniquely 

individual. 
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What each reader makes of the text is, indeed, for him 
the poem, in the sense that this is his only direct 
perception of it. No one else can read it for him. 
He may learn indirectly about others' experiences with 
the text; he may come to see that his own was confused 
or impoverished, and he may then be stimulated to 
attempt to call forth from the text a better poem. 
But this he must do for himself, and only what he 
himself experiences in relation to the text is--again 
let us underline--for him, the work. (Rosenblatt, 
1978, p. 102) 

The impact of this theory of reading and the notion of 

transaction, a two-way reciprocal relationship with text, 

other individuals, and the environment, further encouraged 

my investigation into the perceptions of preservice 

teachers concerning their own learning and this particular 

course. 

The responses of preservice teachers in previous 

semesters to the children's literature they have 

experienced within this class have continually supported my 

interest and beliefs in the transactional theory to support 

learning, reading and teaching. As mentioned earlier, a 

focus on the transactional theory of reader response in 

much of my graduate studies and research has been the basis 

of my keen interest in the many new texts being created 

through students' personal transactions with literature. 

After reading both chapter books and picture books, 

students respond personally as well as from the perspective 

of a future teacher. These transactions always come out of 

both personal and social knowing. The social knowing comes 
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from belonging to particular communities of thought. As a 

reader and teacher, these responses have been both positive 

and negative, the positive usually due to connections the 

readers were making to their own lives or their own beliefs 

about teaching. The negative usually dealt with the 

appropriateness of certain texts for their future students. 

Preservice teachers have been somewhat protective of future 

students, not wanting to expose them to social problems, 

negative family situations, or inappropriate language. In 

other examples, class members have felt literature was 

perpetuating a stereotype. In all situations, whether 

initial personal responses were positive or negative or a 

combination of the two, the discussions that followed 

created an awareness of the multiple perspectives brought 

to anyone text and encouraged greater reflection on 

personal responses. 

In addition to the transactional theory of reader 

response, extensive reading and exploration focused on 

broadened concepts of literacy. Although the writings of 

many scholarly people in this field have impacted my 

thinking, the following section discusses some of the major 

influences. 
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Broadened concepts of Literacy 

Glenna Sloan, in Child as critic says: 

The literate person, however, is not one who knows how 
to read, but one who reads: fluently, responsively, 
critically, and because he wants to. Reading involves 
an engagement with print and an active personal 
involvement with the ideas expressed in it. (1984, 
p. 1) 

This quotation was the beginning of my personal 

investigation into the continually expanding concepts of 

literacy. The insights of many scholars (AU, 1993; Freire 

& Macedo, 1987; Goodman, 1990; Harste, Woodward, & Burke, 

1984; Heath, 1983; McDermott, 1988; Taylor, 1988, 1993) 

provided perceptions of literacy that caused me to rethink 

the role of learning, reading, and teaching in people's 

daily lives. As I contemplated the role of literature in 

the classroom in terms of literacy, certain statements of 

these scholars were significant to connections I was 

making. 

Yetta Goodman (1990) discusses early literacy 

development and the need for authentic literacy events 

within the school day. "Classrooms need to reflect the 

rich literate environments in which children are immersed 

outside of school ••• " (p. 117). She later parallels 

individual literacy development to that of the human race. 

Literacy development is as complex, dynamic, and 
important for the history of the individual as 
literacy development has been for the history of all 
of human society. written language was developed and 
continues to be developed by human society in response 
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to various social, cultural, economic, and political 
needs. written language is invented by children in a 
literate environment in response to their own social 
and cultural needs as they interact with the objects 
of literacy in the society and with the literate 
members of society. (p. 118) 

Kathryn H. Au (1993), in considering literacy in a 

multicultural setting, defined literacy as: "The ability 

and the willingness to use reading and writing to construct 

meaning from printed text, in ways which meet the 

requirements of a particular social context" (p. 30). She 

further describes each part of this definition and how it 

specifically relates to a multicultural community, 

supporting the concept that literary practices vary from 

community to community. She feels that school literacy 

should be redefined through: "types of text, instruction 

centered on meaning, writing based on students' 

experiences, culturally responsive instruction, critical 

literacy" (Au, 1993, p. 30). 

Denny Taylor (1993) discusses the problem solving 

activities embedded in the literacy of children and adults 

alike. In reading about the significance of these 

activities I was reminded of the reciprocal functions of 

problem solving and language use. 

We can provide guidance in both direct and indirect 
ways as they develop their own personal understandings 
of literacy--understandings that are both socially 
constructed and individually situated in the practical 
accomplishments of their everyday lives • • • children 
become immersed in the reconstruction of genuine 
functions, uses, and forms of written language. They 
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become immersed in their own chaotic discoveries, and 
much of their time is spent in solving problems, 
associated with the relationships between the ways in 
which they learn and the ways in which they use 
written language. (pp. 40-50) 

Taylor (1993) also emphasized the problematic effect on 

children when their lives at home and their learning at 

school are not connected: "When we break the intimate 

connection between experience and learning, children are 

cut off from their own problem-solving abilities. We sever 

the link between their lives and their learning, and they 

suffer as a consequence" (p. 7). 

Many educators are acknowledging the importance of 

sign systems--art, music, mathematics, and drama--in 

addition to language to express meaning and understand the 

world. Leland and Harste (1994) argue: "In order to be 

literate, learners need to be able to orchestrate a variety 

of sign systems to create texts appropriate to the contexts 

in which they find themselves" (p. 339). They see 

transmediation, .movement between and among sign systems, as 

fundamental to literacy, as it provides for a greater range 

of meanings and perspectives. This, in turn, allows for 

more democratic classrooms, giving voice to children whose 

dominant ways of knowing are those other than language and 

extending the meaning making potential of all students. 

John Dewey (1934) addressed sign systems as natural 

ways of communication. 
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Each medium says something that cannot be uttered as 
well or as completely in any other tongue. The needs 
of daily life have given superior practical importance 
to one mode of communication, that of speech. This 
fact has unfortunately given rise to a popular 
impression that the meanings expressed in 
architecture, sculpture, painting, and music can be 
translated into words with little if any loss. In 
fact, each art speaks an idiom that conveys what 
cannot be said in another language and yet remains the 
same. (p. 106) 

Freire and Macedo (1987) emphasize their understanding 

that reading does not only include reading printed text, 

but also involves knowledge of the world. Knowledge of 

context is necessary to understand a critical reading of 

written text, and therefore is a factor in describing a 

literate person. This links with the inclusion of multiple 

sign systems in our definition of literacy as they mediate 

this understanding of the world. Freire and Macedo (1987) 

include the ultimate goals of literacy in the following 

conceptualization: 

For the notion of literacy to become meaningful, it 
has to be situated within a theory of cultural 
production and viewed as an integral part of the way 
in which people produce, transform, and reproduce 
meaning. Literacy must be seen as a medium that 
constitutes and affirms the historical and existential 
moments of lived experience that produce a subordinate 
or a lived culture. • • We use cultural production to 
refer to specific groups of people producing, 
mediating, and confirming the mutual ideological 
elements that emerge from and reaffirm their daily 
lived experiences. (p. 142) 

Arguing for the use of the native language of 

oppressed people as they learn to use language for social 

and political reconstruction, Freire and Macedo address the 



importance of reflection, critical thinking, and social 

interaction in literacy development. Language of the 

people, historical awareness, and cultural experiences-

cultural capital--must be validated in nurturing literate 

people. 
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Just as understandings of literacy are complex and 

comprehensive, so are the functions of literature in the 

classroom as it supports these literacy goals. Literature 

can help make the connection between children's experiences 

and learning, while a classroom environment that draws upon 

children's experiences will enhance children's construction 

of meaning as they transact with literature. Each of these 

literacy theorists have supported the use of literature in 

a way that calls for an intensive reading and responding 

experience. 

Dan Hade's (1994) article on his philosophy of 

teaching children's literature supports a broadened 

perception of literacy: "I don't teach children's 

literature as much as I teach reading children's literature 

and helping my students develop a sense of personal 

authority and the knowledge that reading literature is 

about possibilities of meanings" (p. 35). 

With broadened notions of literacy comes the need to 

approach teaching and learning from perspectives that focus 

on the knowledge and experiences the individual brings to 
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the learning context. Teaching in a way that supports the 

learner's construction of knowledge was another theoretical 

source that fed my inquiry into preservice teachers' 

perceptions of learning, reading, and teaching. 

constructivist Teachinq 

constructivist approaches to teaching and learning are 

not new. Found earlier in the progressive education 

movement (Shannon, 1990) and in the works of John Dewey and 

Louise Rosenblatt, amonq others, this concept deals with 

individuals creating their own understandings based on 

their existing knowledge or beliefs and the new information 

with which they interact. Richard Beach (1993) defines 

constructivism as: 

says: 

A theory of knowledge that posits that people 
formulate knowledge by actively constructing that 
knowledge within specific social contexts or discourse 
communities, this theory challenges the idea that 
knowledge exists as an autonomous, objective entity. 
constructivists posit that by actively formulating 
their knowledge through talk and writing, students 
truly understand that knowledge. By formulating their 
own interpretation of a text, students are more likely 
to understand the meaning of that interpretation than 
if they restate their teacher's or a critic's 
interpretation. (p. 163) 

Au (1993), in coming from a multicultural perspective 

At the heart of constructivist models in instruction 
is the notion that learners must actively construct 
their own understandings. The constructivist model 
may be contrasted with transmission models of 
instruction which assume that skills and knowledge can 
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somehow be transmitted or passively absorbed. • . . 
Constructivist models of instruction assume that 
students will learn literacy by engaging in the full 
processes of reading and writing, in a purposeful, 
largely self-directed manner. This is consistent with 
research in the home and community • • • which shows 
that adults use literacy in a variety of ways as part 
of carrying out their everyday lives, and that there 
is little literacy only for the sake of literacy. (pp. 
40, 42) 

She then further describes constructivist teaching by 

discussing its advan1:ages as compared to a transmission 

approach to teaching. 

Referring to Black and Ammon's description (1992) of 

constructivist learning, Rainer and Guyton (1994) give the 

following characteristics of the constructive process: 

understanding achieved through relevant experience, more 

imbued with meaning, more domain or situation specific, 

more influenced by social and cultural contexts, less 

purely cognitive and less grounded in abstract principles 

than transmission approaches to instruction. 

From the straight forward language of Au to the more 

complex notions of Wertsch (1991), a diversity of 

literature revealed various perspectives on both the 

psychological Piagetian approach and the social 

constructivist approach. As I grappled with an 

understanding of this "descriptive meaning-making theory" 

(Richardson, 1994), I agreed with Richardson, who in 

considering differences between the two approaches, 

recently' suggested that we not work out the complexities 
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closely with teachers in classrooms. This meeting of 

theory and practice is one educational goal I maintain. 

Kincheloe and steinberg (1993) added to my 

understanding of constructivist approaches. 
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The frontier where the information of the disciplines 
intersects with the understandings and experience that 
individuals carry with them to school is the point 
where knowledge is created (constructed). The ••. 
teacher facilitates this interaction, helping students 
to reinterpret their own lives and uncover new talents 
as a result of their encounter with school knowledge. 
(p. 301) 

The design of Children's Literature in the Classroom 

offers preservice teachers the opportunity to experience an 

instructional environment that supports their personal 

construction of meaning. My belief in the descriptive 

theory of constructivism added impetus to my inquiry 

concerning class members' perceptions of themselves as 

learners in this course. 

These scholars of the transactional theory of reader 

response, broadened perspectives of literacy, and 

constructivism, have not only given impetus and support for 

this study, but have also informed my description of 

learning, reading, and teaching. Based on the individuals 

mentioned here, as well as insights of other educators, 

learning, reading, and teaching in this inquiry are 

described later in this chapter. 



Interviews with Instructors of 

Children's Literature in the Classroom 

My own observations and wonderings about the growth 

and experiences of students in LRC 480, fed by my 

professional reading, led me to inquire of others who 

taught Children's Literature in the Classroom about what 

they saw as the purpose of this particular course in the 

teacher preparation program. I also wondered what they 

noticed about the impact or influence of this course on 

those preparing to teach. 

So with two related questions in mind, I interviewed 

Dr. Kathy Short, Dr. Barbara Thompson, and Kathleen 

Crawford, all teacher educators with whom I have worked, 

and taped their response to the following questions: 
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1. Why do we teach this particular class, Children's 
Literature in the Classroom, within the 
pre service teacher program? What do you see as 
the reason we teach it? 

2. From your own experiences, what have you seen as 
the impact or influences of this course on 
students? This can be comments or reflections 
you have read, information students have shared, 
reflections at the end of the course, even 
comments you have heard farther down the line 
when people return to you. 

Since the course is stated to be a survey course, the 

immediate response from all three instructors dealt with 

providing the opportunity for students to discover the many 

resources in the field of children's books. However, as 

they spoke of their individual beliefs concerning the 



purpose and impact of the course, the focus of each 

differed according to their experience and issues of 

immediate concern. 
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Kathleen Crawford, a teacher and doctoral student 

spending a year on campus, was teaching children's 

literature to preservice teachers for the first time. Her 

reply to the purpose of teaching such a course was that "it 

gives a broad view of what children's literature is •••• " 

She feels that it is important in the Teaching and Teacher 

Education program because of literature's importance in 

teaching the different subject areas. "You have to know 

literature in order to be able to use the literature." 

Kathleen has observed in this first semester teaching the 

course that "people come into the course only knowing the 

high interest types of books and classics. And they don't 

know poetry at all." As she reflects on her student's 

recent mid-term self evaluations, she sees the influence of 

the course as students comment on the difference between 

high interest and other types of literature and reach for 

more "quality" literature. She also quotes students as 

acknowledging the authenticity of the course in that it's 

more "hands on and applicable to the classroom than just 

theory." Kathleen believes "they are learning theory along 

with practice, neither are isolated." 
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Barbara Thompson, who has just completed a study in 

which she focused on herself as a teacher of children's 

literature, highlights the survey purpose of the course in 

her statement that "I think we teach it as a separate 

content area because it is not a part. of reading 

instruction. • • • There is a body of literature for 

children just the way you would think about teaching 

literature to secondary and college age students." In 

considering the impact of the course based on her 

experiences with students, Barbara takes a somewhat 

different focus in her statement that ". it can have an 

incredibly strong impact on kids or it could have a 

completely opposite/negative influence on them. And a lot 

of it has to do with the personality of the instructor." 

She feels that the instructor's philosophy of students--who 

students are, how they should be treated, who's making the 

decisions, the role of voice in class and in assignments"-

all contribute to the context of the class which has more 

influence on the effectiveness of the course than the 

content itself. 

Dr. Kathy Short, professor of children's literature, 

discusses her opinion of the purpose of this course from 

many years of teaching both methods and reading courses, as 

well as children's literature at Goshen College and at the 

University of Arizona. In response to the question of why 
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have children's literature in preservice teacher education 

she says: 

One of my responses is based on my belief that instead 
of using textual and other kinds of materials, 
teachers need to draw from a wide range of types of 
literature in the classroom, and that requires a 
sUbstantial knowledge base that was not important when 
we taught in traditional textbook approaches. 

This knowledge base, she feels, cannot come from a methods 

course where time is focused on conceptual understandings 

and where the instructors do not really have the background 

knowledge of children's literature. 

A second purpose as well as impact of the children's 

literature course is that it allows students to reconnect 

with their own childhood and adolescence. As Rosenblatt 

(1983, 1978) describes, by living within the story this 

reentering childhood is made possible. Dr. Short reflects 

on comments from students she has taught, that even though 

they were recently adolescents themselves, they had 

forgotten what it was like until reading adolescent 

literature. 

Another role of this course is allowing students to 

rediscover themselves as readers, or to finally view 

themselves as' readers despite earlier negative school 

experiences that did not allow them to do so as children. 

Dr. Short, referring to Frank Smith's (1988) notion of 

teachers needing to be members of the "literacy club" in 

order to invite children to join, states, "I really worry 
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about teachers who do not see themselves as readers. • • • 

The children's literature course encourages an aesthetic 

stance. • • • It really integrates the aesthetic and 

efferent stances." 

Other purposes and impacts of the children's 

literature course that Dr. Short felt were important 

involve different perspectives on learning and 

participation in experiential learning. This particular 

course offers a higher potential than many others for 

providing a chance for students to live what it means to 

learn experientially. In addition, a final impact of the 

course is that of allowing students to "experience the 

power of social learning" and form community among 

themselves. 

Dr. Short has found children's literature in past 

experience to be the most personally powerful course in the 

undergraduate program in that people left the course with a 

"real love of books and the desire to keep reading." She 

feels if they have this love of books, they will find ways 

to bring it into the classroom even if methodology falls 

away. "The children's literature course integrates the 

cognitive and affective." 

Each of the three teachers interviewed discussed the 

body of knowledge that teachers gained from taking this 

course. However, the emphasis they placed on the learning 
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experiences of class members varied according to how 

frequently they had taught the course. Kathleen, although 

experienced at using children's literature in her first 

grade classroom, was teaching this preservice teachers' 

course for the first time. Her focus during the interview 

was on the limited knowledge of literature with which class 

members begin the course and their growth in learning to 

recognize quality literature in a variety of genre. She 

concluded by sharing a student comment dealing with the 

authentic experiences of the class. Barbara, in her fifth 

semester of teaching the course relates her beliefs that 

the course can greatly impact the students and that this 

depends on the instructor. Dr. Short, with many years 

teaching children's literature and a diversity of related 

courses, elaborates on her observations concerning not only 

the need for a sUbstantial knowledge base of literature but 

also the influe~ce of literature courses on teachers. 

Reconnecting with childhood and adolescence, rediscovering 

themselves as readers, and experiencing the power of social 

learning were significant areas of learning for the 

participants. 

statement of the Research Focus 

The reflections and responses of each of these teacher 

educators combined with my own reflections and interests 
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about the purpose and influence of this particular course 

led to the following broad question on which this study is 

based: 

What are preservice teachers' perceptions of 
themselves as learners, readers and teachers as they 
participate in the course, Children's Literature in 
the Classroom? 

In examining the above question, the following 

subquestions were explored and support the focus of this 

study: 

What are preservice teachers' perceptions of 
themselves as learners, readers, and teachers? What 
perceptions do they construct for themselves over the 
duration of the course, Children's Literature in the 
Classroom? 

What are preservice teachers perceptions of children 
as learners and readers. What perceptions do they 
construct over time? 

What do preservice teachers view as the purpose of 
this course for themselves personally and 
professionally? What insights are gained over time? 

What role do preservice teachers see literature 
playing in learning, reading, and teaching both for 
themselves and for children? What understandings 
about literature are constructed during the semester? 

What class experiences were most significant to 
student perceptions of learning, reading, and 
teaching? 

Spradley (1980) says that analysis in ethnographic 

inquiry is a process of question-discovery. Questions 

determine what one looks for next in participant 

observation. Teacher-researchers are guided by questioning 

that is "highly reflexive, immediate, and referenced to 
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particular children and classroom contexts" (Cochran-Smith 

& Lytle, 1990, p. 5). These context dependent questions 

emanate "solely neither from theory or practice, but from 

critical reflection on the intersection of the two" (p. 6). 

Other questions evolved specifically pertaining to 

particular situations and students. These questions helped 

frame this study, but my understanding about them changed 

throughout the study and the analysis. 

conceptualizations of Learning, 

Reading, and Teaching 

The meanings given to the processes of learning, 

reading, and teaching have grown from my exploration of, 

response to, and reflection on many scholars whose work is 

grounded in holistic theoretical approaches to education. 

These definitions are meant to be working definitions in 

keeping with the functional understandings of these terms. 

Learning 

The beliefs about learning stated earlier that appear 

on the course syllabus for Children's Literature in the 

Classroom provide a succinct conceptualization of learning 

as used in this study. Supporting these beliefs about the 

social construction of knowledge are the works of Vygotsky. 

Vygotsky (1978) describes learning as a social process of 



interactions ~ri thin the "zone of proximal development." 

This zone is of proximal development is: 
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• • • the distance between the actual developmental 
level as determined by independent problem solving and 
the level of potential development as determined 
through problem solving under adult guidance or in 
collaboration with more capable peers. (p. 86) 

As an adult (or more capable person in the child's 

environment) helps a child, the person helping gradually 

gives the responsibility of learning to the child as the 

child is able to take over more of the task. As a child 

internalizes the knowledge gained through this social 

interaction, learning occurs. 

A transactional view of learning, "assumes that 

meaning resides neither in the environment, nor totally in 

the head of the language user, but rather is the result of 

ongoing sign interpretation" (Harste, Woodward, & Burke, 

1984, p. 57). Dewey speaks of learning as an active, 

personally conducted affair, contrasting it to "an 

accumUlation of qognitions as one might store material 

commodities in a warehouse" (1916, p. 335). 

Cognitive psychologists have described learning as the 

search for patterns that connect (Bateson, 1979). This 

description acknowledges the importance of the knowledge 

and experience the learner brings to the transaction. 

Learning in this study, then, is the social 

construction of knowledge, the result of transactions with 
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text, the context, or persons within the context of the 

learner. It involves collaboration, choice, and reflection 

on these various transactions as the learner searches for 

patterns that connect as slhe constructs meaning. Learning 

can occur at any time or place and is an on-going process 

that begins at birth. 

Reading 

"Reading is a two-way process, involving a reader and 

a text at a particular time under particular circumstances" 

(Rosenblatt, 1993, p. 7). The previous section on the 

transactional theory of reader response further quotes 

Rosenblatt as she describes the reader bringing to task 

experiences to create meaning within the framework offered 

by the text. Likewise, other scholars have described 

reading similarly. "Reading involves an engagement with 

print and an active personal involvement with the ideas 

expressed in it" (Sloan, 1984, p. 1). Hade (1994) 

describes his teaching of the reading of children's 

literature as "helping my students develop a sense of 

personal authority and the knowledge that reading 

literature is about a possibility of meanings" (p. 35). 

Texts and situations are subject to a variety of 

interpretations, depending on the knowledge and perspective 
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of the reader, and emphasis is on the process of meaning 

making and thinking (Au, 1993). 

Freire suggests that the act of reading moves between 

the reading of words and the reading of reality. 

Reading does not consist merely of decoding the 
written word or language; rather it is preceded by and 
intertwined with knowledge of the world. Language and 
reality are dynamically interconnected. The 
understanding attained by the critical reading of a 
text implies perceiving the relationship between text 
and context. (Freire & Macedo, 1987, p. 29) 

This critical reading comes from an intensive engagement 

with text. "Text ll indicates not only the written word but 

contexts within one's world. 

Reading in this study, therefore, may be 

conceptualized as the active, personal involvement of a 

reader and text at a particular time under particular 

circumstances. This transaction emphasizes meaning-making 

drawing equally from the text as well as the reader's 

knowledge and past experiences. Freire's concepts of text 

including the reality of one's world as well as the written 

word is included in this conceptualization of reading. 

However, in this study, although evidence is seen of how 

reality is interconnected with written text, special focus 

is not placed on the students' critical reading. 
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Teaching 

Cochran-smith and Lytle (1993) state assumptions about 

teaching that are in contrast to technical notions that 

teaching consist of using particular techniques in the 

proper situations. 

• • • Teaching is primarily an intellectual activity 
that hinges on what Zumwalt [1982] calls the 
'deliberative' abilty to reflect on and make wise 
decision about practice. Teaching is regarded as a 
complicated and intentional activity that requires a 
great breadth and depth of professional knowledge and 
judgment in conditions that are inherently uncertain 
[Schulman, 1986, 1987, 1989] •••• A deliberative 
view of teaching regards teachers as professionals who 
use their knowledge to construct perspectives, choose 
actions, manage dilemmas, interpret and create 
curricula, make strategic choices, and to a large 
extent define their own teaching responsibilities 
[Cochran-Smith, 1989; Lambert, 1985]. (p. 100) 

Katharine Au (1993) defines instruction as "helping 

the student to become interested and involved in a 

meaningful activity then providing the student with the 

support needed to complete the activity successfully" (p. 

40). using students' prior knowledge and experience, 

today's instruction should center on students' efforts to 

make meaning from text, whether in reading or in writing. 

Au's comments above about the teacher's need to strike a 

delicate balance between giving students the space to 

construct their own understandings and providing the 

support they need for further growth in literacy, is 

related to Vygotsky's (1979) "zone of proximal development" 



52 

described previously. The area within which a student can 

accomplish a meaningful activity with assistance is the 

zone of proximal development. The teacher gradually gives 

responsibilty for completing it to the student, as the 

student constructs their own understandings. This adds 

significant understanding to the meaning of teaching. 

One important aspect of teaching is that of the one 

who teaches also being a learner. Dr. Kathy Short (1994) 

stated that for her, "teaching is one learner consciously 

offering a demonstration to another learner, and therefore, 

teaching is a role that can be taken by students as well as 

teachers," (personal communication). 

Teaching in this study means creating a learning 

environment in which students' prior knowledge and 

experiences are used in meaningful activities. The teacher 

is also a learner within a community that nurtures its many 

transactions with text and context. In supporting 

students' search for patterns that connect, teachers create 

curricula that give multiple perspectives, take into 

consideration culturally relevant materials and student 

interests, and interact with the learner as needed within 

the individual's zone of proximal development. 

Based on my own background, theoretical followings in 

the areas described, and understandings of learning, 

reading, and teaching drawn from various theorists, I began 
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my investigation into perceptions of the purpose of the 

Children's Literature class through interviews with 

instructors of these classes. These interviews informed my 

initial wonderings and helped focus my questions for this 

study. 

Summary of Methodology 

In consideration of the nature of the research 

questions, the methodology chosen was teacher research 

using qualitative methods. The study took place during the 

spring semester of 1994, and 22 students participated. 

Data was collected in the form of an initial 

survey/information sheet, follow-up interviews to this 

survey, response journals, audio-taped literature 

discussions, mid-term and final self-evaluations, audio

taped exit interviews, and various written artifacts, 

especially in connection with a three-week thematic unit on 

teaching and schooling. Teacher field notes and a 

reflective journal also supported analysis of the data 

collected. Concerns of biases and validity, as defined by 

teacher research, were consistently acknowledged and 

provided for. 

Analysis of the data was begun during the semester, as 

I used knowledge generated by the various means of inquiry 

to inform aspects of my planning and teaching. This 
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involved examining the initial surveys, transcribing 

literature discussions, reading and responding to journals, 

examining the various written artifacts of the unit on 

schooling, as each of these informed the next aspect of the 

unit, and responding to self-evaluations as a means of 

assessment. Formal analysis--coding, discovering themes 

and categories--and writing began in the summer of 1994, 

continuing through early autumn" 

In discussing areas of study that gave impetus to my 

inquiry, I have mentioned significant theorists in terms of 

reader response, literacy, constructivist approaches to 

learning, and others influencing my conceptions of 

learning, reading, and teaching. The following review of 

the literature covers three main areas, although other 

related literature and research is mentioned later in the 

document in relation to the data it supports. 

Review of Related Literature 

In considering the focus of this inquiry, "What are 

the perceptions of preservice teachers as learners, readers 

and teachers in a Children's Literature Classroom?", the 

literature and research related to this study fall into the 

following major areas: preservice teacher education to 

include preservice teachers' beliefs, children's literature 

instruction, and reader response theory. Other 
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professional literature is referenced throughout this 

document as it applies to the focus of discussion where it 

is cited. 

Preservice Teacher Education 

"Teacher education encompasses multiple components 

operating at separate locations to provide a wide range of 

training and evaluation services to a large and 

heterogeneous collection of professionals" (Doyle, 1990, 

p. 5). Despite this seemingly complex enterprise, the 

process of teacher education is rarely driven by theory 

(Yarger & Smith, 1990). The array of emphasis on various 

research and philosophies, according to Doyle, creates five 

identifiable paradigms underlying teacher education 

programs. These paradigms range from producing "good 

employee" type teachers to "reflective professionals." No 

wonder Lortie (1975) concludes that teachers are more 

influenced by what they have experienced as students 

themselves, rather than their teacher preparations courses, 

the contexts of which vary greatly depending on the 

instructor. 

Most of the research of teacher education has focused 

on direct training in teaching skills (Copeland, 1977; 

Gliessman, 1984; Wagner, 1973). Research on the 

effectiveness of field experiences and student teaching 
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(Applegate, 1987; Feiman-Nemser & Buchmann, 1986; Griffin, 

1986; Watts, 1987; Waxman & Walberg, 1986; Zeichner, 1987) 

constitute other studies in teacher education. A large 

portion of what is considered research in this field is the 

search for a knowledge base for the teacher education 

curriculum, a search dominated by themes of quality control 

and effectiveness (Doyle, 1990). Schulman (1986) describes 

the process-product paradigm that has predominated research 

on teachers. 

What is missing from this literature is inquiry into 

the knowledge teachers bring to their teaching or the 

process of their education (Carter, 1990). Zeichner (1986, 

1987) emphasizes the need for improved conceptualizations 

of what goes on in teacher education settings and how 

individuals interact within these settings. Kathy Short 

(1993) argues for teacher educators to undertake research 

aimed at making their teaching reflect what they teach. 

"Teacher research at the college level will help college 

educators to grasp more fully the potential of the theories 

and frameworks being implemented in public schools for 

transforming their own teacher-education programs and 

classrooms" (p. 156). Teacher educators have begun 

applying insights from theory, research, and practice 

across teacher-education programs (Short & Burke, 1991). 

Using dialogue journals to promote reflection (Heichel & 
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Miller, 1993; Lee & Zuercher, 1993; stephens & Reimer, 

1993), creating a more powerful learning environment 

(Pierce, 1993), and attitude change toward writing 

(Brinkley, 1993) are all recent research areas that attempt 

to enhance the learning environments for preservice 

teachers. 

Studies involving preservice teacher changes in 

attitudes and perceptions include the above mentioned 

writing study (Brinkley, 1993) in which preservice teachers 

were able to reflect over time on themselves as teachers. 

Ball and Noordhoff (1985) demonstrated how programs, 

persons, and setting each affect students' prior 

disposition toward textbooks. Hollingsworth (1988) 

investigated changes in pre-program beliefs about teaching 

and found that these prior beliefs are critical in the 

process of learning to teach. Zeichner and Tabachnick 

(1985) found the journey of learning to teach quite 

different for different individuals and felt experiences 

needed to be provided to allow individuals to reach their 

potential. Feiman-Nemser and Buchmann (1986) found 

preservice teachers were unable to acquire needed 

pedagogical knowledge from their program, and Calderhead 

(1987) investigated the effect of professional development 

on students' thinking about classroom practice. Sadly 

enough, conclusions from these various studies on influence 
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teacher education areas examined. 

58 

Freiberg and Waxman (1990) state that in looking at 

the impact of change in teacher education, there have been 

no fundamental or substantive changes in teacher education 

during the past several decades (Ashton & Crocker, 1987; 

Bush, 1987; Keith, 1987; Smith, 1969, 1980; Sykes, 1984; 

Tyler, 1985). Discussing the interrelatedness of teaching 

in schools and teacher education, Bush (1987) says that 

teacher education will not change as long as traditional 

ways of teaching are maintained in the schools. One might 

see this as a vicious cycle, the other part of which 

consists of maintaining traditional ways of teaching in the 

classrooms because teacher education is taught in a 

traditional lecture frame with little student interaction. 

Preservice teachers often do not experience the social 

process of learning that entertains a variety of 

perspectives and questions. Inquiry and response based 

teaching have been shown to impact and support the learning 

of children (Crowell, 1993; Kaufman & Yoder, 1990; Rief, 

1992; Short, 1993). However, classroom descriptions in 

which adults are experiencing a similar learning 

environment are few (Hade, 1994; Klassen, 1992; Nodelman, 

1984; Pierce, 1993; Saul, 1989; Thompson, 1993). 

Descriptions of classes specifically labeled constructivist 
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approaches to preservice education are recently being 

described in the literature (Keiny, 1994; Rainer & Guyton, 

1994) and more are needed to describe further efforts to 

transform teacher education. 

One recent focus within teacher education, enumerated 

above, is that of teacher beliefs. Because this study 

deals with preservice teachers perceptions of learning, 

reading, and teaching, and because perceptions are based on 

beliefs and are often a restatement of beliefs, an 

examination of the literature in this area is essential. 

Pajares (1993) has defined preservice beliefs as "the 

attitudes and values about teaching, students, and the 

education process that students bring to teacher education

-attitudes and values that can be inferred by teacher 

educators not only from what preservice teachers say but 

from what they do" (p. 46). He mentions that other 

researchers have called these beliefs entering perspectives 

or preconceptions (Goodman, 1988; Posner et al., 1982; 

Tabachnik & Zeichner, 1984). Other significant statements 

about beliefs have been made by Fenstermacher (1979). "If 

our purpose and intent are to change the practices of those 

who teach, it is necessary to come to grips with the 

subjectively reasonable beliefs of teachers" (p. 174). 

Nespor (1987), in response to the potential altering of 

these beliefs, states that beliefs are "not so much sets of 
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propositions or statements, as they are conceptual systems 

that are functional or useful for explaining some domain of 

activity" (p. 326). Beliefs, he continues, can only 

adequately account for aspects of reality to which they are 

explicitly attached. Nespor states that helping teachers 

become reflexive and self-conscious of their beliefs and 

presenting objective data on the validity of these beliefs 

as suggested by Fenstermacher (1979), will only help 

transform beliefs if alternative beliefs are available to 

replace the old. Parajes adds challenge as a necessary 

ingredient to this transformation. The problem, Nespor 

states, is that we know little about how beliefs begin, how 

they are changed, and how socialization, the social context 

of school, and other processes and constraints operate on 

beliefs. 

until the past decade, the complexities of teacher 

beliefs has largely been ignored in favor of 

decontextualized skills or routines to be transmitted 

during preservice course work. Dana Fox (1993) has noted: 

Recently, however, researchers have increasingly 
attended to the complexities of teacher knowledge and 
beliefs [Carter, 1990] and have suggested that 
effective teachers are those who move beyond simple 
routines by learning to reflect--by learning 1) to 
articulate and explore their own beliefs about 
teaching and learning and 2) to examine their own 
practice critically and to search continually for ways 
to improve it [Calderhead, 1992; Valli, 1992]. (p. 1) 
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The act of self-reflecting has been cited by many as a 

primary way to help individuals identify their beliefs and 

personal understandings (Bandura, 1986; Dewey, 1933; 

Fenstermacher, 1979, 1986; Richardson, 1990; Tabachnik and 

Zeichner, 1991). The power of reflection is seen in the 

work of Mayer and Goldsberg who found that "When teacher 

education programs emphasized reflection and belief 

exploration, graduates were better able to resist custodial 

influences of schools" (Parajes, 1993, p. 47). 

Many ways of encouraging belief inquiry can be found 

in the literature. Parajes enumerates some of these as 

"fast writes," brief, impromptu, and unproofed reactions to 

various topics (McDiarmid, 1990); mini-ethnographic studies 

(Goodman, 1988); case studies (Edmundson, 1990); biography 

(Bondy & Davis, 1990); structured controversy (Johnson and 

Johnson, 1985, 1988); and Tabachnick and Zeichner's (1991) 

collection of specific suggestions on how to invite 

reflection in their students. 

The key is for belief exploration and challenge to 
guide curricula and practice. When education is 
limited to the presentation of information and 
acquisition of knowledge, no matter how entertainingly 
or creatively performed we can hope for little more 
than the transmission of knowledge filtered by 
misconceptions and unexplored beliefs. When teacher 
educators are first informed by what students believe 
and why, and when the importance of belief is taken 
into account as information is presented and knowledge 
acquired, filters are exposed and pathways to informed 
scholarship cleared. (Pajares, 1993, p. 49) 
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A recent awareness of the impact of these beliefs on 

teachers' pedagogy has awakened preservice educators to the 

importance of prospective teachers' beliefs when entering 

their professional preparation. Some educators (Lortie, 

1975; Tabachnick & Zeichner, 1984) argue that the influence 

of many hours of classroom experience as students has 

shaped preservice teachers' perspectives on education, thus 

limiting the impact of teacher preparation programs. 

The National Center for Research on Teacher Learning 

studied cases of teacher education courses that addressed 

prospective teachers' entering beliefs about learning and 

teaching. The hypothesis underlying the studies dealt with 

conceptual change (Kennedy, 1991; Posner, Strike, Hewson, & 

Hertzog, 1982). 

Prospective teachers' beliefs will be affected by 
opportunities to notice and examine their entering 
beliefs by provocative encounters with vivid and 
plausible alternatives to their own models of teaching 
and learning and by activities that encourage and 
assist them to recognize the differences between the 
ideas and images they brought with them and those they 
are offered. (Bird, Anderson, Sullivan, & swidler, 
1993, pp. 254-255) 

The first course studied was taught by Tom Bird, an 

introductory course titled "Exploring Teaching" that was 

designed to challenge preservice teachers existing beliefs 

about teaching. The course was designed around four 

specific problems encountered in teaching and was designed 

to help students discover ways to think and talk about 
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particular way of teaching was problematic. While not 
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denying that the teacher might have dealt with his problems 

more skillfully, the researchers suggested that the 

problems are likely ones when engaged in the dual tasks of 

"cultivating student beliefs and promoting beliefs written 

in educational literature" (p. 265) 

There seems to be a constant tension between 
establishing oneself as a knowledgeable and helpful 
teacher and encouraging the students to think for 
themselves and take risks; between cultivating 
familiar ideas and promoting unfamiliar ones; between 
helping students think and taking over the direction 
for their thinking; between keeping the stUdents 
comfortable with and responsive to novel demands while 
prompting them to test their thinking and reconsider 
their ideas. (Bird, Anderson, Sullivan, & Swidler, 
1993, p. 266) 

As this course had been planned to promote connections 

between the ideas students brought with them and the ideas 

encountered in the course, the researchers felt the 

instructor needed to carry out his pedagogy in such a way 

that took into account the students' conceptions of 

teaching and learning to teach. 

Calderhead (1991), in describing key features of 

teachers' knowledge, reports on the findings of recent 

research involving teachers' thoughts, knowledge and 

beliefs. Included in these findings are suggestions that 

knowledge gained from their own school experience shapes 

the student teacher's perceptions of teaching and their own 
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developing practice (Leinhardt, 1988; Zeichner, Tabachnick, 

& Densmore, 1987). Another significant finding is that 

student teachers' knowledge may not be well adapted to 

teaching, coming from a student perspective that does not 

allow for the complexity of teaching and learning in the 

classroom (Calderhead & Miller, 1985; Calderhead & Robson, 

1991). Bridging the divide between thought/theory and 

practice is receiving more focus through inquiry into 

teacher reflection. The way in which preservice teachers 

conceptualize learning to teach and the expectations of 

their teacher education courses provide another source of 

information about teacher knowledge, as this influences how 

they make sense of their preparatory courses (Calderhead, 

1988; Calderhead & Robson, 1991; Russell, 1988). 

For instance, some student teachers approach teacher 
education with the expectation that they will be told 
how to teach, and that it is the responsibility of 
college tutors and school supervisors to pass on this 
wisdom. Others perceive teaching in terms of a matter 
of personality, and that one's skill as a teacher 
grows out of oneself. Others see it as a matter of 
learning from experience and therefore the more hands
on experience one can obtain the better. still others 
perceive learning to teach as completely unproblematic 
--everyone can teach, there is nothing particularly 
that one needs to learn. These different orientations 
to learning influence how student teachers approach 
learning tasks [e.g., Korthagen, 1988] but are often 
not made explicit or accommodated in any way in 
teacher education programmes. (Calderhead, 1991, p. 
533) 

This study was to examine the perceptions of 

preservice teachers concerning their own learning, reading, 
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and teaching, as well as their perceptions of the 

children's literature class and children's literature. The 

literature and research previously discussed supports the 

need to be aware of the perceptions and beliefs of 

preservice teachers, as knowledge of how we learn results 

in new approaches to teacher education, as well as school 

curriculum. 

Children's Literature Courses 

Children's literature courses have been framed in a 

variety of ways, often depending upon the department or 

college that houses the course. Children's Literature may 

be housed within English, Library Science, or Education and 

will vary accordingly, as well as vary from university to 

university. The Children's Literature Assembly of the 

National Council of Teachers of English surveyed the fields 

and did indeed find a variety of approaches to children's 

literature (Adamson, 1985). Information from this survey 

combined with the findings of investigation into other 

existing literature shows English stressing the history of 

children's literature, emphasizing "classics" the students 

read as children or studied in literature classes, and 

using more of an interpretive and/or analytical approach to 

reading (Kutzer, 1981; Luke, 1986; Peters, 1990). Library 

science emphasizes guidelines for selecting books, award-
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1987; Laughlin, 1982; Sierra, 1990). Also in library 

science, Kay Vandergrift (1990a) has approached the 
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teaching of children's literature from a theoretical 

perspective. Education values integrating literature with 

other subject areas and the response to literature through 

activities (Jobe, 1989; Pierce, 1993; Ross, 1992; Short & 

pierce, 1990; Taxel, 1987). Education shares with library 

science an interest in developmental aspects of children 

and learning theory (Adamson, 1985). 

A Canadian survey concluded the following about the 

purposes for teaching children's literature courses: 

The most common objectives • • • were to acquaint the 
students with a wide range of literature for young 
people; to develop the ability to critically evaluate 
and select material for children; and to develop ways 
to interpret and extend literary experiences with 
children. (Jobe, 1989, p. 63) 

Dan Hade, a children's literature scholar and 

instructor in language and literacy education, recently 

noted that the ERIC data base shows little attention given 

by researchers to teaching children's literature to 

preservice and inservice teachers. In emphasizing his 

belief that "it isn't the literature alone we are really 

advocating, but certain kinds of experiences with 

literature" (1994, p. 36), Hade gives insight into other 

approaches to teaching children's literature. These 
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approaches are those that " ••• offer alternative visions 

of education and how literature fits in with these visions" 

(Hade, 1994, p. 40). He briefly describes humanistic 

(Sloan, 1991), child-centered (Peterson & Eds, 1990), and 

social reconstructionist (Bigelow, 1989, 1992) approaches 

to literature education as ways of advancing a sense of 

reality based on human experiences and human relationships 

and offering visions to teachers of what an education based 

on these notions might be (Hade, 1994, pp. 39-40). 

Nodelman, described by Hade as bringing a "humanist 

perspective to the teaching of children's literature" (p. 

35), organizes his course so students may challenge the 

"knowledge" of others, as well as their own assumptions of 

children and children's literature. Nodelman shares 

insight into his instructional approach in the classes he 

instructs: 

• We would be reading these books not in terms of 
our guesses about how children might respond to them, 
but in terms of our own enjoyment and understanding of 
them--with, of course, the knowledge that what we read 
was indeed children's literature, a specific sort of 
literature that demands our attention in quite 
specific ways. • • • Although we would explore how 
generalizations about children influence children's 
literature, I simply would not allow evaluations of 
books based on such generalizations. (1986, p. 208) 

Although such experiential approaches to literature do 

exist, documentation and descriptions of them are minimal. 

Again, Hade (1994) explains this need in the professional 

literature by: 
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We need to admit that what we value about literature 
isn't in the literature. Rather, it is the way we 
read literature and the way we share our readings with 
others that we value. True, some texts are more 
rewarding to the way we read than others, but our 
pleasure in reading comes from a meeting of a way of 
reading text with an actual text. By arguing that the 
values of literature are in the literature, we have 
little with which to argue against those who turn 
literature into proficiency exercises. Instead, we 
should be advancing ways of reading and explain why 
these ways are perhaps preferable to others. (p. 38) 

This belief about reading text leads naturally into the 

next area of literature review. 

The Transactional Theory of Reader Response 

The transactional theory of reader response is a major 

theoretical consideration in the design of LRC 480, 

Children's Literature in the Classroom. Louise Rosenblatt 

in (1938) first wrote of the transactional theory of reader 

response in Literature as Exploration. This theory of 

reading acknowledges the important role of the reader 

during the reading process, a role which had previously not 

been emphasized. In explaining the word transaction, she 

says, "The relation between reader and text is not linear. 

It is a situation, an event at a particular time and place, 

in which each element conditions the otherS! (Rosenblatt, 

1978, p. 16). Other theorists (Bleich, 1978; Fish, 1980; 

Holland, 1968, 1975; Iser, 1978; Jauss, 1982) define the 

transaction in various ways, the most obvious difference 

being the emphasis placed on the reader. Rosenblatt 
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acknowledges equally the power of the reader and the text. 

She emphasizes that the poem created is uniquely 

individual. 

What each reader makes of the text is, indeed, for him 
the poem, in the sense that this is his only direct 
perception of it. No one else can read it for him. 
He may learn indirectly about others' experiences with 
the text; he may come to see that his own was confused 
or impoverished, and he may then be stimulated to 
attempt to call forth from the text a better poem. 
But this he must do himself, and only what he himself 
experiences in relation to the text is--again let us 
underline--for him, the work. (Rosenblatt, 1978, p. 
105) 

other educators have focused much of their academic 

studies on the theoretical aspects of the transactional 

theory, especially as set forth by Rosenblatt, as well as 

its application to various levels of education (Britton, 

1968; Clifford, 1991; Karolides, 1992; Mailloux, 1990; 

Probst, 1988). They have attempted to explain reader 

response, extend Rosenblatt's texts to numerous classroom 

situations, and bring together the voices of other 

educators who claim the transactional theory as the basis 

for their teaching and research. 

Aesthetic reading is where the reader assumes the 

stance of attention to what is being lived through 

including the ideas, images, and feelings involved. 

Rosenblatt notes that while someone else can read 

efferently (for information) for us, no one else can read 

aesthetically, creating a "poem" (Rosenblatt, 1978, p. 6). 
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Aesthetic response in the last decade has been the focus of 

many studies dealing with the act of reading and responding 

(Close, 1990; Langer, 1990a, 1990b; Raphael, 1992; 

Vandergrift, 1990b; Vine, 1992; Wells, 1993), the 

characteristics of the reader (Cairney, 1990; Cox & Many, 

1992; GaIda, 1990; Many, 1991, 1992; Purcell-Gates, 1991), 

the influence of text (Eeds & Wells, 1989; Levstik & 

Pappas, 1987; Nikola-Lisa, 1992; West, Weaver, & Rowland, 

1992) and context and instructional strategies (Alvermann & 

Olson, 1988; Close, 1992; Dekker, 1991; Egawa, 1991; 

Hancock, 1992; Many & Wiseman, 1992; Raphael et al., 1992; 

Zarillo, 1991). However, these studies involve children 

and adolescents and not preservice teachers. 

Each of the above studies support the understanding 

that aesthetic reading is not free association. In 

aesthetic reading the reader is attempting to derive 

meaning. (Ennis, 1986). The reader is actively creating a 

new text from his responses. In noting the fact that 

responsive reading is a "creative journey," an "intense 

mental activity," Sheridan (1991) says: 

Reader-response theory also asks us to see reading as 
a purposeful act (in which the reader's goal, like the 
aesthetic aim of building up a literary work, helps 
determine the outcome), a social act (which takes 
place in a real context, often in the company of 
others), as well as a deeply personal act (an 
investment of ourselves in the experience which 
Rosenblatt calls the "poem." (p. 805) 
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While studies of college age students responding in 

English classes are available (Beach, 1983; Dorfman, 1985; 

Furniss, 1992; Quinn, 1992; Sherrill, 1992) few studies 

have been found in which adults are responding to 

children's and adolescent literature (Eeds & Peterson, 

1994; Klassen and Ruiz, 1993; Mathis, 1993; Taxel, 1982, 

1987). Unpublished dissertations and papers (Klassen, 

1993; Thompson, 1993) and descriptive articles, such as 

Bishop and Hickman (1992) in which they argue that picture 

books are for everyone, also describe adults responding to 

children's literature. Directly related to the literature 

on reader response is that on discussion of literature. 

This is reviewed in Chapter 4 in which literature 

discussions groups within the Children's Literature 

classroom is discussed. 

While transactions with literature are a main tenet of 

this course, the term transaction is also used in 

describing the instructional and social contexts of the 

Children's Literature classroom. Rosenblatt provides 

support for this as she explains why she so strongly 

adhere's to John Dewey's term. Rosenblatt continuously 

rejects other reader response critics, no matter what they 

assert, because in practice they all give dominance to 

either the reader or the text. 

In Knowing and the Known (1949), John Dewey and Arthur 
F. Bentley suggested that the term "interaction" had 
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become tied to the cartesian dualistic paradigm that 
treats human beings and nature, subject and object, 
knower and known, as separate entities. In the light 
of post-Einsteinian developments, they purposed the 
term "transaction" to designate a relationship in 
which each element, instead of being fixed and 
predefined, conditions and is conditioned by the 
other. In a transaction, although we can distinguish 
between them, no sharp separation between perceiver 
and perception can be made, since the observer is part 
of the observation. The poem--the term I used to 
stand for "literary work"--"exists," "happens," I 
maintained, in the transaction between the particular 
reader and the text. (Rosenblatt, 1993, p. 379) 

Throughout this document, "transaction," according to 

the above mentioned definition, is used to designate 

relationships within the instructional context--between 

class members and elements of the instructional context or 

other class members, to include the instructor. While the 

predominant use of transaction deals with the literary 

experience, the underlying belief here acknowledges that 

many transactions occur daily within one's life and within 

the classroom, the context presently under consideration. 

The three areas discussed within this literature 

review underly all aspects of this dissertation. However, 

as mentioned before, other research and professional 

literature informed this study and is referenced throughout 

the document. 

summary 

This inquiry was designed to examine preservice 

teachers' perceptions of themselves as learners, readers, 
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and teachers in an undergraduate Children's Literature 

classroom. Questions emerging from my own observations, 

reflections, theoretical background, and interviews with 

other instructors of Children's Literature guided the data 

collection and analysis for this qualitative study. 

Chapter 2 focuses on the methodology and ethnographic 

procedures framing the study. Chapter 3 describes the 

course, Children's Literature in the Classroom, as it was 

transacted during the semester of the inquiry. Significant 

aspects of the course for students is the focus of Chapter 

4, with an analysis of literature discussion groups, the 

course aspect most often stated as having impacted class 

members' learning. Chapter 5 creates an overview of the 

preservice teachers' perceptions of themselves as learners, 

readers, and teachers throughout the semester. A second 

part of this chapter provides case studies of three class 

members. Chapter 6 summarizes the findings and 

implications resulting from the study. 



CHAPTER 2 

METHODOLOGY 

Inquiry is the directed or controlled 
transformation of an indeterminate 
situation into a determinately unified 
one. (Dewey, 1977, p. 43) 

Introduction 

This study of preservice teachers' perceptions of 

themselves as learners, readers, and teachers in a 

Children's Literature classroom is set within the 

theoretical frame of teacher research. This framework is 

derived from "the knowledge of professional practice and 

from disciplines related to teaching, learning, and 

schooling" (Cochran-smith & Lytle, '1990, p. 12) and is 

grounded in authentic contexts. Qualitative methods were 

used throughout the study. Drawing from the work of 
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researchers such as Bogdan and Biklen [1982], Reichardt and 

Cook [1979], and Guba [1978], Merriam (1988) describes the 

qualitative paradigm as assuming: the world is a function 

of personal interaction and perception; the world is a 

highly subjective phenomenon to be interpreted instead of 

measured; beliefs rather than facts form the basis of 

perception; research is exploratory, inductive, and 

emphasizes processes rather than ends; and the researcher 



observes, perceives, and senses what is occurring in a 

natural setting. 

Framing the study 

What is Teacher Research? 
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Teacher research is defined as "systematic and 

intentional inquiry by teachers about their own school and 

classroom work" (Cochran-smith & Lytle, 1993, p. 3). As 

educators contemplate the role teachers can play in 

generating a "systematic and rigorous body of knowledge 

about teaching," Cochran-smith and Lytle (1990) argue that 

teacher-research has the potential to provide the emic 

perspective needed in transforming classroom practice and 

understanding the complexities of the learning environment. 

Examples of teacher research in professional literature is 

increasing as teachers are realizing the importance of their 

inquiry evidenced in the changes within their own teaching 

and classroom curriculum. Literature documenting teacher 

research (Cochran-smith & Lytle, 1993; Goswami & Stillman, 

1987; McConaghy, 1990; Patterson et al., 1993; White, 1990) 

contains examples of rigorous attention to data collection, 

reflection and interpretation, consultation of colleagues 

for reviewing analysis and findings, and consulting 

professional readings. The teacher-researcher community 

feels its role is valuable in terms of theory, creating a 



76 

knowledge base, and informing their own teaching (Bissex, 

1987; Burton, 1986; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993, Goswami & 

Stillman, 1987; McConaghy, 1986; Patterson & stansell, 1990; 

Patterson, Santa, Short and Smith, 1993). 

Patterson and Stansell (1987) acknowledge that the 

teacher-researcher role requires extraordinary personal and 

professional commitment. 

In a way, the teacher researcher is a new breed, 
combining theoretical grounding, methodological 
training, and classroom experience in a nontraditional 
way, in order to make theory-based instructional 
choices and in order to observe, document, and 
interpret the responses of stUdents within each 
classroom context. (p. 719) 

Because of the rich complexities of this research, issues 

of what constitutes validity should not be disregarded but 

defined in terms of what teacher-research offers. 

Validity in Teacher Research 

Validity in research may be defined as the state of 

being based on evidence that can be supported. Construct 

validity, where the researcher establishes correct 

operational measure for the concepts being studied, is the 

indicator most often used to assess qualitative research. 

The best tactic to increase construct validity is to have 

multiple sources of evidence, or triangulation (Hubbard & 

Power, 1993). 



In considering validity in qualitative research of 

which teacher-research is a part, several points should be 

obvious. Validity is of concern to those involved in 

interpretive research, although it is realized that the 

extent to which it is achieved will vary, regardless of 

methodology and theoretical framework. Mohr and MacLean 

(1987) say that teacher-researchers are sensitive to the 

context-dependent nature of their work. They try to 

document their teaching contexts and accurately describe 
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their research methods and processes. "Their insights gain 

validity through the honesty and rigor of their questions, 

their analyses, and their acknowledgement of what happens as 

they teach" (Mohr & MacLean, 1987, p. 63). As their studies 

become significant to them, they work hard to ensure 

internal validity. Mohr & MacLean feel, from their work 

with teacher-researcher groups, that the following 

characteristics of these researchers' work promote validity 

in their inquiries: 

1. Frequency and consistency of observations; 
2. Reflections on and interpretation of data; 
3. A broad database from which to choose a specific 

focus; 
4. Careful scrutiny of other teacher-researchers who 

challenge the analysis and interpretation of the 
teacher-researcher; 

5. Variety of data that is collected; 
6. Triangulation of findings; 
7. Review of research findings by students, leaders, 

and peers; 
8. Use of readings from theoretical and 

methodological frameworks. (p. 63) 



Biases in research is inescapable according to many 

theorists, such as Elliot Eisner (1991), Jerome Bruner 

(1973), and Stephen Toulmin (1982). Because events are 

socially constructed, the "real truth" is not possible. 

Hubbard and Power (1993) quote Toulmin on objectivity in 

saying: 
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All of our scientific explanations and critical 
readings start from, embody, and imply some 
interpretive standpoint, conceptual framework, or 
theoretical perspective. The relevance and adequacy of 
our explanations can never be demonstrated with 
Platonic rigor or geometrical necessity. Instead, the 
operative question is, which of our positions are 
rationally warranted, reasonable, or defensible--that 
is, well founded rather than groundless opinion? 
(p. 115) 

stenhouse (1985) says that a teacher's focused 

perception is crucial for practice since they are in the 

position to control the classroom (Weiner, 1989). 

"Accordingly we are concerned with the development of a 

sensitive and self-critical subjective perspective and not 

with an aspiration to unattainable objectivity" (stenhouse, 

1975, p. 157). 

This subjective perspective of which Stenhouse speaks, 

however, is based on knowledge of the situation, on the 

teacher knowing the students, knowing of the cultures from 

which they come, and the classroom and instructional context 

within which they are functioning, rather than ungrounded 

assumptions. Cochran-smith and Lytle (1993) call it a 

systematic subjectivity. The greater knowledge a teacher 



79 

has of his/her students, the more insight s/he has into a 

situation. In thinking of Reason and Rowan's {1981} idea of 

truth being linked to perception, one would think that 

perception would be determined by the amount of knowledge a 

teacher has of each particular student and situation. As 

teachers interact with the participants in the educational 

setting, numerous transactions occur. Patterson and 

stansell {1987}, specifically addressing teacher-research, 

describe this transaction within the research setting. 

In contrast [to a positivistic view], an organismic 
transactional stance toward educational inquiry {Dewey 
& Bentley, 1949; Harste, Woodward, & Burke, 1984a, 
1984b; Rosenblatt, 1985} offers a view of research that 
is truly interdisciplinary, in which a complete, 
coherent picture of the educational process is 
constructed to guide the collection and interpretation 
of data. Such a stance assumes that education is a 
complex network of transactions in which participants 
come together in specific contexts for a variety of 
purposes. During these transactions they affect and 
are affected by one another and by the context itself, 
becoming different people than they were before. A 
transactional stance toward research shares with the 
ethnography the method of participant observation, 
which requires the interpersonal involvement of teacher 
researchers who become the primary research instrument, 
gathering and interpreting data from the rich source of 
their daily experiences with informants. {Patterson & 
Stansell, 1987, p. 718} 

Spradley {1980} has stated two predominant criteria for 

the participant observer: {1} engaging in appropriate 

activities of the situation and {2} observing the 

activities, people, and physical aspects of the situation. 

In addition, he suggests approaching a situation with a 

wide-angle lens to take in more information than one would 
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normally, experiencing a situation as both an insider and 

outsider simultaneously, as well as alternating between the 

two. The fact that the teacher is a part of the culture 

which slhe is researching supports their gathering and 

interpreting of data. The teacher's continuous transactions 

with students and the classroom context provide a rich 

source of data for the teacher researcher. 

Just as critical scholarship has challenged many of the 
norms of interpretive social science, teacher-research 
makes problematic in a different way the relationships 
of researcher and researched, theory and practice, 
knower and knowledge, process and product. When 
teachers do research the gap between researcher and 
researched is narrowed. Notions of research 
subjectivity and objectivity are redefined: Subjective 
and local knowing rather than objectified and distanced 
"truth" is the goal. The teacher researcher is a 
native inhabitant of the research site--not a 
participant observer over a bounded period of time but 
a permanent and "observant participant" [Florio-Ruane & 
Walsh, 1980] who knows the research context in its 
richest sense of shared "webs of significance" [Geertz, 
1973]. (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993, p. 58) 

A Focus on This systematic Inquiry 

Acknowledging the personal and professional commitment 

of teacher research, referred to earlier by Patterson and 

Stansell (1987), I set out to provide a thick description 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985) of the rich complexities of the 

Children's Literature class as I studied the preservice 

teachers' perceptions of learning, reading, and teaching. 

In describing these transactions I was aware that the nature 

of teacher research, as with any "systematic and intentional 



inquiry" demanded attention to issues of validity. In 

acknowledging the goals of teacher research, I emphasized 

self-imposed rigor in data collection and interpretation 

through the following means during this study. 

Frequency and consistency of Observations 
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Frequency and consistency of observation was evident in 

my strict adherence to the schedule for data collection that 

I created, as well as daily writing field notes and a 

reflective journal. The three phases of data collection in 

the study also helped to provide a framework for this 

consistency of observations. Long term observation is 

another way of describing this criteria of rigorous, valid 

research. 

Triangulation 

Triangulation, or the use of multiple methods of 

collecting data, is recognized as one way to increase 

construct validity. "The rationale for this strategy is 

that the flaws of one method are often the strengths of 

another, and by combining methods, observers can achieve the 

best of each, while overcoming their unique deficiencies" 

(Denzin, 1970, p. 308). Triangulation was achieved in this 

study through collecting data in the forms of surveys, 

interviews, transcripts of literature discussions, written 
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artifacts, to include self-evaluations, and teacher field 

notes. Related to these multiple methods of data collection 

is the variety of data that was collected, as well as the 

broad data base from which I focused on specific questions 

in this inquiry. 

Member Checks 

Throughout the semester I talked to class members about 

my perceptions of what I thought I saw within the classroom 

through long term observation. In addition during the final 

exit interview I asked two questions, one concerning the 

classroom community and the other concerning literature 

groups. The response to these questions reconfirmed 

hypotheses I had about these two course aspects. 

Peer Review 

As the research was being conducted, as well as during 

analysis, I met with one individual to discuss my research 

as well as shared weekly with another Children's Literature 

teacher. The meetings were designed to be weekly with the 

first peer, however, these meetings did not continue on a 

regular basis but occurred as the need arose. The initial 

meetings resulted in discussion about the theoretical bases 

of teachers' perceptions of their own learning and reading. 



Final peer reviews concerned the findings and implications 

of the study. 
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The Children's Literature teacher became my "sounding 

board" for all that was occurring in the classroom, as well 

as plans I hoped to pursue. These forms of peer review, as 

well as sharing with class members concerning my 

assumptions, served to make evident my biases and clarify my 

assumptions, world view, and theoretical orientation. 

student Authorization to Use Data 

Students were asked on the last day of class and before 

exit interviews to sign a form giving me permission to use 

them in this written document. (See Appendix A). These 

forms were collected by a student and given to Dr. Kathy 

Short who held them for me until after final grades had been 

turned in to the university. The week following my turning 

in grades, I received the forms. Students were aware of 

this procedure to assure that if they did not want to be 

included in the written document, their grade would not be 

affected nor would they be embarrassed during the exit 

interview. 

Benefits of Being a Teacher Researcher 

Acknowledging the importance of a sensitive, subjective 

point of view sharpened my own awareness of the complexities 
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of the learning environment and the transactions occurring 

within the classroom. Being able to focus on this insight 

as a tool of research increased my knowledge of individual 

class members as well as the interactions and learning 

context. This provided a knowledge base for instruction as 

well as for grounding any theoretical assumptions I might 

have drawn or built upon. 

In exploring my own biases and discussing my 

perceptions with students, classroom discourse was further 

extended and therefore the community of the class was 

nurtured. My willingness to present my perceptions and 

acknowledge the viewpoints of others helped ease the 

separation of teacher from the community of learners that is 

often present in a transmission style approach to teaching. 

While the constructivist nature of this class altered the 

teacher's traditional role, exploring my own biases and 

perceptions with class members even further presented the 

teacher as learner. 

Lytle (1993) talks about the social and constructive 

nature of teacher research. She continues by recognizing 

that each separate piece of research can inform subsequent 

activities, as well as informs or is informed by all 

research in the past. "Although teacher research is not 

always motivated by a need to generalize beyond the 

immediate case, it may in fact be relevant for a wide 
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variety of contexts" (Lytle, 1993, p. 24). I realized the 

power of teacher research to inform my own practice both 

generally and specifically as the semester progressed. I 

also acknowledged that my research was a valued part of my 

own series of inquiries, and while it would be gladly shared 

with other interested educators, it could stand alone in its 

role of informing my practice and providing a piece of the 

research puzzle that I continuously was connecting. The 

individuality and complexity of human experience and the 

context of this inquiry does not call for or offer 

generalizability. However, understanding what happens in 

one research situation can serve as exemplars and direction 

for another. 

Frustrations and Problems of Being a Teacher Reseacher 

The frustrations that are involved with the role of 

teacher researcher are also sources of growth and new 

understandings about the learning and teaching within the 

classroom. The issue of instructor time was a major factor 

in being able to look at data as it was collected. However, 

this forced me to integrate the analysis of data with 

preparation for teaching. Therefore, the research was 

directly informing my instruction. Class member time was 

also at a premium, and therefore the experiences and 

activities planned for curricular purposes were the sources 
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of research data. Student learning and exploration was 

directly informing research which was directly informing 

practice. The data was authentic in that it was not imposed 

for the sake of the research. 

Another source of frustration was not being able to 

capture the context within various groups or within the 

whole group when many activities were occurring. At the 

same time researchers who are not instructing at the time of 

data collection also experience this, although they may be 

able to move around the classroom and capture pieces of 

discourses and atmosphere from various groups. The 

compensation for this frustration was that of realizing the 

complexities of the particular focus at the time in more 

depth. Because the nature of teacher research calls for 

close introspection of the rich complexities of the 

situation, the researcher can indulge in interactions and 

experiences that create a more complete picture of the 

situation. 

Although much attention was given to accurately 

describing the research methods and processes, as well as 

accurately observing, recording, and interpreting what was 

happening within the instructional context of the inquiry, 

the possibility exists that class members' responses were 

influenced by the relationships between individuals and 

myself within the classroom community. Class members were 
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informed early within the semester that I was conducting a 

study that would be my doctoral dissertation. They were 

also told that my expectations of them were no greater than 

of other students in preceding semesters. At this time I 

also described the permission slip that they would sign at 

the end of the semester giving me permission to use or not 

use their names, statements, discussions, or other 

information I had gathered for data. As positive 

relationships were formed between class members and myself, 

the possibility of their wanting to provide appropriate 

supporting data increased. While I believe that any 

supporting statements came from class members' own 

enthusiasm over the course experiences and that if they were 

not involved and enthused by the course itself, they 

probably would not have developed the same rapport with the 

instructor, I also acknowledge the limitations in knowing to 

what extent their responses were influence by their desire 

to please. 

Setting 

The setting for this study that took place throughout 

the spring semester of 1994 is a Children's Literature class 

housed in the Department of Language, Reading, and Culture. 

This department is part of the College of Education of the 

University of Arizona in Tucson. The course is a 



requirement for elementary teacher certification and is 

usually taken during one of the first two semesters after 

being admitted to the college of education. Many students 

may not have had any field experience prior to this class, 

although some are involved simultaneously in a course that 

requires classroom observation. The Children's Literature 

course is required before preservice teachers take the 

methods block, which normally precedes student teaching. 
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The participants in this study were 22 class members, 

18 females and 4 males, ranging in age from approximately 20 

to 30. In terms of ethnicity, the class was composed of 2 

African-Americans, 1 Asian, 11 caucasians, and 8 Hispanics 

(6 Mexican-American, 1 Puerto Rican-American, and 1 

Argentinean). Among the Caucasians, one student's father 

was Egyptian, and one student was Jewish •. 

Of the 22 class members, 18 were in the preservice 

teacher education program. Sixteen of these were 

undergraduates and 2 were in the post-baccalaureate program. 

One student was from the Family Studies Department. Two 

other students were from Special Education and 

Rehabilitation, and one person was from Art Education. The 

latter person decided within the semester to change her 

major to English Education. 

Designated as a survey course, the Children's 

Literature Course is taught within the Department of 



Language, Reading, and Culture. The instructional context 

is experientially framed so that class members experience 

the texts in a way that enables them to construct meaning 

through reading, responding, sharing these responses, and 

reflecting. Chapter 4 provides an in-depth description of 

this course during the spring semester of 1994. 

Data Collection 

The data collection for this study was designed with 

the following research questions in mind: 
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*** What are pre service teachers' perceptions of themselves 
as learners, readers, and teachers? What perceptions 
do they construct for themselves over the duration of 
the course, Children's Literature in the Classroom? 

*** What are preservice teachers' perceptions of children 
as learners, readers, and teachers? What perceptions 
do they construct over time? 

*** What do preservice teachers view as the purpose of this 
course for themselves personally and professionally? 
What insights are gained over time? 

*** What role do pre service teacher see literature playing 
in learning, reading, and teaching both for themselves 
and for children? What understandings about literature 
are constructed during the semester? 

*** What class experiences were most significant to student 
perceptions of learning, reading, and teaching? 

Based on these questions, the research design is as follows. 

Data Sources 

Data for this study was collected through various 

methods. Sources were categorized as primary or secondary 
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according to the particular question they were supporting. 

Table 1 shows the sources of data according to the research 

questions. Overall, primary sources included the initial 

surveys and follow-up interviews, self-evaluations, exit 

interviews, and transcripts of literature discussions. 

Secondary sources included student journals, early literacy 

memories, teacher field notes and reflections, project 

evaluations, and various written artifacts from class 

activities. 

Initial Information survey 

At the first class meeting, class members were given an 

information sheet to complete before returning to class. 

(See Appendix B.) This sheet provided information to better 

acquaint me with their expectations of the course and their 

existing perceptions of learning, reading, and teaching. 

The space provided was to encourage more than just a one

sentence answer, but not to overwhelm them into making up 

verbiage to fill the expected space. The information sheet 

was returned to students at the end of the semester in order 

for them to reflect on their initial perceptions. 

Follow-up Interviews 

Following my reading of the surveys, I selected eight 

students to interview. Patton (1980) states that the 



Table 1 

Sources of Data for Research Questions 

Research Questions 

1. What are preservice teachers' 
perceptions of themselves as learners, 
readers, and teachers? What 
perceptions do they construct for 
themselves over the duration of the 
course, Children's Literature in the 
Classroom? 

2. What are pre service teachers' 
perceptions of children as learners, 
readers, and teachers? What 
perceptions do they construct over 
time? 

3. What do pre service teachers view 
as the purpose of this course for 
themselves personally and 
professionally? What insights are 
gained over time? 

4. What role do preservice teachers 
see literature playing in learning, 
reading, and teaching, both for 
themselves and for children? What 
understandings about literature are 
constructed during the semester? 

5. What class experiences were most 
significant to student perceptions of 
learning, reading, and teaching? 

Data Sources 

Primary Secondary 

Survey 
Response to literature 
Mid-term self-evaluation 
Journals 

Response to literature 
Mid-term self-evaluation 
Final self-evaluation 
Exit interview 

Mid-term self-evaluation 
Final self-evaluation 
Exit interview 

Mid-term self-evaluation 
Response to literature 
Exit interviews 

Exit interviews 
Response to literature/ 
literature discussions 

Early literacy memories 
Initial and final interviews 
Written artifacts 
Researcher field notes 

Journals 
written artifacts 

Journals 
Project self-evaluation 

Journals 

Researcher field notes 
Mid-term and final self

evaluation 
Project self-evaluation \0 

t-' 
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purpose of interviewing is to allow the researcher to enter 

the other person's perspective--to find out those things we 

cannot directly observe. The selection was made according 

to answers on the surveys that offered diversity of thought 

concerning perceptions of learning, reading and teaching or 

answers that brought further questions to my mind. The 

interviews took place for 15-20 minutes depending on how 

long the class member wanted to talk. The focus of the 

interview dealt with whatever questions or unresolved issues 

I found in the surveys, as well as sharing further 

information about people and events that influenced their 

early reading and learning. These initial interviews, as 

well as the final exit interviews, could be described as 

"semistructured" interviews (Merriam, 1988). A list of 

issues or questions guided the interview, but there was no 

specific structure to wording or order of questions. These 

interviews were audiotaped and transcribed. 

Mid-term Self-evaluation 

The midterm self-evaluation was given to students one 

week ahead of its due date. (See Appendix C.) Students 

were to take time to reflect on and respond to each item. 

In reflecting on their involvement, participation, and 

learning so far in class, they were also asked to set goals 

for the rest of the semester. This self-evaluation offered 
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students the opportunity to respond to the class thus far. 

It also afforded the opportunity for me to be sure class 

members were aware of their standing in terms of work 

completed, in process, and absences to this point in the 

semester. These self-evaluations were a major part of 

assessment for each section of children's literature that I 

have taught. 

Transcripts of Literature Discussions 

Throughout the semester, class members shared their 

responses to readings in literature discussion groups. As 

in other semesters of children's literature, these groups 

were a major aspect of the experiential framework of this 

class. Normally, there were 5-6 discussion groups per 

session. The books discussed were within one genre, 

however, students chose from among 5-7 books. Except for the 

first discussion, all literature discussions of chapter 

books were audiotaped and later transcribed. Several 

students mentioned in the exit interview that during the 

first taping, which actually was done previous to the unit 

on learning and schooling, they were slightly uncomfortable 

with the taping. However, after that initial period, they 

said that in the groups they essentially forgot about the 

recorder except to turn it on and off. Several mentioned 



that they could see the benefit of using a recorder in 

discussion groups. 

Final Self-evaluation 
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The final self-evaluation asked students to reflect on 

their learning in terms of course aspects, as well as 

knowledge of the role of literature in children's learning 

and reading. (See Appendix D.) These evaluations gave 

students the opportunity to reflect on their perceptions of 

children's literature, the course, and their own learning, 

reading, and teaching. The final self-evaluation was a 

major tool for reflection as the semester came to a close. 

Students were also asked to grade themselves for the 

semester. The questions asked on the final self-evaluation 

were typical of past semesters. 

Exit Interviews 

Each student met with me during the final examination 

week for an exit interview. At this time their many course 

projects were returned, and we discussed their questions and 

issues as well as my specific questions. I began by asking 

a follow-up question to the literature question on the final 

self-examination. I then followed up on the personal 

learning question. Generally the interview questions were 
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framed from some aspect of the class members' final self

evaluations--something that seemed incomplete or something 

that generated a question in my mind. Two questions that 

were asked of each student during the course of the exit 

interview were: (1) What was the most.significant aspect of 

the course for you in terms of your learning? and (2) Would 

you comment on the literature discussion groups--your 

opinion, the kinds of talk you observed, dynamics within the 

groups or any other comments you wish to make? 

These questions were always asked in this order so the 

literature discussion group question would not influence the 

response to the most significant course aspect. At the end 

of the interview I shared several perceptions of my own with 

each class member as a means of member checking. These 

perceptions dealt with literature discussion groups, the 

community created within our class, and various influences 

of the course. The interviews were audiotaped with the 

permission of each student, and I transcribed each one. 

student Journals 

Students were required to keep a journal in which they 

discussed the topic of the session, a continuation of an in

class discussion, response to a book, response to an outside 

speaker or event, a problem they wanted to share, or 

insights into the course. The journal was also the place 
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where students were asked to respond to professional 

experiences, a classroom observation, and their reading of 

the class authored, "Early Literacy Memories." The first 

week of school and every other week thereafter, class 

members' journals were given to me, and I responded to each 

entry. On alternate weeks journals were exchanged among 

class members who read and responded to each others' 

entries. students were encouraged to exchange with several 

different people, although if they found themselves in a 

continued dialogue with one other person, they could decide 

to exchange with just that one class member. If a student 

wanted to give the journal to me during a week that I 

normally would not respond, that was always possible. 

Early Literacy Memory 

During the first weeks of the semester, class members 

were asked to write an early literacy memory. This 

particular event could focus on a person, a particular book, 

an experience either inside or outside of school, or a 

combination of any of these. I mentioned that the event did 

not necessarily have to be positive. The purpose behind 

this assignment was to have preservice teachers revisit 

their childhood and reflect on meaningful experiences in 

terms of their own literacy development. These memories 

were compiled into a booklet and distributed to class 



members to read and reflect upon. As a result of this 

sharing, they realized the diversity of experience, both 

positive and negative, with which children enter a 

classroom. These literacy memories as data were 

particularly useful in the case studies. 

Teacher Field Notes and Reflections 
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Throughout the semester, I gathered field notes during 

the class as the day's activities allowed, supplementing 

them when class was complete. I reflected in a journal 

concerning each day's activities, noting especially the 

overall atmosphere or tone of the class. This guided my 

assumptions about certain activities, issues, and books. It 

informed my thinking that certain approaches and topics were 

more familiar, needed more focus, created more cognitive 

dissonance, or generated more enthusiasm, and helped me 

ascertain other characteristics of the classroom context. 

The reflective journal also held notes about the involvement 

of certain individuals, class members' questions of 

particular interest, observations about dialogue and other 

forms of interaction, and my own assumptions as to whether 

the class was successful in terms of the degree of 

involvement and evidence of the construction of meaning. 

While I did not draw specific quotes or incidents from this 

document, other than to triangulate experiences class 
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members shared, the reflective journal supported my thinking 

and recreated the environment as I read and analyzed other 

forms of data. 

project Self-Evaluations 

Both the mid-term author/illustrator project and the 

final group project were self-evaluated in terms of the 

process of doing the project and the learning which 

resulted. A special form was provided for the mid-term 

project evaluation (see Appendix E). The final group 

project evaluation was contained within the overall final 

self-evaluation. Each of these project evaluations revealed 

insights into student learning that otherwise would not have 

been reflected upon and shared. 

Student written Artifacts 

Throughout the semester, many response activities 

resulted in written artifacts. Also, group discussions 

often culminated in the webbing or outlining of ideas or 

issues discussed. Within the thematic unit on learning and 

schooling, a variety of written responses, such as a time 

line, web, group definitions, book lists, supported the 

learning within the unit. At other times, such as during 

the fairy tale workshop or the artist studio, the products 



were tangible creations that helped inform me as to the 

significance of these experiences. 

Time Line of study 

Throughout the semester there were three intense 

periods of data collection that I will call phase 1, phase 

2, and phase 3. Data was collected between these phases, 

although it was usually of a secondary source. 

Phase 1 
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Phase 1 included collecting the initial survey and 

selecting individuals to interview from the responses they 

gave on the survey. As mentioned earlier, class members 

whose responses created questions in my mind, or seemed to 

open the door to more complex explanations, were ones that I 

considered for the initial interviews. Also I tried to 

select a diversity of perceptions in how class members 

perceived themselves as learners and readers. 

Between phase 1 and phase 2, class members participated 

in numerous experiences within class including responding to 

texts and discussing articles, issues, and literature. 

Following the presentation of their author/illustrator 

projects, they completed mid-term self-evaluations in 

addition to the project evaluation. These evaluations 

represented a significant part of the data, although they 
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were a regular, essential part of the Children's Literature 

course curriculum. 

Phase 2 

Phase 2 focused on the thematic study of learning and 

schooling which took place over three weeks. This period 

began with time lines of class members as learners and 

webbing concerning their notions of learning. Throughout 

the three weeks, various individual and group written 

artifacts were collected that reflected students' 

involvement in the thematic study, especially involvement 

with the texts that supported the study. Student response 

to Just Call Me stupid (Birdseye, 1993) elicited many issues 

that, once discussed in small groups, were compiled as a 

class. These issues were then used to create text sets with 

similar issues or subthemes. As class members discussed 

Just Call Me stupid their discussions were audio-taped and 

later transcribed. The dialogue within these discussions 

proceded according to the responses and the meaning-making 

of the group. within the text sets created from the issues 

that emerged from reading Just Call Me stupid, each group 

exploring a particular issue found another chapter book. 

This book discussion was audiotaped. This book also dealt 

with some aspect of learning or schooling. Phase 2 



culminated with small group dialogue concerning what is 

learning. 
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Between phases 2 and 3, other book discussions were 

audiotaped and transcribed. The books included a variety of 

genre, however, I selected books that contained some element 

of learning or reading. 

Phase 3 

Phase 3 included the final self-evaluation and exit 

interview. The final self-evaluation also contained 

questions about the course, the role of literature, and 

students' perceptions of their own learning within the 

course. One question also dealt with the final group 

project. On the last day of classes for the semester, class 

members presented their group projects. Also, of importance 

on this day was their signing permission forms that allowed' 

me to include them in this document. (See Appendix A.) 

Following the last day of classes, during final 

examination week, students met with me to discuss various 

items on their self-evaluation, as well as answer a few 

questions concerning the course, as mentioned above in the 

data sources. Each student reserved a 30 minute period and 

although they were not required to use the whole 30 minutes, 

in most cases, class members did. The interview was 

audiotaped but only after each person granted permission. 
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The interview was semi-structured and allowed to proceed as 

the student desired. The two specific questions I asked of 

everyone were interspersed at appropriate times according to 

the topic of conversation and/or a time when conversation 

was slow. During the exit interview, students were given 

their resource notebooks, reading logs, journals, final 

evaluations, and initial survey forms. 

Data Analysis 

Throughout the semester, I used much of the data to 

inform my planning and instruction; therefore, some of the 

data had been informally analyzed on a first level before 

the semester ended. Not only is analysis done 

simultaneously to inform practice, but according to Glaser 

and strauss (1967), "Joint collection, coding, and analysis 

of data is the underlying operation. The generation of 

theory coupled with the notion of theory as process requires 

that all three operations be done together as much as 

possible" (p. 43). Merriam (1988) reminds us that analysis 

becomes even more intensive when all the data has been 

collected. "A qualitative design is emergent: One does not 

know whom to interview, what to ask, or where to look next, 

without analyzing data as they are collected" (p. 123). 



103 

creating categories 

One key approach to analyzing the data throughout this 

study is that of creating categories. Goetz and Lecompte 

(1984) describe the search for categories as systematic, 

informed by the study's purpose, the researchers' 

orientation and knowledge, and the constructs generated by 

those within the study. Merriam (1988) says that intuition 

plays a major role in devising categories. Lincoln and Guba 

(1985), in this process of inductively constructing theory 

from data, set forth guidelines for their method of data 

analysis called the "constant comparative method. II Hubbard 

and Power (1993) have summarized the steps, which are 

briefly stated here as: (1) Analyze your data in terms of 

categories and concepts. Ask yourself about the concepts 

represented in these categories and how the concepts relate 

back to the original question. What new ideas have emerged 

and how can these categories be defined? continue coding 

notes and comparing these with previously coded material in 

the same and other categories, thus refining the properties 

of you categories. (2) Integrate the conceptual categories 

and properties. How are the categories and their properties 

related in some larger scheme or framework? (3) After 

collecting most of the data, begin to define the emergent 

theory or make theoretical claims about what you have 

learned. As the focus is narrowed, does the category work 
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to handle the new data as it emerges? Further refine if 

needed. (4) Describe and summarize the theory in writing. 

Although the process of creating categories is intuitive, 

the framework given by Lincoln and Guba (1985) organizes 

this intuition and describes the process for other 

researchers and the readers of a study as this one. 

When contemplating how to officially begin the task of 

analyzing the data related to my research questions, I 

decided to begin with the questions that considered the 

purpose of the course and children's literature in general. 

This particular initial focus examined everyone's response 

in giving an overview of the course. Following the course 

description, I next examined the data concerning the most 

significant aspects of the course for students. Analysis of 

data pertaining to class members' perceptions of themselves 

as learners, readers, and teachers then followed, to include 

their perceptions of children's learning. The following 

discussion of the analysis of data is organized according to 

the particular questions that were under consideration. 

since in two cases, two questions were considered together 

in looking at the data, these two questions are considered 

together in the following explanation of data analysis. The 

following three sections, or phases, correlate to the 

following three chapters in this document. 
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Phase l--Course Description and Children's Literature 

Phase 1 of the data analysis began with a description 

of the course. Insights of class members were used to 

enhance the description of the course. The second part of 

phase 1 of data analysis concerns the following two 

questions of the study: 

*** What do preservice teachers view as the purpose of this 
course for themselves personally and professionally? 
What insights are gained over time? 

*** What role do preservice teachers see literature playing 
in learning, reading, and teaching both for themselves 
and for children? What understandings about literature 
are constructed during the semester? 

I decided to search for the various categories that 

emerged from the data at the beginning of the semester, 

during the semester, and at the end of the semester that 

related to these questions. I examined the first question 

from the survey that dealt with "What is children's 

literature?", as well as other questions later in the survey 

that dealt with literature's role in reading, learning, and 

teaching. The main theme or themes within each response was 

identified and tallied. Themes were also identified in the 

responses to the second question from the survey, "What do 

you see as the purpose of this course, Children's Literature 

in the Classroom?" 

The categories that described preservice teachers 

perceptions of literature and the course during the semester 

came from several data sources--mid-term self-evaluations, 



journals, and project evaluations. Because class members 

were reading and discussing literature during the course, 

their perceptions of literature were often combined with 

perceptions about the course. Since this was at times 
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inseparable, the perceptions of the course and of literature 

and the issues that surround them were therefore considered 

collectively for both the analysis of the data representing 

their perceptions during the course, and the analysis of the 

data at the end of the course. A second level of analysis 

helped organize the many categories that emerged from the 

first analysis. Four major categories emerged. 

The responses of students on the final self-evaluation 

were examined and the resulting categories concerning the 

course and children's literature at the end of the semester 

were gathered. As with the "during the semester" data, 

another analysis was necessary. The categories were grouped 

and the same four categories were used as in the analysis 

for during the semester. 

Phase 2--significant Course Aspects 

The question considered for phase 2 of the data 

analysis seemed to follow naturally after examining class 

members' perceptions and impressions of the course. 

*** What class experiences were most significant to student 
perceptions of learning, reading, and teaching? 
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The sources of data for this question were the exit 

interview, journals, and self-evaluations. During the exit 

interview, class members were asked what course aspect was 

the most significant for them. After I transcribed each of 

the exit interviews, I collected the responses to the 

question concerning the most significant course aspect. I 

grouped these responses according to the most significant 

aspects and further examined the interviews for supporting 

statements as to why certain aspects were significant. In 

addition to these statements of significant course aspects, 

I gathered student comments from journals and self

evaluations that supported the importance of course aspects 

not necessarily mentioned foremost in the exit interviews. 

As the course aspect mentioned most often was 

literature discussion groups, I continued the investigation 

of significant course aspects by analyzing the data 

concerning discussion groups. I first gathered the comments 

made by each class member concerning their impressions and 

perceptions of the talk that occurred in their discussion 

groups. After noting these responses, I grouped them 

according to similar themes and used three main categories 

to discuss the results. 

To find further evidence concerning literature 

discussion groups, as well as insights into preservice 

teachers perceptions of learning, reading, and teaching, I 
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transcribed the five audiotaped discussions of Just Call Me 

stupid, a class-shared book that formed the basis for our 

thematic study on learning and schooling. Informed by the 

categories of Eeds and Wells (1989), I examined the 

transcripts for categories of response. After creating a 

chart to show the frequency of each category within each 

group's discussion, I was able to describe each group 

according to the types of talk that occurred. Overall, 

other characteristics of the dialogue emerged that described 

preservice teachers' perceptions of themselves as learners, 

readers, and teachers. A description of the data in phase 2 

is described in Chapter 4. 

Phase 3--self-perceptioDs 

After describing and considering course aspects, the 

focus turned to preservice teachers' perceptions of 

themselves and the new insights they had constructed during 

the semester concerning learning, reading, and teaching--

both that of themselves and that of children. 

*** What are preservice teachers' perceptions of themselves 
as learners, readers, and teachers? What perceptions 
do they construct for themselves over the duration of 
the course, Children's Literature in the Classroom? 

*** What are preservice teachers' perceptions of children 
as learners and readers? What perceptions about 
children's learning do they construct over time? 

These two questions were considered together in that as 

class members responded as teachers, they revealed their 
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conceptions of how children learn and what within the 

instructional and social environment enhances or hinders 

learning. Their perceptions of their own learning, reading, 

and teaching, as we explored it throughout the semester, and 

their perceptions of the learning of children were often 

intertwined to produce their reflections on learning, 

reading, and teaching in general. 

In considering the best way to approach analyzing this 

data, I decided to give an overview of the class as a whole, 

the diversity of perceptions as well as the similarities. 

However, I also felt that looking at several individuals was 

significant in presenting a more focused picture of 

different learners and how they construct knowledge for 

themselves. Therefore, based on my examination of the data 

that supports preservice teachers' notions of themselves as 

learners, I selected three students who represented 

different perceptions of how they learn. Focusing on the 

data of these three students, I then discussed their 

learning in case studies. yin (1984) describes case studies 

as retaining "the holistic and meaningful characteristics of 

real life events" (p. 14). He later distinguishes case 

studies as "investigating a contemporary phenomenon within 

its real-life context when the boundaries between phenomenon 

and context are not clearly evident and in which multiple 

sources of evidence are used" (p. 23). 
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Initially, while contemplating this focus question 

concerning preservice teachers' perceptions of themselves as 

learners, readers, and teachers, I intended to keep the 

three criteria separate. Therefore, on the survey at the 

semester's beginning, I asked distinct questions concerning 

learning, reading, and teaching. In retrospect, I believe 

this was important, since previously, beliefs about 

learning, reading, and teaching have been very linear, and 

many people think of these concepts in this way. I have 

grown to acknowledge the reciprocal nature of learning, 

reading, and teaching. As the semester progressed, not only 

I, but also students realized the difficulty in separating 

learning, reading, and teaching when contemplating personal 

learning and the learning of future students. The questions 

on the self-evaluations concerning learning were phrased in 

such a way that class members could consider the three 

together or separately. In the data analysis, I separated 

these concepts to be more inclusive of specific perceptions 

shared throughout the course. 

In considering class members as learners, I first 

grouped the various responses to the question on the survey 

as to how they perceived they best learned. I then proceded 

to examine their perceptions throughout the course as seen 

in their journals, literature discussion groups, mid-term 

and final self-evaluations, and exit interviews. For each 



form of data, comments that pertained to class members as 

learners in any form were marked and collected. These 

perceptions about learning were then grouped into two 

categories. 
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The four questions on the initial survey dealing with 

reading were also examined for main categories and these 

were listed. An examination of journals, literature 

discussion groups, evaluations, and exit interviews produced 

themes that could be grouped into three categories 

describing their broadened perceptions of their own reading. 

In considering class members' perceptions of themselves 

as teachers, questions on the initial survey that dealt with 

characteristics of effective teachers and with notions of 

children's learning and reading were considered. Various 

statements indirectly implied their notions of themselves as 

teachers. General categories were explained. The above 

mentioned sources of data were examined for comments in 

which class members referred to themselves as teachers or 

tried to take a teacher's perspective. The comments 

concerning themselves as teachers were further divided into 

three categories. 

Case studies of three students as learner, readers, and 

teachers were developed from all of the data I had collected 

on each person. As I went through the surveys, journal 

entries, self-evaluations, early literacy memories, written 
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artifacts, discussion transcripts, and exit interviews, I 

marked any information that referred to the class member's 

learning, reading, and teaching. I then loosely organized 

the case studies around these three concepts. In particular 

I looked for evidence in the data that supported their 

perceptions of how they best learned, such as how they 

approached various activities or confronted a difficulty or 

issue where their thinking was in conflict with others. The 

others might be class members, professional literature, or 

educational practitioners. As I told the story that emerged 

from the data about these three people, insights into their 

perceptions of learning, reading, and teaching, were 

revealed. The nature of case study research is described by 

Merriam (1988) as " ••• all observations and analyses are 

filtered through one's worldview, one's values, one's 

perspective ll (p. 39). In acknowledging that reality is not 

an objective entity and that all research has its biases, 

Merriam draws from Guba and Lincoln (1985) in reminding the 

researcher that an awareness of how they perceive what they 

hear and reproduce others' realities is the best way to deal 

with the investigators biases. 

Conclusion 

Drawing from my knowledge of teacher research and 

qualitative approaches to data analysis, this teacher 
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research study was designed to uncover answers to questions 

dealing with preservice teachers' perceptions of the course, 

of children's literature, and of themselves as learners, 

readers, and teachers. The setting was a Children's 

Literature class in the spring of 1994 in which 22 students 

from ethnically and socially diverse backgrounds 

participated. Data was collected from surveys, audio-taped 

interviews, audio-taped literature discussions, self

evaluations, and written artifacts and was analyzed with 

attention to what constitutes validity in teacher research. 

Thick descriptions of the many transactions within the class 

formed the basis for analysis that included the discovery of 

categories using a method similar to the constant 

comparative method and through the creation of three case 

studies. 
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CHAPTER 3 

CHILDREN'S LITERATURE IN THE CLASSROOM--THE COURSE 

[The teacher] must be aware of the potentialities 
for leading students into new fields which belong 
to experiences already had, and must use this 
knowledge as his criterion for selection and 
arrangement of the conditions that influence 
their present experience. (Dewey, 1938, p. 76) 

LRC 480, Children's Literature in the Classroom, is 

designed as a highly experiential course in which class 

members explore literature through reading, responding in a 

variety of ways to their transactions with text, sharing 

these responses, and frequently reflecting on their 

responses and those of classmates. In addition, they are 

provided opportunities to contemplate various issues in 

children's literature, familiarize themselves with authors 

and illustrators, and investigate various ways to 

thematically approach inquiry through text sets. The 

following beliefs about learning are stated in the syllabus 

and provide a basis for the experiences planned within this 

course: 

1. Learning is an active, personal process. 

2. Learning is a social process of collaborating 
with others. We will share our responses and 
understandings as well as serve as a support 
system for each other during small and large 
group discussions. 



3. Choice allows learners to connect to their own 
experiences and feel ownership of the learning 
process. 
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4. Learning occurs when we make connections to our 
personal experiences. Our exploration of 
literature will be through personal responses and 
not through a specific literary interpretation. 

5. Reflection is a vital part of the learning 
process. 

6. An appreciation of cultural diversity enhances 
learning as one looks at cultures and people that 
are different and yet the same. (adapted from K. 
Short) 

With these beliefs in mind, I describe the 

instructional context of this particular semester in the 

Children's Literature Classroom. The chapter begins with 

the course syllabus, a descriptive and essential document 

to understanding the nature of this course (see 

Illustration 1). Specific requirements of the course are 

described, and the weekly schedule serves as a guide for 

the reader as I then reconstruct chronologically the 

context for many of the sessions during the semester. The 

voices of class members share in this description through 

their responses to books and experiences as collected from 

journal entries written to myself and peers, comments made 

in class, dialogue in literature discussions, reflections 

on evaluations, and interview responses. 

Following the course description, the research 

question about children's literature and its role and the 

question concerning the purpose of the course are explored 
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Courae Intents The purpose of this course is to provide students 
with the opportunity to explore the wealth of literature available 
for children as well as the authors and illustrators. Various 
strategies will be used to enhance the interaction with books and 
create meaningful experiences, both individual and shared with 
others in the class. It is hoped that the experiences with 
literature in this class will create and nurture a personal 
enthusiasm for the literature itself as well as for its potential 
use in the classroom. While the course is structured to survey many 
aspects of children's literature, the extent of your peraonal 
learning will be the reault of your own involvement in claas 
aessiona, projecta, and independent reading. 

The following beliefs about learning form the basis for this course: 

1. Learning is an active, personal process. 

2. Learning is a social process of collaborating with others. We 
will share our responses and understandings as well as serve 
as a support system for each other during small and large 
group discussions. 

3. Choice allows learners to connect to their own experiences and 
feel ownership of the learning process. 

4. Learning occurs when we make connections to our personal 
experiences. Our exploration of literature will be through 
personal responses and not through a specific literary 
interpretation. 

5. Reflection is a vital part of the learning process. 

6. An appreciation of cultural diversity enhances learning as one 
looks at cultures and people that are different and yet the 
same. (adapted from K. Short) 

~extss 

Huck C. S., Hepler, S. and Hickman, J. (1993). Children's 
Literature in the Elementary school, 5th ed. Orlando: 
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich College Press. 

Birdseye, T. (1993). Just Call Me Stupid. New York: Harbinger 
House. 

Many children's books. (illustration continues) 
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Sources for children's books to read could be: the cart 
provided by the instructor from which books may be borrowed at the 
beginning and end of class; U. of A. Main Library (fourth floor); 
the Tucson Public Library; or books purchased from the monthly book 
club orders. These clubs offer a diverse selection of books at 
reduced prices and are a good way to begin your own collection of 
children's books. Also, there will be browsing times each session 
during which display books may be read. 

Various professional articles provided by the instructor. 

COurse Requirements -- Learning projects: 

Children's Literature Resource Notebook. This notebook is a 
compilation of information on books, authors, illustrators, poets, 
poetry, and strategies that you can use in the classroom. 
Essentially it consists of the resources you have received in class 
or found on your own, as well as projects you have worked on during 
the semester. The following learning projects are part of the 
notebook: 

1. Reading Record. Since a primary focus of this course is the 
reading of children's books, it is important that you keep a record 
of the books you read. This record should be in a format that you 
find the most helpful and natural for your future use. It could be 
on note cards, loose leaf notebook, or a computer listing. While 
the information you include should be determined by what you want to 
remember -- feel most useful to you -- the following possibilities 
are highly suggested: 

a. bibliographic information -- author, title, illustrator, 
publisher, date, and number of pages; 

b. a short summary of the main plot or theme; 
c. a description of the illustrations; 
d. a brief personal response; 
e. potential uses in the classroom and appropriateness of the 

book in certain situations. 

Organization of the file, as well, should be what you think 
most helpful for future use. You might organize by themes, authors, 
types of books (genre), or another system of your choosing. 

The reading of children's books should be done weekly and not 
put off until the end of the semester. The reading record will be 
handed in three times during the semester -- Feb. 14, Mar. 21, and 
Kay 4. The first two times I will comment on your format and 
whether or not you are somewhat "on schedule" in your reading 
progress. It is expected that you will read about 100 picture books 
and 15 chapter books during the semester. If you prefer a different 
proportion, depending on your grade-level interest, you may 
negotiate such with me. 

2. Dialogue Journal. Reflection is an important element in 
learning, and a dialogue journal provides the opportunity for you to 
reflect, respond, question, or just comment informally in writing. 
The dialogue will be carried out with both myself and another class 
member. Beginning Wednesday, Jan. 26 you will turn in a journal 
entry to me to which I will respond and return to you on Monday. 
The next Wednesday, Feb. 2, you will exchange journals with someone 

(illustration continues) 



118 

in the class and respond to them. These should be returned to the 
writer the following Monday. Wednesday, Feb. 9, you will again turn 
in journals to me, and so forth. You do not have to exchange 
journals with the same classmate every other week. Hearing the 
comments of a variety of people is often an important source of 
learning. On the other hand, sometimes two people begin an on-going 
dialogue which they wish to continue. Either way is fine with me. 
You may keep your journal in a composition book or folder/notebook 
of some type. It may be handwritten or printed. 

3. Autobiographical Text Set. The cultural diversity of both 
readers and texts will be emphasized throughout the course. Through 
children's literature you will be able to see many aspects of your 
own self reflected as well as learn about the diversity of others 
who are part of our society. As you are browsing in class and 
reading on your own, keep a listing of any/all books you find that 
reflect the many aspects of your own culture, personality, and 
experiences. Nay 2 we will display and share those books that we 
feel represent our individual cultures. Early in the semester we 
will discuss the many as.pects of multiculturalism and examine books 
that specifically represent certain cultural groups. This should 
give you clear examples of the variety of literature that you might 
include in your autobiographical text set. A list of these books 
should be included in your Resource Notebook. 

5. Author/Illustrator Studv and Presentation. At midterm two class 
sessions, Feb. 28 and Mar. 2, will be devoted to a celebration of 
authors/illustrators of children'S books. Each class member will 
share their in-depth exploration of one particular author or 
illustrator and his/her books. You will provide a one-page handout 
for each person in class that will list books by the author, as well 
as any information on the person's style, theme, background, etc. 
You may choose how to best creatively display information on your 
author/illustrator, as this is primarily a visual presentation. 
This mid-term project will be evaluated according to completeness, 
knowledge of the author and his works, and creativity in your 
display. This should be something you could later use in the 
classroom. Just a showing of books is not sufficient. 

6. Focus on Poetry. Since poetry tends to be an area of children's 
literature most ignored by classroom teachers, each person will 
choose some aspect of poetry to examine more closely. You might 
collect poems you want to share with children, poems on a particular 
topic, poems that can be used with specific picture or chapter books 
or text sets, a study of one poet, or examination of a particular 
type of poetry to include perhaps writing your own. This poetry 
project will be part of your resource notebook and will be 
displayed/shared along with the autobiographical text sets on May 2. 
7. Group Project. Small group projects will involve planning how a 
text set or other group of books may be used within the classroom. 
Each group will represent one genre, theme, or other focus. Drawing 
on the resources and information from both within the class and from 
independent reading, the group will select particular texts, place 
them in a particular context, and create activities which could be 
used. These projects will be presented on May 13, the day of the 
final exam, or more appropriately called "A Celebration of 
Literature." A handout describing the project will be provided for 

(illustration coninues) 
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future resource. More information will be given later. 
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8. Professional Experience. Each student should arrange to visit a 
classroom where literature is being used in the curriculum and 
attend a professional conference or meeting where literature will be 
a focus. A reflection will be written concerning these experiences. 
possible conferences might be: 

~eachers Applying Whole Language (TAWL)--monthly meetings. 
First meeting is Jan. 13 at Lineweaver Elementary 

6:15--Book Browsing, socializing, business 
7:00--Program--Carole Marlow--Censorship. 

LRC GSA Meeting--Jan. 21--4:00 pm--The Kiva 
Speaker: Carole Marlow--Censorship. 

LRC Graduate Student Association Colloquy 
Feb. 12 at U. of A., COE. 

Children's Literature and Literacy Conference 
Mar. 4-S--U. of A., COE. 

Any appropriate "brown-bags" or colloquies within COE. 

Any special programs within Tucson school districts or 
community. 

~cson Area Reading Council (TARC) is to have a meeting 
featuring author and illustrator Patricia Polacco this spring. 
Specific information to be given soon. 

other Requirements. 

Class attendance is essential. More than two absences will 
affect your grade. This is not two absences beyond emergency 
(excused) situations, but the two absences are to allow for these 
emergencies. (This is a university policy.) After two absences, you 
will receive a brief note from me to be sure you are aware that a 
further absence will lower your grade a letter grade. If two more 
absences occur, it will be lowered another letter grade. If you 
know you are to be absent, be sure you have a classmate collect any 
handouts or information for you. As responsibility for one's own 
learning is a significant belief in this class, attendance is 
important. Although a friend can tell you what was significant or 
not so for them, you will never know what responses and connections 
you would have made to your own experiences during a missed class. 
As past children's literature students will tell you, there is never 
enough time for each session or topic, and a specific grouping of 
books, displayed in a particular way and connected to certain 
experiences will exist in only one session. The sessions individual 
students have found powerful for themselves have varied among class 
members due to differences in experiences, personalities, and 
interests. 

Participation in class sharing times, literature discussion 
groups, project groups, and journal writing are necessary. All 
assigned weekly readings and reading children's books for literature 

(illustration continues) 



circles are essential to be able to participate in each class 
session. I will be visiting and participating during literature 
circles, as well as taping some discussions with your permission. 
There will also be extension activities, such as you would use in 
your classrooms, to allow you to respond and reflect your 
participation and involvement. 
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Browsing is a valuable experience of this class. This will be 
a chance each week for you to examine books that represent the focus 
of the week and to connect with various authors, illustrators, 
themes, genre, developmentally appropriate materials, etc. Each of 
you will determine the most efficient way to use this chance to 
explore a vast array of books. While time is never sufficient to 
read them all, or even gather all titles, you will be able to become 
knowledgeable about many potential classroom resources. Your 
participation will be noted each class session. 

"An Early Literacy Memory" will be written by each member 
(assigned first class) and placed in a class booklet to be shared. 
After receiving a copy of our class's "Memories" you will be asked 
to reflect upon your reading of these. 

Evaluation: Each student will have the opportunity to self-evaluate 
each project/requirement mentioned in the syllabus. I will respond 
to these self-evaluations with specific comments rather than letter 
grades. If a particular requirement or project has not been 
satisfactorily completed, we will meet to discuss how it may be 
improved. A form for self-evaluation will be given out at mid
semester which will consider work done thus far and goals for the 
remaining part of the semester. This self-evaluation is an 
important element in assessment, as it reveals to what extent you 
have involved yourself with various aspects of the course. I will 
respond to this self-evaluation and offer suggestions if needed 
concerning meeting the requirements of the course. These self
evaluations will be kept in a folder, along with any reflections or 
activities you have turned in and any notes I have made concerning 
your participation and involvement. 

You may meet with me during office hours to discuss my present 
aasessment of your work. At mid-term, I will note the grade you 
would have based on the work you have accomplished at that time. 

Final grades will be based on the extent to which the course 
requirements were met. A final overall self-evaluation will be 
handed in on the last class meeting, May 4. Between May 4 and May 
13 each student will schedule a 15-20 minute exit interview during 
which we will discuss student and teacher perceptions of the 
learning experiences of the individual within the children's 
literature class. At this time the instructor will return the 
student's final self-evaluation and other items turned in for 
evaluation on May 4. 

Daily Schedule (Flexible): 

Mon. 2:15-2:30--Announcements/Read aloud or share a story. 
2:30-2:50--Introduction of the week's focus through: 

Lecture/discussion/presentations/small 
groups. 

2:50-3:20--Browsing/reading. (illustration continues) 
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Wed. 2:15-2:30--Announcements/Read aloud or share a story. 
2:30-2:50--Literature discussion groups/sharing response. 
2:50-3:20--Project groups/extensions of response. 
3:20-3:30--Reflection/sharing 

Weekly schedule (subject to change if nece.sary)I 

The readings listed by chapter refer to the course text by 
Huck, Hepler, and Hickman. The reading of specific children's books 
for group discussions will be assigned according to the focus of the 
week. Various texts within each genre will be provided to allow for 
choices in individual reading. 

Appropriate articles will be provided that strengthen 
connections and learning within the course. Some of these will be 
required and you will be given copies for your resource notebooks. 
others will be placed in an optional reading file box and may be 
checked out. 

Jan. 12 

Jan. 17 

Jan. 19 

Jan. 24 

Jan. 26 

Jan. 31 

Feb. 2 

Feb. 7 

Feb. 9 

Feb. 14 

Feb. 16 

Feb. 21 

Topic 

Course Introduction 
Getting Acquainted 

MLK Holiday 

History of Children's Lit. 
Chp. 3 

Valuing C. Lit. 
Award Winners 

Chp. 1, pp. 6-20; 32-37 

Responding to Literature 

Literary Elements/Genre 
Authors & Illustrators-Intro. 
Chp. 1, pp. 21-30 

Library Exercise 

Multicultural Issues 
Chp. 5, pp. 270-278, 291-294 
Chp. 9, pp. 576-578 

Multicultural Issues 

Traditional Lit.--Folklore 
Chp. 6 

Traditional Lit.--Folklore 

Poetry 
Chp. 8 

Introductory 
Questionnaire 

Early Literacy 
Keaory 

Journal to JII 

Journal to 
Classmate 

Library 
Exercise 
Journal to JM 
Reading Log 

Journal to 
Classmate 

(illustration continues) 



Feb. 23 

Feb. 28 

Mar. 2 

Mar. 7 

Mar. 9 

Mar. 12 - 20 

Mar. 21 

Mar. 23 

Mar. 28 

Mar. 30 

Apr. 4 

Apr. 6 

Apr. 11 

Apr. 13 

Apr. 18 

Apr. 20 

Apr. 25 

Apr. 27 

May 2 

Poetry 

Author/Illustrator Project 
Presentations 

Author/Illustrator project 
Presentations 

Art/Visual Literacy 

Chp. 5, pp. 238-270 

Art/Visual Literacy 
(studio) 

Spring Break 

Historical Fiction 
Chp. 10 

Historical Fiction 

Realistic Fiction 
Theme--"Learning & 
Schooling" 

Realistic Fiction 
Discuss Birdseye Book 

Theme/Inquiry 
Chp. 11 

Realistic Fiction 
Chp. 11 

Theme/Inquiry-Learning 
Discuss 2nd chp. book 

Sharing--Issue Groups-Learning 
Think About Final Project 

Fantasy/Science Fiction 
Chp. 7 

Fantasy/Science Fiction 

Lit. for Young Children 

Predictable/High Interest Books 

Sharing poetry and 
Autobiographical text sets 
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Journal to JH 

Project Self
Evaluation 
Journal to 
Classmate 

Mid-tera 
Self
Evaluation 

Journal to JH 

Reading Log 

Journal to 
Classmate 

Learning "Dig" 
--Bring items 
froa home 

Journal to JH 

Journal to 
Classmate 

Journal to m 

Journal to 
Classmate 

Journal to JH 

(illustration continues) 



May 4 

May 13 

Issues--Censorship, others 

Final Exam--2:00-4:00 
Group Project Presentations 

Resource 
Notebook 
Reading Log 
Journal 
Final Self
Evaluation 

Course 
Evaluation 
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Illustration 1. Course syllabus for Children's Literature 

in the Classroom. 

as framed by the responses of students to the initial 

survey, mid-term and final self-evaluations, the exit 

interview, and various journal entries. Categories that 

emerged from the analysis of class members' responses to 

the initial survey questions form the initial sections of 

this investigation, and the categories and themes that 

emerged from the other sources of data represent the new 

understandings and insights constructed during and at the 

end of the semester concerning children's literature and 

this particular class. 

A Description ot the Children's Literature Course 

spring Semester, 1994 

The Beginning Weeks 

The semester began in the Children's Literature 

classroom with activities designed to allow the preservice 

teachers to rediscover themselves as readers or, in the 
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case of a few, to discover the love of reading. students 

delighted in recognizing old familiar titles as their peers 

introduced themselves through a memorable childhood book. 

The writing of an early literacy memory encouraged these 

future teachers to reflect on their own reading histories, 

as well as revealed to them the diversity of reading 

backgrounds represented in one classroom. A session on the 

history of children's literature made available many of the 

classics which again provided stimuli for remembering 

reading experiences. For the first two weeks, these future 

teachers were seeing children's literature as they 

remembered it--a bit of security, symbols of warmth and 

home, and characterized by age-appropriate stories. In 

addition a survey was completed which allowed these 

students to contemplate their notions of children's 

literature, this course, how they best learn, how children 

best learn, and a bit of their own reading background (see 

Appendix B). 

During the beginning of third week of class, I 

introduced the transactional theory of reader response as 

put forth by Louise Rosenblatt in 1938. This theory of 

reading provides the basic beliefs upon which this 

experiential class is based. As we discussed various 

theories of reading, as well as aesthetic and efferent 

stances, I emphasized Rosenblatt's words: 
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What each reader makes of the text is, indeed, for him 
the poem, in the sense that this is his only direct 
perception of it. No one else can read it for him. 
He may learn indirectly about others' experiences with 
the text; he may come to see that his own was confused 
or impoverished, and he may then be stimulated to 
attempt to call forth from the text a better poem. 
But this he must do himself, and only what he himself 
experiences in relation to the text is--again let us 
underline--for him, the work. (Rosenblatt, 1978, p. 
105) 

students' undivided attention and frequent affirmative 

head motions indicated that although this notion of reader 

response was new to them, they were making connections to 

their own past reading experiences. To demonstrate this 

theory, as well as to inform my own interest in preservice 

teachers' response to literature, I read a recent picture 

book, after which they were to write their immediate, 

individual responses on index cards. with cards in hand, 

they then would discuss their responses in small groups, 

and we would conclude with a whole class discussion. These 

discussions are vital to this experiential class because I 

value student talk and believe learning to be a social 

process. 

I began to read Fly Away Home (1991) aloud to them. 

This story by Eve Bunting is about a homeless boy who lives 

in an airport with his father. Moving from terminal to 

terminal and trying not to be noticed, the child is given 

hope when he sees a trapped bird find its freedom. I chose 

this book to emphasize to them that picture books are not 
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only for children but are sources of visual exploration, 

interpretation, and reflection (Norton, 1989); books with 

the ability "to take you out of your self and return you to 

yourself--a changed self" (Huck, 1990); and "a fiction book 

with a dual narrative, in which both the pictures and the 

text work interdependently to tell the story • • • a tale 

told in two media (Bishop & Hickman, 1992). I also wanted 

to introduce students to the realistic portrayal of 

everyday life obvious in contemporary picture books, and to 

allow them to begin thinking of the notion stated by Hart

Hewin and Wells (1990), that some books have " ••• many 

layers which we peel away like the skin of an onion to 

reach the significance of the books for us. Each time we 

return to it at different stages in life, we see new 

meanings." I was also motivated by my own interest in the 

responses of different age groups bringing a diversity of 

experiences to make meaning of text. 

As class members set about writing their initial 

response, their expressions and intensity of writing did 

not surprise me. As in past semesters of teaching this 

course, I knew that the comfortable mindset which they had 

begun to create during the first two weeks of this course 

was being shattered, and the world of children's literature 

they thought they knew had suddenly provided a text that 

left the comfort zone of classics and bedtime stories. 
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It really touched me. It is a very sad story and a 
cruel reality at the same time. I'm glad he didn't 
loose faith. A door is going to open for him and 
better choices will come because they are trying hard. 
Different social levels are so unfair sometimes and so 
difficult to understand for a child. (Marcia, response 
card) 

Wow! What an awakening story about a young boy's 
responsibilities and continuous hope! It's such a 
shame that there's that much pressure put on such a 
young boy. Children are forced to grow up too quickly 
today. (Leona, response card) 

Having recently reflected on their own past experiences and 

concepts of literature, reading, and learning, the 

transactions with Fly Away Home launched their journey into 

the current world of children's literature and its role in 

the classroom. 

Multicultural Issues 

The week following the reader response lesson dealt 

with multicultural issues. This focus connected to the 

previous week's reading of Fly Away Home in two ways. 

First, the culture of the homeless is distinct, and 

emphasis can be placed on the variety of home cultures from 

which we all come. Secondly, the transactional theory of 

reader response stresses that every reader brings his/her 

own personal experiences, background, beliefs--culture--in 

addition to knowledge and ideas, to the reading of a text. 

Therefore, our concepts of cultural pluralism directly 

support the transactional theory. Issues covered in these 
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two sessions included defining multicultural identity as a 

concept of which ethnicity is only part, discussing the 

need for each child to be able to see him/herself in 

literature, the present need for more books on ethnic 

groups such as Native Americans and Hispanics despite 

recent increases in such, the inclusion of a variety of 

literature in the classroom to acknowledge and appreciate 

the diversity and similarities of all people, and exploring 

examples of stereotypes and biases in literature. A strong 

emphasis was placed on looking for accuracy, authenticity, 

and objectivity in all literature. Besides examining 

children's literature to understand the issues at hand, a 

variety of professional articles and references were used 

to support students' understandings (Harris, 1992; Klassen, 

1993; Sims-Bishop, 1993; Slapin & Seale, 1992). We 

returned to multicultural concepts frequently within the 

subsequent study of each genre. 

As students explored books grouped in text sets based 

on ethnic groups, age, families, geographical area, gender, 

and others, they were able to realize the importance of the 

representation of a diversity of people and situations 

within the classroom. 

Multi-ethnicity is the big buzz word in education 
today. I am very glad to see this newfound interest 
in the subject. I am also extremely glad that the 
literary profession is helping in developing better, 
more serious books on our world's diverse population. 
I think that the more books there are for children to 
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read about various ethnic groups, the better they will 
understand them. If they can understand the different 
groups, they will be able to get along better with 
each other. Maybe this is a way to help combat 
racism. (Marcela, journal) 

Preservice teachers realized the value of all children 

seeing themselves represented in the literature they read. 

I believe it is important to have books children can 
relate to. After browsing at the Hispanic/Mexican 
American books, I could relate to a lot of those 
stories. I would have really enjoyed having those 
available to me as an elementary student. If children 
have books that relate to their culture or ethnic 
background, I think it makes them feel better about 
themselves. (Lori, journal) 

I strongly agree that a child's self-esteem can be 
greatly influenced by how he sees his culture depicted 
in literature. If he only sees people of a culture 
other than his own in the literature that he reads, he 
will begin to feel that his culture and, in reality, 
he, is of little importance. (Connie, mid-term 
evaluation) 

Class members realized the need for accuracy and 

authenticity in portraying people, places, and situations. 

Those who already had strong notions about this found 

support for their beliefs. 

I strongly agree that multicultural literature should 
be well written and should show the culture as it is. 
For example, I can't believe that books on the 
Hispanic cultUre should depict all the characters as 
very dark skinned people wearing serapes and sombreros 
because this simply does not depict the culture as it 
truly is. Many books can be very stereotypical and 
this isn't as it should be. As future teachers, it is 
important that we know how best to select books for 
our children that will celebrate diversity and 
actually show other cultures as they really are. They 
should also be well written and be interesting to the 
children. (Connie, journal) 
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In thinking of authenticity, Megan, of vietnamese 

heritage, reflects on her own experiences trying to relate 

to "multicultural literature"--fables and tales of a 

country. She reminds us of the importance and need for 

literature that depicts various cultures as we find them 

today. 

We talk about multiethnic and multicultural 
issues in literature to promote a child's self-esteem 
in the classroom, but I'm not sure how much I would 
have benefitted from being exposed to my own culture. 
The fables and the stories told of Asian cultures 
never really seemed related to me. I remember 
thinking of how ignorant I felt when my teacher would 
look at me and say, "Is that true in your culture, 
Megan?" I'd always have to say I don't know because I 
didn't know. 

Now they have books on orientals that relate them 
to everyday life, not making them stand out, and I 
feel comfortable with these. Sometimes I think 
multicultural and multiethnic can make a student feel 
worse because then they really stand out as being 
different when they don't always want to be different 
from everyone else at that age. (journal) 

Megan also reminds us of the importance of making a 

diversity of people and their cultures a natural part of 

the curriculum, woven throughout each subject area. 

without pointing to a particular group as different, 

diversities are valued as well as similarities in 

literature that authentically portrays a culture. 

Throughout this course, class members weekly experienced a 

diversity of aspects of culture, to include ethnicity, in 

the literature they read and browsed. 
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Traditional Literature 

The multicultural strand was easily recognized in the 

next week's focus as we looked at traditional literature-

folklore and fairy tales. The first session included 

browsing and a large group discussion on the origins of 

folklore and the various types of literature that are 

within this category. While time did not allow a thorough 

coverage of the topic, I suggested that some people might 

want to look more into folklore for their final project. 

Participation and involvement indicated that browsing was a 

huge success, as folklore from many countries were on 

display, as well as text sets on certain themes that appear 

frequently or variations of a particular folktale, such as 

the Scottish Selkie legends, There Was an Old Lady, or Red 

Riding Hood variants. 

The second session on folklore focused on fairy tales 

and took the form of a fairy tale workshop. A list of 

possible suggestions for an individual or group project was 

given to students, however they were free to design their 

own projects. The purpose of the project was to allow them 

to interact with the texts and in so doing, to make 

connections between texts, investigate literary elements as 

character, plot, setting, theme, and use various sign 

systems such as art and drama or writing their own versions 

to make the stories come alive. Class members expressed 
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the idea that the workshop was fun, but they were surprised 

at the learning that transpired as they familiarized 

themselves with various tales. They made games, wrote 

newspapers with headlines concerning fairy tale incidents 

with a contemporary twist, created puppets for a play, 

mapped story plots, and created games they and classmates 

could play. One powerful way of examining fairy tales 

involved a comparison chart in which different variants of 

a tale were compared in categories of character, setting, 

magical elements, etc. This particular experience had 

already been used in a session previously to examine 

literary elements by comparing the many Cinderella variants 

from different countries. Realizing how powerful this was 

as a way to indirectly teach these elements as well as 

providing a look at various cultures, one group chose to do 

the same with "The Three Pigs." Many class members 

expressed their appreciation of this particular session. 

Not only did they learn more about traditional literature, 

but they discovered ways to involve children with 

literature. By experiencing these projects themselves, 

they realized the learning that transpired and that such 

activities were not "busy work." 



133 

poetry 

Many of the weeks were devoted to exploring a specific 

genre. A diversity of ways to interact with and use each 

genre kept the sessions unique and constantly created a 

knowledge base about literature for these preservice 

teachers as well as informing them about strategies they 

could employ within their classrooms. The sessions on the 

genre of poetry received many positive comments from 

students. Most students initially either did not have 

positive attitudes concerning poetry or they had 

essentially no memories of experiences with this quite 

overlooked genre. Believing that poetry is a natural way 

of expression for young children and that misuse of it in 

the schools creates a resistance to this natural language 

form, I introduced them to a variety of forms, styles, and 

subject matter. We contemplated ways poetry could be used 

on a daily basis in the classroom as class members 

participated in literature circles that focused on a 

particular poet. Each group read, responded, and shared 

in some creative way their poet or poetry with the rest of 

the class. 

The group reading Tortillas Para Mama (Greigo, Bucks, 

Gilbert, & Kimball, 1981) selected two group members, China 

and Marcia, to present their poetry through an oral reading 

of poems first in English and then in Spanish. The comment 
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from others concerned the beauty of the two voices. As 

both readers were of Hispanic backgrounds, from Peru and 

Argentina, the lilt of their voices was similar, although 

the words were in different languages. Another reading by 

two voices, Megan and Terese, involved the text by Paul 

Fleischman, Joyful Noise: Poems for Two Voices (1988). 

This selection is always fun for students as they realize a 

diversity of ways to present poems. Jean Little poems were 

enthusiastically shared as realistically portraying 

emotions and feelings of young people. Each person in this 

group could connect with her poetry. 

Most students, having come from a background of 

memorization and interpretation, were surprised to find how 

much they enjoyed the interaction with poems and with each 

other in these two sessions. The transactional theory of 

reader response created a theoretical basis for poetry that 

was a turning point in the attitudes of many. Marcia's 

comments were not alone in reflections on the poetry 

sessions. 

I was never a fan of poetry. There were very few 
poems that I enjoyed reading or that I found 
meaningful to my life. After our discussion (in 
class) I realized that the reason was that I was never 
exposed to poetry just for the pleasure of it. It was 
always something I had to do, one more assignment to 
accomplish. I found out now that there is a whole new 
reality around poetry, a new way to approach it. 
After reading Hey World. Here I Am! by Jean Little 
(1986), I found myself enjoying poetry and I 
identified with the author and could relate many 
events of my life to the things she writes about. It 
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was a joy to read it. I believe now that poetry is a 
valuable tool that we can use in the classroom. only 
by letting children listen to poems, value their 
messages, their rhythm and "create" their own poems, 
will we help them to appreciate poetry. (Marcia) 

Terese reminds us of the important aspect of culture 

in poetry as she reflects on Honey, I Love and other love 

poems (Greenfield, 1978). 

I enjoy poetry, but I especially enjoy poetry which 
reflects personal experiences of children. Those 
types of poetry reflect special experiences that can 
make children's childhoods well remembered. The 
poetry that is included in Honey, I Love and Other 
Love Poems is very reflective of the African American 
culture in the 1970's as viewed by a child • • • I 
would use this book to inspire my students to discuss 
themselves, their feelings, their culture, and their 
world through poetry. When a child can see themselves 
and their culture positively, a great self worth can 
be gained by the child. (journal) 

A section in students' resource notebooks was devoted 

to poetry and shared at the end of the semester. What 

initially appeared as a chore for many members became a 

delight as they gladly shared poems they had written or 

collected on a theme, a poet they had investigated, an 

activity they had created for further use, or a survey they 

did with others concerning poems they remembered and their 

attitudes. While the learning from the individual projects 

was significant, as much so were the ideas and resources 

students received from each other. Many claimed that 

poetry would be a daily part of their classroom curriculum. 
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Author/Illustrator Projects 

The midpoint of the semester brought anotner 

significant learning experience--author/illustrator project 

presentations. Prior to this "celebration of authors and 

illustrators," one class session had been devoted to 

browsing a variety of outstanding and unique people in the 

field of children's literature as well as acquainting 

students with award winners. Another session was devoted 

to showing students resources within the library that would 

lead them to further author/illustrator/text information. 

Many students mentioned the value of this library exercise 

although initially it was anticipated to be "busy work." 

On the two days of the author/illustrator celebration, 

students were to come prepared with a visual display to 

include books by the individuals, a one to two page handout 

concerning their personality and work, and a few words to 

introduce this person to the group. As in the past, the 

enthusiasm for this presentation had grown several-fold 

from the initial weeks of class. What had originally been 

a "project" had become a friend, an important person in 

children's literature about whom one student became the 

expert. The ownership they felt towards this project and 

the respect they had for the expertise of others was 

evident in the connections that were maintained throughout 

the semester between each student and a particular author 



or illustrator. Many students commented on how this 

personal and professional knowledge about their 

author/illustrator had affected their attitude and 

understanding of this person's writing and illustration 

more effectively within the classroom. 
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I have a new appreciation for illustrations in 
children's books due to my close examination of Mr. 
Keats' books, and I was really excited over the 
author's colorful use of collage. The illustrations 
were so expressive that they seemed paramount to 
communication of the story. (Sharif, project self
evaluation) 

Bill Martin, Jr.'s work resembled the emphasis he 
wanted to place on the importance of reading. I read 
all the books he wrote, so I could identify with his 
writing and find what was consistent in all of his 
work. I learned a lot of information about Bill 
Martin Jr.'s life and how his life influenced his 
work. This author was more than just a creative 
writer, but his beliefs and values were present in all 
of his work. (Teresa, project self-evaluation) 

Significant learning from a teacher's perspective 

involved the fact that the knowledge of a particular 

author/illustrator enabled the pre service teacher to 

understand how to use this person's work. 

I can see now that the research I did on Ehlert will 
help me to use her books more adequately with children 
and I feel motivated to do it with other authors. 
(Marcia, project self-evaluation) 

The greatest value was to understand the motivations 
of the author since this understanding will help me 
keep fun in early learning since I'm at the 
kindergarten level. This was Carle's target time. 
(Noreen, project self-evaluation) 

I believe that knowing more about the life, work, and 

personality of a writer enhances reading and writing in a 
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child, and that this familiarity with the author enhances 

the same in teachers. The powerful experience of knowing 

an author or illustrator and his/her works is a learning 

experience these preservice teachers want to facilitate for 

their students. 

studying an illustrator can also be a useful way to 
demonstrate an art form and help the children see how 
art can be functional. I know that by studying 
William Steig, and critiquing his illustrations, 
children might realize the talent it takes to work in 
the medium of watercolor. If I were to use William 
Steig in the classroom, I would also have the children 
try to make their own watercolor illustrations to a 
story they wrote themselves. They might discover they 
enjoy creating in this medium or find that they prefer 
another. In any case it would be a valuable learning 
experience for the children to have. (Bee, project 
self-evaluation) 

I think this is a great way to get kids interested in 
literature and I can just imagine children in our 
class over the last week marveling at the displays and 
grabbing up books to read. (Sharif, project self
evaluation) 

The knowledge gained from the inquiry of others was 

valuable in that they were introduced within the two 

sessions to 22 authors and illustrators, their books, 

information about their personal and professional lives, 

and ideas from the visual displays that could be used in 

their classrooms. These ideas included a wooden train that 

stood alone with clear plackets to hold author information 

(in the engine) and various books by the author to be read 

(in other cars). One student had food from Australia as 

she talked about Mem Fox and her books, while another had 
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scratch board to demonstrate Brian Pinkney's work. Another 

had shared her way of creating an Eric Carle book with a 

kindergarten class. Several had made use of color copies 

and presented their author with eye-catching posters. All 

students shared handouts on their author for which the 

other students were very grateful. 

As mentioned earlier, all literature can be described 

as "multicultural." This concept was acknowledged 

throughout the various sessions of the semester. Marcia 

reflected on the author/illustrator presentations in terms 

of multicultural issues: 

Something I noticed from these projects was that the 
authors and illustrators chosen were from various 
cultures. without being termed "a multicultural " 
project, it was, and I think that's the way it should 
be. Sometimes it seems like people get so caught up 
with things having to be deliberately multicultural 
that they overlook that multiculturalism can often 
come naturally. On Monday there were about eight 
projects and they were all very different and 
representative of so many different cultures. I 
thought the authentic regional food in the Mem Fox 
project was a great addition to help learn about 
another area or culture. (Marcia, journal) 

Rather than present a person or book, either from 

'lecture or from a children's literature textbook, these 

students learned about authors and illustrators from 

experience. No one memorized, but everyone learned--not 

only about people and books, but how knowledge of "book" 

people affects one's deeper understandings and potential 

meanings of texts. Such knowledge allows preservice 



teachers to "assume control over their reading" (Hade, 

1994) and look beyond the surface of what they read. 

:Illustration 
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Illustrations in children's picture books work 

interdependently with the text to tell a story. An 

understanding of the elements of art in children's 

literature not only enhances reading but nurtures visual 

literacy in other areas of life. While one week is not 

sufficient to examine the many aspects of art in children's 

literature, not to mention the vast assortment of books on 

art and illustration, our children's literature class 

attempted to make the most of our two sessions. We 

examined various elements, styles, techniques, and mediums 

on the first day and participated in an artist studio on 

the second day. 

The studio consisted of various centers at which 

students could try artistic techniques. One center 

involved using Molly Bang's principles of color, shape and 

placement to design a picture. Other centers invited 

students to use their artistic talents to create pictures 

according to various styles and using different mediums, 

such as watercolor, chalk, charcoal, and scratch board. 

Yet other centers focused on clay or collage. Both 

sessions were supported by many texts to be examples of 



certain artistic elements and to provide information on 

artists and art in general. In addition, books in which 
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the main characters or events were centered around art were 

displayed. 

Historical Piction 

Following our week focusing on art, class members had 

spring break. During this time they were given choice of a 

book from the historical fiction genre to read. Returning 

to class after spring break, the concept of giving life and 

context to history was the focus for discussion and 

reflection as we thought about the characteristics and 

types of historical fiction. within the browsing on 

historical fiction, we acknowledged the place family 

stories have in this genre. As a "lead-in" to the upcoming 

weeks of exploring the theme of learning and schooling in 

children's literature, the chapter books chosen for the 

week contained some element of schooling and/or learning 

within the story. The texts selected were: 

Lyddie (Paterson, 1993) 
The Devil's Arithmetic (Yolen, 1990) 
Little House on the Prairie (Wilder, 1953) 
Sign of the Beaver (Speare, 1983) 
In the Year of the Boar and Jackie Robinson (Lord, 

1982). 

Following the discussions of these books during the 

second session of historical fiction, group members were 

asked to think about aspects of learning within the text. 
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The group could outline, web, picture or depict in any way 

they wanted their responses concerning "learning" within 

their text. They began making connections between what 

they were reading and their present professional interests 

--teaching and learning. 

Thematic unit on Learning and Schooling 

Following historical fiction, the genre of realistic 

fiction and the use of theme units involving literature 

were combined in a three week thematic focus on learning, 

reading, and schooling. This focus on learning was 

designed to involve the class in thinking about both 

themselves and children as learners, as well as the 

contexts in which we learn. In the beginning of our 

inquiry into learning, various activities-were designed to 

engage the students in reflection on themselves as 

learners. The first of these activities was for each 

student to make a timeline of their own learning. No other 

instructions were given to indicate a particular form of 

learning. Of the 22 class members, 13 created timelines 

that dealt with school and academic aspects of learning. 

Nine timelines were inclusive of other aspects of learning, 

such as household tasks, learning from and about hobbies, 

or musical talents. Some of these timelines were detailed, 

while others contained several significant events. 
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Illustrations 2 and 3 show the diversity among individual's 

understanding of the assignment. 

During the following session, students were asked to 

make a web of the things that are in their homes, 

apartments, or dormitory rooms that would signal to someone 

walking in that they were learners. The results of this 

brainstorming session were shared on an overhead and 

discussion centered around the fact that learning occurs in 

all forms and at all times of life. The compiled list 

contained items such as various books, word processor, 

calculator, backpack, poster, tennis racket, photographic 

equipment, and many others to include items that Eugene 

found in the trash and repaired for further use. Ruth's 

web is a typical example of the webs that were created. 

(see Illustration 4). 

At the end of this session, each student was asked to 

bring to the following session two or three items from home 

that represented their learning. The items brought for 

this sharing session represented a comprehensive statement 

for these students that learning occurs in many contexts of 

life. Among these were calculators, pictures of members' 

children, Egyptian papyrus paper, school related items, an 

optometrist's license, computer discs, photos, to name a 

few. These items were shared in small groups, frequently 

eliciting a personal story. For example, in one group, 
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Lori brought a sewing pattern that represented her attempts 

at learning to sew. Marcela, sitting at Lori's table, did 

not see the pattern as learning at first because she had a 

grandmother who was an expert seamstress and, therefore, 

took sewing for granted. The grandmother's story evolved 

as Marcela described her work many years ago with a factory 

in Nogales, Arizona that specialized in fancy cowboy 

clothes. Among the customers were a few famous cowboys, 

such as John Wayne. When the factory closed, famous people 

still had the grandmother design and sew their fancy cowboy 

suits from her home. If they came for a yearly fitting, 

she could judge just how big to make each outfit throughout 

the next year based on what they told her about their 

weight gain or loss. Without the yearly measuring, she 

would not guarantee the fit. She was asked to move to 

California to be one person's personal seamstress; however, 

she did not wish to leave her family in Arizona. The group 

noted that although the grandmother did not speak English 

nor hold a noted position in a large company, the expertise 

she learned was valuable to these important men and 

ultimately to the public who enjoyed their acting. Perhaps 

Marcela realized that the sewing skills which she had 

learned from her grandmother and which for her were "second 

nature" were indeed a significant form of learning. 
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Another personal narrative involved Sharif visiting 

his father in Egypt. As Sharif is from California, visits 

to Egypt are not frequent, and yet he wants to learn the 

Egyptian language. As Sharif shared his most recent trip 

and the value of his learning to inform him of his own 

culture, discussion followed about the value of learning 

from travel and the importance of knowing one's own 

culture. 

The learning transpiring during this session dealt not 

only with "what is learning" but elicited personal stories 

from each class member. Learning about each other, 

necessary to the creation of community in a learning 

environment, was a significant outcome of this sharing 

time. The power of story to both the teller and the 

listener was also evident. As a class we were able to 

discuss the links to learning that even the most common 

items represent and realize the value of "life experiences" 

in the classroom curriculum. Harste, Short and Burke 

(1988), in addressing the authoring cycle, emphasize the 

importance of these individual life experiences: 

Although we have a responsibility to plan activities 
to foster the kinds of learning we see as central to 
literacy, we do not have the right to do this in 
disregard of the children. What the children know
their life experiences-become a touchstone upon which 
curriculum is negotiated. By keeping our focus on 
life experiences, our curriculum is made vital and 
ever alive. • • . Children have no way to begin a unit 
of study than from what they currently know, perceive, 
and feel. (p. 54) 
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Students were asked to web on overhead transparencies 

what transpired in their groups concerning learning. Some 

of these webs focused more on items gathered, while others 

focused on concepts discussed or understandings reached. 

The contents of these webs were compiled on a handout for 

the students. (See Illustration 5.) 

The next session involved literature discussion groups 

on the book Just Call Me stupid (Birdseye, 1993). Just 

Call Me Stupid is a realistic fiction story about a fifth 

grade boy who, although he demonstrates artistic talent and 

expertise in chess, goes to a resource room for a reading 

"disability." Set in Tucson, the story addresses a child 

with interest and imagination in what books hold, but who 

suffers severe anxiety reactions when trying to learn to 

read. These reactions we find are due to verbal abuse in 

earlier years from his father. with support from a new 

girl in the neighborhood as well as his constructivist 

classroom teacher, Patrick is given the confidence he needs 

to begin reading. The reality, humor and unanticipated 

outcomes keep interest high. Many issues of concern to 

educators, as well as to the children in their classrooms, 

are present in this story. 

Following the discussions of Just Call Me Stupid, 

described in Chapter 5 of this document, I asked that the 

group briefly list or web the main issues they had 



Learning
Calculator 
Photos 
Recorder 

Dictionaries-English, Spanish-English 
Optician Certificate 
Computer Disc 

Phi Theta Kappa Taxes 

Leaming-
New placea arc great learning tools. 
Different people have different values. 
One man's junk is another man's treasure. 
All sorts of mediums arc tools: 

Happens with people. 
Learning is a proceas. 
Learning occurs at all ages. 
Learning is built on experience. 

calculators, patterns, recorder, tape 
player, cookbook, computer discs, etc. 

Learning can be accomplished in many ways-
Through social interaction, i.e., friends, relatives, teachers. 

Evidence: photo albums, letters, calendars (show meetings, times, etc.) 
Through many types of print. 

Evidence: posters, newspapers, magazines, books, etc. 
Through creativity and individual reflection. 

Evidence: papers, journals, artwork. 
Through experiencea and challenges. 

Learning-t. 
2. 

3. 
4. 
S. 
6. 
7. 

Learning-l. 
2. 
3. 

4. 
S. 

Learning-I. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
S. 
6. 
7. 
8. 
9. 

Evidence: cookbooks, tennis shoes. 

Ongoing 
Learning and teaching don't have age limits. (You can learn from your own children or 

younger siblings.) 
Learning skills has no language barriers. 
Everyday living. 
Learning can happen at different rates, depending on person. 
Learning should be looked at with open minds. 
Books, seminars, training, workshops. 

Put goals on paper! (calendars, journals, lists) 6. 
Organization! 7. 
Carry pen and pencil with you wherever 8. 

you go! 9. 
Study comer! 
Quotes around the house inspiration. 

Pad lock-cxperience & memory. 

Give and take. 
Memories to keep you moving. 
Ask questions, all the time! 
Always have a "plan B." 

Colored pencils-associate colors with objects, coordination. 
Thesaurus-vocabulary (expansion of). 
Music book-reading of notes, ability to plan music. 
Calculator-mathematical operations. 
Pens & pencils-instruments of expression. 
Watch-meaning of time. 
Notebook-organization, transmitting thought to paper. 
Daily planner-the combining of time and organizational skills. 

Illustration 5. Focus of group webs emerging from 

discussion on "What is learning?". 
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discussed. When the class reconvened in a large group 

session, each group shared their main issues as I wrote 

them on the overhead (see Illustration 6). We grouped 

issues that seemed to overlap thematically and developed 
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several themes that we saw emerging from our discussions. 

These themes, the basis of our next class discussion, were: 

Ways of coping 
Literacy/illiteracy 
other ways of knowing/communication 
Discrimination 
Friendship 
Local setting (desert, southwest) 
Diverse home backgrounds 
Teaching. 

As students came into the room the following session, 

they found various stacks of books labeled with one of the 

themes that had evolved from our discussion of Just Call Me 

stupid. The books were pulled from all genres and 

contained a diversity of picture books on each topic (see 

Appendix F). Students sat at any group of books with the 

purpose of browsing the books in the set, reading as many 

as possible, and discussing as a group the appropriateness 

of the texts. Then as a group they were to select between 

five and seven books that they felt were most useful in 

creating understanding and enhancing learning about that 

theme. These books would become the text set for that 

theme. The various themes and selected text sets are shown 

in Illustration 7. Also at this time students were to 

select a second chapter book for discussion in literature 



Issues Emerging from Just Call Me Stupid 

Teacher-student relations 

Friendships 

Portrayal of different ethnicities 

Abuse/dysfunctional homes 

Diverse families 

Local setting 

Patrick's responsibilities 

Resource room, gifted, labeling 

Relationships between characters--realism, frustrations, emotions 

Single parent homes 

Escape mechanisms 

Failure and risks 

Literacy/illiteracy 

Support systems 

DiscriminationfMental Abuse 

Teaching styles 
Whole language/phonics 

Prior knowledge/knowledge of environment 

Sensitivities of individual children 

Discipline/misbehavior in school 

Importance/effect of home life, Support of parents 
(seen in Patrick, Celina, and Andy) 

Can't separate home and school 
Importance of looking at where child is coming from 

Illustration 6. Main issues emerging from 

discussion of Just Call Me stupid. 
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Other Ways of Knowing / Communication 

Crow Boy 
Fox Song 
Rhondo in C 
Alvin Ail,:'y 
Koko's Story 
Fox Song 
From Anna 

Local S~ttlllg 

Gila Monslers Meet 
Abuela's Weave 
This House is Made 

You at the Allport 

A Miarant family 
h Brand is Forever 
Co""oboy Rodeo 

of Mud 

Discrimination 

Company" s Cami...ns 
Th~ Butter Battle BOOK 
Big Al 
Amazing Grace 
Angel Child Dragon Child 

/ 
Happy Rirthday. Martin Luther Kino, Jr 
We Remember the Holocaust 
Maniac Magee 

Ways of Coping 

Amazing Grace 
The Gorilla Did It 

Tom Birdseye 

Diverse Family Backgrounds 

Fly Away Home 
Daddy Has a Pair of Str ioed ShOfts 
Stevie 
~ Me; I'll Be You 
I Have a Sister, My Sister 15 Deaf 
Nana Upstairs. Nana Downstairs 
Family Pictures 
Dlcey's $on9 

Friendship 

Building a Bridge 
The Old, Old Man and the Very Little Boy 
Matthew and Tilly 
Teammates 
Wilfrid Gordoll McDonald Pallt·ldgc 
Shoes from Grandpa 
Fox Song 
From Anna 
Maniac Magee 

\ 

Teaching 

My Great Aunt Arlzona 
The W~dncsd'ly Su I'PI' i SC' 
Fox Song 
The 8o~~!i Alwilyt; 
1 Hate Engllsh 
The Al·t Lesson 

Literacy/Illiteracy 

The Day of Ahmed's Secr,H 
I Hate to Read 
The Bee Tree 
Snowed In 
The Wednesday SUrptl~e 
Fat Chance 

I.ate 

The Flunking of Joshua T Bates 

Illustration 7. Themes and selected text sets grouped by students 

following discussion of Just Call Me stupid. 

~ 
Ul 
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circles. Each chapter book was a piece of realistic 

fiction with issues of literacy and schooling. My goal was 

to give students another chapter book with which to make 

connections about learning and to add to their discussions 

on Just Call Me stupid. The choices of books at this time 

were: 

The Flunking of Joshua T. Bates (Shreve, 1984) 
The winning of Miss Lynn Ryan (Cooper, 1986) 
The Boy Who Owned the School (Paulsen, 1990) 
Dicey's Song (Voigt, 1982) 
Maniac Magee (spinelli, 1990). 

To allow students time to read their selected second 

chapter book, the next session involved social issues in 

realistic fiction. Browsing involved books on a variety of 

social issues such as the homeless, aged, drugs, abandoned 

animals, war and peace. The response strategy "Say 

Something" (Harste, Short, & Burke, 1988) was used with the 

short story "All the Stars in the Sky" (Rylant, 1987). 

Censorship was also part of the discussion. 

When students returned to class the following session, 

each text set was on a table, labeled with the issues it 

represented. Also included were the Birdseye book and one 

of the second chapter books. They sat with their 

discussion group for the second chapter book at the table 

with the text set on the same theme. They discussed the 

second chapter book and then examined and discussed books 

within the text sets, considering the text set in relation 
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to Just Call Me stupid and the second book. The remainder 

of class involved students sharing about selecting the 

various books for each set and browsing all text sets. 

Several weeks had passed during which much time had 

been spent in reflection on personal learning, children's 

learning, and the contexts in which this learning occurs. 

We attempted as a class to create a meaningful explanation 

of learning during this final session of our focus on 

learning and schooling. Again in small groups, students 

were asked to describe learning through webbing, written 

definitions, or some other way of graphically showing their 

responses. Several of their small group conceptualizations 

were as follows: 

Learning-
Experience 
Gain understanding and perception 
Acceptance of differences, acquired by universal 
methods that are assembled by the environment in· 
which a child is nurtured. 

Literacy--
Being .able to read, and understand written words 
Being able to transfer vocal words and expression 
in a written form. 

Learning--
development Lifelong 
through experience Experiences 
anything you do Application 
social interaction Recurring/reading 
observation N ew 
physical and mental Interests/intelligence 

growth Natural 
experiences Growth 
individual/group learning 
being able to apply this 

or have it change you 



streetwise sense 
musical 
kinesthetic 
artistic 
book 
mathematical 
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Learning in the simplest sense is developing 
schemata through experience. Experience can be 
gained through academics, hands-on, practical 
experience, observation, and social relations 
with peers, family, people in the cultural group 
and/or community, etc. critical thinking about 
experiences helps to process information and 
develop schemata. 

Along with considering our own ideas concerning 

learning, we examined again what other people have said 

about literacy and learning (Dewey, 1938; Freire & Macedo, 

1987; Short & Burke, 1991; Smith, 1983, 1988; Taylor, 

1994). I presented quotations from various perspectives 

for class members to consider and discuss. As we thought 

about the concepts we had woven together through our 

reflections and discussions on literature, we realized in 

conclusion the significance of such statements as these 

from John Dewey: 

It (learning) is an active, personally conducted 
affair. (1916, p. 335) 

Acquisition of skill, possession of knowledge, 
attainment of culture are not ends: they are marks of 
growth and means to its continuing. (1920, p. 184) 

Since learning is something that the pupil has to do 
himself and for himself, the initiative lies with the 
learner. The teacher is a guide and director; he 
steers the boat, but the energy that propels it must 
come from those who are learning. The more a teacher 
is aware of the past experiences of students, of their 
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hopes, desires, chief interests, the better will he 
understand the forces at work that need to be directed 
and utilized for the formation of reflective habits. 
(1933, p. 35) 

Concluding Weeks 

The concluding weeks of the semester involved 

examining fantasy & science fiction, informational books, 

literature for young children, and predictable books. Each 

of these weeks, consisting of reading both picture and 

chapter books, proved valuable for students as they 

discussed books in literature circles, experienced learning 

centers using informational books, and connected literature 

to early reading experiences and story telling. A 

discussion of predictable chapter books and their role in 

the reading experience also enlightened many, as they 

realized the role of predictable books in becoming readers. 

Comments such as the following represent the personal 

transactions and meaning-making transpiring during the 

study of these genres and issues. 

Discussing Buffalo Hunt (Freedman, 1992), Sharif said: 

This positive depiction of Native American life can 
break through negative stereotypes by educating 
youngsters about the Indian way of life in the 1800's. 
It also reveals the importance of the environment and 
conservation through the history of the mass slaughter 
of the magnificent buffalo and how that affected the 
Native American people. (journal) 

Sharif, along with others, continued weaving the 

multicultural thread as he investigated informational 



books. He commented that this book was one of the most 

impressive he read during the semester, both in terms of 

his interest and its values for the classroom. 
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Angela shared her enjoyment of fantasy in her journal, 

as well as the more comprehensive understanding she now has 

for the genre due to our sessions on fantasy. Her 

classmate's response is a good example of how preference 

for literary genre can vary among individuals. 

Fantasy has always been my favorite genre to read, and 
it still is today. After reading The Indian in the 
Cupboard I realized that I have favorite kinds of 
fantasy stories. I like fantasy that is more out-of
this world or in another dimension or in the future 
rather than fantasy that is mostly realistic with some 
fantastic elements thrown in. Maybe I'm really 
talking about preferring science fiction. I guess I 
feel that I know what reality and real life are like 
and I want to see what other "unrealities" are like. 
As a child, I think my visions of fantasy were fairly 
limited to different fairy worlds connected with 
particular stories. NOw, since considering other 
types of fantasy, I have to think and separate the 
different stories and world when I think about a 
particular element of fantasy. (Angela, journal) 

I'm just the opposite. I've never cared for fantasy 
or science.fiction for that matter. I'm a more 
realistic person. I'd rather spend my time in a real 
world than in one that could never be. I was one of 
those kids that said "that could never happen" and 
turn my ears off. However, I do realize that fantasy 
is an important genre to have in the classroom. 
(Leona, response to Angela's journal) 

This, among other similar incidents in which students 

differed in their taste in books, genre, or authors, 

provided the opportunity to discuss again at the end of the 

semester the need for varied literature in the classroom. 
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Based on authentic personal experiences these teachers had 

the opportunity to realize that there was not one correct 

response to literature, but a diversity of responses based 

on experience, other aspects of culture, personality, and 

interests. 

Pinal Examination--A celebration of Literature 

The final exam in this class took the form of another 

Celebration of Literature. A group presentation was given 

in addition to students including a self-reflection on the 

final self-evaluation. The formation of these groups 

occurred several weeks earlier as students brainstormed 

possible topics on butcher paper to let each other know of 

the various interests in the class. My underlying purpose 

for this assignment was to give students the opportunity to 

explore in more depth an area that was of special interest 

to them, to provide yet another collaborative experience 

centered around an inquiry of personal importance, and to 

give students the chance to produce a concrete example of 

the learning involving children's literature that they had 

accomplished during the semester. To develop a project 

that could be used in the classroom or produced by students 

in their future classrooms also had pragmatic value for 

them. 
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The project topics that evolved from the brainstorming 

Write and illustrate a fable 
Text set on health 
Integrate across the curriculum literature about the 

desert based on cactus Hotel (Guiberson, 1993) 
Read and discover multiple themes in chapter books 
Create a text set of authentic, accurate multiethnic 

books 
Create a text set on the environment, focusing on 

recycling, pollution, endangered animals, extinct a 
animals 

Folklore. 

student voices confirm that this impressive display of 

text sets, response activities, and inquiry opportunities 

represented both individual learning about literature as 

well as experience in group collaboration: 

I really enjoyed my final group project, because my 
group entrusted in me the responsibility of drawing 
the picture for our fable. There is usually one 
picture that is drawn to capture the entire essence of 
the fable and the group felt I could do it. The 
organization part of this project was especially easy, 
because we were very receptive to one another as a 
group. As people came up with ideas we talked about 
them and came to a consensus that caused no argument. 
Once we got our ideas on paper each person talked 
about which role might be best for them to do, and 
each person responsibly completed their task. (Louis, 
final self-evaluation) 

This project along with my poetry project and card 
catalog is among my most treasured outcomes for this 
course. I was so hoping someone else would want to do 
the subject too because I wanted so much to have such 
a listing of chapter books. Terese, thank goodness, 
took me up on it and we both already had chapter books 
in mind. (Megan, final self-evaluation) 

The final group project I found to be a valuable 
learning experience. I found that working with others 
is frustrating in some ways, but very rewarding in 
others. The frustrating part was first agreeing on 
exactly what our focus was going to be. Because both 
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of us had a different idea about folklore, we ended up 
collecting a very wide range of material. The second 
frustrating thing was finding time to meet outside of 
class. • • • The rewarding part of the process was 
discovering how much we could do and learn together. 
Because there were two of us, we did twice as much as 
either one of use could have done alone. (Bee, final 
self-evaluation) 

Other comments included class members realizing the 

expertise they had gained during the semester. Gathering 

resources and looking for themes and connections among 

books was more of a pleasure than a chore. Realizing the 

usefulness of choosing their own project, both for their 

own group and for others in the class, the preservice 

teachers maintained a positive attitude in preparing for 

and presenting their "final." 

Evaluation 

various course requirements as described in the 

syllabus were ongoing throughout the semester. In addition 

to the various project presentations, a reading log was 

kept, a dialogue journal was exchanged weekly, professional 

experiences were reflected on in the journal, an 

autobiographical text set was pulled together consisting of 

significant texts in class members' pasts and/or new books 

they had discovered, and a resource notebook was maintained 

consisting of an organized collection of the above items as 

well as any class notes, handouts, articles, or other 

information collected for future reference. Periodically 



162 

throughout the semester I checked to be sure each student 

was keeping up with the various aspects, as well as doing 

so in a meaningful, practical way. Each of the required 

items had to be completed by the end of the semester. 

Because of the basic tenets of learning underlying this 

course, I did not grade each item but examined each to be 

sure that class members showed personal involvement with 

the item at hand, reflection in their responses, and 

serious consideration of the requirement in regards to 

teaching. I emphasized throughout the course that only 

they knew how to best organize and present material to 

maintain its usefulness for the future. These requirements 

were one consideration in evaluation. 

Already I have mentioned the mid-term author/ 

illustrator project as well as the final group project. 

Each of these was judged on the individual member's 

involvement, creativity, self-reflection, and evaluation. 

As responsibility for learning was placed in the hands of 

the students from the beginning, one project was not 

weighted against the other, but examined for its own value 

to the member. On the project self-evaluation, students 

were encouraged to discuss the process of their project, 

including the dead-ends in library research, telephone 

calls to contact an author, and changes in their focus. 

Process was given as much consideration as product. 
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Class attendance was an important part of this 

experiential course. Not only is attendance a college 

requirement, but because of the browsing displays, group 

interactions, various response experiences, and the 

intensity of each session, more than two absences affected 

grades since there was no way to reproduce these 

experiences. The excused absences were allowed for 

emergency situations and not in addition to unavoidable 

circumstances. An exception would be made in the case of 

illness or family death requiring more absent time than two 

sessions. In these cases make-up work could be negotiated. 

With these above mentioned considerations in mind, as 

well as class participation, students were evaluated. If 

students were present, participated, and completed all 

requirements, they received an A. If any area was not 

completed, or too many absences were accrued, their grade 

dropped a letter grade. Class members graded themselves 

for the semester on the final self-evaluation. In all 

cases in this class, and almost always in previous classes, 

students were aware of their grade and were quite honest in 

their self-evaluation. If I disagreed with their self

assessment, we could negotiate the difference. 

Some students found such a method of grading 

bothersome at first, but they later realized its potential 

to enhance learning. Their focus could be on what they 
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wanted to emphasize within the structure of the course, and 

their personal transactions with text, peers, and 

instructor were paramount to specific answers and 

memorization of facts. 

The course requirements described in the syllabus were 

designed to be useful for preservice teachers as they plan 

the curriculum for their own classrooms. I stressed as the 

semester progressed that every activity or experience we 

did could also be done by children of all ages. Even more 

so, however, the activities were designed to engage each 

preservice teacher in learning experiences with literature 

that would nurture a love of literature and a valuing of 

its potential in the classroom. strategies and approaches 

to curriculum in schools are continuously altered and 

changed. However, if we have a love of literature, as 

Kathy Short reminded us in the introductory chapter of this 

document, literature will always have a place in our 

classroom curriculum. It is through our own transactions 

with literature that we learn to value literature's power. 

The description of this children's literature class is 

inclusive of the basis and intent of the course, as well as 

comments from students reflecting on various planned 

learning experiences. The perspective is my own, from the 

viewpoint of the instructor as well as a researcher. In 

order to further describe and support the course as it is 
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taught, I inquired of class members their perceptions of 

the course, both at the beginning, during, and at the end 

of the semester. Through their reflective self-evaluations 

as well as journals, personal communications, and 

discussions, I was able to discover much about the learning 

that transpired during the semester from class members' 

broadened perceptions of the course. 

What Are Preservice Teachers Perceptions of This Course, 

Children's Literature in the Classroom? 

As preservice teachers entered the class in January, I 

wanted to know what they felt to be the purpose of this 

course. What learning experiences did they anticipate 

occurring? Many had read the course description in the 

university catalogue which states: analysis and discussion 

of classic and contemporary children's literature of all 

genres, and its relationship to language, reading, and 

culture. 

Some had talked to friends, previous children's 

literature students, in the College of Education for 

insight as to what to expect. Many had ideas about what 

they hoped to receive from the class: 

I feel that this course will introduce me to many 
pieces of children's literature that I am not familiar 
with, as well as showing me how to make decisions 
about what stories, plays or poetry is good for 
elementary stUdents. (Angela, survey) 
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others, like Louis, just came: 

I really didn't. I really didn't know what to expect. 
I just came to class. (exit interview) 

And perhaps Tom wasn't alone in his feelings of: 

I didn't know what to expect really from the course. 
I just kind of knew it was something I was going to 
have to get through. (exit interview) 

Nevertheless, I wanted to know what they saw as the purpose 

for this course in their preparation for teaching and 

whether these perceptions were supported, broadened, or 

altered during the semester. 

Directly impacting their notions of the reason for 

this course, I felt, were their concepts of children's 

literature. For many, reading any children's literature 

was only a memory, often a faded one. A few had been in 

the classroom recently for various lengths of time and were 

familiar with some titles, authors, and illustrators. 

others had read books to younger family members or children 

for whom they were caring. From past experience teaching 

this course, I anticipated that along with understanding 

the role of children's literature in the classroom, the 

preservice teachers would experience a new understanding of 

what constitutes "children's literature." 

Survey Questions concerning Literature and the Course 

With literature being the heart of the course, it is 

only natural that in order to inform me of their 
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perceptions concerning the course, the first two questions 

I asked in January on the survey were: 

1. What is children's literature? 

2. What do you see as the purpose of this course, 
Children's Literature in the Classroom? 

In addition, later in the survey they were asked: 

11. What role do you see literature playing in 
reading? 

12. What role do you see literature playing in 
learning? 

13. What role do you see literature playing in 
teaching? 

These reflective questions encouraged them to look at 

children's literature from different angles in order that 

their perceptions be as inclusive as possible of any ideas 

they had. 

Responses concerning What Is Literature 

The categories that emerged from the student responses 

to questions concerning what is literature are shown in 

Table 2. 

Each student's response was usually focused on one 

category, even though a few persons mentioned two or three 

of these areas. By being focused, each answer seemed to 

exclude some other dimension of literature. For example, 

the initial perceptions of most students about children's 

literature dealt with it being for children, thus excluding 
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Table 2 

categories That Emerged from Student Survey Responses to 

"What Is Children's Literature?" 

Categories 

Books to be enjoyed by children 
(for and about children) 

Books teaching morals, lessons, values 
(to include reading) 

Literature appealing to the imagination 

Literature written at a level a child can 
understand 

stories to fulfill needs of children 
deal with problems, feelings, etc. 

stories to teach about societies & 
cultures 

stories with a visual aspect 

Student 
Responses 

10 

7 

5 

5 

5 

3 

3 

the many adults who enjoy children's literature. Many 

mentioned that it taught lessons or morals, thus excluding 

various genre or literature that is for enjoyment. Others 

said it appealed to the imagination, and while imagination 

should be nurtured in all literature, the indications of 

most of these responses was that of fantasy. Comments that 

these books are written at a level a child can understanddo 

not consider the diversity of experiences of each child 
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that so often determines comprehension, as well as 

underestimates the abilities of a child to make meaning of 

more difficult texts. "stories fulfilling children's 

needs" almost sounds like bibliotherapy, although children 

should find examples of characters dealing with problems 

and emotions. "stories teaching about societies and 

culture" is a somewhat inclusive descriptor, although 

"stories with a visual aspect" seems to omit one valuable 

way of learning about culture--oral tradition. The 

following are examples of class members' responses to what 

is children's literature: 

Literature written at a level that the children can 
understand. It is used to teach many of the 
fundamentals of life including a lot about morality 
(sharing, caring). It helps children relate to life's 
problems by seeing how the characters would react. A 
major learning tool. (Leona) 

Children's literature is literature that children read 
either for the enjoyment of reading or related to 
lessons for school. Children's literature may have 
originally been written for children or may be books 
that children have discovered and enjoy. (Connie) 

While none of these answers were totally incorrect, in 

isolation, they greatly limit the power of literature and 

the importance of a "love of literature." Three students' 

answers were of special interest, denoting a more 

comprehensive view of what children's literature involved. 

Children's literature is the written and illustrated 
ideas, dreams, imagination and points of view of 
adults who remember how it is to be a child. 
Children's literature is a tool that helps them 
understand their feelings, the world around them, 



other people of different cultures, and themselves. 
(Ann) 

It helps promote all aspects of learning. (Kathy) 
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Literature is writings of a specific individual about 
experiences he or she has had or ideas that other 
people have explored. (Tom) 

I hoped the semester would give class members the 

opportunity to broaden their perceptions of what is 

children's literature. 

Responses to the Role of Literature 

Responses to the questions that dealt with preservice 

teachers' perceptions of the role of literature in 

learning, reading, and teaching served to extend their 

thinking concerning children's literature and the purpose 

of this course. These responses evidenced much overlap as 

they rightfully should. The questions were asked 

separately to suggest other ways they might think about 

literature. Also this would preclude my assumption that 

their pre-existing knowledge was simplistic, based on their 

answers to the question, "What is Children's Literature?" 

Because of the overlap of answers in the three questions, 

the categories or themes that emerged from these supporting 

questions are considered together, with each question's 

focus marked as to what themes were most predominant in the 

answers to each (see Table 3). 
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Table 3 

Themes That Emerged from Responses to Survey Questions on 

the Role of Literature in Learning. Reading. and Teaching 

The Role of 
Literature in: Learning 

Knowledge/information on 
cultures, people, places, 
concepts x 

Morals/lessons/values x 

Teaching reading 

Motivating reading (read 
aloud for teaching) 

Problem solving/ 
critical thinking 

Imagination 

Alternative ways to learn 

Vicarious experiences 

Variety of resources 

Can relate/see selves 

Aid to teacher--visual, 
informative, interactive 

x 

x 

x 

x 

x 

x 

Reading Teaching 

x x 

x 

x x 

x x 
x 

x 

x 

x 

x 

x 

These responses indicate a greater contemplation of 

children's literature. In considering what is literature 

without considering its role in learning, reading, and 

teaching, the answers did seem somewhat simplistic. 

However, by framing questions concerning literature in a 

learning context, class members' answers were more 

substantial. Again, I am made to think of Dan Hade's 
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statement (1994) concerning how we read and use literature 

to be significant rather than just the literature itself. 

Besides providing information and morals, class members 

were quick to recognize that literature was important in 

reading. As teachers, they had an awareness of 

literature's place in critical thinking and alternate ways 

of learning. While many of literature's main uses were 

hinted at throughout these answers, the actual 

implementation of literature to fulfill these roles would 

be what class members experienced in this class throughout 

the semester. 

Responses concerning the Purpose of the Course 

From the following question, "What is the purpose of 

this course, Children's Literature in the Classroom?" 

emerged the themes listed with the number of times each was 

mentioned (see Table 4). 

These answers were direct and sometimes involved more 

than one of the themes. Because of the emphasis on 

information to be gained, their answers indicated a 

transmission conception of what the course would offer. 

Transmission approaches to instruction "ask students to sit 

passively and to provide answers within narrowly defined 

boundaries" (AU, 1993, p. 72). Teaching is taught as 

skills without regard for the social context and since the 



Table 4 

Themes That Emerged from Student Survey Responses 

Concerning the Purpose of the Course 

Theme 

Learn what literature is available 

How to select appropriate books 
(both age level and content) 

How to use literature/how to interact 

Help future teachers fulfill needs 
of child (reading and personal) 

Experience for future teachers 

Discover what most appeals to readers 

Student 
Responses 

13 

6 

5 

4 

3 

2 
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text usually has the "right answer," the varying 

perspectives brought to the interpretation of text are not 

acknowledged. 

As noted, however, three of the responses touched on 

the notion of the course creating experiences for teachers. 

These three responses were stated as follows: 

To enculturate myself in the world of a child's level 
of understanding and his imagination. (Eugene) 

Another purpose of this course is to give experiences 
to the future teacher which they can share with future 
students. (Ann) 

Familiarization, knowledge, enrichment, and depth of 
children's literature as a base for personal 
enrichment and for source material for teaching. 
(Noreen) 
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For most students, however, the notion of a survey course 

prevailed. 

Responses During the Semester 

Throughout the semester pre service teachers shared 

various moments of insight into the course itself, both 

those "Aha" moments and those understandings that 

accumulated during the course experiences throughout the 

semester. Because the course was structured around 

students' experiences with literature, and the role of 

literature was dependent upon the experiences of reading 

and responding, class members' responses to questions 

dealing with the course also dealt with literature and vice 

versa. Therefore, they are considered together. Comments 

relating to the course directly or to enhanced awareness of 

children's literature and the issues surrounding it were 

found in journals, mid-term self-evaluations that included 

the opportunity also for course evaluation, and project 

evaluations. An analysis of data for these comments from a 

variety of sources revealed the following themes that 

emerged during the semester grouped into four major 

categories (see Table 5). 
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Table 5 

Themes That Emerged from Students' Responses During the 

Semester concerning the Course and Children's Literature 

Major Themes 

Knowledge of 
books and 
authors 

Purposes and 
value of 
literature 

Implementation 
and use of 
literature 

Personal and 
professional 
enrichment 

Responses 

Exposure to books 
Amazement at number and variety 
available 
Knowledge of authors and illustrators 
Awareness of art and illustration 
Ways and importance of keeping up with 
current books 

Learning tool 
Enriching students' minds 
Increasing critical thinking 
Awareness that books are not just fun 
--deal also with serious matter 

How to select 
How to use and why 
Fun activities for learning 
Connection between books through text 
sets 
Integrating with various subjects 

Encouragement to own, collect, and 
read children's books 
Encouraged to enjoy and appreciate 
literature 
Revive interest in reading 
Intensive versus extensive reading 

Knowledge of Books and Authors 

Throughout each week's focus, class members were 

amazed at the wealth of literature available for each 

genre. Comments such as Megan's concerning the lack of 

enough time were common: 

This is an excellent course! It is a lot of work, but 
it is worth the effort because I intend to use what I 
learned. I only wish this course could be extended to 
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two semesters because the amount of information is so 
vast. (mid-term evaluation) 

Angela, along with many others, expected the available 

books to be those she knew as a child. An awareness of the 

increased resources available to classroom teachers was a 

surprise to everyone. 

This class has made me much more familiar with current 
authors, illustrators, and books than I thought I 
wanted to be. I thought I would be able to get 
through the class with just myoId favorites and not 
have to "leave" them to deal with new ones. I am glad 
to see that I am learning to appreciate the newer 
authors and their books and to mix them with the older 
ones to create a more interesting collection of books. 
(Angela, mid-term evaluation) 

I'd never realized that the resources are so 
extensive. It's staggering. Because I came from the 
classroom to the literature class, I knew there were a 
lot of books out there. But I had no idea there are 
that many books. Upstairs is like a variable 
wonderland of books. (Noreen, mid-term evaluation) 

Noreen and I were in a downstairs office as she was 

referring to the resources of Dr. Kathy Short available for 

our class use that were located in the Department of 

Language, Reading, and Culture. The impact of these 

browsing displays was mentioned by many class members. 

Purposes and Value of Children's Literature 

Currently I feel this is a very important class for 
the understanding of certain issues within children's 
literature, and it is important that I begin to learn 
its fundamentals and significance to children. It is 
a very fair course that I feel will become less 
dubious and more positive as I learn, understand, and 
comprehend its essential value to myself and children. 
(Louis, mid-term evaluation) 
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Louis, who is described in the following chapter, 

struggled with the design and purpose of this course. 

However, he realized the value of the class and persisted 

weekly in trying to make connections to the course 

framework and various aspects. This statement is 

indicative of the growing value he placed on his 

experiences in the course. 

Angela had already shared with me that she had always 

been an avid reader. Her discovery that literature has a 

purpose was valuable to her perceptions of teaching. 

I have always liked reading, but unless I was reading 
something informational (for example, while doing 
research), I never thought of reading as having a 
purpose. I never thought of it as being used for 
anything. But I am learning that literature can have 
uses other than just giving enjoyment and being 
relaxing. (Angela, mid-term evaluation) 

Ann shared her response in her journal to I'll Always 

Love You (Wilhelm, 1988) and then reflected on this 

response: 

Children's literature can be a very powerful literary 
tool. I also feel that when people call children's 
literature "kiddy lit" it really discredits a powerful 
literary source. Every adult has been a child and 
therefore some forms of children's literature can be 
very touching and significant in remembering how we 
were, how we are, and why. 

Teresa decided to establish her own purpose for using 

literature in her classroom based on various concepts we 

had discussed: 

This class has made me think about what is going to be 
my purpose for using literature in the classroom. I 
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have decided it will be a combination of focuses such 
as learning about different cultures, children 
expressing themselves, creativity, etc. (Teresa, 
journal) 

Implementation and Use of Children's Literature 

Throughout the semester, China actively participated 

in every aspect and assignment of class. Her journal 

entries involved much reflection and application of what 

she was learning to her present activities, observing and 

assisting in a classroom and tutoring adults. The 

multicultural thread running through all aspects of class 

was an authentic part of China's learning about the use of 

children's literature. 

This course has offered me new insights on how to 
approach children's literature. I have come to fall 
in love with all the things that I have done for this 
course. I must be honest with you. I tell everyone 
that this is my favorite class. I have learned so 
much from this course. To list all the things would 
take forever. However, I should just mention the ones 
that have left a big impact on me. They are the 
multicultural issues, the folklore and traditional 
literature that children are surrounded by. I must 
also say that the classroom projects are good ways to 
get to understand and appreciate more children's 
literature. I did not only learn to reflect on my own 
experiences, but to look at those of my classmates as 
well. It is nice to have classmates that come from 
other "unique" walks of life! (China, journal) 

Bee was made aware that transactions with literature 

are individual and result in different responses for people 

from diverse backgrounds. She later stated that the value 

of literature discussion groups to share these transactions 
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not only made her more aware of the importance of "life 

experiences" in reading and learning, but also enforced the 

notion that a variety of books are necessary to support the 

learning of the diversity of backgrounds represented in any 

one classroom. 

After reading The Winter Room (1989) by Gary Paulsen, 
I wasn't really that impressed because I didn't relate 
to the little boy that much. But after our discussion 
groups I saw how different parts of the book touched 
different people, and one of the people in our group 
gave a testimony to the truth about life on a farm the 
author described. Hearing about this life first hand, 
from someone who actually had experienced it, made the 
story much more exciting, relevant, and interesting. 
It's always interesting to me to see how the same book 
affects different people in different ways. (journal) 

Bee also was intrigued by the inquiry cycle in action 

as she discovered it in a supplementary article, "Moving 

Toward Inquiry: Integrating Literature into the Science 

Curriculum" (Short & Armstrong, 1993). 

After reading the article (by Short and Armstrong) I 
can see how the inquiry cycle, implemented correctly, 
can be beneficial and fun for students. I think 
learning how to implement it correctly will be a 
struggle and need a little bit of trial and error. 
• • • It sounds like a lot of planning, but I wonder 
if it's more, less, or just a different type of 
planning than that which is needed for a more 
traditional thematic unit. I also wonder exactly how 
much more learning the children receive. It certainly 
seems like they are learning more in a variety of 
areas with this more holistic approach. (Bee, journal) 

Personal and Professional Enrichment 

Many class members throughout the semester commented 

about the personal value to them of being able to read 
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children's books. Not only are many more resources 

available now than when they were children, but their life 

experiences allow for a different transaction each time 

they read a text. The professional advantage of being 

well-read in children's literature should be obvious. 

However, it is the personal enrichment that creates 

readers--those who love to read--and that determines the 

extent to which literature is integrated throughout the 

daily classroom curriculum. 

I have not before been exposed to children's 
literature as an adult, and I'm finding that I'm 
thoroughly enjoying reading the books. It is also a 
rewarding experience and a good preparation for when I 
become a teacher. (Leona, journal) 

I think the course has been great so far and can only 
get better. We don't merely read book after book 
after book without any discussion abut rather we talk 
about and do activities in relation to each topic. 
You have given us many ideas of how to use different 
books for different subjects/activities and how we can 
approach various subjects. Of the three education 
classes I am currently taking, I think this one has 
offered me the most resources and knowledge that I 
will use in the future as a teacher. I like that we 
are all constantly an active part of the classroom 
through reading and sharing our thoughts. For the 
first time, I wasn't extremely nervous or scared when 
I presented my author/illustrator project to the 
class, which told me that I felt comfortable and 
confident in the setting of this class. (Ruth, mid
term evaluation) 

In response to a classmates journal, Sharif wrote: 

I think that we are now being encourage to enjoy and 
appreciate literature in this class, LRC 480, so that 
we may share it in a fun and creative way with our 
students. I hope to encourage reading skills in my 
students by sharing literature that I enjoy •••• I 
usually try to connect or transfer in my mind, what we 
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do in groups with how I would do the same thing with 
kids in my classroom and many times I can imagine how 
they would feel doing a specific activity. 

Several students made similar comments concerning 

their imagining how children would respond to our various 

class experiences. These comments were all positive and 

indicated an eagerness to provide for these activities in 

their future classrooms. 

Throughout the course, Megan contemplated every aspect 

as a future teacher, applying them to what she knew of 

curriculum, student's needs, and her own philosophies. She 

shared her reflections on this class in her final journal 

entry which is inclusive of her insights on the value of 

children's literature and her own personal enrichment 

during the course. 

I think this is the most valuable class I've had in 
enriching my future students minds. (describes 
positive experiences in philosophy and classroom 
management classes) This literature class is the 
heart of it all because it gets the focus beyond "me" 
and into the students. It is important for teachers 
to know him or herself and to know how to manage a 
classroom but these skills don't take a lifetime 
commitment whereas literature does. This is one area 
that I firmly believe is a never-ending story. If I 
stop keeping up with children's literature, then I'll 
be doing my students an injustice. This class has 
provided me with ways to keep up with current 
literature. It has taught me how to put text sets 
together and how to apply literature into a variety of 
subjects. I honestly believe that good (lots of 
themes) literature actually lends itself to critical 
thinking. 

These insights and learning experiences occurred at 

various times for different people throughout the course. 



As is true with the nature of learning, they were 

individualistic in terms of when they took place, the 

instructional contexts that nurtured the insights, the 

social contexts in which transactions evolved, and the 

personal background, experience, and knowledge that each 

person brought to his/her meaning making. 
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The perceptions of preservice teachers concerning 

children's literature, its role in the classroom, and the 

purpose of the course intertwined as they experienced 

learning situations that could easily be constructed to 

suit their future students of any age. As they 

acknowledged the role of literature in reading, learning, 

and teaching along with realizing their own role in the 

classroom as readers, learners, and teachers, these future 

teachers did not separate these roles. 

Responses on the Final Self-Evaluation 

The responses on the final self-evaluation were 

inclusive of both students' perceptions of children's 

literature and the course itself. Because they were 

"living" literature during the course, it was inseparable 

from their perceptions of the course itself. A collective 

analysis of notions concerning literature and the course 

and their own learning from the final self-evaluation are 

in Table 6. 
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Table 6 

Themes That Emerged from Student Responses on Final Self-

Evaluation Concerning the Course and Children's Literature 

Major Themes 

Knowledge of 
children's 
literature 

Purposes and value 
of children's 
literature 

Implementation and 
uses of children' 
literature 

Personal and 
professional 
enrichment 

Responses 

Knowledge of variety and amount of 
books 
Authors and illustrators 
Genre 
Themes 
Resources 
Issues 

Literature as a major part of the 
curriculum/more than just good 
writing 
The importance of literature to 
learning 
Children discovering themselves-
identifying and relating to their 
culture and environment. 
Books as a change element 
Nurturing and motivating reading 

Discussion of books 
Create love of literature 
Use of literature 
Fun, creative activities 
Application of different books to 
different lessons 
Text sets 

Create love of reading 
More confident/prepared for 
classroom 

The themes that emerged from the final self-evaluation 

are similar to and, therefore, have been placed in the same 

categories as those themes concerning the course and 

children's literature that emerged during the semester. 
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Knowledge of Children's Literature 

Concerning knowledge of literature, students' 

responses included many aspects of literature. While 

students expected to gain knowledge of literature itself as 

they indicated in the initial survey, they commented on the 

comprehensiveness of this knowledge in the final se1f-

evaluation: 

I enjoyed this class because it has provided me with 
many resources that I can use in the future and has 
opened the doors to the enormous world of children's 
literature. I have always known there were a lot of 
children's books, because I have grown up with them 
allover the place, but I never realized they covered 
so many subjects, especially such contemporary and/or 
controversial social issues. Not only are the words 
so important, but so is the art. (Ruth) 

I have always read a lot of books but had never really 
thought of them as actually belonging in different 
genres. I am now also much more familiar with 
different authors and their styles thanks to our 
browsing, reading logs, and research·needed for our 
projects. (Connie) 

While my knowledge of literature has grown greatly 
during the course, my greatest growth was in 
organizing and understanding the differences and 
similarities of the various types of literature. 
(Noreen) 

To start off, I didn't know what exactly qualified as 
children's literature let alone that there is so much 
and such a wide variety. I'm still in shock over the 
quantity of books that exist. (Leona) 

Every preservice teacher remarked about the inclusiveness, 

organization, and extent of the knowledge base of 

children's literature to which they were exposed during 

this class. 
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Purpose and Value of Children's Literature 

As a teacher, a sense of the purpose and value of 

children's literature was important for my students to gain 

from this class. I felt that if they left the class with 

this awareness, they would be constantly looking for new 

literature and thinking of ways literature could support 

their curriculum and the learning of their students. 

Responses such as Marcia's assured me that the seeds had 

been planted and an awareness was growing of the value of 

literature for all children in all classrooms: 

I believe that children's everyday experiences can be 
found in children's books, and this makes the learning 
process much easier, interesting and real. Teachers 
have the opportunity to offer the students a variety 
of books, authors, themes, and genre, that will allow 
them to get in contact with literature, analyze ideas, 
transfer their own experiences, relate to other 
people's experiences, enrich their vocabulary and 
self-images, think and learn. Meanwhile they are 
enjoying reading, having fun and consequently taking a 
step forward to becoming active members of a "reading 
club." (Marcia) 

The reference to the "reading club",refers to an 

optional reading from The Literacy Club (Smith, 1988). 

Marcia continuously evidenced reading class hand-outs 

through connections she made in journals, class 

discussions, or conversations with me. She talked to me 

about this course being one in which she could pull 

together all educational information she had been receiving 

in both this and other classes. She felt literature 
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varied and open-ended learning." 
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My understanding of the role of literature is its 
importance to the child's whole being. Literature 
helps children to identify, define, and sort out their 
thoughts in such a way that it doesn't overwhelm or 
swallow them. (Megan) 

After taking LRC 480, I can't help but to feel that 
literature should play a very important part in the 
classroom. I believe literature is such a successful 
tool in the class because it can reflect the other 
subjects. • • I believe it is important to approach 
learning from different perspectives, and literature 
provides this. Lastly, literature can be very 
significant in student learning if I encourage and 
introduce students to literature that they can relate 
to and are able to see themselves in. If they see 
themselves, or they can relate and understand ideas 
and happenings in literature, students use higher 
learning because their learning doesn't stop after 
they read the book. They can carry what they learned 
from the story with them as they learn and experience 
life. (Ann) 

Both Megan and Ann realized the potential role of 

literature on the life of a child. In thinking of learning 

as naturally occurring in daily life, each of these 

teachers show an understanding that literature can support 

this learning by helping children understand themselves and 

the world around them which is the basis for further 

learning in various subject areas. Literature supports the 

three characteristics of natural learners that Short and 

Burke (1991) address--curiosity, intentionality, and 

sociability. Teresa and Colleen share similar 

understandings. 
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I feel I am more appreciative of literature because of 
this class. I always found books to be entertaining, 
but now I can look at them for much more than that. I 
look at them as ties and communication between 
students and students and teachers and students. 
(Teresa) 

Literature has a vital role in the classroom. It 
serves as a method of learning, stories, and much 
more. • • • When children have a positive experience 
with literature it makes them want to learn even more. 
(Colleen) 

Marcela enjoyed reading, but the role of literature in 

the classroom was an area of significant learning for her 

during the semester. 

There is more to literature than just reading. I like 
that whole idea and that's the message I kept getting 
throughout the whole semester. If you apply all the 
different ways of learning in literature it could make 
it a lot easier in all the other areas of school. 
(Marcela) 

Implementation and Uses of Children's Literature 

The various uses and ways of implementing literature 

in the classroom was the focus of many class members in 

their final self-evaluations. Both Angela and Connie 

realized the added perspectives and the information 

provided to the curriculum by literature. 

I believe that literature can be used any time that a 
textbook can be used. Books can be used a supplement 
to texts or in some cases as replacements for texts. 
(Angela) 

Literature can and should be used side by side with 
any subject that is being taught in the classroom to 
add to that subject. Lots of times the text alone 
can't really help a child learn. If the teacher has 
integrated interesting literature to complement the 
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text, the child will be more interested in the subject 
at hand and may, therefore, be able to grasp what is 
being taught. (Connie) 

This children's literature class has opened my eyes to 
many different ways literature can be used in the 
classroom. You had us do such fun and creative 
activities that I almost forgot that we could do the 
same activities with our students. Through these 
examples, you've demonstrated how important literature 
is to learning and how to apply the different types of 
books to different lessons. (Leona) 

Professional knowledge and theoretical bases for using 

children's literature was present throughout each session 

in readings and discussions. Leona's professional learning 

was supported and reinforced by the various uses and 

approaches to reading literature within the classroom, and 

she can use these approaches or her own variations of them, 

knowing they are based on educational theory. 

Personal and Professional Enrichment 

I don't often cry, but two of the books I've read this 
semester have moved me to tears. I think that I have 
learned that literature seems to really celebrate the 
human spirit by showing it in all its moods, colors, 
emotions, etc. It is vast and the more I learn the 
richer my world becomes. (Megan) 

Megan is one of many who was involved with children's 

literature through intensive reading. Thus, these teachers 

will be able to share their reading "experiences" with 

children, which goes beyond merely reading or suggesting a 

good book. 
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Professionally, all students mentioned the enrichment 

of literature knowledge and use that resulted for them from 

this course. Several examples of these statements follow: 

This course allowed me to realize what literature has 
to offer. The course provided many opportunities to 
find out what I already knew, what I need to know, and 
what I need to do to get the most out of reading. 
(Sharif) 

I feel this class has been extremely helpful to me as 
a future educator. I am familiar with books and I am 
interested in knowing the type of literature I'm 
reading. I am willing to read many books in my 
classroom and let my class decide if they did or did 
not like that book and why. (Teresa) 

My library has grown tremendously from the opportunity 
to buy inexpensive books. The books are not always 
Caldecott winners, but eye-catching and themes of 
coping, friendship, issues, and decision-making. I 
hope to use them as examples for my own children as 
well as valued research materials for my own future 
books. (Anne) 

I feel more sure of myself and between the resource 
notebook (which I love) and my understanding, I feel 
much more confident and prepared for use in the 
classroom. I've always championed children's books 
and reading--this just reinforced and solidified my 
opinions. (Noreen) 

A contrast of Beginning, During. and End 

of Semester Responses 

The role of literature and the role of the course, 

Children's Literature in the Classroom, were considered 

separately on the survey completed by class members during 

the first week of school, although as the semester 

progressed and students interacted with the literature and 
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within the course, the two were considered together. The 

course was framed around experiencing children's literature 

and experiencing it in such a way that class members could 

recreate similar experiences in their own future 

classrooms. The significance of children's literature 

depended upon these experiences with text and the 

opportunity to respond and discuss. Therefore, the 

categories from the data collected during the semester and 

at the end of the semester that focused on the role of the 

course and children's literature were grouped together. 

In contrasting the initial and later perceptions of 

class members, several notable differences stand out. In 

the initial surveys, most students mentioned a didactic 

purpose in children's literature--teaching values, morals, 

or lessons. Although further questions concerning the role 

of literature in learning, reading, and teaching elicited 

more diversity of thought, the answers indicated an 

assumption about the potential use of literature. The 

means of getting to this use remained a purpose of this 

class. Many student comments made later in the semester 

indicated that the initial statements on the survey were an 

"educated guess" using the knowledge they had up to that 

point. For example, Leona stated on the final interview, 

"To start off, I didn't know what exactly qualified as 

children's literature, let alone that there is so much and 
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such a wide variety." She had initially said that 

children's literature was written at a level children could 

understand and that it taught about the fundamentals of 

life, relating to life's problems through its characters. 

Other comments about literature's place in reading dealt 

with learning the "skills" of reading. The notion of 

literature giving opportunity for practice seemed to be an 

underlying message in many of the initial responses as to 

the role of literature. 

Statements about the purpose of the course seemed to 

be made with much thought; however, as Louis and Tom shared 

later in the semester, they didn't really know what to 

expect. Based on what they perceived might be the purpose 

of the course, most students indicated a perception of the 

course as one that would teach them the appropriate books 

to select for their future classrooms. A few commented 

about learning how to use literature, and some of these 

felt this use would be to fulfill needs of children. 

In contrast to these limited initial statements about 

children's literature and about the course, students' 

comments reflected their comprehensive construction of 

knowledge about children's literature. A diversity of 

themes emerged throughout the semester from the many 

sources of response and reflection. Building on their 

initial perceptions as revealed on the survey, class 
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members constructed an extensive and comprehensive 

understanding of children's literature. Their initial 

perceptions of gaining a knowledge base of children's 

literature were fulfilled, as well as insights into its 

use, a sense of purpose and valuing of children's 

literature, and personal and professional enrichment. 

students rediscovered themselves as readers, a necessary 

awareness for sharing this love of reading with their 

future students. The realization that literature evokes a 

diversity of responses resulting from different reading 

interests was also of paramount importance. 

As time limitations did not permit a detailed pursuit 

of every course topic or genre for every student, the 

structure of the course allowed students to investigate the 

area of interest for themselves, while making them aware of 

other important areas. For example, China was intrigued by 

the multicultural aspects of literature, Ann inquired more 

deeply into text sets, and Megan wanted to increase her 

knowledge of the contents of chapter books. Over and over, 

students shared the fact that these experiences were 

directly transferable, they felt, to their future 

classrooms. In addition, the sense of community 

established allowed students to participate in the 

construction of meaning without hesitancy. 
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conclusion 

Various themes emerged throughout the semester as 

teachers shared their perceptions of children's literature 

as well as their personal comments and reflections on the 

course. The nature of these responses is not focused on 

just the books, but with how the books are used. The 

reading, discussing, responding, and other experiences all 

reinforce the concept that it is how we read the texts 

(Hade, 1994) that makes children's literature a powerful 

aspect of learning within school. 

Preservice teachers' perceptions of children's 

literature and this course were broadened from a general 

knowledge that indicated more a transmission mode of 

sharing books, to a complex understanding that childrens 

literature involves much more than reading a good book at 

certain times of the day and more than using literature to 

practice reading. The role and use of literature within 

the classroom became the primary focus of each course 

session and, along with students' own personal transactions 

with text, nurtured an understanding of the powerful 

support for learning and teaching that literature provides 

both teachers and students. 
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CHAPTER .. 

SXGHXFXCANT ASPECTS OF THE CHXLDREH'S LXTERATURE COURSE 

XH TERMS OF PRESERVXCE TEACHERS' LEARNXHG 

We always live at the time we live and not at 
some other time, and only by extracting at each 
present time the full meaning of each present 
experience are we prepared for doing the same 
thing in the future. (Dewey, 1938, p. 49) 

This chapter will focus first on those course aspects 

that preservice teachers felt to be the most significant in 

terms of their own learning when asked about this during 

the final interview. I have also included course aspects 

that I thought to be significant, even though they were not 

an immediate response to the exit interview question. 

Throughout the semester, either through comments shared 

with me, journals, or self-evaluations, class members 

mentioned areas of importance to them as they constructed a 

personal knowledge base in children's literature. 

Therefore, these are included here. 

Because of the overwhelming response identifying 

literature discussion groups as the most significant aspect 

of the course, the second part of this chapter deals with 

preservice teachers' perceptions of the literature 

discussion groups. Also, to further inform knowledge about 
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the significance of these discussions to their learning, an 

analysis of the transcripts of five groups discussing a 

chapter book dealing with learning and schooling is 

discussed. 

Preservice Teachers perceptions of the Learning Experiences 

within the Children's Literature Course 

During the semester many opportunities to explore 

actual texts, to engage in meaning making experiences with 

peers, and to examine a variety of ways to use children's 

literature in the classroom were provided. Because of the 

beliefs about learning upon which the course is based, the 

responsibility for learning was placed in the hands of the 

class members. As they approached the various aspects of 

the course from their own perspectives, involving 

themselves in literature and collaborating with others in 

the class, their learning took many forms. These they 

shared with me through journals, self-evaluations, 

literature discussions, conversations, and interviews. 

Because I was interested in what they felt most enhanced 

their learning in the class, I specifically asked what they 

felt to be the most significant aspect of the course in 

terms of their learning during the exit interview. The 

following section discusses their responses to this 

question. Based on the outcome of these answers and the 
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fact that a following question on the exit interview dealt 

specifically with literature discussion groups, the 

significance of discussion groups is examined further in 

this chapter. 

Most Significant Aspects of Course 

One question asked during each student's exit 

interview concerned the most significant aspect of the 

course for them in terms of their learning. The answers 

represented the variety of ways the course addressed the 

students' interests and approaches to learning. See Table 

7 for list of responses showing the number of times each 

was recognized as that aspect of the course having the most 

impact on their learning. 

A more focused examination of the responses of 

students gives insight as to why these particular aspects 

of this class were recognized as the most influential in 

their learning. 

For 9 of 22 people, discussion groups were the first 

response when asked what the most significant part of the 

course was in terms of their learning, supporting earlier 

comments by most students saying they best learned through 

interaction with others. Numerous comments such as the 

following support student choices of discussion groups as 

the most significant aspect for them: 
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Table 7 

student Responses on Exit Interview concerning Significant 

Course Aspects 

Course Aspects 

Discussion groups 

Implementing/use of literature/issues 

Browsing 

Reading the literature 

Not one particular thing 

Knowledge of resources 

Text sets 

Overview of literature's place in the 
classroom 

Responses 

9 

3 

3 

2 

2 

1 

1 

1 

I'm pretty good at getting people to talk and 
communicate, even if I don't know the answers. A lot 
of people just sit there • • • but I get them going on 
it. And they teach me, teach me about so many things 
I missed or I didn't think was significant or I didn't 
understand. (Colleen) 

When I was in school, we didn't do group learning. In 
fact I don't remember doing any kind of group 
anything. I have never been all that keen on getting 
into group situations, and now, I'm like, "Why can't 
we do this in these other classes?" (Angela) 

• • • Being able to work in groups. Getting to meet 
the other kids and getting their ideas. You have the 
same subject matter that you are doing but everyone's 
approaching it from a different perspective. (Eugene) 

Since discussion of literature was the course aspect 

recognized by the greatest number of students as 

significant to their learning, and also since it provides a 
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discussed in greater detail later in this chapter. 
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For some students, the actual use of literature in the 

classroom and issues concerning this implementation was the 

most significant aspect of the course. The comments that 

came within this category indicated an inclusive idea of 

literature use involving all we did throughout the 

semester. Literature discussion groups are, therefore, 

also part of this category although not specifically 

addressed. Student responses involving the use of 

literature included: 

What I really thought was the greatest part of the 
course was opening the doors to all the literature, 
because I always knew there was a lot of children's 
literature. • • • But I never looked at it knowing it 
can refer to so many issues and you can pull so many 
different things out of them. It really opened the 
door to a way you can use them in a classroom and link 
them to other books. (Ruth) 

• • • Just the whole fact that 
literature than just reading. 
and that's the massage I kept 
whole semester. (Marcela) 

there is more to 
I like that whole idea 

getting throughout the 

I think the part I found that will be the most helpful 
was implementing. (Connie) 

Students who felt browsing was the most valuable part 

for them supported their answer with responses similar to 

the following: 

The opportunity I had to touch those books, read some 
of them, all this available. I was surprised and I 
think it was a very rich experience. There's a lot 
there. And I also learned a lot when I changed my 
method of browsing. At the beginning I read books, 
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and then I tried to select and take notes on important 
things to cover as much as I could. (Marcia) 

I think browsing, definitely. The different styles of 
books--I learned a lot. A lot of it was really 
dramatic--"hit home" books. I really enjoyed that 
part. At first I was a little nervous--I have to read 
so many books? There's so many books out before me. 
Then I just relaxed and picked a couple. (Kathy) 

That (browsing) was very valuable, just being able to 
go into a room where there is literature available and 
be able just to browse through it. I could just 
browse through and see what interested me, and from 
there I took those ideas and went to the library. 
(Tom) 

As was mentioned in Chapter 3, an abundance of books 

relating to each genre were displayed according to authors 

and themes or in text sets weekly, often biweekly, for 

class members to experience and enjoy. Usually they were 

in awe at the texts available for them to utilize. While 

each class member used the public library, the University 

of Arizona library, or borrowed books from teachers they 

knew, the books available within class supported whatever 

the focus was for a particular session and kept students 

aware that the existence of such a diversity of texts makes 

possible the many uses of literature in the classroom which 

we were discussing and experiencing. As individuals 

discovered books that most appealed to them, they realized 

the importance to represent the backgrounds and 

perspectives of as many children as possible. 

While many preservice teachers expressed their 

enjoyment of getting to read something they really enjoyed 



for class assignments, two class members felt this to be 

the most powerful aspect for them as learners. 
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I think for me just my individual reading. I really 
got a lot out of that. I am a reader, and I like to 
be able to just read and be able to soak it in myself. 
So that was probably the most powerful part for me. 
(Megan) 

The reading of the literature. I did so much reading 
this semester. I still am. The realization that 
there is so much literature out there, so much good 
literature. Trying to think about it and how can you 
use it. I really enjoyed the author/illustrator 
projects. I liked having all the information on them. 
(Leona) 

Louis, whose learning is described in Chapter 5, 

probably worked the hardest to understand the experiential 

nature of this course as opposed to the more common 

transmission model course. His persistent contemplation of 

each experience the course offered gave him insight into 

the value of each part. 

I don't really know if there was anyone particular 
thing. It was the whole overall course itself, 
because it took all of the things to make me realize 
what I was doing or what I wasn't doing. (Louis) 

Learning all the issues that children's literature 
encompasses. I really hadn't realized that. And that 
was really kind of the main thing through every 
section we did, so I wouldn't say one specific thing. 
(Terese) 

While Terese's comments were also dealing with issues in 

children's literature, she indicated in a later 

conversation with me an awareness of the inter-relatedness 

of all the various issues--to understand one, means to 

contemplate and understand others. 
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For one student the most important aspect of the 

course was knowledge of the resources. 

• • • Just being aware of all the material that's out 
there. That's what amazed me. (Lori) 

Many people mentioned that the use of text sets in the 

browsing and during various classroom activities helped 

them create meaningful connections within the genre, theme, 

or other specific focus for the set. Ann was especially 

impressed with her own learning as a result, she felt, of 

text sets. She saw it as a way to connect topics, but more 

importantly make connections between the people within the 

class--teachers as well as students. Her enthusiasm, 

evident in classroom activities, can be observed in the 

following reply to my inquiry about significant aspects: 

The text sets. It was such an exciting way to 
recognize books. It's neat because when there are a 
lot of books in a text set, it's kind of like you 
don't want to stop at one, you want to see the 
connections. I think it's such a wonderful idea to 
expose teachers to but also for teachers to expose 
what they learned students. It becomes a cycle. 
There's topics, that relate to topics, I mean it's 
really good. (Ann) 

Through journals, evaluations, and discussions, all 

students mentioned many experiences throughout the semester 

that were valuable to them. However, the above responses 

to "What do you see as the most significant aspect of the 

course for you in terms of your learning?" were given 

without hesitation. In this course where students are 

responsible for their own learning and are given choices 



202 

and options as to how to approach that learning experience

-how to fill the gaps needed to complete the connections 

being made--students were quite aware of how their learning 

was nurtured. within each activity or course aspect, 

students demonstrated a variety of strengths and interests 

and constructed their own knowledge about literature and 

learning in personal ways. 

other Areas of Significant Learning Revealed by Students 

Throughout the semester, either through comments 

shared with me, journals, or self-evaluations, class 

members mentioned areas of importance to them as they 

constructed a personal knowledge base in children's 

literature. Several of these important aspects were not an 

immediate response to the exit interview question 

concerning the most significant aspects of the course. 

Based on class members' comments, however, I felt they 

should be mentioned here. 

Author/Illustrator Projects 

This celebration of authors and illustrators was 

actually the mid-term examination for this class. 

Described in Chapter 4, this presentation consisted of a 

visual representation of the various authors and 

illustrators and their work, a brief introduction to the 
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person, and a handout with important information relating 

to their lives or books. Students were allowed to 

elaborate as much as they wished, however, they were only 

allowed three to four minutes maximum to speak. Comments 

regarding the value of this project fell into five 

categories: 

Learning in detail about one specific author or 
illustrator in children's books; 

Learning about and receiving information on a 
diversity of other authors and illustrators (and 
how to present them attractively); 

Learning how to use the library for inquiry projects; 
Valuing the project's potential for the classroom; 
Developing personal understandings about one's own 

creative abilities. 

On a self-evaluation form for this project (see 

Appendix E) students shared their reflective insights with 

me. Louis's reflection belonged to the first category--

learning in detail about one specific author or illustrator 

in children's books. 

The learning I experienced was incredible. This was 
not due to the research or the time spent in the 
library. It was due to the remarkable things I found 
out about Theodore Seuss Geisel. (Louis) 

Louis went on to described Dr. Seuss's talent in both the 

children's book field, as well as award-winning talent as a 

director. Louis also applied the creative processes of Dr. 

Seuss to teaching children to write. 

Another person enthralled by her author was Marcia. 

Lois Ehlert was the person she researched. 
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I have learned about her ideas, her insights, her 
background, and can understand better now why she used 
one technique and not another one for a specific book. 
I know what concept she wanted to stress to the 
reader. (Marcia) 

Learning about and receiving information on a 

diversity of authors and illustrators was mentioned by all 

22 people. While class members' comments were brief, 

either in journals or the project self-evaluation, they 

expressed much appreciation for the information, creative 

ideas, and handouts to save for future use. Mentioned in 

the previous chapter, Marcia commented about the cultural 

pluralism of this project. Even though it was not 

specifically planned as such, students learned about a 

diversity of authors, illustrators and their styles. 

Despite the initial thoughts that the library work 

might possibly be boring or "busy work," many class members 

mentioned their learning about the library and resources. 

I think one of the most valuable things I learned from 
this experience is what is available to us in the 
library. I never before knew that so many resources 
were available specifically on authors/illustrators 
and for teachers. I now wonder how many other sources 
there are that will come in handy in my future 
education and educating. (Leona) 

Despite some frustration locating resources as the library 

was moving their children's literature resource collection, 

Ruth still found important resources: 

Not only did I learn about Dahl, but also about the 
many resources available in the children's literature 
category. On the first try they may not be the 
easiest resources to use, but they offer a lot of 
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information or will tell you where you can find it-
once you figure it out! 

valuing the project's potential in the classroom was the 

focus of various responses. 

I think the project was very valuable to me as a 
future teacher. Just as children need to be 
positively motivated to perform well, so do teachers. 
I loved making the poster part of my presentation 
which made me love doing all the side work and 
research that led up to it also. This project also 
showed me that not every book is just what it is and 
nothing more, but that some books have a specific 
meaning to them that is unique to the author or 
illustrator. (Ruth) 

• • • using multiple stories by one author makes 
children naturally start to question why an author 
uses a certain technique and why they make the 
decisions they do about their stories. By realizing 
that authors of real books make decisions and think 
consciously about their work, the children also will 
make conscious decisions about the things they write. 
By studying the authors as models of writing, the 
children also will become better writers if they 
practice what they learn. (Bee) 

For some students the challenge of preparing a visual 

representation of the author/illustrator for display 

resulted in their developing personal understandings about 

their own creative ability. The following comments are 

similar in nature and yet personal introspection is seen: 

The focus for me as an individual in this particular 
project was to see how I could best portray the 
author/illustrator in a format other than written or 
verbal communication. An interesting thing that I 
found while doing my project was the fact that as I 
drew or copied the characters in the book, I felt more 
connected to them. It was almost a relationship that 
was started between the creativity of the author, 
illustrator, and reader. I felt as though the project 
helped me appreciate the work that goes into each 
book. (Tom) 
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I learned that being creative does not have a recipe 
and cannot be forced. I really wanted for someone to 
give me an outline or guideline for the creative 
presentations. But as I saw there was no real set way 
in being creative, I began to see that creativity is 
best accomplished if you enjoy what you are doing. 
(Ann) 

I was surprised at the references such as this to the 

creative process involved in presenting their author or 

illustrator. While I anticipated many of the previous 

reflections in terms of the actual focus of the project, I 

was pleased class members were aware that their learning 

extended beyond the obvious focus. Awareness of the 

learning that transpires in the process of an activity is 

necessary as teachers plan curriculum that is meaningful. 

Likewise, an awareness of their own creativity and beliefs 

concerning creativity are significant as they contemplate 

the same in children. 

Read Aloud by Teacher and Others 

For each of the four semesters I taught this course I 

had started every session reading aloud a picture book or 

poem. I also had invited class members to share new-found 

texts or occasionally an old familiar one. The read-aloud 

time became an anticipated opening for class, as students 

realized the delight in listening to a story, especially 

selected and read for them. Many decided they would make 

it a point to read aloud to their classes. During the exit 
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interview, one of the first things Tom mentioned as being 

valuable for him was read aloud time: 

• The course explored other ways of presenting 
literature for me. Instead of just reading it, I 
enjoyed the reading time that we had in class when you 
read different books or had students read books, and 
that was valuable also as far as showing that other 
people are affected by books and how they enjoyed 
them. 

Tom had stated that when the class began, he didn't really 

care for literature, but that a lot of different things 

helped to "bring literature back out, to be something 

that's valuable for me." A variety of stories read by 

various people, sometimes using music or art to extend the 

transaction and ultimately response, contributed to Tom 

considering himself a. reader by the end of the semester. 

Fairy Tale Workshop 

The fairy tale workshop, also described in Chapter 4, 

gave students a time to be creative, revisit fairy tales 

and their variants, display literature using other sign 

systems, and work collaboratively in groups. What many 

thought would be "busy work" at the beginning, was 

surprisingly a complex learning experience. China 

described her group's project, a "Fairy Tale Survey," as 

well as shared some findings. Among these was that when 

asked about "Puss and Boots," most class members were not 

familiar with the story. However, China, who grew up in 
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Peru, as a child was very familiar with this tale. Marcia, 

from Argentina, found this unfamiliarity with "Puss and 

Boots" interesting, also. In concluding this particular 

journal entry, China said: 

I did enjoy these presentations from my other 
classmates. Thanks for giving us this opportunity. I 
think all of us got very involved with this project 
and most importantly, we enjoyed it. 

Pinal Group Project 

The final group project consisted of six 

presentations, covering many of the semesters' areas of 

focus. Described in Chapter 3, these projects caused 

students to realize how much they really had learned during 

the semester. They surprised themselves with the ease with 

which they pulled together text sets and the impressive 

amount of information there was to share with classmates 

during their Celebration of Literature. Many agreed with 

Marcia that: 

I was happy to see that I knew where to start, where 
to go first and how to get there. The whole process 
of thinking (about the topic), looking for sources, 
gathering information, and putting it all together 
made me realize that I learned a lot during the 
semester in this course. (final evaluation) 

professional Experience 

One course learning requirement was to attend a 

professional meeting, conference, speaker, reading, or any 
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other experience related to literature and education. One 

journal entry was a reflection on their professional 

activity. While everyone acknowledged the value of their 

experience, a few comments were especially significant in 

terms of the preservice teachers learning. Several class 

members chose to attend the Department of Language, 

Reading, and Culture's Children's Literature Conference 

that takes place each spring at the College of Education, 

the University of Arizona. This conference consisted of 

authors, illustrators, and other professional sessions. 

Regarding this conference, China said: 

I experienced such a positive and challenging learning 
experience by attending this conference. I feel that 
I have widened my own knowledge of children's 
literature, besides having enlarged my own library 
with books. (journal) 

Reading Logs 

A reading log to record and annotate the required 

reading for the semester was designed to encourage 

reflection as a reader and teacher on the various 

children's books read. Many class members appreciated this 

accumulative ~ecord which could grow as their knowledge of 

texts grew. One person considered it one of their most 

treasured resources from the class. Another said: 

I wanted to commend the reading log assignment. I 
feel that I have gained a lot of insight already. I 
feel that as I read many books, I gain an 
understanding of how literature can help me be a 
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better teacher. I see so many themes and issues in 
children's literature that I will need to address. 
Having a knowledge of which books work with different 
themes, I can teach a theme in a creative way by using 
children's books to express the idea I know that using 
visual aids can help in teaching and many of the 
illustrations in picture books express an idea clearer 
than if it was just verbally expressed. (Ann) 

Based on the responses and reflections of this 

children's literature class, this section has examined what 

these class members felt to be significant aspects of 

learning for them throughout the semester. Literature 

discussion groups were chosen by 9 out of 22 students as 

that course aspect most impacting their learning. other 

course aspects of significance were implementation and use 

of literature, browsing, reading, a combination of all 

aspects, resources, text sets, and the overview of 

literature's place in the classroom. In addition, 

throughout the semester, students indicated in other ways 

course aspects significant to their learning. Among these 

were the author/illustrator projects, fairy tale workshop, 

professional experiences, reading logs, and final group 

projects. While most students felt all aspects of the 

course to be valuable, what they considered most 

significant varied, as individual approaches to learning 

and life experiences varied. This environment in which 

choice, ownership, responsibility, and voice were key 

elements, provided opportunities for everyone to take 

control of their own learning. 



211 

Literature Discussion Groups in Preservice Classrooms 

The remainder of this chapter deals with pre service 

teachers and literature discussion groups, stated by the 

majority of students to be the most significant course 

aspect. During the exit interview, the question concerning 

significant aspects of learning during the semester was 

followed by a question dealing with literature discussion 

groups--class members' opinions, the kinds of talk they 

observed, the dynamics of the group, their overall 

impressions of literature circles, or any other comments 

they wished to make. In order to not influence class 

members responses, I specifically did not mention 

literature discussion groups before they replied to what 

course aspect was most significant to them. My personal 

interest in literature discussion groups stemmed from my 

belief that this is a powerful approach to literature study' 

and learning for readers of all ages. Since the majority 

of responses dealt with discussion groups, the responses of 

classmates to the exit interview question regarding these 

groups were analyzed to help answer my inquiry as to why 

literature discussion groups were most often stated to be 

the most significant course aspect. 

Another source to support the impact of discussion 

groups can be found in the discussions themselves. I found 

that by examining the kinds of talk and themes that emerged 
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during the dialogue in literature circles, I had a greater 

understanding of why the discussion groups were so 

important to the participants. Therefore, this chapter 

also includes my data analysis of five literature groups 

discussing one realistic fiction book which all class 

members read. 

The next section provides a rationale for literature 

discussion groups based on professional literature and 

research. This is followed by a discussion of the analysis 

of students' responses to the inquiry about their 

perceptions of literature circles. While these responses 

reflect on the whole semester, further insight into the 

impact of discussion groups is seen through the examination 

of the analyses of five discussion transcripts. Each 

discussion is about the same chapter book; chosen because 

of the issues of learning and schooling it contains. 

Rationale for Literature Discussion Groups 

• • • It (literature discussion) gives you the 
opportunity to look at literature from different 
angles. We have so much coming at us in this world 
that we have a tendency to look and then close our 
eyes. We never look beyond what's on the surface-
even with reading. (Noreen) 

Although the course entitled Children's 

Literature in the Classroom is described as a survey course 

and is expected to adhere somewhat to this description, at 

the heart of its experiential design is a notion recently 
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described by Dan Hade (1994): "It is the way we read 

literature and the way we share our readings with others 

that we value" (p. 40). In a transactional sense, it is 

the way the reader reads the text which, combined with the 

text, creates the "poem" that Louise Rosenblatt (1983) 

describes. The various experiences and activities planned 

within this course allow for numerous forms of aesthetic 

response, student choice, the creation of community, 

student responsibility of his/her own learning, self

evaluation, cultural diversity, and in addition to 

continuous exposure to children's picture and chapter 

books. All of these concepts are employed during the 

course of literature discussion groups and the impact on 

learning is evident in the fact that 9 out of 22 students 

responded that discussion groups were the most significant 

aspect of the course for them. Because of these responses 

and because literature discussion is fundamental to the 

transactional theory of reader response and the beliefs 

about learning that undergird the course, this particular 

course aspect will be explored here. 

Within literature discussion groups or literature 

circles, groups of four to six students weekly discussed 

books they read. Usually the group shares a set of the 

same title, although occasionally the group may discuss a 

text set, a group of different titles sharing the same 
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author, the same theme, the same art style, or another 

characteristic. At least once or twice during the semester 

the whole class reads the same book, so not only are 

connections made among members of the smaller literature 

circles, but also among the various groups within the 

class. 

The theoretical bases for literature discussion groups 

is found in the literature on the transactional theory of 

reader response, talk in the classroom, the social 

construction of knowledge, and constructivist teaching. 

The transactional theory of reader response is a basic 

theoretical concept of this course and is discussed in 

Chapter 1. The concept that each person's reading is a 

transaction with the text and results in a new creation 

invites literature groups to share these perspectives on 

text and negotiate meaning for the text. 

Further support for the use of discussion groups is 

found in the work of Barnes (1992), who values the role of 

talk in the classroom, as well as sees curriculum embedded 

in classroom conversation and social life. He argues the 

most effective small-group discussions to be those in which 

participants explore and construct new meanings (Pierce, 

1991). Talking and writing provide a way of testing out 

one against the other. Active participation allows 

students to represent the problem to themselves--to be 
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aware of "what in their existing view of things will have 

to be changed in order to cope with the new knowledge" 

(Barnes, 1992, p. 82). Barnes further provides support for 

literature discussion groups when he discusses the power of 

speech to generate new meanings and control thought. The 

idea of language being a meaning-making, as well as 

communication, tool is held by several schools of 

psychology. 

Sapir, Vygotsky, and Bruner hold this in common: they 
all see language both as a means by which we learn to 
take part in the life of the communities we belong to, 
and as a means by which we can actively reinterpret 
the world about us, including that life itself. 
Through language we both receive a meaningful world 
from others, and at the same time make meanings by re
interpreting that world to our own ends. (Barnes, 
1992, p. 101) 

The importance of classroom talk is also argued by 

Cazden (1988), Dyson (1987), and Wells (1986). Wells 

claims that "in learning through talk • • • children are 

active constructors of their own knowledge. What they need 

is evidence, guidance, and support" (p. 65). His notion is 

similar to that of Vygotsky (1986) when he says: ". . . 
Language provides a means not only for acting in the world 

but also for reflecting on that action in an attempt to 

understand it" (p. 65). Initially, such reflection takes 

place through conversation--through dialogue with another, 

more knowledgeable person. vygotsky (1978) refers to this 

type of collaborative exploration as the "zone of proximal 
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development." Wells continues, in talking about making 

sense through stories, to say that "what is done socially 

and verbally in conversation has its roots in the 

perceptual and cognitive processes through which, as 

individuals, we make sense of all our experience" (1986, p. 

195). 

Constructivist teaching is based on the theory that 

individuals construct meaning when they bring their 

experiences and existing knowledge to the new knowledge or 

situation. This teaching begins from "a child's point of 

view" (Taylor, 1993)--or from the individual learner's 

point of view. Meaning is constructed through transactions 

with text, other persons, and other factors in the 

instructional context. In the case of literature 

discussion groups, the individual brings his former 

knowledge to the text and the transaction that occurs 

during reading results in the creation of a new text. This 

creation is brought to the discussion group and through the 

transactions within the group, the construction of meaning 

is continued. Constructivist teaching is further described 

in Chapter 1. 

The importance of literature groups are seen in the 

work of Eeds & Wells (1989); Harste, Short, and Burke 

(1988); Holland, Earnst, Hungerford (1993); Pierce & Gilles 

(1993); and Short & Pierce, (1990). Each of these 
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educators not only discusses the value of literature 

discussion but also provides many authentic examples of 

literature groups in the classroom to support theoretical 

statements. 

Research on literature discussion groups has mainly 

focused on children and young adolescents. While teacher 

reflective pieces are found in which literature discussions 

were used in high school or sometimes college classes, most 

documented research is with younger students (Close, 1992; 

Hanson, 1992; Leal, 1993; Mccutchen, Laird, & Graves, 1993; 

Raphael et al., 1992). Examining the research in reader 

response within the field of children's literature, 

authors of Research and Professional Resources in 

Children's Literature: Piecing a Patchwork Quilt (Short et 

al., in press) organized research on literature discussion 

groups within the categories of reader characteristics, 

influence of text, instructional contexts and strategies, 

and response processes. In all categories, research 

supports the findings that meaning is socially constructed, 

and "literature discussion groups enhance each student's 

ability to make meaningful connections with a text" (Short 

et al., in press). 

Within the studies of children discussing literature, 

a diversity of findings and implications exist supporting 

the significance of literature discussion groups on 
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readers' learning. In a study by Leal (1993), the benefits 

of literature discussions were explored as students from 

first, third, and fifth grades discussed various types of 

texts. The findings showed that the groups were a catalyst 

for learning, a platform for peer collaboration and peer 

tutoring, and an opportunity for exploratory talk. 

West, Weaver and Rowland shared with fourth and 

seventh graders perspectives found in two texts on 

Columbus. The response and discussion on the texts with 

contrasting views about Columbus implied the need for 

multiple perspectives on any subject that might be studied 

within the classroom. 

Eeds and Wells (1989) investigated the literature 

discussions of fifth and sixth graders with pre service 

teachers who facilitated the groups. Data analysis 

revealed that these children of varying abilities 

constructed simple meanings, told personal stories inspired 

by the text, and predicted, hypothesized, interpreted, and 

critiqued the meanings within the text. This study 

addressed also the role of teachers or facilitators in 

literature discussions as that of becoming group members 

who will share their transactions with text but not assume 

they have the correct interpretation or engage in directive 

modes of teaching. 
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other studies share the discussions of students and 

their teacher (Crowell, 1993; Golden, 1986; smith 1993). 

Golden's study of eighth graders' literature circles found 

students discovering perspectives of literary elements 

through discussion. Another finding was that discussion 

can reveal much about the process of text construction 

within the group as meaning was negotiated. 

Crowell's class engaged in a study on the theme of war 

and peace, as she wanted to discover the impact of learning 

within a content area through literature. Through talk 

centered on building meaning, making personal connections, 

and maintaining conversations, Crowell found the children 

had learned about history, current events (the study took 

place during the Persian Gulf War), and contemplated their 

own notions on war and peace. 

Smith explored the talk within literature discussions 

in her eighth grade class. She concluded with many 

findings about the usefulness of collaborative talk which 

often led students to thoughtful and complex 

understandings. As the teacher, smith held a 

constructivist viewpoint, attending to the meaning making 

of the reader as much so as the meaning being made. She 

realized that although she was not taking a traditional 

teacher role and was carefully attending to her role as 

discussant and facilitator, she was not encouraging her 
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students to take a critical stance toward text. In 

considering how and why students interpret texts as they 

do, she questioned how a reader has been influenced by 

other texts, media, and discourse communities to read and 

respond in a certain way (Smith, 1993). 

While the professional literature offers limited 

examples of adults discussing literature as mentioned 

earlier, especially children's literature, several examples 

are mentioned here. Klassen (1992) engaged in teacher 

research as she and her class of preservice teachers 

explored multicultural children's literature and their 

perceptions of what constitutes multicultural learning. 

Eeds and Peterson (1994) described teachers undertaking a 

literature study to learn about literature discussion 

during a children's literature summer school class. As the 

group discovered the process of meaning making and the 

dialogue that occurred in two sessions, these teachers 

experienced literature as well as learned the necessary 

ingredients for literature discussions. Mathis (1993) in 

looking at the response of various age levels of readers to 

one text, found that the experiences of the adult readers, 

both inservice and preservice teachers, created a response 

on a different level than that of children reading the same 

text. The empowering effect of experiencing literature and 
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finding of all studies. 
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The theoretical bases for discussion groups is 

comprehensive of many aspects of education and indicates 

numerous ways learning can be impacted. As a teacher, I am 

greatly informed by the many findings about reading and 

learning that lie within studies on literature discussion. 

The process of responding to and making meaning from text 

are important understandings no matter what the age of 

those discussing. The voices of students discussing their 

experiences give an authentic valuing of this approach to 

literature. As a teacher and researcher, I was able to 

better understand the various ways literature circles 

influenced these teachers after hearing their reflections 

on literature discussion groups during their exit 

interviews. 

Reflections on Literature Discussion Groups 

Perhaps the most significant reason for engaging 

preservice teachers in literature discussions is that of 

experiencing for themselves the meaning-making, sharing of 

experiences and opinions concerning text, dynamics, and 

kinds of talk that occur in these groups. Most preservice 

teachers come from educational backgrounds that valued 

silence over exploratory talk, talk that bridges children's 
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lives in the classroom to their lives at home. Before 

these teachers can be expected to value and invite into the 

classroom the complex perspectives with which children 

already view the world, they must realize for themselves 

the power of talk that "transforms" knowledge (Rubin, 

1990). Acknowledging this transforming talk, the members 

of this children's literature class reflected on the 

significance of literature discussion groups during exit 

interviews at the end of the semester. Their comments, 

indicative of their learning, can be grouped in the 

following three categories: (1) personal experience and 

interpretation, (2) dynamics of the groups, to include 

types of talk, (3) and the reciprocal effects of the 

classroom community. 

Personal Experience and Interpretation 

As preservice teachers discussed their impressions of 

the literature discussion groups they participated in 

during the semester, they shared how dialogue involving 

personal experiences and individual interpretations created 

learning contexts for them. The learning that occurs 

within these contexts encompasses many instructional 

concepts involving the use of literature and talk in the 

classroom. One of these is the value of personal stories. 

It was a good way to get to know the other classmates, 
because you get to know their point of view and in a 
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way understand where they were coming from. For 
example, after reading Fly Away Home I remember ~egan 
sharing her story about her dad, always working ~n 
support of them and I just found that very touching. 
It gave me an opportunity to know her from another 
perspective. (China) 

The discussion of Fly Away Home occurred during the 

third week of class, when most faces were yet without 

names. The connections that Megan made to the book Fly 

Away Home, not only made China more aware of Megan's 

childhood, but nurtured the creation of the classroom 

community that would invite even more sharing of 

experiences and interpretations. The impact of this 

personal story remained with China throughout the semester 

and seemed to be a little treasure she was sharing during 

the exit interview. As stories such as these emerged, 

students not only understood each other more, but they were 

able to experience the power of "story as a means to 

constructing and seeing one's self in relation to others, 

appreciating difference, and evaluating ourselves, others 

and experience" (Genishi & Dyson, 1994). 

Students were often surprised by the perspectives or 

interpretations of other students to the same books or 

passages they'had read and how their understandings were 

enhanced. 

I was kind of surprised at the things that we did 
agree on and the perspectives that they brought in 
that were so different, and such a different thought 
that you just have never seen before • • • that just 
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opens your eyes to something that's totally different. 
(Megan) 

Statements such as these indicate the growing 

awareness of the diversity of response among those who 

share the same class or who read the same books. Merely 

experiencing literature discussion groups for themselves 

evoked many similar responses among students. Just as 

Megan felt her eyes were opened to something totally 

different, so did others indicate the learning that 

occurred for them. Many times the learning was the 

discovery of new information as in one dialogue about 

chuckwallas. At other times the learning consisted of 

contemplating very different perspectives, rethinking one's 

own perspectives, and coming up with a more informed 

argument as to why the original viewpoint was accurate. 

The following comment by Louis supported discussion 

groups for the tangential issues that could emerge. On the 

day his group discussed Sojourner Truth (McKissack, 1993), 

Louis and Colleen remained after class had ended trying to 

understand each other's opinions on a racial issue. 

I like the groups for what they could bring out of a 
topic. One day, we read Sojourner Truth. Colleen and 
I started talking about something related, but it was 
different. It can bring out different understandings. 
It brought different ideas people had of each other. 
She asked me a question, because I'm from Los Angeles 
and she's from Orange County, and they're like two 
opposite cities. She would say that when she goes to 
L.A., she would see this and this and why is that? 
The things it brought out! It was a good conversation 
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to me. And it all stemmed from that book, all stemmed 
from that book, too. (Louis) 

Colleen, likewise, felt that the discussion with Louis 

was valuable, as she mentioned in her exit interview. It 

privileged her to his personal opinions and insights into 

his culture--both ethnicity and geographical location--and 

helped begin an understanding as to why people from this 

area feel and act as they do. Louis seemed surprised and 

impressed that the book discussion could end with such 

emotionally intense dialogue, and that he could have the 

opportunity to explain himself to someone from the 

"opposite" city. 

Just as discussions about texts elicited controversial 

attitudes towards societal issues, there was controversy as 

to what books were appropriate and/or desirable for one's 

future classroom. 

Gary Paulson's autobiography, Woodsong (1990), I 
didn't care for, and somebody else really did. We had 
a pretty good discussion about that. It helped to see 
why somebody else thought it would be good in a 
classroom. (Leona) 

Leona did not care for Paulson's graphic descriptions, 

whereas others felt it created the realistic setting that 

he is so well known for. One student could really relate 

to the outdoor life he described within certain geographic 

regions. Leona and others realized during literature 

discussions that peers, just like future students, will 

have tastes quite different than theirs. While 
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diversity of literature within the classroom to represent 

the interests and backgrounds of all students. 

Another valuable point here is that class members 

realized readers will not always agree on a text. However, 

to understand why others may value a certain text increases 

one's own learning and contributes to establishing the 

sense of community within the classroom. 

students noted that in thinking of community, notions 

of understanding others--the complexities of their 

emotions, intelligences, and experiences--are paramount in 

considering the values of literature discussion groups. 

I think when I talk to other people and find out what 
their opinions are and their views on things, I learn 
more than from a lecture or whatever.. (Bee) 

There's a lot more personal experience sharing than I 
figured there would be. People would say, "I did that 
myself. II If we can see the personal real experiences, 
kids certainly can do that too. They can see the real 
life correlations in the book and in what they have 
experienced. In the past I've always thought of 
literature discussion as a kind of stuffy talking 
about the actual material. I was just sort of 
surprised that there was so much real, personal and 
direct relation between the book and personal 
experience. (Angela) 

These student comments caused me to re-think a 

statement by Susan Hynd (1990): 

Through talk, we lead students to look beneath human 
behaviors for underlying motivations and beliefs. In 
shuttling back and forth between the world of the text 
and the particulars of each student's experience, we 
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promote what Louise Rosenblatt calls "the multiple 
nature of the human being." The qualities of empathy, 
understanding and insight into the complexities of 
human behavior are qualities that enlarge students as 
readers and as human beings--emotionally and socially 
and intellectually. (p. 177) 

Dynamics of Literature Discussion Groups 

With a strong awareness of the significance of their 

shared experiences and opinions, this group of teachers 

also reflected on their learning about the dynamics of 

literature discussion groups. This knowledge acquired 

through experience created an awareness of how to implement 

the literature circles within their own classrooms. If 

problems do arise, these teachers will have a sense of what 

changes might be needed or if, perhaps, time and patience 

are all that is necessary as dialogue becomes a vital part 

of their classroom community. 

Sometimes, one person's ideas will dominate over the 
others. Some had real strong op1n10ns. Others may 
not have a real strong opinion the other way, but 
they'll be influenced by the other opinion and just 
tend to agree. • • • I know everyone has the freedom 
to pick what book they want, but I found that a lot of 
the same groups tended to be together all the time in 
the discussion groups. (Tom) 

Tom's initial perception of the dynamics of the group 

was offered as an interesting observation he had made--a 

person with strong opinions can continually persuade others 

to his/her way of thinking if the same group is together 

continually and a power structure is established. This 
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particular fact in itself was not troublesome. However, 

because he tended to be with the same people each week, he 

realized that the discussions were not as involved as they 

could be. I had depended on choice of the various texts to 

keep the groups varied from week to week. In most cases 

this happened. Because of similar reading interests, 

however, two of the normal five or six small groups tended 

to be together frequently. Of these two, one group (the 

group of which Tom was not a part) consisted of several 

stronger personalities, and, therefore, dialogue and 

negotiation were hearty. Because of experiencing the 

dynamics of the group that was together frequently and had 

one dominant personality, Tom realized the importance of 

being aware of the dynamics of discussion groups and 

varying them if needed or desired. Rotating the way groups 

are pulled together--student selected, teacher selected, 

random--was a valuable option for him to keep in mind. 

In considering the effect of stronger personalities on 

discussion groups, preservice teachers are also given the 

chance to contemplate the teacher's role in discussions, 

since traditionally in classrooms, teachers occupy the 

position of power. Even if a teacher does not give an 

interpretation per se, students of all ages come to 

classrooms attentive to what the teacher indicates is 

correct, since historically teachers have the "correct" 
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answer, or at least the one he/she will count as correct 

when it is time to grade. A comment by Noreen, presently 

in a kindergarten classroom, gave an example of this in 

referring to one of the earlier literature discussions 

during the semester: 

I found that a lot of kids at first took their lead 
from you (Janelle) and what you had discussed as 
important points. • • • I remember seeing one person, 
it was like she had a checklist in her mind • • • 
checking off the things we were discussing • makes 
you aware as a teacher how strong what you say affects 
the kids. (Noreen) 

Little did I realize when we were beginning our groups that 

in trying to show the diversity of what a discussion could 

include, I was creating a checklist. 

Terese realized the diversity between groups depending 

upon who the participants were and what book was being 

discussed. The discussion of the same book might take 

quite different perspectives depending upon who group 

members were. The potential problem of some people not 

talking at all was another item to contemplate as a 

possibility in future classrooms. Why are they not 

talking? How does one get these children to share their 

insights? 

The discussion groups really varied depending on who 
was in the group and what the topic was. And there 
were a core set of people who wouldn't talk if you 
pried their mouth open. I like to hear everybody 
else's viewpoint on what they read, and mine were 
really abstract compared to some of the other people. 
(Terese) 
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Terese's interest in the viewpoint of others is shared 

by Kathy in the following statement: 

sometimes I got to look at things differently. "Oh, I 
never thought about it that way." sometimes I changed 
my mind about the book and other times I was really 
dead set. (Kathy) 

As teachers realize the diversity of responses to a 

single text, they realize that they too must become 

participants and learners within their classrooms. The 

fact that resolution may never occur within a discussion 

becomes a reality. The fact that they may be given new 

insights by others, even if the others are children, is an 

important consideration as these preservice teachers 

participate in a variety of groups throughout the semester. 

Discussion groups require that everyone reads the book 

in order to participate. Ways of helping to ensure 

students read their texts became important as class members 

realized the effect of not being prepared. 

If you read a story and didn't read· it completely, by 
other people explaining things, that makes you want to 
go back and finish it so you can build up your 
understanding. (Louis) 

If people hadn't read, especially if it was more than 
one person, the discussion kind of fell through. You 
can't talk about it if people hadn't read • • • if I 
hadn't finished the book, I just couldn't participate 
in conversation as much. (Bee) 

One of the most important lessons learned from 

participating in literature discussion groups is that it 
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requires persistence in its initial implementation. Also 

readers realize that persistence has its reward. 

The first week or two it's hard. It was just like, 
"We've never done this before." But once you got 
started, you just kept talking and talking. I really 
started enjoying them the more that we did them 
because I knew that certain people would have a 
totally different opinion. (Bee) 

The Classroom community 

Another influence of literature discussion groups on 

these preservice teachers concerns the need for and 

creation of a classroom community. Each of the following 

statements about literature discussion groups indicates a 

realization that a low-risk, "supportive environment" 

played an important role in their own participation and 

learning. 

It was really a supportive environment for sharing 
your views and everyone in the discussion groups was 
flexible toward different ideas. (Sharif) 

During the discussions I really felt free to talk and 
I could say that people wanted to share and they 
really were sharing what they felt and their 
experiences and that was really good. You had that 
free atmosphere that was really important to reach 
everybody else. I really learn from others, other 
people's experiences. (Marcia) 

When I'm in a bigger group, I tend to not say as much 
as when I'm in a smaller group, just because it takes 
more for me to interject in a big group, whereas in a 
smaller group it is more like a discussion and it's 
more comfortable and everybody's just saying their 
opinion. (Lori) 
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In addressing the establishment of collaborative 

social contexts for learning, Kathy Short (1990) concludes 

with: 

The learning atmosphere that is established in a 
classroom will determine both the potentials and the 
limitations for learning and for talk about books. A 
learning community that encourages collaborative 
relationships and conversations among all learners 
creates new potentials for learning and breaks down 
obstacles that keep them from learning more fully with 
and from others. • • • All learners are able to 
construct their own understandings of their world 
through connections to their past experiences. As 
they interact and engage in dialogue with others, they 
are able to grow beyond those experiences to new 
understandings of literature and life. (p. 51) 

One very important point in thinking of this community of 

learners is brought out by Bee who said, " ••• I think the 

teacher will probably learn as much as the kids." 

community and literature discussion groups have a 

reciprocal support system in that it takes a sense of 

community within the classroom for students to feel free to 

tell their stories and opinions. In turn, the intertwining 

of these personal stories and the transactions among 

students' varying opinions and interpretations contribute 

to the creation of community. In one sense, you cannot 

have one without the other. A realization of this is 

needed by preservice teachers as they plan for future 

discussion groups and as they contemplate how to create the 

sense of community they are hearing and reading about in 

their professional preparation. 
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When asked to elaborate on their impressions of 

literature discussion groups, preservice teachers shared 

much insight into why this course aspect was powerful for 

them. Their learning fell into three categories: personal 

experience and interpretation, dynamics of the groups, and 

the classroom community. Within these categories I found 

that the experiences were significant because of the 

insight into a diversity of perspectives, the power of 

small groups to encourage participation by all, the 

tangential issues that emerged and were discussed, and the 

community that was formed through personal sharing. The 

personal sharing and concrete explanations of what my 

students experienced as powerful within the discussion 

groups supported the many responses stating that this was 

the most significant course aspect for them. 

preservice Teachers Discuss Literature 

By investigating the discussions of preservice 

teachers, I hoped to find further evidence and support of 

the significance of literature circles for them. Both the 

kinds of talk and the themes that were categorized provided 

insight into the learning experiences of these teachers 

during discussion. The discussions selected for analyzing 

were on a book that the whole class had read as part of a 

thematic unit on learning and schooling. Just Call Me 
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stupid, summarized in the description of this unit in 

Chapter 3, was chosen because of it's appropriateness for 

the focus issue and for the preservice teachers as they 

contemplate a child's point of view about learning and 

schooling. 

Just Call Me stupid is one of the many books discussed 

during the semester, however, it is the only book that was 

shared by all 22 members. In groups of four or five, 

students orally shared their responses to the text. Each 

discussion was recorded, not a new phenomenon in this 

class, and transcribed. All five transcriptions were 

analyzed for categories of talk as well as main topics of 

interest. These categories of talk are defined in Table 8. 

The findings from this first level of analysis are shown in 

Table 9. The various categories for each 'of the five 

groups were tallied and charted. This analysis was further 

examined to discover the number of times each category 

appeared in the discussions of each of the five groups. 

The results of this investigation supported the 

characteristics of the various groups that I had observed 

emerging as I listened to their taped discussions. These 

as well as other significant findings from this second 

level of analysis are described in the following section of 

this chapter. 
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Table 8 

Categories of Response Described 

categories 

Personal Opinion 
(Text): 

Personal Opinion 
(Life): 

Personal 
Interpretation (Text): 

Personal 
Interpretation (Life): 

Personal Evaluation: 
(Text): 

Personal Evaluation: 
(Life): 

Connecting Life & 
Text: 

Hypotheses/ 
Prediction: 

Teacher Perspective: 

Descriptions 

states a definite opinion or 
attitude about some part of the 
story, such as what the author is 
doing within the text or 
happenings among characters 
character, etc. Often contains 
evaluation, although not required. 

states a definite opinion about 
something in real life used to 
support something within text. 

states that some incident, 
character, quality caused/resulted 
in another. 

states that some incident, person 
quality caused/resulted in another 
in a real life situation. 

Passes judgement on some element 
of story, happening, outcome, etc. 
Pertains more to writing of 
story/critiquing than opinion. 

Passes judgement on some personal 
or general life happening, 
situation, etc. 

contains a definite link between 
some aspect of story and a real 
life situation. 

Predicting why something is 
happening, why characters are 
acting as they are, why the author 
wrote what s/he did, etc. 

Comments on happenings within 
story using beliefs, experiences, 
insight, and questions of 
teachers. 

(table continues) 
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Retelling/ 
reconfirming: 

Meaning Making: 

Negotiation: 

Personal Reaction to 
Text: 

Personal Experience: 

Use of Book: 

School/Social 
Problems: 

Realism: 

Authoring of Text: 

Intertextual 
Connections: 

Support & 
Restatements: 
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Descriptions 

Restates information in the story 
usually to provide background or 
supporting evidence for further 
dialogue. 

Dialogue in which group members 
are socially constructing 
knowledge from their response to 
the text. 

Meaning Making in which one or 
more group members are seeking 
clarification or in which there is 
disagreement as to interpretation 
of text. 

Responses that indicate a highly 
aesthetic stance to the text; 
readers are involve with the plot 
and characters within the text. 

Responses that contain personal 
experiences used to support or 
supplement information in the 
text. 

Comments that relate to purposes 
of this book within the classroom. 

Insights as to problems within 
society that affect schools and 
education. 

Comments that relate to the 
realistic quality of the events 
within the story. 

Responses concerning the author's 
intent, information about the 
author, evaluation about the 
author's writing. 

References to other books, movies, 
classes that evidence the reader 
is making connections from these 
other forms of text to the one 
being read. 

Restating comments by another 
person, usually agreeing with them 
and most often supporting that 
statement with further statements. 
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Table 9 

Main Categories of Response for Discussion 

of Just Call Me S tu l2id 

Group 

category 1 2 3 4 5 

Personal Opinion (Text) 27 13 9 16 12 

Personal Opinion (Life) 18 15 12 4 2 

Personal Evaluation (Text) 6 2 12 5 0 

Personal Evaluation (Life) 0 0 2 0 1 

Personal Interpretation 25 9 12 9 12 
(Text) 

Personal Interpretation 5 3 2 2 2 
(Life) 

Connecting Life & Text 14 15 10 9 9 

Hypotheses/prediction 2 3 2 2 1 

Teacher Perspective 10 6 7 5 6 

Retelling/Reconfirming 13 4 6 3 4 

Meaning Making 11 3 7 2 0 

Negotiation 5 1 4 0 0 

Personal Reaction to Text 4 0 1 2 0 

Personal Experience 7 4 17 6 5 

Use of Book 0 3 0 5 0 

School/Social Problems 3 9 0 2 0 

Realism 3 5 2 3 0 

Authoring of Text 0 5 3 3 1 

Intertextual Connection 2 1 3 0 2 

Support & Restatements 3 2 0 0 3 



Five Groups Discussing Just Call He stupid 

Characteristics of the discussion groups emerged 

238 

during the transcript analysis. Each of the five groups 

were easily categorized in terms of the type of talk that 

occurred and the focus of their dialogue. A closer look at 

each group and the categories found most frequently in 

their discussions reveal class members socially 

constructing knowledge around the issues in the book to 

which they connected. The following descriptions identify 

the five groups: 

Group 1: 

Group 2: 
Group 3: 
Group 4: 
Group 5: 

Involvement with text and applying text to 
teaching, much personal interpretation. 

Realistic nature of text. 
Focus on teacher experiences. 
Evaluating the text. 
Making connections through a member's 
experiences. 

Group 1: Xnvolvement with text. Group one was 

exceptionally involved in the text as readers as well as 

teachers. They showed the most incidents of talk around 

personal opinion, personal interpretation, meaning making 

and negotiation, as well as highly evidenced connections to 

life and "teacher lessons", a category that included 

statements made and insights deducted from the text that 

directly informed them as teachers. 
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Ruth's involvement with Patrick's situation is seen as 

she responds to Patrick's outrage at Celina, his friend, 

for submitting his writing in a contest. 

Ruth: It was like you could understand because you 
could see he'd be so upset. At the same 
time you're like, "Oh, no, you can't be 
saying that to her!" 

Ruth's emotional release at the unpredictable ending 

was evident as Patrick's future looked brighter. 

Ruth: I was telling Marcia the other day, I got 
chills at the end when he got up and he read 
it and everything. I'm like, that was so 
good! 

Colleen supports Celina's actions and treats Patrick's 

situation as if he were real. 

Colleen: I was so glad that she said that. I was so 
glad that she put his paper in the contest. 
It's like, yeah, he's going to have to face 
up to being smart, and he's going to have to 
stand up to the. • • There was a part in the 
middle where I was like, "Oh, no, here he 
goes down again." It's like life, though, 
first you're at the bottom and then you're 
coming up, and then you hit this big rock 
and you start to go down again. But he 
pulled out though. 

Both Ruth and Colleen were involved as readers with 

Patrick's situation, making connections between their own 

life experiences and emotions. Both had commented 

throughout the discussion how much they liked the story and 

that they couldn't stop reading once they started it. 

Because of this group's involvement with the story, 

their talk contained many incidents of personal 
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interpretation and opinion of the text--more examples than 

the other groups. They used opinion to discuss why certain 

characters reacted as they did. 

Colleen: He read around it. He like worked those 
people because he did not let down his 
guard. He didn't say, I'm illiterate or I 
can't read. He didn't come out and say it. 
He said, I'm not that good at it. So I know 
the story, and I did write it. 

Personal opinion, as well as evaluation, was used when 

Marcia, from Argentina, pointed out the portrayal of 

Celina's family. 

Marcia: 

Ruth: 

Marcia: 

There is another good point in this book. 
She is a minority. She speaks spanish. But 
he also points out that her parents are 
really good people, intelligent. They go to 
the university, they have many books and 

They are professors. 

So he's (Birdseye) also sending another 
message, I think. 

Connections between the text and life and personal 

experience dominate the negotiation within this segment of 

the discussion: 

Shariff: One thing I liked about it was they address 
some dynamics of the single parent family. 
You know, his relationship with Paulette. I 
can really identify because I grew up with 
my mother as a single parent. And I think 
that kids in single parent houses they feel 
like they're a partner of their parent, and 
they feel really responsible for family 
decisions and things like that. You know he 
took care of his mother. He didn't have a 
choice. Paulette was sick. 
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(Dialogue continues concerning dysfunctional families 
and that Patrick and his mother are less dysfunctional 
now than when the father was with them.) 

Sharif: They're working for a goal and stuff. And 
here, like it says, "thinking Paulette, 
instead of mom, made him feel closer to her 
as though they were partners as much as 
mother and son." 

Colleen: That sounds good to me. But I think it's 
still dysfunctional because there is no 
father in the family and sometimes in the 
long term, that kind of mixes kids up, 
because they don't know how to view the male 
in that role. It's kind of confusing for 
them. 

Ruth: Right. 

Sharif: They lose out on a lot of their childhood, 
because they're concerned about survival. 

Ruth: Adult things. 

Sharif: And how his mom's going to get an education. 

Ruth: When we teach, this generation of kids is 
mostly from single parent homes. 

Colleen: Yeah, how many of you guys are? (Colleen 
had already shared that she had a step
father. ) 

Ruth: Both my parents are still married, but I 
went away on spring break with four other 
girls, and I was the only one whose parents 
were still married. All of their parents 
had been divorced. 

Sharif: Yeah, it's really, really common. That's 
why role models are really important, 
because there's a lot of boys who don't have 
fathers and stuff like that. 

This sharing of personal experiences and making 

connections between life and the story also entailed other 

categories of talk--societal issues, teaching, 
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interpretations and opinions. The negotiation of what 

constitutes dysfunctional families and the effects of 

single parent families on children occurred within the low-

risk community that had been formed throughout the 

semester. Sharif was willing to relate his own experience 

and participate in the conversation without feeling 

threatened. 

As would seem natural, a group who is so involved with 

the text itself, will also use frequent retelling in their 

conversation. This retelling and revisiting text serves as 

a reminder and as a base for the following interpretation, 

opinion, evaluation, or other types of talk. 

Group 2: Realistic nature of text. A second group 

seemed focused on the realistic nature of the text, and, 

therefore, many participants made frequent specific 

connections between the book and real life. 

Ann: I just thought that this was a really 
realistic story. The setting in the school 
was really realistic because there are going 
to be teachers who are very supportive and 
some teachers who are supportive but don't 
have patience. And I also think it's 
realistic because he does overhear his 
teachers speaking about him. I think that 
happens all the time. 

The following passage also shows group members 

involved in talk about realism, however this section is 

also a good example of other categories that appeared 
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between the text and real life, personal opinions, and a 
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societal/school problem were also categories that emerged 

during the negotiation taking place in this passage. 

Ann: The only thing I wondered, because this was 
set in Tucson, was what school is it where 
Mexicans are the minority in the school. 
Maybe it's because I live on the south side 
of town. Like Mexican is the majority, and 
I don't see somebody calling somebody else a 
"wetback" and everybody acting like, "Oh 
yeah, that's cool." 

Marcela: But that even happens in the schools. I'm 
from Nogales, and we have people who are 
immigrants, people who came from out of 
state, and people who are saying they live 
in the united states and they live in Mexico 
just to go to school. Growing up I would 
hear all this, kids calling each other 
"wetbacks" (says two spanish phrases). Like 
it was an insult. All that goes on no 
matter where--south side, east side, west 
side. 

Ann: What I'm saying is I don't think it would 
have. Like, I went to elementary school and 
to me it wouldn't have been tolerated, 
because it's something to be aware of you 
know like discrimination. 

Marcela: It isn't tolerated anywhere, though. 

Ann: No, but I think there could have been 
realistically a stop to that, you know what 
I mean? 

Marcela: Ideally, maybe, not realistically. 

Although both Ann and Marcela were Mexican-American, 

they provided differing perspectives to this particular 

aspect of the book. The reality of the name-calling and 

how it was handled in Just Call Me stupid was valid for 
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Marcela, however, Ann, who was impressed with the reality 

of most of the book did not have life experiences that 

supported the racial slurs and lack of appropriate 

attention to the situation by the adults. 

Group 3: Focus on teacher experiences. One member of 

a third group was presently teaching kindergarten in a 

private school. This group's conversation was dominated by 

connections between an actual classroom and incidents in 

the text. The perspectives of a group member who was 

teaching helped enhance the understanding of why certain 

incidents might have happened. While it was easy for the 

reader of Just Call Me stupid to sympathize totally with 

the main character who was a victim of several situations, 

the teacher in this group helped bring the reality of the 

teacher's situation to the dialogue while still focusing on 

the child's needs. 

Noreen: • • • There are times when you can feel your 
own frustration. You really do have to 
remember to -take your breaths. I could see 
myself at times. I feel sympathetic, 
because as a reading expert, I'm quite sure 
you get the children that you consider 
chronically poor readers. And I don't know 
how you deal with it continuously. I have 
my success stories. It's real exciting to 
see them at that point where suddenly this 
whole world has opened up for them, and they 
can't get enough books. 

You really have to keep saying, "It's OK, 
it's OK to try." Really that is why we put 
erasers on pencils. Everyone makes 
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mistakes, it's part of learning and they 
have to understand that. Estimation 
(teaching this in math) is the best one 
because you just get to guess. Go crazy. 
It helps because then they laugh at it, and 
they lighten up a little bit. 

While other aspects of the books were discussed, the 

other members of the group, having a natural interest in 

Noreen's perspectives, maintain the "teacher input" parts 

of the conversation through questions and the input of 

their ideas. 

Megan also had a teacher's perspective when discussing 

the text, its links to life, and the author's techniques: 

Megan: • • • I could relate to his emotional 
buildup, as he was moving and progressing. 
But at the beginning his intent was not to 
hurt that teacher, and he really wanted to 
try. You could see that this was a good 
kid. Whereas sometimes when you're teaching 
in a classroom, you just get angry, and you 
start thinking, Ahhh. That was the only 
thing--the treatment of Andy, because I felt 
like, true that he did what he did and there 
was no action taken, and true that's from 
Patrick's perspective. Maybe the teacher 
dealt with Andy, too, on her own separate 
time and everything. But I just felt like 
there wasn't enough of a carry through with 
him, because he at the same time was also 
another angry kid. with Patrick you could 
see the buildup. 

Megan continues her discussion later following 

dialogue among others in the group: 

Megan: It made you understand, too, you know, from 
a teacher's perspective, that sometimes if a 
kid gets angry like that, it's not 
necessarily just that they're violent or 
Whatever, that we can't just deem it at that 
or assume that. And I think that was where 
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Noreen: 

Terese: 

Angela: 

Megan: 
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with Andy there wasn't any kind of resolve. 
He (Birdseye) was still not into Andy at the 
end, you know what I mean. And neither were 
the students and the teacher, at least it 
seemed that way to me. 

And even an Andy needs somebody to kind of 
guide him around. 

I thought they kind of made him, Andy, seem 
like the bad kid. Even at the beginning, 
Patrick said he was sometimes really cool, 
but sometimes he was just • 

And he always said it was a bad day for him. 

And he was in a bad mood. 

And that made him seem less of a villain of 
the story. 

Because isn't that the whole point of the 
story, is that, you know kids aren't 
necessarily villains. 

Meaning-making dialogue such as this dominated much of 

the third group's discussion. As teachers, the members 

were constructing knowledge concerning assumptions about 

"problem" children and the importance of understanding such 

a child. Megan utilized the group to try to clarify for 

herself why she felt the treatment of Andy was not 

satisfactory. 

Although Megan approached discussion quite seriously 

contemplating what the story said to teachers, she also was 

involved as a reader with the story. One episode describes 

Patrick and Celina's episode with a chuckwalla that 

attached itself to Celina's nose: 
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I just laughed hysterically. I could just 
see this girl going down the street yelling, 
"What will they think of next?" (The 
chuckwalla is hanging from Celina's nose as 
she goes home.) You know. Oh, boy, I 
thought it was so funny! 

The chuckwalla incident was mentioned by four groups, 

though from different perspectives. A member of group one 

mentioned the fact that Patrick got to "do something right" 

by figuring out how to remove the chuckwalla. Group three 

discussed just what a chuckwalla was. One person had had a 

teacher in junior high school who kept a pit full of 

chuckwallas for science purposes. In group four, Eugene 

asked if anyone in the group was from Tucson and knew about 

chuckwallas. This was the beginning of a meaning-making 

discussion based on members' impressions from the book--

what was said, what the chuckwalla did, and their own 

imaginations. The fifth group briefly commented that the 

chuckwalla incident was true, according to the author. All 

laughed and agreed that the incident was "terrific." 

Group 4: Evaluating the text. Another group involved 

themselves more with evaluating the text, even to deciding 

what age group would like this. This group still, however, 

made numerous connections between text and life, since one 

member felt Patrick's story was his own story, as well as 

that of his son, who was presently in fifth grade. Because 

he was so involved with the text and the realism it held 
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for him, he focused on working through the incidents that 

he felt the author could have handled differently. The 

main such incident, referred to above, involved Andy, 

another fifth grade student, receiving just punishment for 

his rude behavior toward Patrick. 

Eugene: 

Bee: 

I've seen this personally in schools where 
my son was called names like that 
("wetbacksll), and the principal, trying to 
not gloss it over, but trying to not make it 
a big issue, did gloss it over. • • • To me, 
this is almost like my son's book. It's 
almost my book, too. I didn't go to 
resource teachers, but I had a lot of 
problems like that. • • • I think he 
(author) tried to make a little bit of a 
point like a racial type thing, and how it's 
not that important, you just ignore people 
like that. But I think I had little bit of 
a mixed feeling about how the author handled 
it. I can understand how you try not to put 
emphasis on it, put emphasis on something 
that's positive, but still if you just let 
it go, its • • • 

Well, the way he dealt with it, since it is 
realistic fiction, I thought was pretty 
realistic, because that's pretty much what's 
been happening in schools • • • 

Comments such as the following showed a concern about 

the appropriate use of the book: 

Louis: 

Eugene: 

Louis: 

I think maybe he didn't want to touch 
everything because, it's a lower level book, 
and he didn't want to blow kids minds with 
too many things openly. (Said in response to 
Eugene's concern about the issue with Andy.) 

What grade level do you think that book's 
written for, anyway? 

Well, he's in the fifth grade, but I would 
give that book to a fourth grader, 
personally. 
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other responses relating to use concerned the setting 

of Tucson in the Southwest: 

Leona: 

Eugene: 

Leona: 

Eugene: 

Bee: 

This book would be good for someplace else 
in the country. 

Yes. Give them an idea. 

Someplace that isn't familiar with this 
area. 

But it struck real close to home because it 
was here. 

That's what I really liked, because it was 
Tucson, and wow, it was talking about 
Oleander trees and desert and stuff. 

While age-level notions are from a teacher-related 

perspective, the usage according to setting comes from the 

group members' personal experience with the text in 

addition to a teacher perspective. In thinking about using 

children,s literature in the classroom, a thematic or 

subject-focused reason for use is a more appropriate 

consideration than grade level. Through personal 

experience with text, several group members focused on a 

thematic value as well as readers relating to the Tucson 

setting. 

Group 5: Making connections through a member's 

experiences. The fifth group touched on various areas, 

using the personal experience of one person as a 

springboard for much of the discussion. As the discussion 

was dominated by two members, it did not have the intensity 
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of other groups but still allowed for talk about numerous 

issues in education. 

Kathy: 

Tom: 

Kathy: 

Tom: 

It ended on a positive note. Some parts 
were kind of depressing because you could 
kind of feel for him, but then there were 
the funny parts about the chuckwalla. It 
was really a good book. All different 
emotions. 

I felt like Celina was just an awesome 
person •• She's really committed and doesn't 
let people make decisions for her. She does 
exactly what she wants to do. 

He grew a lot and came out of his shell. I 
think she brought out a lot of good points 
in him that he had been keeping inside. 

I like the beginning part when it talked 
about some senses were so keen where others 
were dulled by experiences. He always 
noticed the smell of people, their breath or 
anything that happened. The smell of the 
orange juice when he drank that. The really 
small things. I could tell. I guess I pay 
a little more importance to those things, 
too. 

Personal opinion and interpretation, as well as linking the 

text and life, made up most of the categories of talk from 

this group. Various experiences of one member were used as 

springboards for group discussion and talk about teachers 

and schools. 

While some of the talk within the literature 

discussion groups was common to all five groups, each group 

was characterized by dialogue that built on their personal 

responses, opinions, and experiences. Perhaps this is what 

made the discussion groups so meaningful to class members. 
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They were not searching for an interpretation or specific 

stated value in the text, but were at liberty to make 

meaning as they understood the text as readers and 

teachers. The collaboration and social construction of 

meaning helped each person consider other points of view 

about the situations within the story and build upon 

individual understandings through negotiation. The 

discussion groups offered personal as well as professional 

experiences. 

Characteristics of the Talk About Just Call He stupid 

One distinct characteristic of the talk occurring in 

all groups was the weaving back and forth, from the 

discussants' involvement with the story as readers to their 

perspectives as teachers. While the firs~ group seemed the 

most personally involved with the text as readers, all 

groups intertwined dialogue in which they were making 

meaning of the story and in which they were stating or 

negotiating the teacher's viewpoint or role in certain 

situations. 

Colleen: Another consideration to look at is every 
child comes from a very different place, and 
if a child does have something that is 
emotionally burned about him, then they're 
going to have sensitivities that we're not 
going to be aware of. So we may walk all 
over a kid and not even realize we're doing 
it. 
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Ruth: Because, his mom didn't even know about when 
his dad put him in the closet, so 

Colleen: Nobody knew. 

Ruth: Right, nobody knew, so it would be a really 
hard thing 

China: But his teacher was good. 

Ruth: She was great, She made him feel 
comfortable. 

Colleen: Then there was the resource room lady, What 
was her name. 

Ruth: 

Marcia: 

Ruth: 

Um, it was an ugly name. Mrs. Nagel, or 
something. 

But, I don't know, I don't think she was 
"bad." 

No, but she was really impatient. 
guess she had been with him since 
grade. She had been with him the 
time, but at the same time she. • 
awful. 

I mean, I 
like first 
whole 
.was 

Colleen: I didn't like her, she was terrible. 

Ruth: She didn't instill the confidence in him he 
needed. She didn't know how to approach 
him, like Mrs. Romero came over with those 
tapes. Maybe you can listen to the tapes 
and maybe you could look at the pictures in 
the books as my expert and you don't have to 
read it. There is no pressure. 

Colleen: Yeah, that's so neat. I hope I can do that. 
That was just so cool. 

Another example of dialogue weaving between 

perspectives as readers and perspectives as teachers 

follows: 

Lori: By the end of first grade, Patrick wouldn't 
pick up books anymore. See right here. 
Standing in front of his first grade 



Ann: 

Lori: 

Con: 

Ann: 

Lori: 
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teacher, on page 7. That's how he got 
locked up in the closet. Remember he had a 
conference with the parents, and that's why 
he got locked up. That's why his father 
locked him up. That's how it all started. 

Oh, yeah, and they had a teacher's 
conference. 

And that's how it all started, him not 
liking to read. 

Yeah, because it said by the end of 
kindergarten he had learned all the letters 
of the alphabet, but when he started first 
grade, his new teacher asked him to stand up 
and say the letters in front of everybody, 
and he kind of choked. 

I don't think he had a problem yet. He had 
the signs of a problem, but with the abuse 
and the treatment his father was putting him 
through, it made him think. • • Because I 
think it was just like a hint that he might 
have a reading problem. 

That's what I was trying to tell them, but 
they were saying I was wrong. 

Ann: Yeah, that's what I think it was. I 
honestly do. 

Ann: I think it could have been stemming from 
maybe, I think that having a problem and 
having a learning disability are two 
different things. I think he might have had 
a problem, because all kids have problems 
when they start through it. Nobody goes 
into it two feet in front of them and jumps 
into it with no discrepancies, no problems, 
whatsoever. Everybody has a problem. It's 
just it becomes a disability then. 

Mar. I think what happened was that his father 
kind of tore down his self-esteem when he 
would make mistakes. Then he would feel 
stupid and his father kept calling him 
stupid. He stifled his learning. 

Ann: So he just closed everything out. 
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Mar: Yeah, he stopped his learning by telling him 
he was stupid and making him so embarrassed 
that he could not pronounce words. And then 
the teacher was on his back the way she was. 
Cause if you don't get a child to like 
reading when he's very young, if they get 
embarrassed or if they have a bad experience 
with it trying to learn like he did with his 
father, then it's definitely stifled his 
reading ability and his learning period. 

Ann: 

Mar: 

Because right here it says that in 
kindergarten he knew all his letters and 
everything, it's just that 

Being locked in that closet. Hearing the 
words stupid, and all this. 

The selected text, chosen because it had the potential 

to evoke discussion on many educational issues, also was 

able to involve the reader with the characters and their 

situation. The memories each student had of school 

experiences enabled them to be involved with Patrick; the 

understanding they were searching for as future teachers 

resulted in responses that were indicative of both ends of 

the aesthetic-efferent compendium. 

In thinking of class members' responses as teachers, I 

was made aware of the many educational issues that emerged 

throughout their discussions from incidents within the 

text. The following list consists of topics that were 

specifically addressed in at least one of the five 

discussion groups: 

sensitivities of children. 
Possibility of not knowing children's emotional 

problems. 
Differences in teachers. 



Teachers being aware of children's interests. 
TTE 300--child must be "ready" to be taught. 
Roles and responsibilities of children with single 

parents. 
One bad experience at a young age can really scar a 

child. 
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Teachers knowing of a problem, saying can do nothing. 
Teachers talking about children when children near. 
Difference in problem and learning disability. 
Need to make kids understand why actions not 

acceptable. 
Giving kids chance to understand illiteracy. 
Lots of things make up intelligent, well-rounded 

person. 
Difficult situation for reading teacher. 
Reprimand with care. 
Validity of resource room vs. validity of resource 

person. 
Labeling and medicating of kids with problems. 
Need for teachers to figure out what is wrong. 
Self-fulfilling prophecy of doing what is expected. 
Giving children who interpret world through other sign 

systems a chance to excel. 
Perspectives on why children act as they do for 

attention. 
Taking individuals and their backgrounds into 

consideration in various situations. 
Avoid pressuring children. 
Children as teachers. 

Each of the issues they discussed are ones that are 

continuously in the professional literature and discussions 

of more experienced educators. Each issue has its own 

network of sub-issues, concerns, and understandings. 

Therefore, rather than group these in any way, as they 

deserve to stand alone, I will elaborate on several by 

sharing class members responses. 

Discussing Patrick's sensitivities, Colleen mentioned 

the fact that a teacher can easily not be aware of a 

child's emotional problems. 
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Colleen: Another consideration to look at is every 
child comes from a very different place, and 
if a child does have something that's 
emotio,nally burned about him, then they're 
going to have sensitivities that we're not 
going to be aware of, so we may walk all 
over a kid and not even realize we're doing 
it. 

Later on in the same discussion, Ruth says: 

Ruth: • • • That's what scares me, one bad 
experience, even if it was with a teacher at 
a young age can really scar a child. And 
then there might not be as many Mrs. 
Romero's out there who would have seen, 
"Wow, he's really into drawing. He's really 
good at that and this is a way that I can 
pull him in." 

The emotional problem to which Colleen was referring 

was Patrick's abusive father who used to call him stupid 

and lock him in the closet. Ruth's comment came in a 

dialogue about Patrick beginning first grade with an 

enthusia&m to learn, but having a negative experience with 

recitation of his ABC's. Both class members were realizing 

the need to be aware of the complexities in the lives and 

backgrounds of many children. Although teachers cannot 

always be aware of problems, they can be sensitive to needs 

students show. In many situations a child-focused teacher 

can make the difference for a student coping with a 

problem. 

Another issue discussed more than once was mentioned 

in the above statement by Ruth. That issue concerns 

teachers being aware of children's interests, talents, and 
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strengths in learning. Several students throughout the 

five discussion groups were impressed, as was Ruth, with 

Mrs. Romero's awareness of Patrick's art ability. Bee was 

speaking of Mrs. Romero's personal interest in Patrick and 

his background when she stated: 

Bee: • • • And she also took advantage of his 
strengths instead of always focusing on his 
weaknesses. Like she knew he was good at 
drawing, so she let him do the mural and 
that helped him like school more and it 
helped bring him out. 

In considering the differences in teachers, several 

perspectives were taken. Bee addressed the need for a 

teacher to be flexible enough to try different methods: 

Bee: Teachers also need to try different methods, 
because I thought it was really interesting 
comparing Mrs. Nagel and Mrs. Romero and his 
friend Celina. The way Celina and Mrs. 
Romero taught was very whole language. And 
even though Celina wasn't a teacher, she was 
in a way because she was the one that got 
him interested in reading books again. She 
was reading out loud to him a lot and not 
looking down on him or pressuring him. 
Eventually he wanted to do it himself 
because he was so interested in it. 

In addition to addressing the differences in teachers, Bee 

acknowledges Celina, Patrick's friend as one of his 

teachers. The concept that every child is a teacher is a 

powerful realization for preservice teachers. 

Further talk about the differences between Mrs. Romero 

and Mrs. Nagel included: 



Ruth: 

Sharif: 

Ruth: 

Sharif: 

Ruth: 

Marcia: 
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She (Mrs. Romero) totally tuned into what he 
was good at and what he was interested in to 
bring him in. 

Mrs. Nagel, she wasn't really sensitive to 
the fact he seemed to be having really 
serious anxiety. 

She just pushed him harder. 

And she should have been able to tell that 
he was really freezing up. 

Yes. And she (Mrs. Nagel) was trying to make 
things more interesting for him, like that 
game, but at the same time, Mrs. Romero was 
introducing books, showing pictures. It was 
like Mrs. Romero was in tune with what he 
was interested in, and here she (Mrs. Nagel) 
was giving him this race car game that he 
couldn't have cared less about. 

He knew what she wanted, and he couldn't 
achieve that. He felt so bad. 

Another issue in minds of educators today is that of 

the resource room and resource teacher. One group in 

particular voiced genuine beliefs and concerns about 

resource rooms. 

Megan: • • • Apparently once you get tested, you're 
there. You're trapped, exactly. So that's 
one of my major pet peeves. Another thing, 
too, is my teacher. (Megan had been working 
with a particular teacher in a public 
school.) It's ironic how we have these kids 
that statistics have shown don't do well 
with changes, and they don't like how they 
have so many things to keep track of because 
it's hard. It's easier for them to keep 
consistency. And yet we're always sending 
them off to resource rooms. Then when they 
come back they're that much further behind. 

Later in the dialogue, Megan and Noreen add: 



Megan: 

Noreen: 

Megan: 

Terese: 

Megan: 
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So what my teacher • • • told the resource 
teacher was, I don't mind you working with 
the resource kids, but you have to come into 
my room and work with whatever it is that 
I'm doing. 

I think the resource person is a valuable 
asset, because you really don't have the 
time to allocate to all of those students 
and some of them really need specific one on 
one to just click. If you can do that, 
that's fine. The stigma of pulling them out 
and separating them 

And also the added work. Like this boy, he 
was doing nonsense work. He should have 
been doing what was in the class and working 
with them. The one on one is important and 
you've got to be in class. 

That's the school setting. I mean, she's 
lucky whoever the resource teacher was who 
got to come to the classes, because I don't 
think that's the norm. 

It isn't the norm, because she fought for 
it. 

Megan had mentioned earlier discussing in her TTE 300 class 

the validity of the resource room. Megan is quite an 

independent and thorough thinker, and I was never able to 

tell if the discussion in the Teaching and Teacher 

Education Class was one with which she agreed or not, since 

she related both sides of the issue. However, she was 

making the connection between her own thinking in that 

class and Just Call Me stupid. Patrick's situation helped 

support her beliefs about resource rooms, and the 

discussion stirred the thinking of others in the class. 

Megan later said: 



Megan: 
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I often think we're too quick to judge. 
We're too quick to put kids there. My 
personal opinion is that it would be easy 
for a teacher to say, "the problem's with 
the kid, not with me, not that I haven't 
looked at it." And I think often times 
teachers don't take the time to look at it. 

The complexity and comprehensiveness of the list of 

topics addressed by the preservice teachers indicates that 

they are aware of many issues that confront teachers and 

other adults working with children. Some of the issues are 

the same problems they are familiar with from their own 

elementary school days. Others are areas they may have 

covered in other classes and, therefore, are already 

contemplating previous conversations or lectures. Some 

concerns stem from a discerning and observant nature that 

is characteristic of good teachers. From whatever source, 

the dialogue indicates an eagerness to discuss these issues 

and think about being in the "teacher" position. In this 

case the preservice teachers have been involved with 

Patrick's realistic situation, so a life context has 

brought on their discussion of these issues. This "case 

study" of Patrick in Just Call Me Stupid allows insight 

into many aspects of Patrick's situation, more than the 

average teacher would be privileged to. By contemplating 

his problem in light of home, school, and social 

environments, these class members are able to realize the 

need for as comprehensive an understanding of the child as 
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possible. A "child's point of view" (Taylor, 1993) becomes 

even more critical to make decisions and create appropriate 

learning contexts. 

The learning potential embedded within these 

discussions provided the opportunity for preservice 

teachers to explore where they stand already on various 

issues and to discuss their points of view with their 

peers. Their meaning-making on these issues went from 

experiences with the text, to knowledge they had received 

from other sources in the "real world" to their own 

insights, experiences, and interpretations of the two. The 

text served as a case study, one in which understanding and 

empathy were called forth as the readers tried to interpret 

the complexities of the various situations. To have such 

an array of topics emerge naturally from a literature 

discussion supports the notion of using literature about a 

topic that matters to the students, literature to which 

they can relate and have a desire to do so. The selection 

of an appropriate text, such as the one discussed here, for 

a preservice teacher course could be the springboard for 

discussion and further research on various professional 

topics, as well as help make connections to each student 

personally. 
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similar Topics Among the Five Discussion Groups 

A last consideration of the talk that occurred in 

these discussion groups is that although each group had 

unique characteristics of talk, some similar topics or 

aspects of the story emerged in each discussion. Each 

group's discussion was free to go in the direction of the 

members' interests, and the meaning making that was taking 

place seemingly impacted the significance of these 

discussion groups for class members. However, in examining 

the transcripts for evidence of why so many felt literature 

discussion groups to be the most significant aspect of the 

course, I felt that insight into what all groups found 

important might be valuable. 

Because many of these points of discussion were 

mentioned in earlier sections of this chapter, I will not 

again quote or discuss them here but list and comment on 

themes the group had in common. 

Local setting in Tucson 
Realism in the book/connections between the book and 

life 
Patrick overhearing his teachers talk about him 
Andy not getting punishment/guidance he needed 
contrast in Mrs. Romero and Mrs. Nagel 
Celina's positive influence 
Sensitivities of children 

The setting in the story was so realistic that several 

people delighted in reading about familiar plants, animals, 

vocabulary, and school environments. Two people asked me 

in class if Mrs. Romero was the real name of the teacher 
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Tom Birdseye modeled his character around. These class 

members said they knew a Mrs. Romero like this. The 

setting supported the realistic situations such as Patrick 

overhearing teachers talk about him as a problem. Many 

students angrily remembered similar incidents, not 

necessarily their own situation, but that of other 

children. As already mentioned, students like Eugene were 

concerned that Andy did not receive enough retribution for 

his actions, and Megan was concerned that Andy was not 

receiving enough positive discipline or guidance. Everyone 

taking part in this aspect of discussion had vivid memories 

of the "Andys" from their own school experiences. 

The contrast among teachers is a realistic 

consideration at this time of rethinking curriculum in our 

schools in terms of whole language and constructivism. 

Celina was not necessarily a heroine, but the spunky person 

who made Patrick face up to both his talents and his 

problems. She was a strong individual with mostly positive 

characteristics. Her character, combined with the 

attention to the sensitivities of patrick, gave the sense, 

as one person indicated, of characters who were allowed to 

act and be like real children. The topics directly 

discussed by all five groups possessed a believability that 

enhanced the connections the students made with the text. 

While these particular topics were not necessarily those 
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that characterized each group, there were themes that 

helped bridge the preservice teachers' experiences with the 

notions presented in Just Call Me stupid. 

Reflecting on the Discussion Groups 

The characteristics of the talk in literature 

discussion groups on Just Call Me stupid gave me insight as 

to why literature discussion groups were considered 

significant to the learning of so many children's 

literature class members. The categories of talk revealed 

certain themes that gave personalities to each of the five 

discussion groups. These various themes supported the 

powerful role of literature discussion groups to generate 

new meanings and socially construct knowledge in a 

collaborative environment that welcomes individual's 

responses. These preservice teachers were able to build on 

their unique life experiences and prior knowledge to make 

meaning from this text. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has discussed what preservice teachers 

thought to be most significant in terms of their learning 

in LRC 480, Children's Literature in the Classroom. While 

many aspects of the course were mentioned as being valuable 

in the exit interview, the one most cited was literature 
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discussion groups. A following question in the exit 

interview concerned their opinions and insights to 

literature discussion groups, the kinds of talk they 

observed, positive and negative aspects. Because so many 

class members felt discussion groups to be most 

significant, I examined their responses to this question in 

search of reasons for this significance. Personal 

experience and interpretation, dynamics of literature 

groups, and classroom community were categories into which 

their responses were grouped. The literature groups had 

given them the opportunity to transact with text according 

to their own experiences, opinions, and insights. In 

addition, they were able to interact with the responses of 

other class members and realize that many of them were 

quite diverse. Class members were able to more actively 

participate and have voice in discussions because of the 

group size and community context. They also shared notions 

on tangential issues that emerged and were able to 

negotiate meaning and interpretation in an environment 

where all were respected. Learning about and understanding 

their peers within this class showed them the value of 

community in their future classrooms. 

The actual discussions of preservice teachers on a 

text especially chosen because of its focus on learning and 

schooling also helped provide answers as to why the 
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literature groups were so significant. The themes and 

types of talk emerging from these five groups revealed 

definite characteristics of each group. The class members 

within each group shared their response to different issues 

and focused on those areas of most importance and concern 

to them. The groups are described as follows: 

Group 1: 

Group 2: 
Group 3: 
Group 4: 
Group 5: 

Involvement with text and applying text to 
teaching, much personal interpretation. 
Realistic nature of text. 
Focus on teacher experiences. 
Evaluating the text. 
Making connections through a member's 
experiences. 

The fact that each group was distinctly characterized 

by the nature of the talk that transpired indicated that 

they were creating meaning according to the knowledge and 

experiences their group members brought to the text and 

according the negotiation within their group. The 

connections between the story and real life were part of 

each group's discussion as they learned through the social 

construction of knowledge. 

Also, several other characteristics of talk were 

described that could give insight into the experiences of 

these preservice teachers in literature groups. Weaving 

back and forth from the discussants' involvement as readers 

to their perspectives as teachers speaks to the importance 

of intensive reading and stance. Educational issues 

emerged that covered a large spectrum of issues of 
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professional concern today. Topics that were common to 

each groups' discussion gave insight to significant aspects 

of the book that helped bridge the class members' 

experiences with the events of Just Call Me stupid. 

I again reflect on the recent words of Dan Hade 

(1994), "It is the way we read the literature and the way 

we share our reading with others that we value." The 

shared insights of class members concerning their 

experiences in literature discussions during the semester 

and the complexities of the discussions that were a part of 

this class support this statement. In learning ways to 

approach reading and sharing literature through experience, 

I feel these teachers have learned to personally value 

literature. What they value is what they will incorporate 

in the learning environments they will one day create for 

children. 



CHAPTER 5 

PRESERVICE TEACHERS' PERCEPTIONS OP THEMSELVES 

AS LEARNERS, READERS, AND TEACHERS 

••• The teacher is a learner, and the learner 
is, without knowing it, a teacher--and upon the 
whole, the less consciousness there is, on either 
side, of either giving or receiving instruction, 
the better. (Dewey, 1916, p. 160) 
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A major intent of this children's literature class is 

that of providing teachers with a knowledge base of 

children's literature as they prepare to create learning 

environments in their own classrooms. As class members 

experience a wide variety of literature rather than merely 

hearing a talk or lecture about its various aspects, 

another powerful role of this course is evident--that of 

teachers discovering themselves as readers and learners. 

As mentioned in the first chapter, for many students the 

course is a means of rediscovering themselves as readers 

and re-entering the world of childhood and adolescence 

through the literature they read. For others who have had 

negative reading experiences in school, this is a chance 

for them to discover a love of reading and the power of 

literature for learners and teachers. Once they have 

experienced literature in this way, they can better 

understand the role of literature and reading in the 
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learning of their students. Classroom experiences that 

preservice teachers realize to be powerful for their own 

learning are experiences they will use as a basis to create 

meaningful classroom events for their future students. 

To reflect on their own learning and reading not only 

enhances an understanding of the learning process for 

preservice teachers, but affords these teachers the 

opportunity to explore their own beliefs about teaching and 

learning (Calderhead, 1991) and to rethink their 

conceptions of the role of the teacher and various 

classroom practices. As mentioned earlier in this 

document, researchers have suggested that reflection and 

examination of personal beliefs about teaching and learning 

are characteristic of effective teachers (Valli, 1992). 

Course experiences that allow for this reflection on 

personal learning and for the consideration of personal 

beliefs on subject matter encourage a life-long reflective 

attitude toward teaching. "In such professional 

educational experiences, teacher candidates have the 

opportunities to become knowledge producers rather than 

knowledge receivers, moving from what Kutz [1992] calls 

'unconfident answer-knowers to confident question-askers'" 

(Fox, 1993, p. 2). Not only were class members of this 

children's literature class given opportunities to reflect 

on their personal learning and perceptions of learning, but 



270 

they were able to re-experience, or experience for the 

first time, the world of reading and children's literature 

and thus establish a personal basis for pedagogical 

practices. 

This chapter is concerned with the class members' 

perceptions of learning, reading, and teaching in the 

described children's literature class. The initial part of 

the chapter provides an overview of these perceptions by 

the class as a whole. The data sources for this overview 

are statements and responses of the students found in the 

initial survey, mid-term and final self-evaluations, and 

exit interviews. A few comments from student journals are 

included. The overview is followed by three case studies 

of individuals whose perceptions of their own learning and 

reading were diverse and evident in their approach to 

learning in this course. In each case, however, the 

experiences offered by the course supported their learning, 

nurtured their own perceptions of themselves as readers, 

and broadened their understanding of teaching and the 

complexity of the meaning-making processes for children. 

The data sources for the case studies are the statements 

and responses of the students found in the initial survey, 

early literacy memories, mid-term and final self

evaluations, journals, reflections on various projects, 

literature discussions, and the final exit interview. 
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The following overview is subdivided into learning, 

reading, and teaching to allow this discussion to be more 

inclusive of specific perceptions shared throughout the 

course. However, frequently class members naturally 

intertwined their perceptions of learning and reading in 

their discussions and comments. I have most often 

conceptually considered teaching and learning together 

based on the belief that they are reciprocal and in some 

cases inseparable. However, I have discussed class 

members' perceptions of themselves as teachers with their 

many thoughtful and contemplative ideas about children and 

schooling. Again, this is to provide greater insight into 

the variety of perceptions among class members. 

Class perceptions of Their Learning, 

Reading, and Teaching 

Class Members as Learners 

Class members were first asked to consider their own 

learning in the initial information survey. The question, 

What do you perceive as the most meaningful/powerful way 

you, yourself learn?, elicited a variety of responses that 

I grouped into five categories (see Table 10). 

Two people mentioned reading in addition to social 

interaction. These initial comments were not elaborate but 



Table 10 

Responses to How students Perceive They Best Learned 

Ways of Learning Responses 

Social/interacting with others 10 

Visual 6 

Combination (visual, listening, etc.) 4 

Music (putting information to music) 1 

Reasoning out own thoughts 1 

indicated that students were in tune with how they best 

remembered content material. 

272 

I definitely learn best socially. It doesn't matter 
what topic it is, but if I explain something to 
someone else or someone else explains it to me or 
quizzes me on it, I remember the concept longer. 
(Bee, survey) 

I learn the most, personally, through interaction, 
whether it's talking, discussing or actually doing 
something. I remember things much easier that way, 
rather than just being told something. (Ruth, survey) 

Through active involvement and participation-
discussions, hands on activities. (Marcia, survey) 

These three examples of a social/interactive way of 

learning represent the most often mentioned perception of 

how class members learned. These responses implied a 

number of possible approaches to curriculum enactment, all 

supported by the learning belief that knowledge is socially 
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constructed. Before experiencing this class, its members 

recognized the power of interaction in the learning 

process. 

Visual learners composed the next largest group of 

responses and emphasized seeing a diagram, written text, or 

creating their own visual learning aid. Several mentioned 

reading associated with visual learning. 

The most powerful method I have found for learning is 
visually, through reading and comprehending what I 
read. (Connie, survey) 

Several people acknowledged that they relied on a 

combination of visual, auditory, and, in one case, 

kinesthetic means of learning: 

Through anything exciting or enthusiastic. In 
writing, I like exclamation points and controversy. 
Lots of pictures and diagrams are also great. In 
people, I love contact with the eyes and a loud 
assertive voice. • • • I like articles to read, 
handouts, sketches, and movement. (Anne, survey) 

Although social interaction approaches to learning 

were claimed by only 10 of the 22 class members, the other 

ways of learning stated could all be supported by 

interactive approaches to learning. A visual approach to 

learning, for example, was supported by a group 

interactively creating a visual response to literature. 

Discussion itself enhances visualization through attention 

to detail and increased perspectives on the topic at hand. 

Those who mentioned visual learning to include reading 

itself found discussion groups enhanced comprehension as 
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the group socially negotiated meaning for a text. The 

social construction of knowledge, therefore, was a factor 

in the learning of all students, not just those whose 

initial perceptions recognized that interaction with others 

was their most powerful approach to personal learning. 

Throughout the semester, students talked about their 

learning in various forms--through journals, literature 

discussion groups, mid-term and final self-evaluations, and 

exit interviews. Their perceptions of their own learning 

as they experienced it throughout the semester was 

indicated in various unsolicited responses as well as 

answers to specific questions on the self-evaluations. 

Their perceptions about learning could be generally grouped 

into two areas: (1) a greater understanding of the 

complexities of learning itself and (2) specific knowledge 

gained in the field of children's literature and its use in 

the classroom. 

Understanding the Complexities of Learning 

Nurturing a "reflective frame of mind in novices • • • 

which supports continual, lifelong, self-regulated 

learning" (FOX, 1993, p. 1) is an intent of the pedagogical 

beliefs underlying the structure of this class. In valuing 

how teachers approach the reading of children's literature 

beyond a knowledge of titles and authors, class members' 
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responses concerning reflection in this class are important 

in considering their perceptions of themselves as learners. 

Many of these comments refer to the journal in which they 

responded weekly. 

I am enjoying doing the journals, especially the ones 
to my classmates because I enjoy discovering what 
others are thinking. I am being forced to sit down 
and think about how much I am learning. sometimes it 
takes these compulsory exercises to get me to actually 
sit down and reflect about my own learning. I believe 
it is an important thing to do, however. • • • 
Compulsory journal writing like we do in this class is 
what taught me the value of this tool. I also enjoy 
being able to look back on the past journal 
assignments to see what I was thinking at a particular 
time and how my thinking has changed. (Bee, midterm 
evaluation) 

The weekly journal has been very helpful for me. I 
believe that other people feel the same. sometimes it 
is easier for me to express my feelings on paper 
rather than talking. (Lori, midterm evaluation) 

I am surprised at how much I enjoy these journals. I 
have never liked journals in the past and I never 
found them helpful to me. But I find that I enjoy 
seeing other people's perspectives on things that I 
have been thinking about. (Angela, midterm evaluation) 

While each of these comments from the midterm self-

evaluation referred to the journals, many people mentioned 

the power of reflection itself. During a final 

conversation with me, Angela refers to the impact of 

reflection on the learning within the course, and China 

addresses extending reflection to the experiences of 

others. 

I thought this class was really good about having you 
do a lot of reflecting and really a lot of thinking. 
Whereas, most of my other classes, I guess because 
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they are different types of classes, a lot of it is 
just forced in a way that you are learning but you 
aren't really thinking about it. You learn it but you 
just kind of do it and you kind of lay it aside. But 
this class was really good about having us think about 
a lot of stuff •••• In a lot of classes, you wonder, 
why are you learning this. I don't understand why. 
This doesn't really have any significance or meaning 
to me, but I have to take this class. I have to get 
through it. (Angela exit interview) 

I did not only learn to reflect on my own experiences, 
but to look at those of my classmates as well. It is 
nice to have classmates that come from other "unique" 
walks of life! (China, mid-term evaluation) 

The impact of reflection, in addition to other aspects 

of this course and potentially of other experiences in the 

lives of these teachers, broadened their perceptions of 

themselves as learners. The following remarks from class 

members reveal a variety of perspectives and insights into 

the learning process: 

I always knew that I was a learner and a reader. But 
not a learner in the general idea. I thought of 
myself as a learner because I was a student. I 
considered non-students, non-learners. But now I 
realize that everyone is a learner. We learn 
something new every day, no matter what it is. 
Marcela. (final evaluation) 

Marcela expanded her perception of her own learning to 

include the many life experiences of people outside 

academic settings. This realization will help her to be 

aware of the many abilities her students bring to the 

classroom and the resources they bring to each learning 

situation. Terese as well realized that she took for 

granted how and what she learned. By becoming aware of the 



complexities of her own learning, Terese can extend her 

creativity in planning an experiential learning 

environment. 
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As a learner this course has influenced the way I 
perceive myself because I sometimes take for granted 
what I learn and how I learn. I was made aware of how 
many activities can influence and develop our minds 
throughout the day. (Terese, final evaluation) 

China's statement concerning learning from her peers 

supports the value of talk and story in the daily 

curriculum. She was made aware that within a class there 

will be many different perspectives on learning and these 

will be continuously evolving. 

I have learned from the stories and experiences which 
we have discussed among my peers. I have learned to 
appreciate the different ways we learn and the 
different ideas we have about our own learning. As a 
learner, I have found that learning is a process that 
is always growing. (China, final evaluation) 

Leona commented several times throughout the semester 

that she realized the importance of the learning that 

transpired in classes such as this one. Her perception of 

learning for authentic purposes, in this case, for her 

chosen profession, was of significance to her. 

This class has definitely changed my thinking as a 
learner. Before I was learning the material to pass 
the test and this semester I have learned that I need 
to learn the material so I can use it in real life. 
It's been quite an adjustment. (Leona, final 
evaluation) 

Bee stated quite simply the pleasure of a course that 

emphasizes learning above grades. 
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I like the fact that there is not much pressure about 
grades, but that the emphasis is more on learning. 
(Bee, mid-term evaluation) 

The comprehensiveness of who is a learner and what is 

included in learning, as well as the changing nature and 

purpose of learning were some of the characteristics of 

teachers' perceptions of learning at the end of the 

Children's Literature course. 

Many mentioned the importance of working in small 

groups to their learning. While many statements about 

literature discussion groups were examined in the previous 

chapter, the following statements re-emphasize the 

significance of this characteristic of the class. 

I enjoy working in small groups. I like to hear other 
peoples' opinions and compare them with mine. It also 
helps me learn, when I am having trouble comprehending 
or learning a concept. Small groups and discussion, 
make the learning process (for me) more interesting 
and fun. This part of LRC 480 is one of my favorite 
parts. (Kathy, mid-term evaluation) 

Small group projects and discussion I think are one of 
the most important parts of this class. Sharing our 
ideas and feelings about the story is easier for me in 
small groups. It's interesting to see the different 
opinions we have on the same book. I think that the 
group discussions are very important and helpful. 
(Lori, mid-term evaluation) 

• • • Participation in small group projects and 
discussions is • • • also a learning experience 
because I have assimilated personal views from my 
other classmates. (China, final evaluation) 

As group discussions are mentioned over and over 

again, the impact on class members' learning is re

emphasized. Although many mentioned interaction as the way 
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they best learned, all students readily perceived the role 

of social interaction on their comprehension of concepts, 

the ease with which they can participate in the meaning

making process, and the value of the experiences of others 

to their learning. 

Knowledge of Children's Literature and Its Use 

statements about students' perceptions of their 

learning, specifically concerning their knowledge base of 

children's literature were numerous within the various 

evaluations and exit interviews. Lori realized, as did 

many others, the amount of learning, to include factual 

learning, that transpired throughout the semester without 

being in a stressful environment. 

I've really enjoyed this class so far. In all honesty 
I've learned so much in this class so far that is 
going to help me in the future. We are able to 
experience a class without so much pressure. This 
class could be really bad, I think, if we had to 
memorize titles, authors, dates, etc. I find that we 
are learning all of that but without pressure. This 
class is great except we don't have enough time. 
(Lori, mid-term evaluation) 

I think that I am learning more right now, however, by 
experiencing particular genres by reading actual 
books, rather than reading about the genre in the text 
(required for the course as a resource). (Bee, mid
term evaluation) 

Bee realized the impact on her learning of using 

authentic texts, rather than reading about these texts in 

another source. The transactions with children's books, 
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the intensive reading of literature, internalized the 

meaning of genre in a more powerful way than text about 

genre. 

Through participation, reading, and learning in the 
classroom and also outside the classroom, I have 
enhanced my own understanding of children's 
literature. This course has offered me so many happy, 
positive and memorable experiences. (China, midterm 
evaluation) 

China's learning is both cognitive and affective as 

seen in this statement of the memories this class has given 

her. Because of the connections to her own life, China's 

knowledge base is one of useful pedagogy, not just facts. 

I was happy to see that I knew where to start, where 
to go first and how to get there. The whole process 
of thinking about recycling, looking for sources, 
gathering information and putting it all together made 
me realize that I learned a lot during the semester in 
this course and that I am able to look for sources, 
find them and organize them. I realize at this point 
that I knew almost nothing about children's literature 
(in English, in this country) when this course 
started. Now I know a little more, but better yet I 
understand about different genre, themes, text sets, 
topics. I am familiar with authors and illustrators. 
I know about awards, styles prizes, and I know where 
to refer to or go to get information or find sources. 
(Marcia) 

Marcia came with some experience teaching kindergarten 

in Argentina. Her understandings of learning were much in 

keeping with the beliefs of this class. However, she was 

continuously amazed at the resources available and the 

learning that she experienced as she integrated her 

knowledge of learning, teaching, and reading with the 

resources presented in the course. 
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Likewise, Terese experienced the satisfaction during 

the final project of being able to integrate many aspects 

of her learning throughout the semester. 

I feel I learned a lot from my final group project. 
This learning involves being able to look for and find 
specific resources needed, the ability to organize the 
various ideas and themes in each of the books, 
learning about what is available in chapter books. 
(Teresa, final evaluation) 

Class members realized the importance of the way 

content material was approached in any class. Their 

experiences in learning were perceived as more important 

than memorization of facts. The awareness of their own 

ability to use literature was a significant understanding 

as they equipped themselves to create learning environments 

in their future classrooms. 

Class Members as Readers 

Class members were asked to reflect on themselves as 

readers in both the initial survey and in the first written 

assignment--sharing an "Early Literacy Memory." On the 

initial survey the questions were asked: 

Describe yourself as a reader in your childhood/ 
adolescence. 

Describe yourself as an adult reader. 
When was the last time you read a children's or 

adolescent book? 
When did you last discuss any book with someone else? 

The majority of responses concerning class members' 

childhood reading indicated positive experiences, three 
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mentioned a problem with reading that kept them from 

enjoying it as they always felt behind, two felt they were 

not avid readers, and only one response indicated a lack of 

desire to read that continued through adulthood. This lack 

of desire, the class member attributed to his desire to be 

physically active and to live his own "text" instead of 

reading the experiences of others. 

Most teachers indicated that as adults, they did much 

personal reading on holidays and during summer vacation. 

Because of a heavy academic load, reading for personal 

enjoyment seemed to be pushed to the background. Several 

students mentioned preferred genre and numerous titles and 

authors that were favorites. 

In response to the question about when the respondent 

had last read a children's book, all students but one had 

read a children's book within the past few months. Much of 

this reading was done for children, either the class 

members' own, ones they were baby sitting, or in the case 

of two people, students in a classroom where they were 

working. One person said that he had not read a children's 

book for the last ten years. All students indicated they 

had discussed books with another person recently, and most 

often this person was a family member. For some it was 

brothers and sisters while others discussed with spouses or 

other friends and/or relatives. Specific genre, and 
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authors, such as mythology, science fiction, Dr. Suess, and 

Judy Bloome, surfaced as students remembered various 

literacy events. 

The writing of an early literacy memory was a 

requirement of the class, as previously mentioned. In 

addition to writing their own early literacy memory, class 

members were asked to respond to reading the memories of 

other class members. These memories had been placed in a 

class booklet and distributed to members. In response to 

reading these memories, Bee reflected in her journal on the 

types of memories she found, noting that "what most people 

remembered best was an experience with reading and the 

feelings associated with these experiences, rather than 

particular books." When people mentioned specific books, 

she thought, it was in connection with the feelings 

associated with being able to read them or being read to. 

Her tally of the types of responses are found in Table 11. 

Only one person specifically stated something about a 

book, cat in the Hat, that made it significant for him. 

Overall, class members' responses to reading these memories 

of their peers were about the tremendous impact of adults-

teachers and relatives--in the lives of beginning readers. 

As the course progressed, class members' perceptions 

of their reading broadened to include ideas about their own 

reading habits, their love and renewed appreciation of 



Table 11 

Bee's Tally of Class Members' Literacy Memories 

Literacy Memories Responses 

positive memories of being read to 

positive memories of reading to others 

Class reading projects 
(positive-3i negative-1) 

Pleasure of reading to themselves 

Combination of reading memories 

9 

4 

4 

4 

1 

reading, and new insights into the reading process. The 

voices of students below confirm their broadened 

perceptions in each of these three aspects. 

Class Members' perceptions of Their own Reading Habits 
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During the semester, many class members shared their 

growing awareness of their personal reading habits. Some 

of these comments involved approaching reading in general 

more positively, realizing the way they best read to learn, 

reading for meaning, and reflecting on reading. 

I have found that I read more of all my different 
texts this semester. I can't say that those results 
are because of this class, but I also can't say that 
it isn't. (Tom, midterm evaluation) 

Tom shared that reading has not been something he 

really likes to do. Since childhood, he would rather be 
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active, creating his own experiences in real life. As an 

adult, he has considered large amounts of reading as a 

chore. However, during the process of this course, as well 

as the experiences of sharing books at home with his young 

son, he has found reading more valuable. positive 

experiences, such as Tom admitted having in this class, 

quite possibly was influencing his approach to other texts 

in other classes. 

When I read at my own pace I seem to retain the 
information and/or remember the books and my feelings 
on them from my childhood. (Kathy, midterm evaluation) 

Kathy knew she could learn from her reading by paying 

attention to what she knew of her own reading habits. 

There was no pressure to read a certain amount a week, the 

exception being the completion of the chapter book for 

discussion. Kathy found she could adjust her reading 

schedule to suit the times she most preferred to read. She 

also found that despite the many books available for 

reading during browsing, she made better use of her time by 

making note of texts she wanted to read and doing so later 

at her own pace. 

China realized that her reading habits included much 

extensive reading as opposed to intensive reading. Perhaps 

this was due to having to cover many pages of college 

reading in a limited amount of time. Perhaps, also, it was 

the result assuming that children's books were simplistic 



forms of text to accommodate children's beginning 

approaches to reading, as opposed to a realization of 

various levels of meaning in contemporary children's 

literature. 

Before, I would just read books but without paying 
attention to what the books were saying, and now I 
pick up the book and read it and there's something 
there. There's meaning. (China, exit interview) 
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Angela acknowledged the importance to her of finishing 

a text before the discussion day in order to think about 

its significance for her. She perceived that reflecting on 

text was important to her understanding. 

I'd make sure I read it (the weekly chapter book for 
literature discussion) over the weekend so I had at 
least a day to kind of let it sit. A lot of times you 
don't always think about it if you read it the very 
same day. (Angela, exit interview) 

As preservice teachers reflected on their perceptions 

of their own reading, one response was that of their own 

reading habits. An awareness of these habits, especially 

the knowledge that for each person there are different 

attitudes, places, and approaches, is a valuable 

understanding for teachers. 

Class Members' Renewed Love and Appreciation 

of Reading 

For many class members, this course served as a 

reminder of the pleasure they had derived from reading in 

the past. Being required to indulge in children's 
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literature provided the time that many never seemed to have 

for pleasure reading. As Lori said in her mid-term self-

evaluation, she doesn't explore children's literature 

because it is a requirement but because she wants to. As 

class members share their appreciation of reading, it 

involved many aspects of literature and many reasons for 

this appreciation. The following comments are but a few of 

the many shared perceptions of these teachers concerning 

their love of reading in this course. 

As a reader I found that most of the books I've read 
as a child, I have enjoyed much more as an adult. 
It's too bad I couldn't enjoy all of them as much when 
I was a child. I enjoyed reading children's books and 
I can see what an important role that literature plays 
in a child's life and how impressionable it can be. 
(Terese, final evaluation) 

As a reader this course has reminded me of how much I 
love to read and that a lot can be learned from 
children's books! I have never been able to enjoy 
personal reading time during school, because I've 
always had tons of required reading, but this time the 
required reading was different. It was never 
overbearing or too long. It was like reading was when 
I was younger. (Ruth, final evaluation) 

Both Terese and Ruth reflected on their childhood 

reading and compared their joy in reading then to now. 

While Terese felt she enjoyed the books more now and wished 

she could have read many of the contemporary books as a 

child, Ruth felt her reading during this course to be like 

that of her childhood. In remembering childhoods and 

personal reading experiences, class members rediscovered 



the pleasure that can feed their enthusiasm to use 

literature in the classroom. 
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Most all the books I've read in this class, you can 
somehow bring something out of them and make it your 
own. Maybe I'm more in tune with literature or that I 
want to write so much, but I can really relate to a 
lot of stories. (Eugene, exit interview) 

Eugene's perceptions of his appreciation and 

understanding of literature, he felt, were the result of 

his great desire to write. Throughout the semester, Eugene 

made numerous connections with texts that either told his 

story, related to some place he lived, or was of great 

interest to him as a future writer. As Eugene transacted 

with these text, he actually did "make them his own." 

Angela had always been an avid reader, specifically a 

reader of science fiction chapter books. Her appreciation 

of literature was in the area of art and illustration. 

I was never that much into picture books, and I've 
come to realize even more so how important the visual 
aspects of books can be. If a book doesn't look 
interesting, kids won't want to read it. (Angela, exit 
interview) 

Connie's many experiences and opportunities to discuss 

children's literature caused her to comment that, "I have 

always read to my children, but now I enjoy children's 

books not only for their benefit, but for my own. With 

many of her classmates, Connie found a personal enjoyment 

for children's literature that went beyond providing 

entertainment or information for others. It is this 



personal valuing of literature that will determine the 

extent to which it is used to its potential in future 

classrooms. 
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Lori's negative experiences with reading earlier did 

not leave her with an enthusiasm and love of reading to 

share with her future students. For Lori, as for others, 

the class helped instill this enjoyment of reading, as well 

as an understanding of the role literature can play in the 

curriculum. On many occasions, Lori shared how much she 

had gained from this class. Lori and Connie, in thinking 

about text sets and how they support learning, were 

realizing the importance of intertextual connections. 

I didn't have a good experience with reading. I 
didn't read all these stories that you've been 
bringing up. It's funny, because Connie and I were 
talking and we were never exposed to this material-
how to put text sets together. We always learned from 
the text book. We didn't have any other resources to 
go to. I wasn't really exposed to too much reading. 
When we came here, I was really far behind in my 
reading, because, I guess the school district there 
didn't read that much. That was a bad experience and 
made me not like reading. Just being far behind and 
always having to be put in the lower groups. (final 
evaluation) 

Class Members' New Insights into the Reading Process 

For many class members, the reading in this class 

enabled them to see that the reading process is far more 

than decoding words. The importance of the meaning-making 

that occurs during the reading transaction and the many 



facets of reading within the context broadened the 

perspectives of these preservice teachers concerning the 

process of reading. 
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Previous to the following quotation in the final self-

evaluation, Bee wrote that her perceptions of herself as a 

learner were not changed so much due to the fact that her 

own philosophy of learning was much the same as that of the 

course. However, she did feel the course impacted her 

perceptions of herself as a reader in that she realized the 

complexities of the reading process: 

I think this course has helped me re-discover my love 
for literature. My focus on reading has shifted from 
the quantity of print I read to the meaning I derive 
from texts, whether that be through print or 
illustration or collaborating with others. I think I 
have a much broader definition of reading than when I 
first entered the course, because when I first came, I 
had the impression that reading was deciphering 
letters on a page. Throughout this semester, I have 
come to realize how much more reading involves, and 
now consider myself more of a reader than I ever did 
before. (Bee) 

Noreen realized that just a private reading of 

literature is often not enough. Her participation in many 

times of sharing text with others helped her to realize the 

value of dialogue about text. 

Learning'has always been a personal, almost private, 
experience, With literature this is a very personal 
experience. However, I feel that through teaching 
literature I have expanded to share literature more. 
This course has helped me enjoy sharing my reading 
experiences and has increased the variety of ways I 
can share it in the classroom. (Noreen, final 
evaluation) 



Tom, mentioned earlier as one who did not consider 

reading such an enjoyable pastime, makes a significant 

statement on his perceptions of the reading process. 
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Reading has become more enjoyable. I can better 
appreciate the work and dedication that goes into 
writing a book. I have also learned that a reader is 
the key in determining whether a book is worthwhile. 
The reader must give his or her own feelings, 
understanding and interpretation to each page of text 
and or illustration. When these two parts come 
together, the text and reader input, the book truly 
becomes great. (Tom, final evaluation) 

Tom indicates an understanding of the transactional 

theory of reader response. His learning of the importance 

of both what the reader brings to the text and a well-

written text will enable him to create learning and reading 

environments within his classroom. In addition, Tom found 

significant personal understandings about his own reading 

processes: 

As a learner I have found that this literature course 
allowed me to realize what literature has to offer. 
The course provided many opportunities to find out 
what I already knew, what I need to know, and what I 
need to do to get the most out of reading. I feel as 
though I am a reader to a degree once more. (Tom, 
final evaluation) 

As class members reflected on their early reading and 

then experienced literature throughout the semester, they 

responded to these experiences in ways that showed their 

perceptions of their own reading habits, their renewed love 

of reading, and their understanding of the complexity of 

the reading process. They indicated overall that even if 
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they were readers as children, time constraints in later 

years of schooling to include college did not allow them to 

read for enjoyment. They not only were able to recognize a 

renewed understanding and joy of reading, but they gained 

insight into creating reading environments. 

Class Members as Teachers 

The initial survey inquired of class members what they 

felt to be characteristics of effective teachers and their 

ideas concerning what influences children's learning and 

reading. The following questions were on the survey: 

What are some individual characteristics that you 
think underlie effective teaching? 

What do you think most influences children's learning? 
What do you think creates a love of reading in 

children? 
What role do you see literature playing in reading? 

The intent of these questions was to encourage these 

teachers to begin thinking about the relationship between 

reader, text, and context of reading. As they responded 

according to the knowledge and experience they had so far, 

these teachers were definitely opinionated about what 

impacts a child's reading. 

In thinking about characteristics of effective 

teachers, the caring nature of individuals prevailed in 

their answers. Such qualities as patient, caring, kind, a 

good listener, cheerful, and enthusiastic were mentioned. 

other professional qualities included creativity, 
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communication, discipline, helping a reader make 

connections to a book, teaching respect through being 

respectful, flexibility, responding to a child's individual 

needs, always improving their teaching skills, enthusiasm, 

inspiration, preparation, and a knowledge base. These many 

characteristics were described in a variety of ways and 

many were mentioned multiple times. 

Questions about children's learning and reading put 

class members in the role of teaching and revealed their 

conceptions as to how children learn and the role of 

literature in learning and reading. Aspects of the 

instructional and classroom contexts, teachers or other 

people around children, and interest were the main topics 

included in the answers to the question as to how children 

learn. Most class members thought interest and 

imagination, positive, enthusiastic role models, and being 

read to and encouraged at an early age were the main keys 

to creating readers who love reading. The role of 

literature in learning was especially interesting as this 

was one of the intents of our course. Many of these 

answers were considered in an earlier chapter about the 

perceptions of preservice teachers concerning the course 

and children's literature. I will mention again that 

several responses dealt with using literature to enhance 

vocabulary and comprehension, as well as motivation to 
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read, providing information and experiences, and enticing 

the imagination. These comments were very general and 

opened the doors to talking about how we do these things 

with literature. 

As preservice teachers were continuously making 

connections between the children's literature course 

experiences and their future classrooms, many times they 

referred to themselves as teachers and to their perceptions 

of children as learners from a teacher's perspective. The 

comments referring to themselves as teachers dealt with 

their own attitudes and beliefs about teaching, the 

resources and preparation they were gaining from the 

course, and support they were receiving from other class 

members. 

Attitudes and Beliefs About Teaching 

Throughout the semester, and especially during the 

thematic unit on learning and schooling, class members 

shared their attitudes and beliefs about teaching. 

sometimes it was a preconceived notion and other times it 

was the result of some topic or book in class. Many of 

these beliefs dealt with understanding that everyone is a 

teacher and that teachers are learners. 

Even if at the moment I'm not a classroom teacher, I 
know I have taught someone something at one point or 
another. (Marcela, final evaluation) 
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I think teaching and learning go together. I mean a 
teacher learning from the student as she teaches is 
two way--you're not just throwing out information, 
you're getting things out of it, too. I think you're 
learning as you teach. (Connie, exit interview) 

Everyday, my environment serves as a teacher. 
Learning is a continual process that takes place in 
many surroundings. I, too, am a teacher of those 
around me. (Colleen, final evaluation) 

Ruth realized that a teacher does not know everything 

--she is not a dispenser of knowledge but a facilitator who 

knows resources and is willing to learn with her students. 

She also was aware that a responsibility of the teacher is 

to be aware of the diversity of all children and look at 

learning from their various points of view. 

As a teacher this course has reinforced the idea of a 
teacher being a facilitator. Teachers cannot and do 
not know everything, but with all the books available 
as resources they can reach out to all types of 
students if they are aware of their students and their 
lives and personalities. They can also show students 
that teachers and everyone are always learning new 
things, especially through books. (Ruth, final 
evaluation) 

other statements concerning attitudes and beliefs 

about teaching may be found in the preceding chapter on the 

literature discussions of Just Call Me Stupid. When 

presented with the situation within the book, many 

approached the story as a case study and reflected on 

beliefs about teaching. 
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Resources and preparation for the Future 

Class members perceptions of themselves as teachers 

were strengthened in light of the resources they had gained 

from this class and their preparation to use literature in 

their own future classrooms. They realized from the vast 

resources that there was much more to learn; however, they 

felt they had a knowledge base to use to locate materials 

and to pull them together in significant ways. Ann's 

discussion with me indicated she felt confident of her 

perceptions of her abilities to use literature. 

I went in the class as a student but we taught each 
other and we learned and it was just a very active 
environment. I felt like I got so much out of it, 
because I feel more confident. I mean I haven't taken 
the block so I really don't know how to teach, but I 
feel confident like being able to pull things together 
as a teacher and being able to learn from that also, 
you know, and I also feel that I grew as a reader, 
because the exposure was great. (Ann, exit interview) 

Eugene's realized that a teacher has to read texts 

before expecting students to do so. This comment was made 

in consideration of not only being prepared to discuss and 

answer questions, but in realizing the importance of 

selecting appropriate texts. 

You have to read those books to have a real good 
understanding of what those books are about before 
you, as a teacher, can say, read those books. 
(Eugene, exit interview) 

Teresa reached an awareness that it is how the books 

are approached and used that determines their significance 

in the classroom. The fact that she realizes that 
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exploration and discussion far surpass teaching a lesson in 

creating a learning community is perhaps one of the most 

valuable lessons she could take with her. 

As a teacher I want to help children enjoy books while 
they are still children. I don't want to read books 
with the intention of teaching a lesson, but with 
exploration and discussion. I want to use literature 
to address certain topics and also for enjoyment. By 
reading many styles of literature, I had the 
opportunity to explore what my beliefs were as a 
teacher and decide what role I wanted literature to 
play in my classroom. (Terese, final evaluation) 

Sharif acknowledged the place of this course in the 

overall framework of his professional training. Sharif, 

always a very active participant, viewed every experience 

in light of his future classrooms. He was always enthused 

over the relevancy of our daily activities to his chosen 

career. 

As a future teacher I will be more apt to use 
literature in all areas of education; I believe that 
I will now be more prepared to do this in a 
professional and entertaining way. I feel that by 
participating in this class I have been able to see a 
larger picture of education and literature. 
This course has explicit applications for my future 
classroom experience; I hope to gain creative ideas 
for classroom projects and more knowledge of the 
various literature available. It's exciting to think 
that this course and others within my program are 
designed relevant to my future career, and I am 
enjoying the creative process of learning in the 
College of Education. (Sharif, midterm evaluation) 

Earlier, Lori was described as having a negative 

reading experience. Her growth, especially in perceptions 

of her own learning and reading and attitude towards 
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literature, created for her the knowledge base she needed 

to be the enthusiastic teacher she desired to be. 

I came into this class to learn how to teach 
literature to children. After this course I've come 
to value literature a lot. • • • When talking to 
classmates they feel that this class is very helpful 
to them as future teachers. We are now aware of how 
we can come in contact with children's books and how 
we can integrate any book into the class. This course 
has been one of my most helpful and useful courses as 
a teacher. (Lori, final evaluation) 

Every experience within the semester was designed, as 

stated in a previous chapter, to be useful in a classroom. 

Variations on any project would make it adaptable for a 

variety of ages. Marcia, having taught in a classroom, 

continuously linked her experiences to what children might 

experience. 

I usually try to connect or transfer in my mind what 
we do in groups with how I would do the same thing 
with kids in my classroom and many times I can imagine 
how they would feel doing a specific activity. 
(Marcia, midterm evaluation) 

As teachers made connections between their learning in 

this course and their future profession, the confidence 

they acquired through their participation and involvement 

was evident in the many verbal and written communications 

between myself and class members. For many, it was not 

only the knowledge of literature and its use, but the 

awareness of the value of the experiential nature of a 

class such as this. 
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professional support From Peers 

Through dialogue, especially in discussion groups, and 

journal entries, students shared with peers their concerns, 

issues, and personal beliefs about literature, this class, 

and learning/teaching in general. The value of this aspect 

of discussion was mentioned in the previous chapter in 

thinking about the significance of literature discussions. 

The representative comments below on the value of journals 

supported my belief that this course aspect was important 

for these teachers. 

From writing the weekly journals to you and other 
classmates, I have gained so much. This is because 
you take the time to comment about our concerns from a 
professional and caring perspective. In the same 
manner, my classmates try to relate to my discussions 
from the perspective of future teachers. It really is 
rewarding to hear comments from people that are 
involved in the same field! (China, final evaluation) 

To write a journal every week and also respond to one 
gives me the opportunity to express my ideas, views 
and insights on different issues relevant to my 
profession and also the opportunity to listen to other 
opinions. Even when I disagree, it's very enriching 
to see other perspectives. (Marcia, midterm 
evaluation) 

Responses to my journal entries were very inspiring. 
Some of my new found friends who are preparing to 
teach also gave me courage through sharing their 
stories, guiding me, and encouraging me. Discussion 
groups and brainstorming in class were immensely 
helpful. I feel like our group really got close. I 
want my classes to get this close. (Anne, final 
evaluation) 

I believe that a dialogue journal without meaningful 

response looses much of its learning potential. The act of 
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reflecting is valuable to class members. However, the 

feedback not only provides information in itself from 

varying perspectives but also encourages the initial writer 

to think more deeply about an issue or concern. Therefore, 

I responded with complete, in depth thoughts to each entry 

I received, one from each class member every other week. I 

encouraged other class members to do the same when they 

were responding to their classmates. The above statements 

indicate the significance of peer response to class 

members. 

Anne decided to change her major to education during 

the semester. She was inspired by the attitudes and work 

of her peers within this class. 

I have been inspired and awed by their (fellow 
students) willingness to learn and to teach others. I 
want to be surrounded by other zealous learners as I 
was here. I was inspired to work harder than normal, 
and that made me feel good. (Anne, final evaluation) 

In addition to these co~ents, other perceptions of 

the value of peer support and interaction can be found as 

students reflect during the exit interview on their 

experiences in discussion groups in the preceding chapter. 

perceptions of Children as Learners 

The following comments are but a few of the many 

understandings and questions concerning children as 
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learners and readers that these teachers contemplated 

during the course. In Chapter 4 of this document, other 

points of concern elicited by discussion of the book Just 

Call Me stupid are discussed. Drawing on knowledge from 

their own experience as a child, as brothers and sisters of 

children, as parents, and as adults working with children, 

these teachers made connections between knowledge gained 

from various college of Education classes and their 

knowledge from experience. Their insights brought multiple 

perspectives on children's needs, learning, and reading. 

Angela felt that a positive attitude toward reading 

is necessary for learning. 

I believe that a positive attitude about literature is 
important to a child's willingness to learn anything 
in any subject. Reading is fundamental to learning 
almost anything, so if a child has a negative attitude 
about reading, they will probably have a negative 
attitude about learning in general. (Angela) 

China realized from reading texts the value of story 

to children as they try to make meaning in the world around 

them. 

I have learned so much from reading these books; I 
have gained a better understanding of the way children 
look at stories. They look for enjoyment, creativity 
and most importantly, children look to books as a way 
to identify themselves. (China, journal entry) 

Eugene wanted to teach because he saw his own 

children's problems, and he decided he could be a teacher 

who could "make them learn," so to speak. After reflection 

on the approaches to learning he gained in both this class 
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and others so far in his teacher preparation, he realized 

that what he first envisioned doing was the same thing that 

was failing to support the learning of his children 

presently. 

When I said I want to be a teacher I thought, "My 
kids, they're terrible at writing, spelling, and I see 
all these other kids having problems. I'm going in 
(to teaching), and they're going to learn to read, to 
write, learn the three R's. I'm going to help them do 
this. I'm going to be a real strict teacher." And 
it's like the whole thing was lifted off, scales came 
off my eyes. This is what we're trying to get these 
kids to do now and they're not. They're not going for 
it and for what reason? Then I thought back to my 
days. Well my teacher made me do this, and I thought, 
"What did I really learn from that?" I learned to 
hate school. The more I've read and learned about 
education and was exposed to the knowledge (recent 
literature on teaching and learning), I've realized it 
has to be approached differently. (Eugene, exit 
interview) 

Eugene was not alone in his awareness that learning 

must be approached differently than a transmission model 

might dictate. Ann felt that what and how children are 

exposed to in reading influences how their interest. 

Atmosphere is an important influence in nurturing, but 
I think exposure is most important--what you expose 
them to and how you expose it to them. That sparks 
their learning and sparks their interest in reading. 
(Ann, exit interview) 

Sharif's awareness of the need for creative solutions 

to learning problems was an outcome of his reading and 

discussing the shared class novel. For many class members, 

this book caused them to contemplate many issues in 

education. 
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I think I got a really good awareness of learning and 
the learning process and children with reading 
problems through reading Just Call Me stupid. How to 
find creative solutions to help break through anxiety 
is really important. (Sharif, exit interview) 

These preservice teachers' perceptions of themselves 

as teachers included notions about teaching and being 

prepared for teaching as well as considerations about 

children as learners. Their involvement with all 

experiences of this course enable them to broaden their 

knowledge of literature and pedagogy and build confidence 

in their ability to facilitate the building of a learning 

community within their classrooms. 

As these voices of students share their perceptions of 

learning, reading, and teaching, they readily attribute 

many of the experiences within this class as being 

influential in broadening their concepts of learning, 

nurturing a love of reading, and building confidence in 

their understandings and abilities to use literature in the 

classroom. Most importantly, these teachers understood the 

complexities and inter-relatedness of being a learner, a 

reader, and a teacher. Many of the statements made 

actually described more than one of the concepts of 

learners, readers, and teachers. Ann shares her awareness 

of this concept in the following paragraph: 

This course has influenced the way I perceive myself 
as a learner, a reader, and a teacher. What is the 
most interesting part of the course's influence is 
that through that influence, I am able to see how all 
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the different perceptions also influence the 
perception of one another. For instance, the 
perception of being a learner was influenced by the 
fact that as I am a learner, I am a teacher to myself 
and to others in the process of learning. My 
perception of myself as a reader was influenced 
positively. There was a lot of emphasis on 
approaching literature for its worth, and the great 
things we can receive when reading. Reading did not 
feel like a chore and was not made a chore. This 
influenced me to see reading for a course can be very 
worth while and a pleasant experience. (Ann, final 
evaluation) 

If teachers are able to perceive their roles of 

learners, readers, and teachers, braided together in all of 

their daily activities, then perhaps this will encourage 

the creation of classroom environments that will 

simultaneously nurture all three in children. First, 

however, teacher education courses must encourage 

reflection on their perceptions of themselves as learners, 

readers, and teachers. 

Case Studies of Learners, Readers, 

and Teachers 

The following individuals were selected as case 

studies because they were diverse in their own initial 

perceptions of how they learn and the fact that this 

diversity was also demonstrated during the semester as they 

participated in various course aspects. Louis stated that 

he learned from observing other people and using "bits and 

pieces to his advantage." He demonstrated throughout the 
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course a methodical persistence in his approach to learning 

as well as purposeful, meaningful dialogue with other 

students either during a planned discussion or on his own. 

He was quite straightforward about his lack of knowledge 

and expectations concerning the course. One major focus 

was understanding this experiential approach to learning 

and literature. 

Megan, on the other hand, felt she best learned by 

"reasoning her thoughts out," and this indeed proved the 

way she approached all of her learning tasks. This 

reasoning could be written or in discussions, but she 

demonstrated critical thinking skills that had been 

practiced for many years. She was constantly integrating 

new knowledge from her education courses with her personal 

experience and theories of learning and teaching and was 

greatly concerned with issues, as well as reading. Ruth 

felt interactive situations, either discussing or doing 

something, to be the way she best learned. She 

demonstrated this as she participated whole-heartedly in 

each activity and became intensively involved in reading 

the literature. Ruth experienced significant learning 

about learning as a result of the focused unit. Having 

worked as an aid at a bilingual school, Ruth seemed focused 

on literature and the child rather than some of the major 

educational and philosophical issues. Despite approaching 
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learning from different perspectives and sometimes with 

different agendas, the structure of the course allowed each 

person to be successful. All three made meaningful 

connections to both the literature itself and understanding 

the impact of particular curriculum experiences on 

students' learning. 

Louis Laffitte, a persistent Learner 

"I really didn't know what to expect. I just came. I 

just came to class." I shared this comment by Louis 

earlier in discussing class members' perceptions of the 

course, Children's Literature in the Classroom. This 

statement described Louis's perceptions of this required 

course as he initially confronted an unfamiliar course 

structure as well as content with which he was unsure. His 

very unassuming attitude was evident in this simple 

statement, as well as the complete honesty with which he 

characteristically began his search for knowledge. 

Louis is an elementary education major whose present 

goals consist of finishing school with good grades and 

whose future goal is to teach in the early childhood 

grades. Being an African-American male, Louis was 

confident that his possibilities of finding a job in the 

early grades was good. I agreed with this notion, not only 

because of his ethnic and gender characteristics but also 
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because of his persistence in pursuing his goals and his 

strong desire to be the enthusiastic teacher he felt 

children needed. "Excitement and enthusiasm" were the 

characteristics Louis felt most influenced children's 

learning as he answered various questions about learning 

and reading on the initial class survey. 

Louis as a Learner 

Louis's response to the survey question dealing with 

the most powerful way he perceived himself to learn was: 

The most meaningful way I learn is from other people's 
lives. I take bits and pieces from everyone I know or 
notice and use each bit to my advantage. 

Louis said in one discussion that he felt a student 

had to be aware of what he did not understand and keep 

working at the topic, whatever it was. Louis's 

perseverance in understanding a concept was one 

characteristic of his approach to learning that was evident 

throughout the course. Although students knew they would 

not be "tested" on materials in this class, Louis took the 

responsibility upon himself to see that he understood 

various aspects, language, and concepts of the class. He 

did not assume that any aspect was unimportant, but 

persistently built upon his knowledge base. The 

experiential nature of this class at times created 

momentary chaos for students who were used to more 
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traditional methods of instruction that involved specified 

assignments allowing students little or no voice or choice 

in assignments or approaches to meaning construction. 

Although he experienced this chaos, Louis never complained 

or tried to avoid any uncomfortable aspects of the course 

structure but met each session and activity head-on with 

assurance that he would understand the framework of this 

course. The following excerpts from journal entries show 

Louis's perceptions of his own understandings of this 

course: 

1/26/94 
So far this class has been very positive for me. It 
is re-orienting my interest in reading and it is 
making me do more than just read. It is allowing me 
to explore meanings and thoughts that not only I would 
have, but what K-12 students might think. 

2/23/94 
After a month and a half of class, I am still not 100% 
sure of what is going on. I have an idea, but I am 
not completely positive. I have been trying my 
hardest to do well, but I still seem to be missing 
things. I am having problems with genre. I kind of 
get it, but I don't know how to classify all stories. 
I hope I can fully understand this class and its 
concept soon. 

3/2/94 
Now I feel very comfortable in class even though I am 
still learning and trying to understand different 
issues of children's literature. I feel this class is 
essential for the knowledge and background needed to 
teach children in the primary years. 

3/9/94 
(This was on the mid-term self-evaluation.) I have a 
small or low comprehensive understanding of the class, 
but I feel my genuine desire to learn and understand 
will start to build my foundation in the capacity of 
learning. 
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• • • Though I am beginning to understand what genre 
is, I still don't know the various different types of 
genre. 

3/23/94 
Right now the class itself seems to be getting clearer 
to me. I am understanding that this class is a 
gradual process for the comprehension and 
understanding of children's literature • • • I am 
still cloudy on the various types of genre. Maybe a 
list of genre would help me out in this instance. 

3/30/94 
Right now I feel I truly understand the purpose of 
this class, but I still don't understand genre. I 
think I need to meet with you to get a list of the 
different types of genre. 

Louis was quite taken during the first few weeks with 

all the literature to browse and the reading of children's 

books that was expected as the assigned readings for the 

course. As he was not used to such a comprehensive 

framework of experiences, however, he was overwhelmed for a 

while and thought he was not accomplishing the necessary 

requirements for the class. This class was definitely not' 

something he had experienced before, as evidenced in these 

brief journal comments as well as short conversations with 

me after class. While he still was not sure of exactly 

what I expected, I believe the community that was created 

within our class created a comfortable situation for Louis 

to pursue understanding of this course as well as 

experience literature. He persistently participated in 

each activity and requirement. His author/illustrator 

project on Dr. Suess was well done, and he shared his 
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pleasure at the end of the semester when his groups asked 

him to do the illustration for the fable they were writing. 

He meticulously designed a format for his reading log, 

contemplating each aspect he wanted to include. Louis 

realized that it was all right to grasp the meaning of this 

course at a pace that matches his own learning and that 

there was no template he was to follow in his meaning

making process. The focus he placed on reading and 

preparing to teach was obvious as he took the 

responsibility for his own learning according to how he 

perceived himself to best learn. 

A specific example of Louis's persistence in learning 

could be seen in his grasping of the concept of genre. 

During the beginning of the course, genre was discussed and 

examples of various genre were given. The term itself was 

used throughout the course especially as the focus of many 

weeks was determined by genre. Louis shared with me that 

he did not understand the concept, but that he would keep 

trying to understand on his own. I offered from the 

beginning to meet with him to discuss genre, as well as 

give him extra information from other texts. Although he 

accepted the extra printed information, it was not until 

the end of March that Louis met with me. By that time, he 

actually was understanding on his own the basic concepts of 

genre as well as the course structure. In our meeting I 
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somewhat finalized in his mind the meanings of genre and 

how to decide which way to categorize each book. Louis had 

grappled on his own with the term, asking only that I use 

the term more often and more deliberately in class in order 

for him to hear it in context. His awareness of what he 

needed to understand a concept was evident as he 

persistently worked toward his goal of understanding genre. 

In Louis's final exit interview, while discussing what 

in the instructional context influences children's 

learning, he compared a child's situation to his own in 

this class. 

Something that would influence learning is their level 
of comprehension. I guess because I went through it 
and I was the kind of learner that needed people to 
explain things to me. I guess the less I understood, 
the better I would learn it, because I would try 
harder to learn it. When I knew it, I just took it 
for granted but when I didn't know it I would have to 
mostly ask questions and would have to keep building 
and building and eventually I would catch on to it. 
So I'd say that asking questions, being inquisitive, 
not being the kind of kid who says I know it, I don't 
need to ask questions. Even if you know it you should 
ask questions. The same thing could mean something 
different to you than it means to me, and it's good to 
have different opinions of something. 

In looking at Louis's "learning time line," the 

significant events he listed are few compared to many other 

time lines; however, the people and events listed were 

important enough that he had shared them with me at other 

points during the semester (see Appendix G). Louis 

perceives his mother as having played a major role in his 
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love of reading as well as in forming the integrity with 

which he confronts life today. Louis said his mother read 

to him all the time when he was young. He said that she 

kept him out of trouble a number of times when he was 

growing up. Because of his respect for her and her 

continuous support for him, he could not do many of the 

things his friends were doing, as his mother expected 

better from him. Growing up in Los Angeles offered many 

temptations, and for this reason, Louis had recently 

invited his teenage brother to live with him in Tucson for 

the upcoming school year. Louis mentioned his brother on 

his learning timeline, and in addition to being a source of 

learning for him, Louis's brother exemplified one facet of 

Louis's teaching. 

Louis as a Reader 

Besides these family members, the rest of Louis's 

learning timeline included events related to reading. On 

the initial survey, Louis described himself as a reader in 

childhoodl adolescence: 

I was an avid reader. Reading was the greatest thing 
to me. I read all of the time, wherever and whenever 
I could get my hands on a book. I loved reading so 
much I would read encyclopedias just so I could learn 
to read even better. 

A most significant item on the learning timeline in 

contributing to Louis's perceptions of himself as a reader, 
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was his being the reading champ in third grade. This event 

Louis shared in his Early Literacy Memory. As a result of 

a reading contest in the third grade in which the teacher 

gave a prize to the person who read the most and could 

discuss what they read, Louis was challenged to read 

"everything he came across." During the contest he stayed 

well ahead of his classmates, until just before the end of 

the year he checked to be sure he was still ahead. Upon 

discovering one young lady was ahead of him, he immediately 

was driven to "read himself ragged." The end of the year 

found both classmates winners, but just to prove he was at 

least one ahead, Louis ran home the day the names were 

announced and read one more book. Louis said in his Early 

Literacy Memory that: 

Ever since that point, reading has become an internal 
desire that has helped me achieve many of my short 
term goals and is helping get to my long term goals. 
As a future teacher, this desire for reading is 
something that I want to instill in my students so 
they can have the same opportunity to achieve that I 
had. 

Louis's positive and enthusiastic perceptions of 

himself as a reader were evident in his approach to the 

literature in the children's literature class. Although 

his comments on the initial survey concerning himself as an 

adult reader indicated he was an occasional reader, reading 

only books dealing with issues, concerns, or philosophies, 

he said his reading had picked up a lot this semester just 
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being in this class. His enthusiasm for each chapter book 

and literature discussion group was evident in his 

responses within groups and comments to me. During the 

exit interview, Louis shared his experience during a 

discussion of Sojourner Truth (McKissack, 1993). 

I like the groups for what they could bring out of a 
topic. One day, we read the Sojourner Truth book. 
Colleen and I started talking about something related, 
but it was different. It can bring out different 
things. It can bring out different understandings. 
It brought out different ideas people had of each 
other. She asked me a question, because I'm from Los 
Angeles, and she's from Orange county. They're like 
two opposite cities. She would say when she goes to 
LA, she would see this and this, and why is that. And 
the things it could bring out! It was a good 
conversation to me. And it all stemmed from that 
book, all stemmed from the book, too. (exit interview) 

Although this statement was used earlier in another section 

of this study, it is mentioned here because of the 

significance to Louis as he responds to his reading. This 

particular example supports Louis's earlier statement that 

the most significant way he learned was from other people's 

lives, taking bits and pieces from those around him. 

said: 

Regarding Just Call Me stupid (Birdseye, 1993) Louis 

Yeah, it was the kind of book people could relate to. 
It had more overall qualities that people could say, 
"I could kind of see that. It happened to me. It 
seemed like something realistic, that's going on right 
now, that we see out there." (exit interview). 

Louis also responded thoughtfully during the actual 

discussion of Just Call Me stupid. 
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One thing this book shows, I think if I'm correct, is 
how externals can really hurt you internally. That 
was a lot of his (patrick's) problem because of his 
father always saying he was stupid. "You can't do 
this. Why aren't you this smart?" And that really 
stuck with him. His real problem was that fear always 
hanging over his head that he is stupid. It became a 
stigma in his life that he was just a stupid kid 
because his father said he's stupid no matter what he 
does. He can't learn it even though he has the 
potential to learn it. (discussion transcript) 

He continues thinking about the teacher's role in the 

situation of Patrick in Just Call Me stupid. 

That's one thing, too, that kind of shows that 
teachers can't get frustrated at a kid, because the 
teacher was frustrated also, and as a teacher you have 
to try to figure out more of what's going on instead 
of just saying this kid can't learn it. You have to 
figure out why this kid can't learn it. There has to 
be some other reason. (discussion transcript) 

Louis as a Teacher 

As a teacher, Louis has definite notions about what he 

feels should characterize his future classrooms and 

curriculum. At many points he verbalizes this or writes 

about his beliefs and perceptions of himself as a teacher. 

Often he connects his beliefs with a class experience, such 

as in the following statement: 

Hopefully, kids can ask questions more and not just 
take for granted, I read this and I think I know what 
it means. That's one thing. Kids should work in 
groups together and build up their ideas and opinions, 
like we did in class basically. That was good. It 
was good especially, if you read a story and didn't 
finish it. By other people explaining things, that 
makes you want to go back and finish it and complete 
it so you can build up your understanding. (exit 
interview) 
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Louis's increased interest in reading also influenced his 

perceptions about teaching. 

When I asked Louis at one point to expand a bit on his 

notions about children learning best through enthusiasm and 

excitement on the part of the teacher, he created a 

scenario describing himself sitting at a desk grading 

papers and telling children to read. He commented that he 

could not expect them to do as he said and behave if he 

does not give them a positive example by reading also. He 

touched on a positive attitude as a way to showing one's 

enthusiasm. 

The classroom environment of the Children's Literature 

course was such that Louis could approach learning 

situations according to his perceptions of how he learned. 

At the same time, he could experienc~ and experiment with 

new approaches to learning without fear of "lowering his 

grade." Louis demonstrated growth in that he went from 

simply "not knowing what to expect and just coming to 

class" to a greater understanding of children's literature 

as well as himself as a learner, reader, and teacher. 

My growth during the semester was a very long and 
tedious process, but I feel I did mature in the world 
of Children's Literature. My knowledge of literature 
was at about the same level as the kids I want to 
teach, but after reading it more and learning what to 
look for in Children's Literature, my whole outlook 
went from a negative one to one that could excite and 
perpetuate a love for children's literature. Since 
January my understanding of its role in the classroom 
has blossomed. Literature can ease sensitive 
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situations, it can give a foundation for a specific 
area, and it can also teach understanding. The 
significance of literature to the child is priceless, 
because it can build a future of learning, knowledge 
and imagination that is essential for a child's growth 
and development. 

This course has strongly influenced how I 
perceive myself as a learner, reader and teacher, 
because it has taught me understanding of reading and 
learning. It has given me a foundation of what to 
teach kids to look for. It gave me a base for 
bringing about certain issues to children. I have 
developed my understanding of children and how they 
read and for what reasons they might read and need to 
read. This class will always be a useful resource to 
the future educators of America. (final evaluation) 

Megan Hui, critical Thinker 

"I learn best by reasoning my thoughts out. I 

remember something much better when I am given a reason or 

explanation for it." 

Megan as a Learner 

Megan is another class member who is well aware of the 

most meaningful way she learns. She is constantly 

integrating her knowledge, experience, and new information 

concerning theory or practice. Her journal, especially, is 

evidence of this. Her comments on conference 

presentations, various issues we discussed in class, and 

literature and professional readings she read received 

extensive contemplation in her journal. Issues such as 

critical thinking, holistic ways of approaching curriculum, 
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multi-age grouping, and multicultural approaches are among 

those topics elaborated upon. Also, she wrote about 

various aspects of literature such as censorship, 

historical fiction, and school texts in general. As with 

many students in the class, Megan's learning and reading 

were focused on teaching, and, therefore, much of the data 

that describes her as a learner is also indicative of Megan 

as a teacher or reader. Each of the three sections, 

learner, reader, and teacher are interrelated and enhance 

an understanding of the others. 

Megan came to class with many definite opinions about 

learning and teaching as well as being an avid reader. The 

structure of the class enabled her to build on these 

opinions, alter them somewhat, and add new experiences and 

concepts to her knowledge base. A closer' look at Megan 

will reveal an intellectually confident person who is quick 

to state the explicit, well-thought-out reasons for why she 

changed her major from business to education. 

Megan's heritage is Vietnamese. In an interview at 

the beginning of the semester, she shared with me that her 

father, two sisters, and she came to America from Viet Nam 

when she was in elementary school, leaving behind part of 

the family who joined them later. Her family settled in 

Arizona and she entered the first grade as the only Asian 

in her school. Experiencing being the outcast throughout 
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school, Megan said she "worked through the system." She 

built her self-esteem outside of high school and became 

involved in various activities such as cheer leading and 

being student body president by her last year. High school 

was a success despite losing one student government race to 

a guy who was an outspoken racist. The struggles Megan had 

to work through, as well as the difficulties she observed 

as her sister learned English, provided examples for her to 

use when thinking about the various theories of learning 

and practice. 

Megan's learning style is such that she critically 

contemplates each new idea and questions the validity of it 

for the learner. In support of her learning style, Megan 

wrote about her journal entries in her mid-term evaluation. 

I find I can be rather critical, and as a student I 
always debate whether that is advantageous or not 
because when I am going to be critical, I must expect 
others to be critical back. It is not a matter of 
right or wrong but a matter of different ideas. 
Sometimes other ideas seem more thought out than mine, 
and so I have to reevaluate. However, I continue to 
write in this manner because the more I learn the more 
confidence I have to present more solid and complete 
ideas. 

Confident that her thoughtful approach to issues enhanced 

her learning, Megan even thought through her style of 

reflecting. 

Megan's perception of her own philosophy of education 

is that of drawing from the various main philosophical 

paradigms according to her own present beliefs about 
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education. She is constantly inquiring and building on her 

present knowledge and experiences, and she seems to feel 

that an educator can be so bound to one philosophical 

paradigm that he/she follows the philosophical leading 

rather than putting the needs of the child first. From 

various comments she made, I felt she had been struggling 

with philosophical concepts in several previous classes. 

within her journal discussion on the Graduate Student 

Colloquy, Megan begins by mentioning that she was not for 

or against any philosophy. However, she was disappointed 

to see on the program of the Colloquy that a number of 

sessions clearly presented one philosophical view, and 

other views were not represented. She noted that this very 

philosophy which promotes "critical thinking" did not open 

up other sessions of different views. Since she did not 

feel like hearing "philosophical promotion," Megan 

purposely tried to avoid sessions that dealt with such. 

After describing the sessions she did attend and 

overhearing a graduate student concerned that her "voice" 

in her dissertation might not agree with the majority of 

the committee, Megan wrote the following paragraphs: 

I don't mean to be so negative about the 
pragmatist philosophy because there are certainly 
things in it that I support. It just seems to be a 
given in this school that it is the "be all and end 
all" and that really is a small and simple way of 
looking at life. John Dewey, who one of my professors 
insists is an absolute pragmatist, makes an excellent 
point in his essay On Experience and Education. He 
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explains that we shouldn't be so concerned with titles 
as to "what philosophy we believe" but to really ask 
ourselves deep questions about each philosophy that 
comes before us. Then I would add to make up our own 
philosophy. Is Dewey really pragmatist, or does he 
even care? 

I really seem to be going against the grain a lot 
and though it doesn't scare me to "voice" my thoughts, 
I find I get very tired of explaining. But then I 
remember why I'm in this whole thing--I love kids. My 
beliefs and value systems would not have chosen 
education because it's not lucrative or respected, but 
it is making a difference. Because of that, I'll keep 
plugging away at these kinds of issues. (journal 
entry) 

Even though Megan seemingly had been bothered by a 

pragmatist focus in many of her classes up to this point in 

her teacher preparation, she stated in her exit interview 

three months later that she liked many of the people in the 

College of Education now that she had gotten to know them. 

She felt they were respectful of each other's ideas and 

thoughts. In reflecting aloud about the community created 

in our classroom, Megan continued by saying that in the 

Children's Literature class a real strength was that I, the 

instructor, was never pushing my beliefs. I was inclined 

to think from her positive statement that she had 

encountered other instructors this semester who taught in a 

similar manner. She felt that when an instructor pushes 

her thoughts or views, all class members who even slightly 

disagree become cautious of what they are saying. As 

learners in a class, Megan felt that this attitude sets 

students back. The students in the College of Education 
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are not going to share their opinions if they feel like 

their grade is going to be on the line. with such a well 

developed knowledge base of experiences, reading, and 

lectures, Megan still felt the class to be one of her 

favorites in that the focus was on the student. While she 

certainly entered the class with more previously 

contemplated theoretical ideas than other members, she 

still felt her learning within the course to have exceeded 

her expectations. Her final evaluation states: 

I entered this class with only my personal experience 
with literature, and it really was not a great base at 
all. I read a lot of young love stories and they were 
good at building my reading proficiency, but they 
didn't really provoke my thoughts. I feel as if this 
class has helped me gain such a large perspective on 
what's out there, and yet in the literature world, I 
haven't even begun to scrap the cream of the crop yet. 

In thinking about her perception of learning in 

general, Megan said: 

I think that I have learned that literature seems to 
really celebrate the human spirit by showing it in all 
its mood, colors, emotions, etc. It is vast and the 
more I learn the richer my world becomes. (final 
evaluation) 

Megan as a Reader 

Megan's perceptions of herself as a reader had their 

roots in her childhood. Although she shared in a journal 

entry that she did not relate to the family memories of 

other class members, because her parents never read to her, 

she still remembers loving to read. 
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As a child I had low self-esteem and didn't socialize 
as much. This made me become an avid reader. My 
father, of course, promoted the idea and would buy me 
books often. I didn't love reading so much that I 
would just read anything though. I had to have the 
books hold my interest. (survey) 

She also shared a childhood literacy memory that 

presently causes her to question notions of 

multiculturalism in education. Loving her teacher's 

animated reading at story time, Megan found the stories 

became real to her. Being Chinese, she loved the reading 

of Rikki Tikki Tembo, a story about a family whose older 

son had a long name with a wonderful meaning. The youngest 

son had a short unimportant name. Although Megan thought 

it true at the time, she later discovered that the names 

were not even close to Chinese, nor were the Chinese people 

concerned about the length of names. They do value the 

meanings, and probably the non-Chinese author confused the 

two significances. Megan said that because of her 

resulting confusion about her culture, she did not know if 

it was wise to read the book, despite the probable good 

intentions of the teacher. She felt other students 

probably got a wrong message of authenticity, also. In 

addition, as a young reader Megan remembered teachers 

asking her while reading aloud a fable or story about 

Asians, if some aspect was true in her culture. After 

being asked such a question, Megan said she felt somewhat 

ignorant when she had to say, "I don't know." These fables 
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and stories didn't seem related to her, and from incidents 

such as these two mentioned, she questioned some approaches 

to multiculturalism. 

Now they have books on Orientals, that relate them to 
everyday life, not making them stand out and I feel 
comfortable with these. sometimes I think 
multicultural and multiethnic can make a student feel 
worse because then they really stand out as being 
different when they don't always want to be different 
from everyone else at that age. (journal entry) 

When Megan responded to reading the early literacy 

memories of other students in our class, she empathized 

with one student's feelings concerning being nervous with 

books of her own race. Megan said she felt the same way, 

as the last thing she wanted was to be singled out. 

Megan's response to this dealt with avoiding singling out 

any group and making diversity a general part of the 

curriculum without emphasis on knowing particulars of a 

group, especially as this may not represent their culture 

anyway. 

Megan's reading experiences as a child will make her 

discerning in her selection of books to represent the 

cultural pluralism in her classroom. Likewise, she will 

use these books with care and much thoughtful consideration 

as she continues learning while relating to the children in 

her classes. 

In an interview with Megan, she mentioned she loved 

the reading they did in high school English. 
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We read things like The Scarlet Letter, and I love 
that kind of stuff, because our teacher made it 
interesting. He'd ask us to look up certain points, 
and he'd be careful to look for words that we didn't 
understand. It wasn't a book report, but it was 
really, really, interesting. I liked it. 

As an adult reader, Megan said in the survey that she 

lacked time and interesting books to involve herself in 

reading other than for information. However, she made time 

for a focus on adolescent chapter books throughout the 

semester. She claimed that her reading log was one of her 

most valued treasures from our class. Her author/ 

illustrator project was focused on Katherine Paterson, and 

the final project that she completed with Terese involved 

reading numerous chapter books and identifying themes and 

issues within each. 

Megan's final self-examination contained the following 

statement: 

I didn't realize how fast I can read now. Reading 
textbooks is not the same as reading literature. I'm 
sorry to say that my head has been buried only in 
textbooks my college years, and literature was put on 
the back burner. Since I've started reading 
literature again, I can cover 100 pages in a half day. 
I've also noticed that I enjoy reading out loud to my 
kids at the preschool. My favorite book is The Three 
Billy Goats Gruff, because I can make a throaty sound 
quite well, if I do say so myself. 

Hegan as a Teacher 

As a teacher, Megan's perceptions of herself were 

quite well established when she entered this class. 
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originally, Megan was a business major. She didn't want to 

go into education because she wanted to make money, she 

told me in an interview. She began teaching at her church 

and working with other caring adults in a class of 

preschoolers. Many of these children were from broken 

homes; many came with rather rough mannerisms. Megan 

watched some of these children grow and literally change 

during the year of seeing them once a week. Part of it was 

age. However, Megan was contemplating the effect she could 

have on children, seeing them every day, as they go through 

this change. She moved to fifth and sixth grade in Sunday 

School and decided she wanted to change her major. The 

decision, she said, was tough as she was doing so well in 

business. Although she was rather disappointed with some 

of her first classes, she had a reason for being in 

education and did have good teachers in humanities, she 

said, who helped her begin thinking about why people think 

the way they do. Although she didn't agree with all 

teachers and their philosophies, Megan realized that she 

was bringing her past experience to the knowledge of these 

philosophies and was somewhat pulling from all three in 

deciding her position on educational issues. 

Multiculturalism, holistic approaches to learning, critical 

thinking, and the usefulness of a resource room were among 

these issues. 
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Megan's sister learned English at a later age than 

Megan, since she arrived in the states when she was in the 

fifth grade. Megan feels her sister is very much rule 

oriented and needs phonetic rules to follow, something 

which was not given her in the holistic classes where she 

was placed. The sister has had great difficulty with 

spelling and figuring out certain words. She has no rules 

to go by. Since Megan has not been give a total picture of 

a "Whole Language" classroom, she is very critical of it. 

The teachers with whom she has discussed a holistic view of 

education have said that people in the schools are often 

one extreme or the other--whole language or skills 

approach. While Megan can see using some of each--looking 

at the needs of the child--she feels people aren't willing 

to mix the two; perhaps they don't realize they can do 

that. Megan realizes this is getting back to the notion 

that believing one philosophy means you don't draw from 

others. 

Later Megan adds a bit more about the extremes: 

I think some people are coming around, but I think 
some people are still at the extremes. But I've 
talked to so many holistic people and they just have 
very different views, and I think it's just because 
it's so new. I think it's really hard to figure out 
what it is right now. I can't. Every time I turn 
around it seems like there's another view. And who's 
to say they're wrong, that way they're whole language. 
• • • I like the teacher I'm observing right now. We 
have to observe teachers for TTE 300, and I love it 
because she and I talked a lot about this. Her ideas 
are so much like mine, where the kid is the most 
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important thing. That's where the priority is. She's 
tried all different kinds of methods and everything 
and what works is what works depending on the kid. 
(interview) 

Another concern Megan has is what she hears about 

teaching critical thinking. In discussing this "pet peeve" 

she says: 

I have learned through the traditional system. And I 
can critically think more than a lot of people can. 
And it's not a bragging thing because it's something 
that you earned. It's something that you get to. And 
I just had a real problem because a lot of my 
teachers, and even my math class, talk this way. I'm 
really fighting it, you know. It's really tough for 
me. Because what they do, they just give you the 
stuff, and they're afraid to give you too much. One 
of the things we were talking about was that you don't 
need to memorize equations, they'll give it to you on 
the test • • • (discusses her math teacher making her 
memorize formulas). If you are going to critically 
think, you should have a pretty thorough knowledge of 
the subject anyway. critical thinking is important. 
I think it needs to be incorporated into the 
classroom, but they aren't giving it any kind of a 
base. It may be that's back again, people are just so 
scared of this "traditional," that they don't want to 
be anywhere close to it. It wasn't all bad. You need 
to just take what's good from that and incorporate it 
into the new stuff. (interview) 

As Megan shared in her journal about her experience at 

the Graduate Student Colloquy, she was surprised at one 

session she attended on multi-age grouping. She wrote 

extensively in her journal about the various conference 

sessions, especially this one. In the interview with her, 

she summarized her concerns about this idea and this 

session. 

They were talking about multi-age, and that did sound 
really good to me. But as soon as I asked her (person 
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g1v1ng the session) about any of that stuff, well then 
what do you do if kids don't necessarily get along, 
because some of them are not emotionally at the same 
level. Then they got really upset, and they didn't 
want to answer that. Because they're like, "Well, 
yes, that does happen, but it's in such a few cases 
and stuff." Well it happens at the preschool where I 
work. And I can't sit there and try to explain to a 
few kids--rationalize one way with one child and 
another way with another child. Then you have to 
decide do they get different punishments, or what age 
is that fair, because in a way you are putting them on 
the same level, and at the same time you don't want to 
put them on the same level. I'm not saying I'm 
against that either, but I'm just saying we haven't 
really completely thought about it. I don't like 
those kinds of answers, people just tell me that 
happens but it's not that important because it doesn't 
happen often. That's not good enough • • • I think it 
happens more than just a little bit. I think they 
were looking too much at the positive side of it. And 
you have to consider all aspects. If I apply it, I 
want it to work. I think I could work in a multi-age 
classroom. I just have to know when things like that 
do happen, and I know they will, what to do. (Megan, 
exit interview) 

Megan also shared some of her beliefs on discipline. 

She feels that problem solving is good. However, there are 

times when the teacher must put a stop to an unacceptable 

action, such as one child hitting another child. "I think 

there's something in human nature that makes you want to be 

given direction. You can problem solve and negotiate, but 

you can also say, 'no'." 

In the previous chapter of this document, many of 

Megan's comments were noted in the Just Call Me Stupid 

discussion groups. Megan was a part of the group 

characterized by "teacher talk." Her beliefs about 

resource rooms and labeling are adamantly discussed. Her 
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unwavering beliefs on this issue were obviously well 

thought out and were a topic she had pondered before. In 

addition to comments in the group discussions, she wrote a 

journal entry on this topic, admitting that she needed to 

know more about what goes on in these rooms. From her own 

sister's description of her "worthless resource class" and 

information from teachers she has worked with in public 

schools and from education courses, Megan realizes that it 

is difficult for a child to ever get out of such a program 

once identified. She also says: 

It's kind of ironic, because kids with the most severe 
problems have been shown statistically to do better in 
a consistent environment with consistent people, yet 
they are the ones that get moved from place to place 
with numerous teachers and many more students to deal 
with. (journal) 

Megan continued with teacher perceptions prompted by 

the reading of Just Call Me stupid in saying she 

appreciated the author showing Patrick's built up 

frustration, anger, and hurt. 

As teachers we would like to believe that our actions 
do not suppress or inhibit students to the point of 
frustration, but as we look through Patrick's eyes, we 
wonder how he stayed so calm. Yet if I was to read 
about his screaming at Celina in the first chapter, I 
would have not given Patrick a chance at being a good 
kid. Because I want to teach 4-6th graders, I realize 
that a number of them will have past histories with 
their educators and peers. • • • Also, after my year 
with them, I too will have left a mark on the history 
of their educators, good or bad. I guess what I am 
trying to say is that it's more human to find the 
reason for unacceptable behavior than to hunt down a 
good punishment which was to me the difference between 
Mrs. Romero and Mrs. Nagle. (journal) 
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As with the multicultural perspectives that found a basis 

in Megan's reading history, so the reading of Just Call Me 

stupid was helping to provide a basis for Megan's 

theoretical beliefs about learning and teaching. 

With such a background of self-induced critical 

thinking and reflection on professional issues of 

importance to her, I wondered if Megan felt she was 

construct.ing knowledge and making signif icant meaning in 

this course. In her final self-evaluation, as well as her 

last journal entry, however, she shared her perceptions on 

her growth as a teacher during the semester. 

Wow! As a teacher, this course has influenced me a 
great deal. I would have never placed as much 
importance on literature at the beginning of class as 
I do now. My worry now is just how much time will 
they allow me for literature and will the 
administration be bothered when I filter literature 
into other subjects? But no matter what happens, I 
will make sure literature somehow gets into my 
teaching. I really believe it helps children resolve 
much of their lives on their own and what a boost of 
self-confidence that is. (final evaluation) 

I just wanted you to know that I think this is the 
most valuable class I've had in enriching my future 
stUdents minds. •• It gets the focus beyond me and 
into the stUdents. (journal entry) 

The rest of this statement was used previously to 

understand student perceptions of the course. Although 

Megan did not totally agree with some of my philosophies, 

she found support for forming her own beliefs about 

learning, as well as similar concepts about "putting the 

child first." 
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Whether we agree or not in our thoughts or ideas 
doesn't bother me. I've really enjoyed the new 
perspectives you've given me, and I can't tell you how 
much I appreciate your respecting my thoughts. When I 
decided to become an educator, I knew no one would 
share my exact thoughts, but I did think that all 
educators would have the students' best interest in 
mind. I since realized that most do hold that goal, 
but some don't. I could care less about whether our 
thoughts mix or match. Ultimately, we do agree that 
the stUdents come first. (final journal entry) 

Megan, as all of us, will be critically contemplating 

her own theories and philosophies of education for all her 

life. Her constant questioning as a learner and teacher 

was not to demand that she was correct, but to construct 

meaning for herself. More than once she mentioned looking 

at the students' needs and putting them first. This course 

gave her the opportunity to question theories, discuss her 

opinions with others, and apply her beliefs to the 

practical use of literature within the classroom. The 

experiential nature of this class and the fact that the 

voices and choices of class members were valued introduced 

her to classroom practices that were also based in the 

belief of putting the stUdents first. 

Ruth Grill, Learning Through Interaction 

"I learn the most, personally, through interaction, 

whether it's talking, discussing or actually doing 

something. I remember things much easier that way, rather 

than just being told something." Ruth's perception of the 
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value of interaction with other people and activities 

within the learning environment was supported by her 

approach to learning during the semester. Likewise, as a 

reader and teacher, her perceptions of herself also 

indicate a reliance on interactive strategies. Having been 

in a classroom as a bilingual aid for over a year, Ruth 

already had some familiarity with literature in the 

classroom and concern about the needs of students. Her 

ideas about the purpose for this class was to: 

• • • enable me to look at a children's book as a tool 
and use it as a resource in a classroom to aid in 
lessons. I also think this course and those in it can 
introduce me to books and ideas I've never seen or 
heard before. (initial survey) 

Since the class provided the learning environment in which 

Ruth felt most comfortable, she focused on the content, 

children's literature, and its use in the class and 

constantly made connections to her knowledge of children. 

Ruth as a Learner 

On her learning timeline, Ruth mentioned such events 

as learning to read (before she began school), beginning 

Hebrew school, learning sign language, high school student 

government and sports, traveling by backpack and working in 

a bilingual elementary school. (See Appendix H.) A 

diversity of interactive experiences contributed to Ruth's 

perceptions of herself as a learner. Likewise, when the 
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class created a web of items that were in their houses 

showing they were a learner, Ruth indicated a variety of 

objects. (See Illustration 4.) 

As a learner this course has made me realize that 
everyone is a learner in just about everything they 
do. I specifically became really aware of this when 
we did a webbing of what we have in our homes that 
show we're learners. It was then that I realized that 
just about everything can act as learning experiences, 
with or without our knowledge. (final evaluation) 

Although Ruth had included a variety of examples of 

learning on both her timeline and web, from other comments 

she made, I think that this was the first time she had 

considered in an academic setting how comprehensive 

learning is and that each person is a learner in a variety 

of ways. When considering the implications of this concept 

to teaching, as Ruth did, the complexities of children's 

learning backgrounds became evident. In looking at Ruth's 

perceptions of herself as a teacher, other concepts of 

children as learners are noted. 

Throughout ,the semester Ruth shared some perceptions 

about her process of learning within an interactive 

framework. 

I have a lot of thoughts and op1n10ns about things, 
but often times when it comes to writing them down I 
have difficulty in doing so. But I have found the 
interactive journal writing we've been doing very 
interesting and helpful to learn other students' 
thoughts. (mid-term evaluation) 

As Ruth responded to others' journals her answers 

revealed much reflection, insights to an idea they 
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presented, and empathy with their feelings. Likewise, her 

own journal entries were evidence that she was involved 

with the focus of the week, with texts, and with linking 

her learning to her future classrooms. Her topics included 

her concern about realistic fiction--just how much should 

children be exposed to some of the more somber topics. 

Poetry, she wrote, was difficult for her to find 

pleasurable, and yet she greatly enjoyed the books her 

group explored during the poetry session. Another entry 

discussed that without planning it, the author/illustrator 

projects were extremely "multicultural." Many other topics 

pertaining to genre and what children would need and enjoy 

were also part of her reflections. Ruth's journal entries 

had a sense of spontaneity and natural inquiry and 

reflection. I would never have assumed she had difficulty 

writing them as she indicated in the previous comment from 

her midterm evaluation. However, more than once she 

mentioned how comfortable she felt within our learning 

community. 

I like that we are all constantly an active part of 
the classroom through reading and sharing our 
thoughts. For the first time I wasn't extremely 
nervous or scared when I presented my 
author/illustrator to the class, which told me that I 
felt comfortable and confident in the setting of this 
class. (mid-term self-evaluation) 

Ruth also shared insights into her learning in 

mentioning the value of small group discussions: 
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Small group projects and discussions have always been 
helpful to me because I'm usually intimidated to speak 
in front of large groups. I find it helpful when each 
small group reads one particular book, discusses it or 
does a project, and then each group shares their 
discoveries. (mid-term self-evaluation) 

Just the social nature itself of discussion groups enhanced 

Ruth's learning. She experienced the power of intensive 

over extensive reading. 

We don't merely read book after book after book 
without any discussion but rather we talk about and do 
activities in relation to each topic. (mid-term self
evaluation) 

Ruth's learning was motivated by knowing that what was 

experienced and presented in our course could be used in 

her future classrooms. While most class members realized 

the practical nature of the learning within this course, 

those, such as Ruth, who had classroom experience, were 

even more aware of its significance. This awareness was a 

powerful motivator behind her learning. 

Everything I did I wanted to do well, knowing I was 
going to try to use it in the future. 

Ruth as a Reader 

Throughout her childhood, Ruth said she read and was 

read to a lot. During adolescence, she didn't read as 

much, although on occasions she found herself reading 

something she couldn't put down. On the initial survey 

Ruth stated that "I don't think there are many children's 
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babysitting jobs in the last 13 years!" 
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Ruth's Early Literacy Memory told of the memories that 

were brought to mind as she browsed old favorites in 

children's literature including classics during the first 

two weeks of class. These memories were of bedtime, her 

favorite reading time, and the "warmth, comfort, and safety 

of being in my cozy bed with my parents." Two books stood 

out in her mind more than others: James and the Giant 

Peach (Dahl, 1961) and Alice in Wonderland. Through the 

Looking Glass (Carroll, 1865). She remembered the exciting 

and strange occurrences and characters that she always 

enjoyed. 

As a result of a childhood favorite book, Ruth chose 

Roald Dahl for her author project. She was surprised at 

the traumatic experiences of his own life and that he began 

writing at the age of 45. Besides learning of the value of 

looking beyond a story to the author and his life, Ruth 

also learned: 

Not every book is just what it is and nothing more 
• • • that some books have a specific meaning to them 
that is unique to the author or illustrator. Just as 
children need to be positively motivated to perform 
well, so do teachers. (project evaluaion) 

Ruth's motivation was preparing the visual presentation for 

the class, and therefore, the research that led up to it. 



As an adult reader, Ruth admits she doesn't read as 

often as she should or would like to. Because she felt 

herself to be a slow reader, she lacked time to read 

outside the basic curriculum in high school or college. 

Until now she had been a history major which required 
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extraordinary amounts of reading in itself. If she does 

have the time to read, however, her reading interests are 

mysteries, adventure, books about children, such as There 

Are No Children Here (Kotlowitz, 1991) and Death At an 

Early Age (Kozol, 1967), romance type novels, American 

classics, and all sorts of history books. 

As a reader this course has reminded me of how much I 
love to read and that a lot can be learned from 
children's books! I have never been able to enjoy 
personal reading time during school, because I've 
always had tons of required reading, but this time the 
required reading was different. It was never 
overbearing or too long, it was like reading was when 
I was younger. 

As she contemplated a bit more the reason why the 

required reading was not only so pleasurable, but possible 

to accomplish despite the required amount, Ruth added: 

Kids books are shorter, even the chapter books are 
shorter and simpler, and you can read it and put it 
down. I think sometimes that with me it's just a 
matter of getting started. And once I'm started, if I 
like the book, then I'll just go with it, but a lot of 
times it's just to get me sitting down and reading, 
because I am more of an active person. (exit 
interview) 
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As we talked about the importance of children's 

interest in what they are reading and therefore giving them 

choice, Ruth said: 

If I'm reading a book that I'm interested in then I 
could read it straight through without putting it 
down. But if it's something I'm told I have to read, 
it puts that pressure on you, and it takes longer. 

In the class shared book, Just Call Me stupid Ruth was 

in the discussion group that was as much personally 

involved with the story as a reader, as they were involved 

as a teacher. In the previous chapter, Ruth's aesthetic 

involvement with the situation in the book was evident in 

her comments to group members about her feelings. She 

expressed her displeasure with Mrs. Nagel, the resource 

teacher, and her approval of what the regular teacher was 

doing. She was sympathetic towards Patrick and expressed 

understanding of his problem. She mentioned to another 

class member outside of discussion that she got chills when 

Patrick finally began to face his problem at the end. She 

expressed disbelief when Patrick became violently angry at 

the girl who had befriended and helped him. Ruth had lived 

this story and shared this unhesitatingly throughout her 

group discussion. 

In addition to her personal involvement with this 

text, Ruth reflected on her own reading experiences in 

describing an important understanding gained from Just Call 

Me stupid. 
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I think I never quite realized as much how important 
it is that not every child likes every type of book, 
that some children will be harder to pull in. As 
children, my brothers and myself, my mom always read 
to us. We all sort of fell into reading. I didn't 
read as much as when I was older, but I've always 
read. I've never really thought about it, that some 
people just don't like to read. I've known children 
who didn't like to read. So I think that especially 
reading Just Call Me stupid helped bring out that some 
children just need you to find something they are 
really interested in to pull them in. Some children 
can come from a completely different background and 
need something to identify with, get them interested. 
(journal) 

Ruth as a Teacher 

Throughout the semester, Ruth's focus on children's 

needs, what would interest them, and what was necessary to 

create a learning environment was evident in her actions as 

she participated in class, as well as in her statements. 

This notion of actions versus words paralleled her response 

when asked on the initial survey how she perceived children 

best learned. 

I think the things children see and hear most 
influence their learning. The whole environment 
around a child acts as a key role in their education. 
You can't tell a child one thing and do another and 
expect that they'll remember your words versus your 
actions. It seems like kids remember experiences more 
than mere words. (survey) 

Ruth was living her own learning beliefs even before she 

was confronted by her own class of children. Ruth's reply 

to listing characteristics of an effective teacher 

indicated her strong sense of these criteria: 
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I think the most important element in effective 
teaching is the attentiveness of the teacher, as well 
as his/her flexibility. Children are so diverse and a 
teacher must try to be in tune with what makes each 
child in his/her class tick to the best of his/her 
ability. In addition, I think patience, caring, 
creativity, and enthusiasm are also extremely 
important. (survey) 

She used the various course aspects throughout the semester 

to learn ways to achieve these characteristics. Most 

importantly, Ruth's perception of herself as a teacher 

broadened to include being a facilitator and learner as 

well as the importance of showing children that everyone, 

including the teacher, is a learner. 

As a teacher this course has reinforced the idea of a 
teacher being a facilitator. Teachers cannot and do 
not know everything, but with all the books available 
as resources, they can reach out to all types of 
students if they are aware of their students and their 
lives/personalities. They can also show students that 
teachers and everyone are always learning new things, 
especially through books. (final evaluation) 

As the semester progressed, Ruth broadened her 

perceptions of children's learning and reading. Ruth's 

perception of children's reading attitudes and habits at 

the beginning of the semester were: 

Children have to be interested in a book to want to 
read it. They can be attracted by the words, colors 
or identification with the characters. It also 
depends on the child's upbringing and environment. If 
a child is used to being read to or reading with 
another family member or is used to seeing others 
read, most likely he/she will continue to read on 
his/her own. (survey) 

The following statements show a progression in Ruth's 

understanding of literature in the classroom and the role 
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it plays in her perceptions of children's learning and her 

own self as a teacher. 

Literature offers various problems and solutions or 
lessons in multiple forms to reach out to different 
children and their needs as individuals as well as 
whole groups. (survey) 

You have given us many ideas of how to use different 
books for different subjects/activities and how we can 
approach various subjects. Of the three education 
classes I am currently taking, I think this one has 
offered me the most resources and knowledge that I 
will use in the future as a teacher. (mid-term 
evaluation) 

This class has greatly increased my awareness of the 
multitude of children's books and the topics they 
cover. Not only did I learn of all the various issues 
covered, but also of the many writing and illustrating 
styles. I never realized there were so many types of 
children's books. There are books that deal with 
every subject, resources that can grab the attention 
of each child for one reason or another. with such a 
wide variety there's something to interest or apply to 
everyone. I have always known that the role of 
literature in the classroom is important, but now I 
see its importance in a different manner. with all 
the diverse topics that books cover, they really serve 
as something a child can identify with and relate to. 
A book can be the beginning to a change in a child, 
such as in Just Call Me stupid. Reading is not just 
important in terms of literacy, but more so in 
learning. A child can learn of things he/she might 
not ever experience in real life and therefore learn 
to sympathize or empathize or celebrate with the book 
and it's characters. (final evaluation) 

(The most significant aspect of this class was) • • . 
opening the doors to all the literature. I always 
knew there was a lot of children's literature. You 
could just tell that, and I remember from when I was 
younger there were so many books. I never looked at 
it categorically or knowing they can refer to so many 
issues. You can pull so many different things out of 
them. But it really opened the door to a way you can 
use them in a classroom, rather than just, "O.K., 
here's a book to read" and not linking it to other 
books. (exit interview) 
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From Ruth's initial comments and journal entries, I 

could tell she valued what she knew of children's 

literature from her own personal experiences and from what 

she had observed in the classrooms where she had worked. 

Her growth in the awareness of the complex role that 

literature can assume in creating a learning environment 

was evident as the semester progressed. Ruth's perception 

that the course would enable her to use children's 

literature as a resource as well as introduce her to new 

books and ideas was accurate. Ruth involved herself in 

every course aspect and experienced children's literature 

in a way that was optimum for her professional growth and 

understanding--a way that she perceived she best learned. 

In considering her broadened perceptions of learning, 

reading, and teaching, Ruth commented: 

From the beginning I really liked this course because 
I really felt like it was going somewhere. I wasn't 
just doing something and then that was it. Everything 
we did was built upon to be a resource once you were 
in a classroom. I really felt like that made a big 
difference. (exit interview) 

Learning for Ruth in this course was authentic and 

functional. Her personal involvement in a course designed 

around social, interactive experiences with children's 

literature broadened her perceptions of herself as a 

learner, reader, and teacher. 

These three teachers each entered the children's 

literature class with different perceptions of how they 
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best learned, and definite perceptions of themselves as 

readers. These perceptions were supported by their 

approaches to various experiences within the course. As 

the semester progressed, all three broadened their 

perceptions of themselves as learners, readers, and 

ultimately teachers. The structure of the course was such 

that they could each pursue their knowledge base of 

children's literature and its use in the way that was most 

powerful for them. By personally experiencing literature 

through reading, responding, discussion, activities, and 

reflecting, they acquired an "intensive" knowledge base of 

children's literature in addition to an "extensive" one. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has focused on preservice teachers 

perceptions of themselves as learners, readers, and 

teachers in a children's literature classroom. The first 

section examined the varied responses from multiple data 

sources in which class members shared their initial 

perceptions of learning, reading, and teaching as well as 

the expanded perceptions they constructed during the 

semester. In perceiving themselves as learners, class 

members constructed meaning in the areas of (1) a greater 

understanding of the complexities of learning itself and 

(2) specific knowledge gained in the field of children's 
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literature and its use. As readers, they constructed new 

understandings about their own reading habits, developed a 

renewed appreciation and love of reading, and found new 

insights into the reading process. As teachers, they 

experienced significant meaning-making concerning their own 

attitudes and beliefs about teaching, resources and 

preparation for their future classes, and professional 

support from other class members. statements from students 

supported the influence of this experiential course on 

their learning and reading. Many indicated an enhanced 

understanding of what constitutes a learning environment, 

as well as the importance of putting the child first. A 

most significant outcome was that many students recognized 

the inter-connectedness of learning, reading, and teaching. 

The three case studies of students in this class 

revealed individuals preparing to teach who brought unique 

experiences and approaches to learning to the Children's 

Literature class. Louis worked deliberately and 

persistently to understand areas that were not clear. His 

discussion dialogue was purposeful and meaningful, never 

taking for granted that he understood. Megan was described 

as a critical thinker, using all her past experience and 

knowledge to construct new meanings. Ruth learned best in 

interactive situations and having worked in a school for a 

year, focused on involvement with literature. All three 
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were successful in constructing a knowledge base in 

children's literature as well as learning about its use 

within the curriculum. Despite their diversity in 

approaches to learning, reading, and beliefs about 

teaching, the experiential nature of the course supported 

each of them as they constructed meaning. 

Preservice teachers came to this class with beliefs 

about their own learning and reading as well as beliefs 

about the learning and reading of children. Often these 

perceptions were the same. The experiences in this course 

allowed for the construction of meaning based on individual 

approaches to learning. Class members were supported in 

their transactions with text, context, and other class 

members. New perceptions extended the existing ones as 

class members learned, read, and taught. 



CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION--PINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS 

A primary responsibility of educators is that 
they not only be aware of the general principle 
of the shaping of actual experience by environing 
conditions, but that they also recognize in the 
concrete what surroundings are conducive to 
having experiences that lead to growth. Above 
all, they should know how to utilize the 
surroundings, physical and social, that exist so 
as to extract from them all that they have to 
contribute to building up experiences that are 
worth while. (Dewey, 1938, p. 26) 

Summary of study 

This teacher research study using qualitative 
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methods took place in a Children's Literature classroom 

during the spring of 1994. The class, a required course in 

the elementary teacher preparation program, was designed to 

be experiential in nature and to emphasize response to and 

involvement with text as well as to provide a knowledge 

base of children's literature. Participants included 18 

females and 4 males who represented African-American, 

Asian, caucasian, and Hispanic backgrounds. The questions 

guiding the research design focused on preservice teachers' 

perceptions of learning, reading, and teaching within this 

class. Data was collected from a variety of sourc~s to 

include entry surveys and interviews, audiotaped exit 

interviews, mid-term and final self-evaluations, weekly 
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dialogue journals, audiotaped literature discussions, and 

various written artifacts. Included in three phases of 

data collection was an intense period focusing on a unit 

about learning and schooling. This unit was designed to 

engage students in reading and reflection on learning, 

teaching, and reading. Data was analyzed by coding and 

discovering reappearing themes and categories. A second 

level of analysis involved grouping various themes in 

related categories. Case studies were used to provide 

insight into individual construction of knowledge about 

learning, reading, and teaching within the class. Also, 

audio-taped literature discussion groups on a book dealing 

with learning and schooling were transcribed to yield 

further insight into the discussions on this particular 

topic as well as the discussion aspect of the course. The 

questions that guided this inquiry are given below with the 

major findings and a discussion of these findings. 

summary and Discussion of Findings 

Purpose of the Course and Children's Literature 

What do preservice teacbers view as the purpose of 
this course for themselves personally and 
professionally? What insights are gained over time? 

What role do pre service teachers see literature 
playing in learning, reading, and teaching both for 
themselves and for children? What understandings 
about literature are constructed during the semester? 
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Because the course was framed around experiencing 

children's literature and the significance of the 

children's literature depended upon these experiences with 

text to include the opportunity to respond and discuss, 

these two questions are considered together. 

Preservice teachers initially felt the purpose of the 

course was to learn what literature is available and how to 

select this literature. A few students felt the purpose 

included how to use literature, and others thought it to be 

to fulfill needs of future students. A transmission 

approach to learning was initially indicated by most class 

members in regards to the course. These preservice 

teachers initially perceived children's literature to be 

books written at a level children could understand as well 

as books that taught a lesson or moral. Although further 

questions about the role of literature in learning, 

reading, and teaching elicited greater diversity of 

thought, these initial statements still indicated a surface 

perception, and some students later shared that they really 

didn't know exactly what constituted children's literature 

or the course at the beginning of the semester. 

As the semester progressed, the preservice teachers' 

construction of meaning about children's literature and 

this course extended their knowledge base to include a 

diversity of areas that fell within four main categories: 
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(1) knowledge of books and authors, (2) purposes and values 

of literature, (3) implementation and use of literature, 

(4) personal and professional enrichment. These responses 

were grouped and analyzed according to data collected at 

various times during the semester and according to answers 

on the final evaluation. Because the course was structured 

around students' experiences with literature, and the role 

of literature was dependent upon the experiences of reading 

and responding, class members' responses to question 

dealing with the course, also dealt with literature and 

vice versa. Therefore, they were considered together. 

Response During the Semester 

Knowledge of books and authors. New understandings of 

issues surrounding children's literature, ·as well as 

specific approaches and uses of literature throughout the 

curriculum were mentioned as areas of learning by students. 

The exposure to books and the realizations of the number 

and variety available surprised many who expected the 

limited titles to which they had been exposed as children. 

Knowledge of authors and illustrators and their styles, as 

well as greater insight into art and illustration itself 

were significant to these preservice teachers. Many 

students mentioned the value of knowing how to keep up with 

current resources. 



351 

purposes and values of literature. Class members 

rediscovered themselves as readers, as well as learned to 

value literature for more than just a "good story." 

Literature as a learning tool was important to some 

individuals. others commented on the power of literature 

to enhance critical thinking and enrich students' minds. 

The awareness that books are not only fun but deal with 

serious matters provided a significant understanding about 

the value of literature. The realization that literature 

evokes a diversity of responses resulting from a diversity 

of reading interests was also an understanding constructed 

during the course. 

Implementation and use of literature. Within the 

category of implementation of literature many specific 

areas of learning were important to class members. How to 

select literature, how to use literature, and why to use it 

were questions answered throughout the course. Activities 

and experiences for making learning meaningful and fun were 

part of the curriculum the preservice teachers experienced, 

and therefore they realized the potential each activity 

held for their classrooms. Class members noted that 

significant to their learning about the use of literature 

was the concept of text sets. As they experienced 

supporting one theme or book with others containing similar 
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issues or main topics, they also were able to realize the 

power of integrating books throughout the curriculum. 

Personal and professional enrichment. Within this 

category, response throughout the semester included a 

renewed love of reading. Through this redefined perception 

of themselves as readers, class members were encouraged to 

enjoy and appreciate literature for personal reasons. They 

began to enjoy reading intensively, realizing that often 

the number of pages read is not as significant as the 

experience itself. This interest in reading also was an 

encouragement to own, collect, and read children's books, 

which many students found a positive pastime considering 

its value to them as teachers. 

Responses On the pinal Self-Evaluation 

In examining the response on the final self

examination conc.erning the course and children's 

literature, many of the same responses noted during the 

semester appeared. However, other responses were given 

that dealt with more specific aspects of the categories. 

Again the responses were grouped into the same four 

categories as the responses during the semester. 
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Knowledge of books and authors. Besides a 

comprehensive knowledge about the titles, authors, and 

illustrators, students continued to be amazed at the number 

and variety of resources available. In particularly they 

mentioned also learning about genre, themes and resources. 

purposes and values of literature. Literature was 

acknowledged as a major part of the curriculum. The 

importance of literature to learning was a comment that 

repeatedly appeared in the data. Also, class members 

realized its value for encouraging children to reflect on 

their own lives. They recognized the significance of 

literature in helping children identify and relate to their 

culture and environment. Books also were seen as a change 

element and a way to nurture and motivate reading. 

Implementation and use of literature. One major 

finding concerning preservice teachers' perceptions of uses 

of literature was the value of discussion groups. 

Literature discussions were seen as the most significant 

course aspect in terms of learning. A variety of fun 

activities, class members felt, would create a love of 

literature as well as meaningful learning situations. A 

knowledge base as to how to use literature was an important 

aspect of the course for all students. By being aware of 
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how to organize and use literature for all lessons, often 

through text sets, students felt empowered as teachers. 

Personal and professional enrichment. The power of 

reading literature to create a love of reading cannot be 

overstated in regards to the frequency which students 

mentioned this. Preservice teachers left the course with 

experiences to share in their future classrooms, not just 

texts. Professional enrichment built upon this personal 

appreciation for reading by creating a knowledge base of 

literature and its use that all students mentioned. 

contrasting Initial and Later perceptions 

In contrasting the initial and later perceptions of 

class members concerning the course and children's 

literature, several notable differences stand out. 

Initially, most students mentioned a didactic purpose in 

children's literature--teaching values, morals, or lessons. 

Assumptions about the potential uses of literature were 

seemingly made. Some students even said later that they 

did not have an understanding of the literature and its 

uses. other comments dealt with literature being written 

at a level children could understand or dealt with 

literature's role in the skills of reading. Most students 

weren't exactly sure what the course would hold but most 
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assumed it would teach the appropriate books to select for 

classroom use. 

In contrast to these limited initial statements, a 

diversity of themes in students' comments throughout the 

semester and on the final self-evaluation reflected their 

comprehensive construction of knowledge about children's 

literature. Building from their initial perceptions as 

revealed on the survey, class members constructed an 

extensive and comprehensive understanding about children's 

literature. They gained this knowledge base in addition to 

a renewed love of reading, an appreciation of the powerful 

role literature can play in the classroom, and insights 

into the diversity of response and interests that can exist 

in one classroom. The constructivist nature of the course 

gave students the opportunity to pursue areas of interest 

or concern in more detail. In addition, the sense of 

community established encouraged students to participate in 

the construction of meaning without hesitancy. students 

felt their learning in the course to be transferable to 

their future classrooms. 

significant Course Aspects 

Wbat class experiences were most significant to 
student perceptions of learning, reading, and 
teaching? 
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Most Significant Course Aspects 

"Discussion groups" was the response given by 9 out of 

22 students to the exit interview question dealing with the 

most significant aspect of the course in terms of their 

learning. other significant aspects stated during the exit 

interview were implementing/use of literature, browsing, 

reading the literature, a combination of things, knowledge 

of resources, and knowledge of text sets. In addition to 

the responses to this particular question, several other 

areas of significance were indicated during the semester 

through comments shared with me, journals, or se1f

evaluations. These included author/illustrator projects, 

fairy tale workshop, final group project, the professional 

experience, and reading logs. 

Because I personally was interested in literature 

discussion groups due to the increased use of literature 

circles in classrooms and its relationship to reader 

response, I specifically asked an open-ended question about 

literature circles during the final exit interview. This 

question followed the question about significant course 

aspect in order not to influence the former question. 

Student Perceptions of Literature Discussion Groups 

Students were asked to respond concerning their 

opinions of literature discussion groups, kinds of talk 
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they observed, dynamics of the groups, and their overall 

impressions. The comments of class members as they 

reflected on literature discussion groups fell into three 

categories: (1) personal experience and interpretation, 

(2) dynamics of the groups, to include types of talk, and 

(3) the reciprocal effects of the classroom community. 

Personal experience and interpretation. In sharing 

personal experiences, class members used stories within 

their literature discussions. The value of personal 

stories became not only a way to know about others' 

experiences, but a way of understanding one's self in 

relationship to others, both realizing and appreciating the 

differences. Of great significance are class members' 

realizations that many responses to the same book exist in 

one group or class and that not every student will like, or 

should like, the same books. The preservice teachers 

acknowledged the need for a diversity of resources within a 

class to appeal to all as well as present various 

perspectives. Learning within the group resulted from 

differing opinions or from one member adding information or 

ideas to the meaning making. Contemplating different 

perspectives on issues within a book was a powerful source 

of learning, as well as examining other's perspectives on 

tangential issues to which a discussion led. In learning 
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through personal experiences, class members noted that in 

building a community, literature discussion groups create 

an understanding ofothers--their emotions, understandings, 

and experiences. 

Dynamics of literature discussion groups. The 

knowledge acquired through the dynamics of literature 

discussion groups created an awareness of how to implement 

literature circles and what problems could arise as 

students discuss from a diversity of perspectives. How to 

select groups, how to diversify the groups according to who 

is participating, the teacher's role as learner and 

facilitator, and the fact that dominant voices might be 

overpowering to other quieter individuals were all issues 

class members confronted. Ways of encouraging students to 

read their books become important as class members realized 

the loss of not being prepared themselves or having a group 

member not prepared. 

The reciprocal effects of the classroom community. 

The reciprocal support system of literature discussion 

groups and the classroom community was evident as class 

members reflected on becoming comfortable enough to share 

their opinions and experiences. At the same time, a 

community was being formed through this sharing. Having 
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experienced this supportive and low risk environment and 

its influence on learning, these teachers seemed eager to 

pursue the same for their own classes. 

Within these categories of personal experiences, group 

dynamics, and classroom community, the class members' 

experiences were significant because of the insight into a 

diversity of perspectives, the power of small groups to 

encourage participation by all, the tangential issues that 

emerged, and the community that was formed through personal 

sharing. 

Preseryice Teachers Discuss Literature 

For further insight as to why the groups were so 

powerful, I analyzed discussions of five groups on the book 

Just Call Me stupid, part of a unit on learning and 

schooling. The categories of talk that emerged from coding 

and analyzing the transcripts revealed certain themes 

characteristic to each of the five discussion groups. The 

five groups were characterized by discussions focusing on: 

Group 1: Involvement with text and applying text to 
teaching. 

Group 2: Realistic nature of the text. 
Group 3: Focus on teacher experiences. 
Group 4: Evaluating the text. 
Group 5: Making connections through a member's 

experiences. 

These characterizing themes supported the fact that within 

literature groups, participants create meaning according to 



360 

the knowledge and experiences the group members bring to 

the text and according to the negotiation within their 

group. The focus of the discussions is determined by the 

dialogue and negotiation of meaning within the group, not 

predetermined questions. 

other findings concerning the literature discussion 

groups are discussed below. 

connections between story and life. The connections 

between the story and real life were part of each group's 

discussion as they learned through the social construction 

of knowledge. This finding is supported by the fact that 

each groups' discussion was characterized by a focus on 

topics that were of concern to them. As they found 

elements within the story to which they made connections, 

dialogue emerged and discussion took the direction of these 

connections that were being made. 

Discussing as readers and as teachers. Weaving back 

and forth from the discussants' involvement as readers to 

their perspectives as teacher indicated their involvement 

in the text. While the first group seemed most personally 

involved with the text as readers, all groups intertwined 

dialogue in which they were making meaning of the story and 

in which they were stating or negotiating the teacher's 
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viewpoint or role in certain situations. Because the 

selected text had the potential to evoke discussion on many 

educational issues, students became involved with the 

characters and their situation. Memories of being a 

student enabled class members to connect with Patrick. The 

understandings they were searching for as future teachers 

resulted in responses that were indicative of both ends of 

the aesthetic-efferent continuum. 

Characteristics of talk within groups. Various 

characteristics of the talk within the groups gave insights 

into the experiences of the group members, while certain 

incidents were discussed by all groups. While the 

diversity among groups, as seen in the above 

characteristics of groups, was important to understanding 

the individuality of response, many topics were common to 

all discussions. These common topics included elements of 

humor, sympathizing/empathizing with a certain incident 

that was common to any school situation, and comments about 

the local setting. Topics such as these were minor themes 

that bridged the preservice teachers' experiences with the 

notions presented in Just Call Me stupid. They added to 

the believability that enhanced these connections. 
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Educational issues. Many educational issues emerged, 

soliciting engaged and thought-provoking discussions. 

These issues were the focus of discussion during the 

literature circles following the reading of Just Call Me 

stupid. Each of the issues, such as the effectiveness of 

resource rooms, the difference in approaches to teaching, 

the complexity of what constitutes intelligence, the 

sensitivities of children, and the need to approach 

learning from the child's perspective, to mention a few, 

were ones that are continuously in the professional 

literature and discussion's of more experienced educators. 

The complexity and comprehensiveness of the educational 

issues addressed by the preservice teachers indicated their 

awareness of these issues. Their own experiences, combined 

with learning in their preservice classes and the innate 

caring and discerning nature that characterizes teachers, 

were factors in the dialogue in which they so willingly 

participated. The realistic situation of Patrick, the main 

character, created a life context in which many of these 

issues were imbedded. The text Just Call Me stupid served 

as a case study and invited insight into many perspectives 

of one learner's situation. By contemplating his problem 

in light of home, school, and social environments, these 

class members were able to realize the need for as 

comprehensive an understanding of the child as possible. 
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Relevancy of text. The relevancy of the text to the 

concerns and interests of the groups members encouraged 

discussion. To have such an array of topics emerge 

naturally from a literature discussion supports the notion 

of using literature about a topic that matters to the 

readers, literature to which they can relate. In this 

situation, the learning potential embedded within these 

discussions provided the opportunity for these preservice 

teachers to explore where they already stand on these 

educational issues and negotiate new understandings with 

their peers, drawing on past experience, knowledge received 

from other sources in teacher preparation classes, 

communications with in-service teachers, and their own 

integration of the two. The selection of an appropriate 

piece of literature for an instructional context could be 

the springbo~rd for discussion and meaning making. 

The investigation into the discussion and responses of 

five groups talking about Just Call Me stupid provided 

insights into the role of literature discussion within the 

classroom, in particularly in this case, a university 

classroom. By considering the distinctive as well as 

similar topics of discussion and types of talk, the nature 

of response and the accompanying construction of meaning is 

more clearly perceived. Insights into the value of 

intensive reading, using texts that are meaningful and 
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relevant to the reader, and allowing discussion to emerge 

as the needs of the participants direct, are all evidenced 

within these findings. 

perceptions of Selves as Learners. Readers. Teachers 

What are preservice teachers' perceptions of 
themselves as learners, readers, and teachers? What 
perceptions do they construct for themselves over the 
duration of the course, Children's Literature in the 
Classroom? 

What are preservice teachers' perceptions of children 
as learners and readers? What perceptions do they 
construct over time? 

These two questions are considered together, as the 

preservice teachers' perceptions of themselves as teachers 

are inclusive of their perceptions of children as learners 

and readers. Also, their perceptions of children as 

learners and readers is reflective of their perceptions of 

themselves as learners and readers. 

Preservice Teachers' perceptions of Themselves 

as Learners 

In response to a question on the survey given at the 

beginning of the semester, "What do you perceive as the 

most meaningful way you learn?" 10 out of 22 class members 

stated that they best learned socially or through 

interaction, some stating specific forms such as 

discussions or hands on experiences. The next most 
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mentioned perception of how they learned was visually, 

followed by a combination of ways to learning. While these 

comments were not elaborate, they indicated that students 

were aware of how they best learned and remembered content 

material. 

Throughout the semester, class members revealed their 

perceptions of their own learning in various ways. These 

fell into two main categories: 1) a greater understanding 

of the complexities of learning itself and 2) specific 

knowledge gained in the field of children's literature and 

its use in the classroom. 

A greater understanding of the complexities of 

learning. As learners, class members constructed the 

following new understandings of the complexities of their 

own learning: 

Power of reflection in their learning. 
Value of journals to enhance reflection. 
Expanded perceptions of learning to include the many. 
Life experiences outside the academic settings. 
Value of talk and story in the learning process. 
Importance of authentic purposes for learning. 
Importance of placing learning above grades. 
Comprehensiveness of who is a learner. 
Changing nature of learning. 
Power of small groups. 

Students felt that the use of journals within the 

class nurtured reflection, provided students the chance to 

express themselves in a personal way and invited the 

perspectives of others on issues of concern to the writer. 



Experiences with the dialogue journals were described as 

both enjoyable and helpful. The value of reflection was 

realized through journals as well as self-evaluations 

within class. The continual learning supported by 

reflection was not only learning of oneself but also 

learning about and contemplating the experiences of 

classmates. 
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A more inclusive understanding of what constitutes 

learning was constructed by many students. These 

understandings helped students see learning beyond the 

classroom, as well as being aware of the personal learning 

they experience daily. 

students realized that story and talk are essential to 

learning--both about oneself and about others. Directly 

related to these stories are notions of authentic learning. 

Through authentic talk and experiences, students were 

learning and experiencing literature for their future 

classrooms. Als,o, students found important that the course 

emphasis was on learning experiences rather than grades. 

The power of small groups for learning was mentioned 

on many occasions. This course aspect is discussed more 

thoroughly within the findings for the question concerning 

significant course aspects. sharing and negotiating 

meaning with others was felt to be helpful in understanding 

different viewpoints, as well as one's own viewpoint. 
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social interaction was mentioned many times as a powerful 

element in class members' learning. 

Knowledge of children's literature. As learners, 

class members constructed the following new perceptions of 

knowledge of children's literature: 

Value of authentic texts. 
Cognitive and affective learning through personal 

connections. 
Vast number and diversity of books. 
Ability to locate and organize literature for use. 
Realization that the experiences with literature more 

important than facts. 

The value of learning through authentic texts was one 

outcome of the many transactions with literature throughout 

the semester. Because of the personal connections involved 

within these transactions, the learning is both cognitive 

and affective. This personal meaning making created a 

knowledge base of useful pedagogy, not just facts. 

Not only did the majority of students feel they had 

gained a vast knowledge base of children's literature to 

use as resources, but they also realized the powerful 

resource of being able to organize and use literature in 

the classroom. They acknowledged their experiences within 

this class as being more valuable than merely learning 

facts about children's literature. 
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as Readers 
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In response to questions on the initial survey that 

inquired as to class members' reading habits, the majority 

of responses concerning class members' childhood reading 

indicated positive experiences. Three mentioned a problem 

with reading that kept them from enjoying it, as they 

always felt behind. Two felt they were not avid readers, 

and only one person indicated a lack of desire to read that 

continued through adulthood. This person wanted to live 

his own "text" instead of reading that of another. As 

adults in academic settings, most preservice teachers did 

personal reading on holidays and during summer vacation due 

to heavy academic loads. All but one person said they had 

read a child's book within the past month, most having read 

to a child. All students indicated they had discussed a 

book with someone recently and most often this was a family 

member. In writing an early literacy memory, most class 

members wrote about an experience with reading and the 

feelings associated with these experiences rather than 

specific books. 

As the semester progressed students constructed new 

perceptions of themselves as readers to include (l) 

perceptions of their own reading habits, (2) a renewed 



appreciation and love for reading, and (3) new insights 

into the reading process. 
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Peroeptions of own reading habits. The findings 

concerning class members newly constructed perceptions of 

their own reading habits included: 

A more positive approach to reading. 
Awareness of individual reading paces and approaches. 
Need for intensive as well as extensive reading. 
Value of reflection on reading before discussion. 

While most class members viewed reading as a positive 

experience, one member in particular was quite open about 

his lack of interest in reading. Not only did his attitude 

become more positive during the course, but he also 

approached his reading for other courses more freely. 

Students realized that differences in approach and 

reading pace were normal and that an awareness of this 

helped them to be in control of their own reading. They 

learned to value intensive reading, realizing the 

significance in different levels of understanding and 

response. This intensive reading for some included time to 

reflect before discussion. 

Renewed love of reading. Many students shared 

personal stories of their newly found love of reading--both 

reading in general and reading children's literature. For 

some students, having had a negative reading experience in 



370 

school, their newly constructed perspectives included 

positive self images of themselves as readers. others felt 

they enjoyed children's books more now than when they were 

children. Some students commented that they had never been 

able to read for pleasure during the school year because of 

their work load. They enjoyed being assigned the reading 

of children's and adolescent books. 

Hew insights into the reading process. Preservice 

teachers' new insights into the reading process included: 

Reading is more than decoding words. 
A realization of the complexities of the reading 

process. 
The value of discussion. 

The meaning making that transpired during the various 

experiences with literature broadened the perspectives of 

these preservice teachers concerning the process of 

reading. A realization of the complexities of the reading 

process and a focus on the meaning rather than the amount 

read, enhanced class members' perceptions of themselves as 

readers. Again, the value of discussion was mentioned as 

one teacher felt the class gave her an appreciation of 

sharing her reading with others. 
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The inquiry into preservice teacher's perceptions of 

themselves as teachers began with questions on the survey 

related to characteristics of good teachers and included 

class members' perceptions of children as learners and 

readers. The responses to these questions provided the 

basis for examining their thinking about teaching during 

the semester. The class members expressed definite beliefs 

about how children best learn and what impacts their 

reading. Influences such as the instructional and 

classroom contexts, other people in children's lives, and 

interest were the main topics mentioned in considering how 

children learn. Interest, imagination, positive and 

enthusiastic role models, and being read to and encouraged 

at an early age were the main keys to creating readers who 

love reading. 

As preservice teachers continuously made connections 

between the Children's Literature class experiences and 

their future classrooms, many times they referred to 

themselves as teachers and to their perceptions of children 

as learners from a teacher's perspective. These comments 

were grouped into three categories: (1) their own 

attitudes and beliefs about teaching, (2) the resources and 



372 

preparation that they gained from the course, and (3) the 

support they received from other class members. 

Attitudes and beliefs about teachinq. within the 

category of their own attitudes and beliefs, the following 

concepts were expanded by individuals as they read, 

reflected, and discussed: 

Everyone is a teacher. 
Teachers are learners. 
Teachers are not dispensers of knowledge but 

facilitators. 
Beliefs emerging from the discussion of Just Call Me 

stupid--children's sensitivities, discipline, 
validity of resource room, labeling, self-fulfilling 
prophecy, acknowledging other sign systems and ways 
of knowing, being aware of children's backgrounds, 
children as teachers, others. 

A significant finding was that preservice teachers 

have many beliefs constructed not only from their own 

experiences, but from learning in this and other teacher 

preparatory classes. Although their beliefs are strong, 

they are eager to explore them through discussion with 

other class members. Their perceptions of the reciprocal 

nature of teaching and learning caused them to realize that 

learning takes place in many situations, that everyone is a 

teacher, and that teachers are learners. Within the 

literature discussions of Just Call Me stupid during the 

unit on teaching and schooling (mentioned also in 

significant aspects of the course), class members often 

approached the contents of this book as a case study and as 
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a result many educational issues were discussed. These 

discussions indicated an awareness of what the preservice 

teachers felt should be happening in schools, often 

supported by examples from their own schooling that allowed 

them to empathize with the main character. Their 

discussions frequently presented alternative points of view 

and the discussions showed the text to be invaluable in 

providing a situation in which many concerns of education 

were imbedded. 

Resources and preparation gained from the course. 

Class members constructed new perceptions of themselves as 

teachers as they learned of resources in preparation for 

the future. Among the areas mentioned were confidence in 

using literature, the importance of selecting and reading 

appropriate texts, awareness of the value in how a book is 

approached, the place of this course in the overall 

framework of their professional training, the development 

of a knowledge base of literature, and an understanding of 

experiences that could be transferred to the classroom. 

Class members were pleased that they felt prepared to begin 

pulling literature together for classroom use in many 

situations. 
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support trom other class members. Peers offered 

professional support as class members constructed new 

perceptions of themselves as teachers. Dialogue through 

discussion groups and journals was a major source of this 

support. This dialogue concerned issues and educational 

concerns--both those concerns emerging from personal 

experience and those elicited from discussions in teacher 

preparation courses. students were quite aware of the 

impact of reflecting and responding in journals to their 

learning. 

Perceptions ot children as Learners and Readers 

Perceptions of children as learners were constructed 

to a large degree through discussion of Just Call Me 

stupid. Drawing on their own childhood experiences and as 

adults working with children, they made connections between 

knowledge gained from various education courses and these 

experiences. Their insights brought multiple perspectives 

on children's needs, learning, and reading. Among these 

were: 

A positive attitude toward reading is necessary for 
learning. 

story is an important part of children making meaning 
in their world. 

Learning must be approached differently than a 
transmission model might dictate. 

What and how children are exposed to influences their 
reading interest. 

The need for creative solutions to learning problems. 



One class member expressed a realization that his 

proposed notions of how children should be taught merely 

perpetuated the present state of transmission teaching. 

Another realized that creative solutions to the many 

problems a teacher might encounter within the classroom 

placed the responsibility on the teacher to approach 

learning from the child's perspective. 
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Class members' perceptions of themselves as teachers 

included notions about teaching and being prepared for 

teaching as well as considerations about children as 

learners. Their broadened knowledge of literature and 

pedagogy built confidence in their ability to facilitate 

the building of a learning community within their 

classrooms. They realized, as did I, that learning, 

reading, and teaching are so intertwined that to speak of 

one without the other is somewhat difficult. Therefore, 

their perceptions of themselves as a learner, reader, or 

teacher, are affected, as one student said, by their 

perceptions of the others. 

Three Case Studies of Presorvice Teachers 

Three case studies of class members who had different 

perceptions of their learning styles revealed that these 

individuals pursued the course objectives according to the 

way they perceived themselves to learn. The structure of 
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the course was such that it supported the meaning-making 

experiences of each student and allowed them to understand 

children's literature according to their own approach to 

learning. They constructed a knowledge base of children's 

literature and its use in a way powerful for them as 

learners, readers, and teachers. 

Louis. a Persistent Learner 

Louis experienced difficulty understanding the design 

of the course and the comprehensive way literature was 

used. However, by persistently listening, dialoguing with 

me in journals and conversation, and observing other 

people, he was able to understand not only the course, but 

the role of literature in his future classroom. Louis felt 

that when he did not initially understand something, the 

better he would learn it because he would try harder to 

learn it. Through asking questions, Louis had learned that 

he constructed knowledge through "building and building" as 

he eventually caught on. Louis was always an avid reader. 

His thoughtful contemplation of issues within literature 

discussions enhanced his understanding of the power of 

literature discussion in the meaning making among group 

members. Louis said his growth was a long and tedious 

process, however, he realized the impact of this process on 
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his understanding of reading and learning, as well as his 

knowledge of available literature. 

Megan, a critical Thinker 

Megan realized she best learned by thinking things 

out. She constantly was integrating new knowledge into her 

existing knowledge, experiences, and trying to understand 

differing perceptions of various educational issues. She 

came to class with definite beliefs about teaching and 

learning, and yet her willingness to discuss and entertain 

other possibilities indicated that she was aware that she 

was still learning. Intellectually confident, Megan 

critically contemplates each new idea and questions the 

validity of it for the learner. Her perception of her own 

philosophy of education is that of drawing from the various 

main philosophical paradigms according to her own present . 

beliefs about education. Although Megan came to class with 

a well developeQ knowledge base of experience, reading, and 

lectures, she felt her learning in the class to exceed her 

expectations, especially in terms of her knowledge of 

children's literature and its use. She also felt the 

course to be powerful in that it focused on the needs of 

individual students. 
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Ruth, Learning Through ~nteraction 

Realizing that the most meaningful way she learned was 

through interaction, Ruth approached the course ready to 

involve herself with literature and the experiences 

offered. Her total involvement and participation in each 

course aspect was evident in her discussions, self

evaluations, and dialogue journals. Having spent a year in 

a bilingual classroom, Ruth continuously made connections 

between the course experiences and children. Literature 

discussions were powerful for her as seen through her own 

comments as well as transcripts of discussion groups of 

which she was a part. Ruth's beliefs about what influences 

children's learning was evident in her own actions as a 

learner and reader. She used course aspects to learn ways 

to better achieve characteristics such as' flexibility, a 

focus on the child, creativity, and enthusiasm. Her 

perception of herself as a teacher broadened to include 

being a facilitator and learner, as well as the importance 

of showing children that everyone, including the teacher, 

is a learner. Her knowledge of the role of children's 

literature was expanded through authentic and functional 

learning in an environment that valued social interactive 

experiences with literature. 
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As the semester progressed, all three class members 

broadened their perceptions of themselves as learners, 

readers, and teachers. The structure of the course was 

such that each could pursue a knowledge base of children's 

literature and its use in the way that was most powerful 

for them. By personally experiencing literature through 

reading, responding, discussion, activities, and 

reflecting, they acquired an intensive, as well as 

extensive knowledge base of children's literature. 

The findings of this study hold many implications for 

classroom practice and preservice teacher education. The 

following section addresses these implications. 

ImplicatioDs 

By reflecting on themselves as learners, readers, and 

teachers, preservice teachers explored the complexities of 

learning and reading for themselves and for the children 

they will teach. Many implications for educational 

practices emerge from this study. These implications 

relate to preservice teachers' perceptions of their own 

learning, reading, and teaching as well as their 

perceptions of children's literature and the course. 

Implications also exist for the teacher educator and the 

teacher researcher. 
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perceiving Selt as a Learner 

Preservice teachers need to reflect on their 

perceptions of themselves as learners. Dewey (1938) stated 

that: 

To reflect is to look back over what has been done so 
as to extract the net meanings which are the capital 
stock for intelligent dealing with further 
experiences. It is at the heart of intellectual 
organization and of the disciplined mind. (p. 87) 

Understanding the complexities of the learning process 

within their own learning experiences is important to 

preservice teachers' realization that they must look from 

the learner's point of view to try to understand each 

child. In thinking of themselves as learners, preservice 

teachers realized that learning takes place in many 

situations, that it is a natural, continuous phenomenon, 

that we construct meanings based on the experiences we 

bring to the situation, that talk and story are essential 

to learning, and that authentic purposes enhance learning. 

In reflecting on themselves as learners, preservice 

teachers indicated a strong awareness of how they learn. 

Many class members in this children's literature course 

thought they learned better through interaction, while a 

few saw themselves as visual learners, contemplative 

thinkers, or as not relying necessarily on a particular 

means. Although social interaction approaches to learning 

were claimed by only 10 of the 22 class members, the other 
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ways of learning stated could all be supported by 

interactive approaches to learning. A visual approach to 

learning, for example, was supported by a group 

interactively creating a visual response to literature. 

Discussion itself enhances visualization through attention 

to detail and increased perspectives on the topic at hand. 

Those who mentioned visual learning to include reading 

found discussion groups enhanced comprehension as the group 

socially negotiated meaning for a text. The social 

construction of knowledge, therefore, was a factor in the 

learning of all students, not just those who recognized 

that interaction with others was their most powerful 

approach to personal learning. 

Throughout the semester students showed consistency in 

their approaches to course activities. This indicated that 

they truly did have a sense of how they best learned, 

although it may not be a conscious awareness. With this in 

mind, support of these understandings about personal ways 

of learning should be a goal of any course, preservice 

teacher education or general education. The critical issue 

in teacher preparatory courses is that teacher candidates 

are constructing perceptions of how to teach. If they do 

not experience a learning environment that supports what 

they feel is the way they best learn, then they are not 

aware of how to create such a learning environment for 
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their future students. Class members indicated that they 

did not feel most other courses were structured in a way 

that supported individual approaches to learning. 

Rediscovering Self as a Reader 

Preservice teachers are empowered as they rediscover 

themselves as readers. At a time in their academic lives 

when little time was available for pleasure reading, 

participants in the Children's Literature class were able 

to read selections of their choice. During the semester 

one student who never considered himself a reader spent 

more time reading to his son, as well as reading in his 

other academic texts. Another student realized her focus 

in reading had shifted from "the quantity of print I read 

to the meaning I drive from text. " Her broader 

definition of reading resulted in considering herself "more 

of a reader than I ever did before." Another student had 

great difficulties with reading in elementary school and 

finally was enjoying reading. This sense of being a 

reader, as well as a love of reading, impacts the value a 

teacher places on literature and its use. 

We need to look at our students as having reading 
histories, as having learned ways of reading 
literature, and realize that these ways may be 
detrimental to their discovery of the possibilities of 
literature. We need to help students realize that how 
they use literature is an ideological choice, a 
statement of what they value about literature and 
about teaching children. (Hade, 1994, p. 35) 
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In thinking about how individuals read literature, 

Hade (1994) argues for nurturing readers who are in 

control, have a sense of the universality and particularity 

of human experience, have a developed imagination, play 

with language and ideas, appreciate the vicarious nature of 

literature, and enter into conversations with other 

readers. As teachers reflected on their experiences with 

literature in the Children's Literature class, they shared 

understandings about the power of literature. They 

developed a desire, grounded in these experiences, to 

create similar learning environments for their future 

classes. 

Literature was the form of text focused upon within 

this course. However, as teachers rediscover themselves as 

readers, they should be made aware of and encouraged to 

honor all forms of literacy and texts that constitute the 

way students mediate meaning within their environment. 

Literacy should be addressed as inclusive of transactions 

with written texts through both reading, writing, speaking, 

and listening. Problem solving and critical thinking are 

literacy issues to be acknowledged. In addition, various 

sign systems with which we negotiate meaning in our daily 

lives should be included as students realize that a 

literate person reads many diverse "texts" within their 

communities. A diversity of literature in the classroom 



encourages use of these multiple ways of knowing. By 

including all ways of mediating meaning, students can be 

taught how to critically read texts for social and 

political reconstruction. This encourages democratic 

classrooms, providing for greater range of meanings and 

perspectives and giving voice to children whose dominant 

ways of knowing may be those other than language. 

Beliefs About Teaching and Learning 
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Preservice teachers have strong beliefs about teaching 

and about how children best learn. Their school 

experiences are significant to their thinking about 

themselves as learners. As mentioned before, some 

educators believe that because preservice teachers' 

perspectives have been shaped and internalized by the many 

hours spent in classrooms from grades K through 12, teacher 

preparation courses have a limited impact on educational 

belief (Lortie, 1975; Tabachnick & Zeichner, 1984). 

Perhaps the reason for a limited impact is that these 

courses are not building on these earlier experiences. As 

each preservice teacher begins teacher preparatory courses, 

an exploration of existing beliefs and the basis for these 

beliefs is essential for students to accommodate new 

approaches to learning. sometimes their experiences are 

ones upon which they may continue to construct new 
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perceptions of how children best learn. Other times their 

experiences and perceptions are not in keeping with what we 

know of how learning optimally takes places. In either 

case, an experiential course design either provides 

opportunities to build upon these existing positive 

perceptions or creates new experiences to take the place of 

the old and support current approaches to learning. 

Pajares (1993) discusses the importance of preservice 

teachers grappling with their existing beliefs. 

When education is limited to the presentation of 
information and acquisition of knowledge, no matter 
how entertainingly or creatively performed, we can 
hope for little more than the transmission of 
knowledge filtered by misconceptions and unexplored 
beliefs. When teacher educators are first informed by 
what students believe and why, and when the importance 
of belief is taken into account as information is 
presented and knowledge acquired, filters are exposed 
and pathways to informed scholarship cleared. (p. 49) 

Eugene, in talking about his purpose for entering the 

teaching profession, described his initial thinking when he 

decided to become a teacher as "making" students learn to 

read and understand. After considering his beliefs, he 

realized that his potential approach--what he believed 

would work--was exactly what had been failing students in 

terms of learning. He realized these same methods had not 

supported him as a learner. While Eugene emphasized he did 

not think himself to be radical in terms of his thinking 

about education, he realized the approaches to learning 

that he was discovering in his teacher preparation could 
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make a difference in children's learning. By relating many 

of his own childhood memories and thinking about what had 

happened to hinder his own learning, the necessity of 

considering the complexity of each child's learning 

situation became paramount. Eugene felt the story of 

Patrick in Just Call Me stupid was his own story. He also 

related it to his son who presently was having 

difficulties. The discussion surrounding the book helped 

him to see how alternate ways of handling the problem could 

have made a difference in his own early education. 

Preservice teachers bring to their teacher preparation 

their existing beliefs about education. Although beliefs 

are difficult to change, research has shown that these 

beliefs can be changed (Richardson & Anders, 1990). 

Richardson, Anders, Tidwell, and Lloyd (1991) found in 

their study that changes in teacher beliefs preceded 

changes in practice. The period of teacher preparation 

seemingly is the ideal time to reflect on and explore 

beliefs. This exploration of beliefs should be supported 

by approaches to teaching consistent with these beliefs. 

Paramount to the transformation of beliefs are personal 

experiences from which new understandings of learning are 

constructed. Since beliefs are part of a system of beliefs 

that evolve from both affective and cognitive aspects of 

the individual's thinking, such experiences provide a more 
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holistic approach in support of new understandings of 

learning, reading, and teaching. The individual's own 

interaction employs various aspects of a system of beliefs 

in order to initiate or support belief transformations 

already in process. 

Relationship of Learning, Reading, and Teaching 

Throughout the semester the concepts of learning, 

reading, and teaching were naturally intertwined about each 

other, and it was difficult to speak of one without 

bringing notions of the others. In thinking of learning, 

reading, and teaching as the instructor of this course, I 

was aware from my own past attempts at conceptualizing the 

terms, as well as from the many class members' responses, 

that they were intricately interconnected. Students 

expressed this notion when defining learning at the end of 

our learning unit. students were asked on the final self

reflection to respond to the course in terms of their 

perceptions of themselves as learners, readers, and 

teachers. As these were stated separately, some students 

mentioned that they could not separate the three concepts. 

Realization of the inter-relatedness of learning, reading, 

and teaching represented a significant area of learning for 

the preservice teachers. 
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In thinking about these responses and in grappling 

with trying to condense the conceptualizations of learning, 

reading, and teaching in the first chapter of this 

document, I found I could best envision the relationship 

among the concepts as pictured in Illustration 8. Although 

all three were not conceptualized together at all times, 

the complexities of one concept seemed dependent on another 

as learning, reading, and teaching were explored in this 

study. Pictured as concentric circles, the intersections 

represent varying stances of learners, readers, and 

teachers as they approach experiences and inquiry. 

Powerful Learning Environment of Course 

In considering preservice teachers' perceptions of 

their learning, reading, and teaching, the experiential 

design of this course created a powerful learning 

environment. The three case studies were representative of 

how the experiential design of this course supported the 

learning of each student. Those students described in the 

case studies were aware of how they learned. They each had 

certain interests and concerns within the field of 

children's literature. By being able to pursue their 

knowledge base of children's literature in ways that they 

knew "worked" for them and by focusing on areas that 

compelled their inquiry more than other areas, they were 
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able to construct meaning from the texts and contexts 

within each session. This concept of constructivist 

teaching, described in Chapter 1, has been endorsed by 

Sigel (1978) in the following way: 
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• . • An educational experience that sensitizes 
participants to the existence of personal construct 
systems and creates an atmosphere of inquiry will lead 
to an awareness of self as functioning as an everyday 
scientist--thus potentially enhancing one's own 
freedom of action and understanding. (p. 338) 

Through a different approach to constructing meaning 

from one's existing experiences, Louise Rosenblatt's 

transactional theory applies similar theoretical beliefs: 

The reader draws from his own reservoir of past life 
experience; he has notions of what to expect of a 
novel or poem or satire. But he has to use whatever 
he brings to the text and build out of his responses 
to the patterned verbal cues a unifying principle. 
The structure of the work of art corresponds 
ultimately to what he perceives as the relationships 
that he has woven among the various elements or parts 
of his lived-through experience. Instead of thinking 
of the structure of the work of art as something 
statically inherent in the text, we need to recognize 
the dynamic situation in which the reader, in the 
give-and-take with the text, senses or organizes a 
relationship among the various parts of his lived
through experience. (Rosenblatt, 1978, p. 90) 

The course experiential design, based on the 

transactional theory of reader response and a belief that 

learning is constructivist in nature, created a learning 

environment within which all class members could experience 

learning. Anders and Guzzetti (in process) describe 

constructivist teachers as making decisions based on the 
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"unique and particular interactions and transactions that 

take place in the culture of the classroom" (chap. 7, 

p. 5). These decisions create further transactions to 

enhance the learner's "search for patterns that connect" 

(Bates, 1979). Directly related to the constructivist 

approach used within this course is the following 

implication concerning the use of children's literature. 

Significance of Learning to Use Literature 

Among the most significant outcomes within the design 

of this experiential course, Children's Literature in the 

Classroom, is not only the construction of a knowledge base 

for children's literature, but the construction of insights 

into its use. Preservice teachers' perceptions of what is 

children's literature developed from notions of didactic, 

simplistically written texts to an understanding about the 

powerful experiences literature can provide within the 

curriculum. They began to understand children's literature 

to be sources of insights into both the diversity and 

common experiences of people, multiple perspectives on a 

given subject, outlets for imagination and creativity, and 

ways to experience life and receive a global perspective of 

their world. 



Nodelman (1986) commented on the importance of 

preservice teachers experiencing and responding to 

literature. 
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until they accept the possibility that their own 
opinions of children's books might be a source of 
knowledge both for themselves and for others, they 
cannot get past their need to approach children's 
literature in terms of generalizations about children. 
(p. 207) 

Nodelman also stated that he wanted to encourage his 

students "to choose books for children in terms of their 

real potential to offer literary pleasures to individual 

young people rather than their supposed effect on that 

generalization called 'children'" (1986, p. 207). In order 

to realize this potential, and not look at literature as 

merely a "motivational device to encourage children to 

practice reading skills," preservice teachers must 

experience the literature themselves. In Nodelman's words, 

You cannot hope to understand a work of literature 
until you allow yourself to respond to it and then 
explore that response. You can still best understand 
a children's book by trying to become the child reader 
it works to turn you into and then by standing outside 
your response and exploring the qualities of the 
reader you became. (1986, p. 209) 

This concept of experiencing for literature, rather 

than using it for reading practice was realized by students 

such as Terese who reflected purposefully on her reasons 

for using literature and, in so stating her proposed 

reasons, never mentioned "reading." Megan realized that a 

dedication to creating experiences with literature for 
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children is a "lifetime commitment." Not one student 

failed to mention the impact of the many transactions with 

literature that occurred within the Children's Literature 

course. 

Value of Literature Discussion and Talk 

Literature discussion groups and talk in classrooms 

are valuable components of the instructional context. Both 

children and adults in classroom settings utilize talk to 

socially construct knowledge. Talk in classrooms for 

children and adolescents has often been limited to short 

answers that require little critical thinking or complex 

language. This is in contrast to the talk that students 

experience with their peers and at home. As mentioned in 

Chapter 4, educators are realizing the need for discussion 

and talk to extend literacy and meaning making in the 

classroom. It is an essential component within the concept 

of the social construction of knowledge. Through 

literature discussions and other negotiations of meaning 

within classrooms, students learn of other perspectives, 

construct further meaning following their own transactions 

with text, and voice their insights to others. The shared 

stories within groups serve as experiences upon which to 

build meaning. 
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These values of talk in the classroom were all 

experienced by students in this Children's Literature 

class. Having realized the power of discussion groups for 

their own learning, these future teachers hopefully will 

not assume a controlling role in their own future 

classrooms. Rather, they will take their rightful place as 

a member of the community of learners that they will 

establish with their students. "In talking literature and 

life, teachers and students can build comfortable 

environments where students create, explore, and enrich 

their visions of the literary text and the world beyond" 

(Hynds, 1990, p. 178). However, only by realizing the 

power for themselves, can they be expected to give talk a 

priority in the instructional and social contexts of their 

own future classrooms. 

Diversity of Response to Literature 

Through di~cussion, class members were made aware of 

the diversity of interest and the many interpretations of 

literature that exist for one specific text. From the 

first session in which the transactional theory of reader 

response was addressed, preservice teachers grew in their 

awareness that a diversity of responses exist within any 

one group for anyone text. They realized through 

discussion and negotiation concerning books, their 
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meanings, and the appropriateness of certain books for the 

classroom that a diversity of texts were necessary to 

support the learning of all students within a class. 

Preservice teachers also realized the importance of 

not emphasizing within their curriculum only those texts 

that they found important but to consider the backgrounds 

of their students. Discussion of The Winter Room (Paulsen, 

1989) provided an example of the significance of text being 

determined by what the readers bring to the text. Although 

Leona did not like the text nor feel she would have chosen 

it for the classroom, she was made aware that it reflected 

the backgrounds of other students and that because they 

were able to relate, they found the book quite enjoyable. 

Likewise, reading styles can affect interest in books. 

Tuck Everlasting (Babbit, 1975), which begins with detailed 

description, was not found to be powerful by all students 

who read it. Those who realized the value of thick 

description of the setting found the book quite good, while 

others who felt a book needed to pull them in right away, 

did not care for it. 

Not only was an appreciation for diversity a direct 

result of experiencing the many perspectives that can 

result from reading one text, but the learning that results 

from the negotiation of meaning was a powerful lesson in 

how learning occurs. 
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Value of Authentic and Relevant Literature 

Preservice teachers experienced the importance of 

authentic literature on a topic that matters to the reader 

or literature that is culturally relevant. The various 

levels of involvement and interest shown in reading the 

chapter book Just Call Me stupid indicated that readers 

were responding from perspectives of both reader and 

teacher. This involvement with text displayed in their 

emotional responses and the intensity of discussion 

relating to educational concerns were evidence of both 

aesthetic and efferent stances to reading. Each of the 

five groups were involved in the text, not because it was 

an assigned text, since they knew they were never 

"required" to like a certain book but because most students 

expressed concern for Patrick, the main character. This 

concern came from empathy and concern for another person's 

problem and from the class members' sensitivities as future 

teachers. 

Other instances of literature that "mattered" to the 

readers was seen in two students' investigations of 

available authentic African-American literature or the 

search by several students of Hispanic heritage for books 

that accurately depict the life style of Hispanic peoples. 

The discussion that extended far beyond the content of the 

book Sojourner Truth (McKissack, 1993) exemplified the 
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experience with literature when the text is about a topic 

of concern to the reader. 

Through experience, these preservice teachers were 

made aware of the notion of culturally relevant literature 

and instruction. In selecting literature that connects 

with the lives of others, teachers should be aware of 

students' concerns and existing knowledge. They should 

include literature that will elicit dialogue within the 

classroom to develop an understanding of the various 

positive and negative societal situations and build upon 

the global knowledge they already have. Both culturally 

relevant literature and literature of other cultures are 

necessary to present a complete picture of what is 

happening in the world around us. 

The concept of "culturally responsive instruction" has 

been suggested as one way of addressing the problem of 

bridging the gap between the school and the world outside 

(Au, 1993). Literature is a major resource in the 

construction of this bridge. While culturally relevant 

literature can affirm students' own cultural identities, it 

also helps them make connections to the concepts of many 

academic areas, as well as appreciate other cultures. 

Sylvia Ashton-Warner (1963) used reading material in 

teaching indigenous people of New Zealand that drew from 

their own experiential background. In emphasizing the 
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power of words, she also supports the notion of literature 

relevant to a reader's experiences. 

First words must have intense meaning for a child. 
They must be a part of his being. • • • Pleasant words 
won't do. Respectable words won't do. They must be 
words organically tied up, organically born from the 
dynamic life itself. They must be words that are 
already part of the child's being. (p. 33) 

Significance of Classroom community 

In any constructivist or experiential learning 

environment, the classroom community established is of 

greatest significance. An environment in which students 

can respond, knowing the response will be accepted and 

respected as well as an environment which supports the 

social construction of knowledge, is necessary within an 

experientially designed classroom based on constructivist 

beliefs about teaching. Dewey (1938) addresses the 

importance of thought and planning in nurturing this 

community: 

The educator is responsible for a knowledge of 
individuals and for a knowledge of subject-matter that 
will enable activities to be selected which lend 
themselves to social organization, an organization in 
which all individuals have an opportunity to 
contribute something, and in which the activities in 
which all participate are the chief carrier of 
control. (p. 56) 

Preservice teachers valued the classroom community of 

which they were a part. They realized the need for them to 

be aware of the classroom community they would one day be 
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nurturing in their own classrooms. An atmosphere which 

enhances both cognitively and affectively responding to 

literature, people, and other contextual elements is 

desired. An atmosphere in which the home culture is easily 

integrated and used as a resource is another criteria I 

feel they will seek to establish. In addressing 

collaborative social contexts for learning, Kathy Short 

(1990) concludes with: 

The learning atmosphere that is established in a 
classroom will determine both the potentials and the 
limitations for learning and for talk about books. A 
learning community that encourages collaborative 
relationships and conversations among all learners 
creates new potentials for learning and breaks down 
obstacles that keep them from learning more fully with 
and from others. • • • All learners are able to 
construct their own understandings of their world 
through connections to their past experiences. As 
they interact and engage in dialogue with others, they 
are able to grow beyond those experiences to new 
understandings of literature and life. (p. 51) 

Theory and Practice ot Teacher Educators 

Preservice teacher educators need to show consistency 

between the way they teach and the way they talk about 

teaching. Within this class, preservice teachers 

experienced literature in a way they might hope their 

future students would experience literature. 

Theoretically, they were taught from a holistic stance 

based on a belief that individuals learn constructively. 

The beliefs about learning stated in the course syllabus 



400 

are the grounding for the framework of the course. The 

response of each person was valued and knowledge about 

children's literature was socially constructed. The value 

placed on reflection and responsibility for one's own 

learning was acknowledged. The experiences were planned 

based on the stated beliefs on learning. students were 

aware of this throughout the course as they adjusted and 

thrived in this transactive learning environment. In 

planning and facilitating courses for preservice teachers, 

the instructor cannot teach theories and philosophies of 

education without also practicing these within the learning 

environment. otherwise, students receive a mixed message. 

Pajares (1993) says that the teacher educator's role 

is to: 

become models of the thinking they seek to encourage, 
models that would • • • include a ruthless demand for 
consistency among beliefs and between theory and 
empirical evidence, a pursuit of parsimony among 
beliefs, a skepticism for excessive 'ad hoc-ness' in 
theories and a critical appreciation of whether 
discrepancies between results may be in 'reasonable 
agreement' with theory. (p. 226) 

Teacher education classrooms often have a hidden 

curriculum of preset standards, lack of student choice in 

matters of testing, evaluation, assignments, or course 

content, and traditional teaching, testing, and evaluation 

methods, even though the course content and readings may 

indicate otherwise (Pajares, 1993). Pajares feels that 

understanding the problems of beliefs in relation to 
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preservice teacher education requires an examination of 

teacher educators' own beliefs. He quotes Wilson (1990) 

who says that looking in one's own mirror may be difficult, 

but "I have to model that mirror-gazing for my students, 

letting them watch me watch myself" (Pajares, p. 50). In a 

study by Bird and others (1994) of constructivist teaching 

in preservice teacher education, a conclusion was that to 

make the connections between the content of the course and 

the methods used to teach it, 

• • • The instructor had to learn how to manage a 
corresponding set of pedagogical balancing acts that 
took into account the students' conceptions of 
teaching and learning to teach. To credit the 
messages in the course's content, they had to be able 
to credit the messages in its conduct. (p. 266) 

Harste (1985) has noted that college classrooms, while 

teaching interactive and transactive methods, still 

approach learning from a transmission perspective. 

"Teacher educator's must start to explore ways to put their 

theories about others' teaching into practice on their own" 

(Short, 1993). 

Teacher Research 

Teacher research is a valuable source of knowledge and 

theory grounded in the happenings of real educational 

experiences. In thinking of the last statement in the 

previous section concerning the contradiction between what 

teacher educators teach and how they teach it, the 
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significance of teacher research in transforming 

educational practice comes alive. The new knowledge 

constructed through systematic inquiry and reflection 

creates a knowledge base that informs the teacher 

researcher and the educational community, as well as 

grounds educational theory. When teacher educators are 

researchers the implications for their studies extend 

beyond their own classrooms and into the future classrooms 

of the preservice teachers they teach. 

In considering the problems of the teacher researcher, 

several considerations should be acknowledged. The 

knowledge gained from teacher research demands time and 

rigorous attention to the qualitative methods employed. 

Integration of data analysis with preparation for teaching 

is an ultimate goal, since then research is directly 

informing teaching. Although extra time is still required, 

and careful planning and organization are necessary to 

carry out data collection and analysis. Another 

frustration is that of not being able to observe multiple 

small groups or individuals at the same time, a problem 

which any researcher might have. However, this is 

compensated for by the close introspection a teacher 

researcher is privileged to by nature of his/her 

relationship with the class members. Yet a third 

consideration is that of class members' biases. Teacher 
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research is dependent on thick descriptions of and accurate 

insights and into the instructional contexts of their 

classrooms. The classroom community established creates a 

low-risk environment that enhances student response and 

adds to the teacher researchers' data in understanding the 

transactions within the classroom. However, the 

establishment of this community also may influence these 

responses in that students may desire to please the 

teacher. In the case where the classroom community is not 

so strong, students may desire not to please. In any case, 

the responses may be influenced by teacher-student 

relationships. The teacher researcher should be aware of 

these situations and include this factor in data analysis. 

However, the extent to which these influences prevail is 

not always evident, a problem possibly encountered by other 

researchers. 

As teaching is transformed at the university level 

through teacher educators studying themselves, changes in 

teacher preparation courses and programs create 

collaborative communities where educational issues can be 

discussed. These learning environments encourage the 

sharing of preservice teachers' beliefs and complex ways of 

knowing. Likewise, in these environments they realize that 

teachers are learners as they both teach and learn from 

others. Examples of such environments are appearing in 
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professional literature and support the power of changing 

instruction for learners at all levels (Brinkley, 1993; 

Heichel & Tristan, 1993; Lee & Zuercher, 1993; Pierce, 

1993; Thompson, 1993). "Teachers and students both need 

learning environments that encourage active inquiry on 

questions that are significant to their lives" (Short, 

1993, p. 159). Beginning with a simplistic knowledge of 

children's literature and this course, pre service teachers 

greatly extended this knowledge base through experiences 

with literature that led to personal inquiry. The 

framework of the course encouraged "inquiry on questions 

significant to their lives," and this cycle of experience 

and inquiry can indeed be the learning experiences on which 

preservice teachers base their future pedagogy and 

attitudes toward learning, reading, and teaching. 
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May 4, 1994 

I, , give / do not give (circle 
one) Janelle Mathis my permission to use information supplied by 
me as a part of my attendance and participation in the University 
of Arizona undergraduate course LRC 480: Children's Literature in 
the Classroom during the Fall semester, 1994. I understand that 
this includes any written material produced during the semester, 
such as my initial information sheets, webbings and responses 
from various daily assignments, journal entries, mid-term 
reflection and final reflection, as well as any oral exchanges I 
may have had with Ms. Mathis. I understand that the giving or 
withholding of my permission will have no influence on my grade 
for the above stated course. By giving my permission, I 
understand that I relinquish all rights to this material for 
copyright purposes. 

Should Ms. Mathis deem it necessary or useful to use 
information supplied by me, I understand I will be identified by 
my first name and initial (i.e. Janelle M.) unless I have 
supplied Ms. Mathis with a pseudonym in the space provided below. 

Your Signature 

Your chosen pseudonym (optional) 
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LRC 480, Children's Literature in the Classroom 
Student Information -- January 1994 

Name: Phone: 

408 

--------------------------------------- ----------------------
Address: ____________________________________________________________ ___ 

Classification and Program: -------------------------------------------
please answer the following questions as specifically as you can. 
I am not necessarily looking for lengthy answers, but answers' 
that are the result of your thinking and reflection. The 
questions asked here inform me as to your present understanding 
of literature and learning and play an important part in my 
planning for each session. They help me quickly learn a bit 
about each of you, and from the beginning I can have in mind 
individual experiences and interests. These will be kept on file 
and confidential. 

1. What is children's literature? 

2. What do you see as the purpose of this course, Children's 
Literature in the Classroom? 
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3. Describe yourself as a reader in your childhood/adolescence. 
(what, when, where, and anything else you'd like to share) 

4. Describe yourself as an adult reader. (what, when. where, 
etc. and anything else you would like to share) 
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5. When was the last time you read a children's or adolescent 
book? 

6. When did you last discuss any book with someone else? 

7. What do you perceive as the most meaningful/powerful way 
you, yourself, learn? 

8. What do you think most influences chldren's learning? 



9. What do you think most influences children's learning to 
read? 

10. What do you think creates a love of reading in children? 

11. What role do you see literature playing in reading? 
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12. What role do you see literature playing in learning? 

13. What role do you see literature playing in teaching? 

14. What are some individual characteristics that you think 
underlie effective teaching? 
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Name: 
~~~~~~~~-------Due: March 9, 1994 

Instructor: Janelle Mathis 

LRC 480, Children's Literature in the Classroom 
Mid-term Self-Evaluation 

1. Consider your participation and learning in the following 
various aspects of class: 

a. reading record--no. of books read: picture 
chapter--

b. journal--weekly (to include responding to journals 
of others) 

c. outside reading of text and various children's and 
adolescent literature 

d. browsing 

e. participation in small group projects and 
discussions 

f. professional experience--have completed or have 
definite plans for a future experience 

Discuss what you feel are your strengths and weaknesses in 
terms of participation, reading, and the learning you have 
experienced? 

2. What are your goals for the following portion of the 
semester? (I have mentioned that our class will be framed 
somewhat differently to enhance our focused exploration of a 
specific theme through various genre and our responses to 
this literature. However, the above mentioned basic class 
experiences will still be part of class expectations. 
Considering the genre that we will be covering, our weekly 
reading and discussion of chapter books will resume and be a 
vital part of our interaction in class.) These could be 
goals pertaining to the above mentioned areas, both those in 
which you felt a strength or weakness, or they could be 
personal goals. 

3. 

If you have mentioned personal goals, please comment 
specifically on any ways you see that our class or myself 
can support these goals, both inside and outside of class. 
Mention specifics even if I have already mention covering 
this area after break. 

How many absences do you have so far? ____ ~_ 
for attendance requirements if necessary.) 

(See syllabus 

4. Comment on the course thus far. 
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Name:~~ __ ~~~~ __________ _ 
Due: May 4, 1994 
Instructor: Janelle Mathis 

LRC 480--Children's Literature in the Classroom 
Final Self-Evaluation 

Another paper will be necessary for most responses. Please spend 
the most time reflecting and responding to numbers 3 & 4. 

1. Briefly reflect on and evaluate your own participation, 
learning and completion of the course requirements. You may 
refer to your mid-term evaluation and comment as necessary 
on certain of the following aspects. 

a. Reading record. I have read chapter books and 
picture books. -----

-----'" 

b. I have reflected in a journal entry once a week. ____ _ 

c. I have taken advantage of the resources offered during 
browsing and have found the best way to use browsing 
time is. 

d. I have participated in both a classroom and 
professional experience. 

e. I have kept all articles, class generated webbs, 
timelines, and brainstorming, responses, various notes, 
etc. well organized in my resource notebook. 

f. I have been prepared for literature discussions and 
have contributed to group talk. 

g. I have achieved the goals I set for myself at mid-term. 

h. I have absences. For those exceeding two and 
being excused, I have spoken with the instructor about 
make up work. 

2. Reflect on and self-evaluate your final group project. You 
may include any information concerning the process of 
organizing, looking for resources, various aspects of 
learning involved. 

3. Discuss your growth during the semester in terms of: 

4. 

1. knowledge of literature 
2. understanding of role of literature in the classroom 
3. understanding of the significance of literature to the 

child and his/her learning. 

Has 
1. 
2. 
3. 

this course 
a learner 
a reader 
a teacher? 

In what waY/5? 

influenced the way you perceive yourself as: 

In reflecting on course requirements and my own learning, I feel 
I have earned the following grade: 
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Name: ------------------------
Date: ____________________ ___ 

Author/Illustrator Mid-term Project Self-Evaluation 
LRC 480, Spring 1994, J. Mathis, Instructor 

Author or Illustrator ______________________________ ___ 
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Answer the following questions as completely as you can. As each 
person's answer will be different, there is no set length. Just 
try to be as reflective as possible on your process of 
investigating the author or illustrator and creatively presenting 
him/her to others. 

1. Describe the learning you experienced while investigating 
this author or illustrator. (Include any events that might 
be considered not-so-significant but that you felt important 
to your learning process and/or ones that took much time to 
accomplish. Also mention the resources you used to explore 
your author/illustrator. 

2. Describe how this project has been valuable (or not) for you 
as a future teacher. What new insights into literature, 
authorship or illustrating, importance of author/illustrator 
studies, use of a particular author's work, etc. did you 
gain? 
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LRC 4BO--Spring 1994--J. Mathis 

Possible Books to Include With Issues Generated by 
Just Call Me Stupid 

This list is by no means complete. Many, many books exist that 
have elements of one or more of the issues generated by Tom 
Birdseye's Just Call Me Stupid. These issues are universal 
issues that appear frequently in many aspects of life; thus they 
appear in many aspects of literature. Please add books you find 
on your own or ones that your colleagues share with you. You may 
want to add·chapter book titles in addition to the one per 
section that we are reading in class. 

Ways of Coping 

Amazing Grace 
The Gorilla Did It 
Some of the Pictures 
Albert's Toothache 
There's an Alligator Under My Bed 
There's a Nightmare in My Closet 
Clyde Monster 
The Underbed 
Carnegie's Excuse 
Ruby the Copycat 
The Very Best of Friends 
I'll Always Love You 

The Boy Who Owned the School 

Literacy/Illiteracy 

The Rag Coat 
Emily 
Mama, Comina and Goinq 
The Children'S Hour 
The Wednesday Surprise 
If You Were A Writer 
Good Books, Good Times! 
Communication 
The Bee Tree 
The Boy Who Would Not Go to School 
Aunt Isabel Tells a Good One 
Matthew'S Draqon 
I Hate to Read 

Mary Hoffman 
Barbara S. Hazen 
Melissa Madenski 
Barbara Williams 
Mercer Mayer 
Mercer Mayer 
Robert Crowe 
Cathryn C. Hoellwarth 
Peter O'Donnell 
Peggy Rathmann 
Margaret wild 
Hans Wilhelm 

Gary Paulson 

Lauren Mills 
Michael Bedard 
Judith Cas ley 
Henry W. Longfellow 
Eve Bunting 
Joan L. Nixon 
Lee Bennet Hopkins 
Aliki 
Patricia Polacco 
Robert F. Weatherbee 
Kate Duke 
Susan Cooper 
Rita Marshall 



I Hate English 
The Spelling Window 
The Day of Ahmed's Secret 
The Bad Speller 
Fat Chance 
Snowed In 
The Tale of Thomas Mead 
Jose's Basket 

The Flunking of Joshua T. Bates 

Ellen Levine 
Dawn Watkins 
Florence P. Heide 
William Steig 
Lady Borton 
Barbara Lucas 
Pat Hutchins 
Karen Papagapitos 
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Other Ways of Knowing / Communication 

A Show of Hands 
The Handmade Alphabet 
Koko's Story 
Koko's Kitten 
Matthew's Dream 
Seven Blind Mice 
Galimoto 
Barn Dance 
Ben's Trumpet 
Song and Dance Man 
If You Were A Ballet Dancer 
The Little Band 
Mirette on the High Wire 
Music from the Darkness 
Pepito's StorY 
Rembrant's Beret 
Mom Can't See Me 
Rondo in C 
Alvin Ailey 
Arithmetic 
I Have Another Language, that 

Language is Dance 
The Bird, the Frog, & the Light 
Crow Boy 
Fox Song 

From Anna 

2 

M. B. Sullivan & L. Bourke 
Laura Rankin 
Dr. Francine Patterson 
Dr. Francine Patterson 
Leo Lionni 
Ed Young 
Karen L. Williams 
Bill Martin & J. Archambault 
Rachel Isadora 
Karen Ackerman 
Ruth Gross 
James Sage 
Emily A. McCully 
Claude Clement 
Eugene Fern 
Jhonny·Alcorn 
Sally H. Alexander 
Paul Fleischman 
Andrea Pinkney 
Carl Sandburg 
Eleanore Schick 

Avi 
Taro Yashima 
Joseph Bruchac 

Jean Little 



Discrimination 

We Remember the Holocaust 
The Children We Remember 
Let the Celebration Begin 
Happy Birthday, Dr. Martin 

Luther King 
Angel Child, Dragon Child 
The Butter Battle Book 
Company's Coming 
Big Al 
Cinderella Variants 

Maniac Magee 

Friendship 

Building a Bridge 
Teammates 
Matthew and Tilly 
Angel Child, Dragon Child 
The Very Best of Friends 
The Old, Old Man and the Very 

Little Boy 
Shoes from Grandpa 
Wilfrid Gordon McDonald 

Partridge 

From Anna 
Maniac Magee 

Local Setting (Desert, Southwest) 

Desert Animals 
The Skirt 
Jack Creek Cowboy 
Abuela's Weave 
A Migrant Family 
Arizona 
A Brand is Forever 
Cactus Hotel 
This House is Made of Mud 
Cowboy Rodeo 
Gila Monsters Meet You at the 

Airport 
The Three Little Javelinas 
Outdoor Survival Book for Kids 

3 

David Adler 
Chana Abells 
Margaret wild 
Jean Marzollo 

Michele M. Surat 
Dr. Suess 
Arthur Yorinke 
Andrew Clements 

Jerry Spinelli 

Begaye, Lisa S. 
Peter Golenbock 
Rebecca C. Jones 
Michele Surat 
Margaret wild 
Kristine Franklin 

Mem Fox 
Mem Fox 

Jean Little 
Jerry Spinelli 

Luise Woelflein 
Gary Soto 
Neil Johnson 
Omar Castaneda 
Larry Dane Brimner 
Dan Filbin 
Ann Herbert Scott 
Brenda Guiberson 
Ken Buchanan 
James Rice 
Marjorie Sharmat 

Susan Lowell 
Willy Whitefeather 
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Diverse Home Background 

Families Are Different 
Newsman Ned Meets the New Family 
Mama One, Mama Two 
Family Pictures 
People 
This is the Way We Go To School 
Families 
Nana Upstairs, Nana Downstairs 
Kevin's Grandma 
You Be Me, I'll Be You 
Black is Brown is Tan 
Daddy Has a Pair of Striped Shorts 
My Mother's House, My Father's 

House 
How My Family Lives in America 
Fly Away Home 
Space Travelers 
I Go With My family to Grandma's 
I Have a Sister, My Sister is Deal 
Family Celebrations 
Pictures of Home 
Everett Anderson's Goodbye 
Stevie 
Life in the Ghetto 
A Chair for My Mother 

Dicey's Song 

Teaching 

My Great Aunt Arizona 
The Wednesday Surprise 
Fox Song 
John Patrick Norman McHennessy 

the Boy Who Was Always Late 
I Hate English 
The Art Lesson 
Crow Boy 
Children of the Dust Bowl 
The Teacher from the Black Lagoon 
Never Spit on Your Shoes 

The Winning of Miss Lynn Ryan 

4 

Nina Pellegrini 
Steven Kroll 
Patricia MacLachan 
Carmen Lomas Garza 
Spier 
Edith Baer 
Aylette Jenness 
Tommie de Paola 
Barbara Williams 
Phil Mandelbaum 
Arnold Adolf 
Mimi Otey 
C. B. Christiansen 

Susan Kulkin 
Eve Bunting 
Margaret Wild 
Riki Levinson 
Joanne Peterson 
Diane Patrie 
Colin Thompson 
Lucille Clifton 
John Steptoe 
Anika D. Thomas 
Vera Williams 

Cynthia Voigt 

Gloria Houston 
Eve Bunting 
J. Bruchac 
John Burningham 

Ellen Levine 
Tomie de Paola 
Taro Yashima 
Jerry Stanley 
Mike Thaler 
Denys Cazet 

Ilene Cooper 
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RUTH'S LEARNING TIMELINE 
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