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ABSTRACT 

The puqjose of this qualitative teacher research study was to explore the 

characteristics of literature circles with preservice teachers and children. Draw ing on 

Vygotsky's (1978) sociocultural theory and Rosenblatt's (1938) transactional theory, this 

study focuses on the talk of preservice teachers in literature circles with children and the 

perceptions of preservice teachers about these literature circles. 

The study was conducted in a fourth grade classroom and a university children's 

literature course in the southwestern United States over one academic year. Thirty 

children and 27-28 preserv ice teachers participated in three to five literature circles each 

semester. A total of 47 literature circles were tape recorded, transcribed and analyzed. 

Other sources of data included a teaching journal, free writes from panicipants and 

interviews with some preservice teachers. The methods of analysis included coding, 

visual markers and constant comparison. 

These literature circles were investigated through a detailed description of the 

data. There were certain characteristics to organizing the discussions such as selecting 

books, developing the discussion strategies, planning the circles, producing free writes 

and reflecting on the experience. 

This study focuses on how the talk of preservice teachers in literature circles with 

children evolved over time. The results indicate that the preservice teachers initiated and 

facilitated discussion, asked and answered questions, dominated discussion, listened, 

supported and explored children's talk, and shared personal connections and responses as 

a reader. 
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In addition, the study explores preserv ice teachers" perceptions of literature 

circles with children. Three major themes were found: The preser\ ice teachers learned 

about children in the literature circles, how to do circles and the value these circles for 

children. 

Finally, the findings illustrate how the literature experience with preserv ice 

teachers influenced the children. .According to the data, the children had significant 

relationships with young adults, managed the literature circles, considered different 

perspectives in the discussions, gained confidence in their ability to talk, gained 

{perspectives on college and acquired personal advocates. 

This study shows the importance of partnerships between universities and 

elementary schools. The preservice teachers were given opportunities to experience 

reading, writing, learning and teaching with children. The college students were able to 

obser\e children learning and to reflect on these experiences. 
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Chapter 1 

The Beginning of the Journey: Reflections and History of this Study 

Wow—what a crazy day! The kids were full of energy all day anticipating our 
trip to the university. Trisha asked me. ".\re you excited Mrs. Day?" I don't 
know if 1 was excited, but I certainly was stressed! For one thing we should have 
left earlier. It took a lot of time to get the kids into the van and cars. The traffic 
on the freeway got bogged down. Thankfully there were some college students 
waiting for the kids when we drove up in front of the education building. Yes. 
we were late! Plus I forgot the nametags and the room assignments were all 
messed up. but everything seemed to work out. I was so glad that the preservice 
teachers found their pen pals quickly, got snacks, and moved to their classrooms 
to discuss books. I visited each literature circle to make sure the tape recorders 
and microphones were on and then sat and listened to the group discussing The 
Well. I noticed that some of the children who are normally very talkative were 
silent. Other children retold much of the story. One preservice teacher asked 
many leading questions. This is the first literature circle with children so it is 
okay, but I wonder how I can show the college students that it isn't necessary to 
ask questions. Another preserv ice teacher had a true wondering. "What is a 
guinea?" This question led everyone back to the text to try to figure out the 
meaning. Much of the discussion dealt with the whipping and trying to figure out 
why the Simms put the dead animal in the well. (Journal, September 19. 2000) 

1 wrote this journal entry one month into this research and it described the first 

literature set when preservice teachers and children met and di.scus.sed some of Mildred 

D. Taylor's children's books. This dissertation is a qualitative and teacher research 

design carried out for the expressed purpose of discovering the characteristics of 

literature circles with preservice teachers and children, and how these characteristics 

evolve over time. Drawing on Vygotsky's (1978) sociocultural theory and Rosenblatt's 

(1938) transactional reader respon.se theorv'. this study explores how the talk of preserv ice 

teachers in literature circles with children evolved over time and the perceptions of 

preser\ ice teachers about literature circles with children. 
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This chapter begins with a background of my personal history as a learner and 

educator. The next section focuses on how I decided on this study and concludes with 

my questions for this research and a final overview. 

My Personal History 

1 remember sitting on my mother's lap as a child while she read aloud to me. 

There were many books for me to browse and read in my home. I memorized Green 

Eggs and Ham (1960) and The Cat in the Hat (1957) by Dr. Seuss. but I still struggled 

with reading. I disliked reading time in first and second grade when I was placed in the 

lowest reading group. I remember my ornery neighbor telling me I was stupid, because I 

couldn't read as well as she. During the third grade I cried when it was my turn to read a 

passage aloud before the entire class. One year a reading specialist worked with me 

every day in my school's hallway. Before fifth grade I attended summer school at a 

university reading lab. Slowly I began to feel comfortable with reading. Laura Ingalls 

Wilder"s books helped change my views about reading. The summer I turned ten I read 

every volume in the series. I laughed, cried and connected with Laura. After hearing my 

exclamations about the books, my mother decided to also read the series. We then 

discussed the books together reminiscing over our favorite parts. While in middle school 

and high school, books became my best friends, especially historical fiction. My mother 

and I continued to read and discuss books together such as The Thorn Birds 

(McCullough. 1977). Evergreen (Plain. 1987) and Christy (Marshall. 1967). ! have 

cherished, loved and collected favorite books ever since. My love for reading definitely 

influenced me to become a teacher. 
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As an undergraduate major in art I began to appreciate children's picture books. 

The year I graduated there weren't any art teaching positions available, so I returned to 

college to earn an elementar\' teaching certificate in a post baccalaureate degree program. 

One education course, children's literature, had a major impact on my education. In this 

class Yetia Goodman enthusiastically read aloud to us daily and emphasized how 

important reading was for children and adults. She reopened the door to children's 

literature for me when I read Island of the Blue Dolphins (O'Dell. 1960). Roll of Thunder, 

Hear My Cry (Taylor. 1976). Love You Forever (Munsch. 1986) and other wonderful 

books. 

I began my career as a part-time kindergarten teacher and then taught for five 

years as a first grade teacher. I loved sharing my collection of children's books and 

demonstrating my love of reading with students. The reading difficulties I had as a child 

were instrumental in challenging me to work towards a master's degree in reading at a 

large Research One university. Kathy Short, who emphasized response, reflection and 

interaction among students and teachers, taught many of the classes I took. Her love of 

children's literature impacted me as a student and a teacher. My beliefs about reading, 

learning and teaching were supported in the theories I learned and experienced in her 

classes. 

For the first time I learned about Rosenblatt's (1938) transactional theor>' of 

literature, where a reader draws from his or her own past experiences of life and language 

to create meaning from a text. Rosenblatt suggests that the literary experience is a 

transaction between a reader and a text where new meanings and understandings are 
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constructed. Depending upon the reader's purpose, the reader assumes different stances 

in his or her transaction with literary text. These stances range across a continuum from 

efferent to aesthetic. These theoretical insights led me to become aware of my own 

transactional experiences with literature. I took an aesthetic reading stance savoring the 

emotions, thoughts and drawing from my past experiences. Within some literature circles 

I listened to others' experiences with a text and began to see my own reading experiences 

differently and even changed some of my interpretations. I experienced Rosenblatt's 

transactional theory of literature in many of the courses I took and then began 

implementing these experiences with my first grade students. 

1 learned about the constructivist approach to teaching, where learning is an active 

process (Piaget. 1969). Children reflect on past experiences and construct their own 

understandings through active involvement in their environment. These understandings 

are mediated by social interactions with peers and knowledgeable others. I worked on 

setting up my classroom, so that children could construct and reconstruct meaning in 

literature circles, inquiry groups and other collaborative efforts. I promoted richer 

understandings of text and gave opportunities for children to thoughtfully and critically 

consider other interpretations. 

Upon receiving my M.A. degree I became a reading specialist in a large 

metropolitan city where I worked with children from kindergarten through sixth grade. 

Here 1 could continue to share my love of children's literature and help teachers teach 

reading and language arts. I established before-school reading programs for children who 

needed extra assistance. I directed publishing labs that encouraged children to write and 



publish their own writings and guided poetry celebrations that influenced children and 

teachers to read and write poetry. After a couple of years I began to miss the community 

of learners at the university where I had received my masters degree and had a thirst to 

learn more, so I began commuting two hours to take additional classes. Eventually I 

began working on a doctorate in Language. Reading and Culture and took a year and a 

half leave of absence from my teaching position to attend school full time. During my 

leave of absence I taught three semesters of children's literature to undergraduates. This 

next section describes my experiences with the children's literature course I taught. 

Teaching Children's Literature 

During the first week of class 1 roamed around the room listening to preserv ice 

teachers' conversations about picture books. I sat down and obser\ed a small group of 

preservice teachers discuss Tar Beach (Ringgold. 1991). My field notes revealed; 

Student 1; I don't think you should go back and explain books. Kids should be able 
to comprehend books right away. 

Student 2; Maybe I didn't like this book because it is not my culture and not my city, 
and I am not interested in this. 

Student 3: This book definitely deals with culture. 

Student 4: They talk about beer. Would you talk about beer with kids? 

Student 5: Parents might get upset. (Field notes. 1999) 

The college students in this discu.ssion went on to question using this book with children. 

These same students wrote in their journals. "I didn't think much about this book. I 

didn't see the point." Another wrote. "I really enjoyed this book. It was the first African 

American book I ever read, and it was a wonderful way to get a better understanding of 
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their culture." Beach (1993) states that. "Teachers' reading formations reflect their own 

cultural attitudes, which may or may not be consistent with the cultural attitudes of their 

students, colleagues, or of the community" (p. 148). These college students seemed to be 

limited in their understandings of cultural diversity and in the way they looked at 

children's literature. Jipson & Paley (1991) state that teachers are usually unaware of 

their own bia.ses in text selection, and not conscious of the values, attitudes, and beliefs 

that texts convey. I wanted to help my students to critically look at children's literature 

and to think about other cultures. How could I help them see how children connect with 

this book? 

I observed another group of preservice teachers who discussed Everett Anderson's 

Goodbye (Clifton. 1983). The college students announced to me. "We do not like this 

book. We would not use this book because it goes through the stages of death." They 

shared that the book would be too depressing and that death was too difficult of an issue 

to discuss with children. Their journal entries included. "1 feel that this book did not flow 

well, and it seems very complicated for a child." Another college student wrote. "This 

book is confusing and emotionally di.stressing...To give this book to a student who has 

never experienced death may cau.se confusion." 

Nodelman (1992) states that adults attempt to speak for children, because adults 

believe children are incapable of speaking for themselves. Wollman-Bonilla (1998) 

shares that preser\ ice teachers seem to lack the courage to present non-mainstream 

perspectives and experiences, and they lack faith in children's abilities to recognize and 

handle difficult issues. The preservice teachers who were registered in my course viewed 
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children as naive and unable to understand death. Possibly they were saying these 

remarks because of their own lack of experience in working with children. I didn't agree 

with their viewpoints and asked myself how I could help them to look at children's books 

differently, to appreciate diversity, to recognize death and other social issues as valid 

topics to discuss in classrooms, to view children as thinkers and learners and not silence 

their responses. 

I challenged the college students' beliefs and biases towards specific pieces of 

children's literature. When they said. "I didn't really think much about this book" or "I 

wouldn't use this book with children." 1 asked them to "re-examine" or "take another 

look" at the books. I asked the preservice teachers to read these books to children and 

ask children what they thought of the book. I revealed my own biases towards books, 

explaining that I disliked R.L. Stine's Goosebumps series. Even though I disliked these 

books. 1 did not discourage children from reading them, but encouraged them to read 

other mystery or fantasy books with adventure. I shared stories, such as my past dislike 

for Wrmifdr (Spinelli. 1997). I explained how 1 gave this book "another chance." After 

hearing a friend's positive comments about Wringer in a literature circle, it helped me 

think about the book in a different way. and I recalled how peer pressure related to my 

own life. In addition. I visited elementary classrooms, where I read to children literature 

that my college students had rejected or didn't like. I photocopied children's journals in 

which they wrote how the books affected them. A week after hearing the comments 

about Tar Beach 1 read the book to a group of second graders to get their opinions: 
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AJ: This is a good book because it's funny. She flies to get ice cream. 

C: It's funny when they call her dad "the cat." 

Z: I like when she flies over George Washington Bridge. 

AJ: I like that they play cards together. The dad's black and he looks like a 
cat. 

D: I like this picture because the dad is looking at the building. 

C: The dad's thinking as he looks at the building. The mom sleeps in late and 
so does mine. 

Z: I like all the flying. 

D; Once I dreamed that I could fly just like in the book. (Field notes. 1999) 

Through these examples of children's responses about Tar Beach and other children's 

books, college students began to realize that children do relate to children's books, and 

they enjoy reading books that adults may not appreciate. 

1 shared numerous overheads of children's respon.ses to books that focused on 

cultural or social issues. I followed what Robertson (1997) suggests, "...not to act with 

the messianic desire to correct insight" (p. 459). but rather to provide students with 

opportunities whereby they could re-examine their views. When I gave the preservice 

teachers more time to think about their own opinions, to re-examine their interpretations, 

to hear what children thought about certain books, this helped the college students to 

think differently about children's books. 

I also designed activities in order for preservice teachers to experience many 

diverse learning strategies to help them teach their future students. David and Yvonne 

Freeman (1991) de.scribe. "We try to organize our clas.ses in ways that allow us to 
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demonstrate how we would like our students to teach their students. In other words, we 

tr%' to practice what we preach" (p. 349). I demonstrated the teaching beliefs that I 

espoused (Wedman. Smith. & Jared. 1994). I wanted to make sure that. "The way 

students learn in teacher education classrooms will shape the way they teach in their own 

classrooms" (Short & Burke. 1989. p. 205). 

According to the genre we were exploring my undergraduate students experienced 

literature circles weekly. Hundreds of books were displayed for them to browse through 

and read. I read aloud books to them during each class and I gave multiple book talks to 

entice further reading. I shared my own love and excitement towards reading children's 

books and introduced many different strategies to enhance discussions and children's 

literature. In addition. preser\ ice teachers wrote about their literacy histories and 

explored how they learned to read and who influenced their reading. We read, discussed 

and acknowledged how each of us has learned differently and how our unique 

experiences made us who we are. I also examined my own processes of teaching college 

students. I reflected on my teaching experiences in a journal and discussed the.se with a 

group of other teaching assistants who were teaching the same course. 

During the week when we studied the genre science fiction and fantasy, all of the 

preservice teachers read Lois Lowry's novel The Giver (1993). One college student 

wrote in her journal; 

I am amazed that this book would be for elementary students. There are so many 
aspects that I even questioned or were skeptical about. Yet. I suppose if kids 
watch all the violence on T. V.. they can read about Jonas" dad killing the twin, 
and I suppose with all the glamour magazines and everv' other message putting 
women down, they can read about birthing mothers. 
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College students expressed concerns about sharing this book with children. My ten-year-

old nephew Bryent happened to be on his spring break and was spending the week with 

me. He was interested in visiting college, attending the class I taught and joining the 

classes I was taking. 1 suggested that he read The Giver, becau.se we were going to be 

discussing it in my class. Bryent participated in a literature circle with six preserv ice 

teachers in di.scussing this book. He joined in all of the strategies that we did such as 

writing a free write and webbing the major issues in the book. At the next class the 

pre.ser\ ice teachers from his literature circle told the entire class that they enjoyed hearing 

a child's viewpoint about the book. They were amazed that Bryent was able to grasp 

many "adult-like" concepts, such as war, infanticide and death. In turn my nephew 

gained new understandings about the book that he hadn't thought about during his own 

reading. I shared Br\'ent's free write with the class on an overhead, where he wrote. "I 

don't like it when they get released and they take a shot, because they die" and "It is cool 

that they don't get hurt and there are no wars, everything is peaceful. But it is sad that 

there are no holidays and they don't know what love is." Preservice teachers realized that 

Bryent, a fifth grader, understood The Giver and that the book helped him appreciate his 

own life. Not until some of the college student's saw Bryent's free write and heard his 

voice in the literature circles did their views change about using this book with children. 

In discussing preser\ ice teacher education. Wolf. Carey, and Mieras (1996) say, 

"Learning about children's respon.ses to literature must be done with children. Lectures, 

readings, class activities, and professional experti.se can support but can not replace, what 

children have to tell us and show us in the context of literary interaction" (p. 133). 
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Wollman-Bonilla (1998) believes that if we are to know how books actually affect 

children. "We need to hear children's voices and understand their experiences before, 

during, and after reading" (p. 293). Previously, the tran.scribed conversations of children 

talking about books had changed preservice teachers' attitudes towards certain children's 

literature, but when my nephew discussed the same book with them during class, the 

experience had a much stronger influence on them. Participating with a child helped the 

college students realize that children could talk about books, understand them and enjoy 

reading a "difficult" novel. I began to wonder if a field-centered approach as mentioned 

by Jacob and Jordan (1993) and Wolfe et al. (1996) would be better for preservice 

teachers. I considered how to set up experiences so that preser\ ice teachers could work 

with children and literature circles during their undergraduate education. They could 

volunteer in elementary classrooms, where teachers were implementing literature circles 

and ob.ser\'e children talking about books. 

Finke and Edwards (1997) expanded the learning team by including eight fourth 

and fifth grade children with preservice teachers in literature circles at an elementarv' 

school. The participants read one novel, discussed the book together and then met again 

to complete a celebration activity. College students later reflected on how they 

developed new perspectives for children's literature, looked through the lens of how it 

might be to be a teacher, explored ways to talk about books with children and learned that 

children have something to say. This re.search showed that literature circles with children 

are valuable to preserv ice teachers. 1 asked myself if preservice teachers would 

experience and learn more about children's literature and children's responses if they 
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participated in more than one literature discussion. Very little data were collected in this 

study, so I wondered if whole class discussions and interviews would help in discovering 

more about literature circles with children and preservice teachers. Only a total of eight 

children participated with the college students in the one discussion. What would happen 

if literature circles included more children? Would it make a larger impact on the 

preser\'ice teachers if they participated in more than one literature circle with children? I 

questioned whether literature circles with undergraduate students and children would 

even work in a children's literature classroom. 

In a study by Eeds and Wells (1989). preservice teachers served as literature study 

leaders in small groups of fifth and sixth graders. The college students in this study had 

no experience working with children and were perceived to be less entrenched in ideas of 

what should happen in reading groups than teachers who had used basal readers. Within 

the literature circles the children actively interpreted what they were reading by making 

inferences and confirming or disconfirming their hypotheses. They related the readings 

to their own lives and experiences by making personal responses and they critiqued what 

they read by offering opinions and commentary related to the author's craft. Some of the 

presen ice teachers in this study struggled with quizzing students with traditional 

comprehension questions or missing teaching opportunities. These researchers found that 

the children and college students built meaning together, shared personal stories. 

addressed literary issues, shared in active inquiry—interpreting, hypothesizing, predicting 

and verifying and interacted freely. The authors concluded that even with novice group 

leaders there were rich di.scussions. I wondered how literature circles would work with 
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more than one preserv ice teacher per group of children. I worried about college students 

acting as all-knowing interpreters of the text rather than as group members working with 

the children to construct meaning. Another possibility I thought about was having 

preserv ice teachers and children discuss books through e-mail (e.g.. Carico. 2000; 

Stallworth. 2001). Would discussing books on line help preservice teachers learn 

children's views about books? 

Wedman. Smith and Jared (1994) state that it is important for preservice teachers 

to understand how literature discussions are implemented and managed before they 

establish the practice in their future classrooms. Preservice teachers need to learn how to 

do literature discussions to avoid using the traditional teaching practices they experienced 

as students. These authors believe that demonstrations allow preservice teachers to 

experience a teaching strategy from the learner's perspective, which will increase the 

effectiveness of the strategy instruction and influence the way they teach. I agreed with 

the.se authors' statements, but questioned if preservice teachers who learned about 

literature circles and experienced them with peers implement this teaching practice in 

their future classrooms? 1 wondered whether demonstrations and reading research were 

enough. Do college students need to experience literature circles with children for them 

to actually establish these practices in their classrooms? 

All of these questions led me to this investigation where I explored literature 

circles with preservice teachers and children over the course of one school year. The 

research of Eeds and Wells (1989) and Finke and Edwards (1997) influenced my own 
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inquir\'. I wanted to explore the talk among preser\ ice teachers and children in literature 

circles. These four questions were the focus of this qualitative research: 

1. What are the characteristics of literature circles with preserv ice teachers and 

children, and how do these characteristics evolve over time? 

2. How does the talk of preservice teachers in literature circles with children 

evolve over time? 

3. What are the perceptions of preservice teachers about literature circles with 

children? 

4. How did the literature experience with preservice teachers influence the 

children? 

Overview of Dissertation 

This research study is organized into eight chapters. Chapter 1, "The Beginning 

of the Journey: Reflections and History of this Study" provides a brief explanation of 

what brought me to this dissertation, my prior experiences, theoretical influences and a 

list of the research que.stions. 

Chapter 2. "Theoretical and Research Framework" provides an overview of the 

professional literature related to reader response and literature circles. Literature related 

to teacher education and theory and research of teaching children's literature are included 

along with a review ol" research on literature circles with preservice teachers. 

Chapter 3, "Re.search Methodology" describes the classroom community, the 

participants, the data collection and the data analysis. 
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Chapter 4. "The Journey of Literature Circles with Presen ice Teachers and 

Children" focuses upon my tlrsl research question: What are the characteristics of 

literature circles with preserx ice teachers and children, and how do these characteristics 

evolve over time? This chapter is a descriptive journey and is organized around the eight 

literature sets that involved children and presen ice teachers. 

Chapter 5. ""I Kind of Took Charge"; The Talk of Preservice Teachers in 

Literature Circles" focuses upon my second research question: How does the talk of 

preserv ice teachers in literature circles with children evolve over time? This chapter is 

organized in five categories around the preservice teachers' talk and explains how their 

talk changed in the thirty literature circles with children. 

Chapter 6. "'My Pen Pal Encouraged Me to Read": The Perceptions of Preservice 

Teachers Towards Literature Circles" focu.ses upon my third research question: What are 

the perceptions of preservice teachers about literature circles with children? In this 

chapter I examine the preservice teachers' perceptions of literature circles with their 

fourth grade pen pals. 

Chapter 7. ""A Taste Of College': How the Literature Experience Influenced the 

Children" focu.ses upon my fourth research question: How did the literature experience 

with pre.serv ice teachers influence the children? This chapter examines how the children 

benefited from this yearlong research in which they participated in literature circles with 

preservice teachers and wrote in pen pal journals. 

Chapter 8. "Conclusion and Implications" summarizes this study and provides 

conclusions and implications for readers. 
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Conclusion 

This chapter provided a brief personal histor>' and an explanation of how I chose 

this research. I include my prior experience teaching preservice teachers in a children's 

literature course. Some theoretical influences were included along with a list of the 

research questions. A summary and overview of this dissertation concludes the chapter. 
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Chapter 2 

Theoretical Framework 

This chapter focuses on the theoretical framework supporting this research of 

literature circles with preservice teachers and children. Much of the literature review is 

integrated throughout the analysis chapters in this dissertation. This chapter includes a 

review of professional literature related to reader response theories followed by research 

on literature circles within classrooms, theories about teaching preservice teachers, 

theories about teaching children's literature and a review of available research on 

literature circles with preservice teachers. 

Reader Response Theories 

Beach (1993) surveyed various theories of reader response including textual, 

e.xperiential. psychological, social and cultural. Textual theorists focus on knowledge of 

text features. Experiential theorists center on the nature of readers' engagement or 

experiences with texts. Psychological theorists focus on readers' cognitive or 

subconscious processes. Social theorists concentrate on the social context of the reader 

and text transaction. Cultural theorists pay attention to readers' cultural roles, attitudes 

and values and how the historical context shape responses. Beach stresses that these five 

perspectives work together focusing on how readers create meaning. 

One experiential theorist Langer (1995) defines the term "envisionment." which is 

the understanding a person has about a text, whether during reading, writing, speaking or 

testing. These envisionments could be personal and cultural experiences, relationships to 

experiences, what one knows, how one feels or what one is after. Envisionments change 
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or build as the text progresses and understandings shift where new ideas, problems, 

feelings or occurrences come to mind. She states that the constant interaction with a text 

creates a meeting of the person and the piece. 

Rosenblatt's (1938) transactional theory of literature portrays the complexities of 

the reading process as a two-way process between a reader and a text where both are 

changed in the process. Readers actively construct understandings by bringing meaning 

to as well as taking meaning from a text. She states that there is no single correct way to 

respond to literature. Readers bring their past experiences, present personalities, 

thoughts, and feelings to the text to create a new experience that Rosenblatt calls the 

"poem." 

Readers choose a stance during their transaction with a text (Rosenblatt. 1938; 

1978). The same text can be read efferently and/or aesthetically along a continuum. In 

an efferent reading the focus is on looking for specific details, or a logical solution to a 

problem, much like one reads textbooks and phone books. In contrast, in an aesthetic 

reading, attention is focused on what is being lived through; the ideas, feelings and 

attitudes being evoked from the text. The reader is living within the text trying to 

understand life. Rosenblatt (1938) states that, "Discussion of personal responses, of the 

text as lived through, can thus give rise to a truly inductive study of literature" (p. 272). 

Reading and the construction of meaning become a collaborative relationship, 

when two or more readers share with each other their understandings of what they have 

read. Shared experiences during literature circle discussions include connections, 

questions and interpretations about what each reader has read. Through collaborative and 
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social talking, listening, and responding to each other's reading experiences, a new 

transaction with the text is created, deeper than the first. Often when students explore 

different experiences and interpretations with others, they return to a piece of literature 

for a closer look. In collaborative classrooms where sharing of personal responses is 

encouraged, new meanings are created as students think together. 

When members of a group collaborate and sort out their interpretations in a 

tentative manner, considering and rearranging their ideas out loud, they engage in an 

experience that Barnes (1975) calls "exploratory talk." Readers are trying to formulate 

new understandings together. According to Barnes (1993) there are five conditions under 

which exploratory talk can flourish in a classroom; engagement, exploration, 

transformation, presentation and reflection. The engagement stage arouses student's 

interest on a particular topic and provides experiences and information. Exploration 

implies thinking aloud. Transformation is when students clarify, practice, order and/or 

elaborate about topics. Students then do a presentation for an audience with time for 

reflection on the entire experience. These conditions that Barnes describe are what can 

happen in literature circles and inquiry groups. Teachers need to ask children what they 

are interested in exploring about a book versus coming up with specific assigned topics 

for discussion. 

Learning e\ olves from social interactions and collaboration within a classroom. 

Vygotsky (1978) argues that every function in the child's culture development appears 

twice: first on the social level, and later on the individual level; first between people, and 

then within the child. "All higher human functions originate in relationships between 
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human individuals" (p. 57). Having a classroom environment where children and 

preservice teachers are eiicouraged to interact with other peers and their teachers in order 

to further their learning is a key in successful literature circles. Learning, thinking and 

knowing arise through collaboration with others. 

The theoretical perspectives that informed my teaching and this research. 

Rosenblatt's transactional theory of reading and Vygotsky's sociocultural theory of 

learning, assisted me in understanding the processes of literature circles and preservice 

teachers talk. In this inquiry. I encouraged an aesthetic stance rather than an efferent 

stance, as children and preservice teachers read children's literature. I allowed readers to 

explore what they were "living through" during these reading events and set up 

opportunities for the preservice teachers and children to interact together to explore and 

negotiate meaning. 

Literature Circles 

Literature circles, also known as book clubs, literature discussions, literature 

study groups and discussion circles, are a small group of students who meet together for 

in-depth discussions about a piece of literature. Children usually read the piece of 

literature on their own and then meet to discuss it as a group. The discussions are guided 

by individual students" responses on what they have read, rather than by a list of teacher 

questions. 

Peterson and Eeds (1990) believe intensive reading occurs in small literature 

study groups where members share their thoughts and feelings about the book with other 

readers. Readers share impressions, ideas, and problems in order to construct meaning 
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together. When the talk shifts froni sharing to dialogue, the talk has the potential for 

altering perceptions, and meaning is worked out and expanded among the members of the 

group. 

A wealth of research exists on literature circles. This section is organized around 

the benefits of literature circles and why they are valuable in our classrooms. In literature 

circles choices are given, diverse responses are encouraged, participants come to deeper 

understandings of text and they become reflective readers and take critical stances. 

Children are given many opportunities for choice within literature circles. In a 

reader response environment, children choose the books they want to read, the strategies 

they will use while reading and sharing the text, how and what they will discuss and how 

to celebrate their reading (Short. 1993). Choice is important in learning, because children 

can connect more easily with their own life experiences and what really interests them. 

When children are gi\'en choices, they are more likely to assume ownership and take 

responsibility in reading and collaborate in their small groups to find meaningful 

connections (Cox & Boyd-Batstone. 1997). 

Teachers usually select a grouping of books around a theme from which children 

choose the book they will read in literature circles. "Allowing students to self-select their 

own reading is an act of trust that builds a respon.se-centered learning environment" (Cox 

& Boyd-Batstone. 1997. p. 162). Short (1993) states that because children make the 

decisions, they will take more active roles in their learning. I have observed that children 

also have a better attitude towards reading and learning when there is an element of 

choice. 
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The most powerful aspect of choice within literature circles is that children 

choose what they want to talk about. Discussions are not based on teacher-directed 

questions, but rather on individual students" responses to the text through exploratory talk 

(Barnes. 1975). Children can di.scuss anything they wish about the books, such as 

personal and social issues, connections, differences and similarities and/or questions. 

Pierce (1995) learned that when children work in small literature groups, they are more 

likely to discuss ongoing questions, offer different perspectives and create anomalies 

which spur children's inquiries to deeper levels. Gilles (1990) states. "When students are 

given opportunities to discuss important personal and social issues, concerns will surface 

that may have gone unnoticed or unspoken in a more teacher-directed context" (p. 64). 

Making decisions about the book they will read and what they will talk about motivates 

most readers. Choice gives students control over their learning. 

Many teachers (Smith. 1990; Pierce. 1995; Cox & Boyd-Batstone. 1997) 

encourage literature circles to evolve. Instead of requiring students to participate in 

literature circles the teachers allow students to choose to be a part of a literature circle 

when they have read a book that they want to discuss with others. Pierce believes this 

helps her students to move from "doing the steps" to valuing the experience and it's 

potential. She has found that students working in small spontaneous literature circle 

groups are more likely to engage in explorator> talk, because the discussions are 

connected and grow out of ongoing student inquiries. 

Talk is the backbone of literature circles. Through social interaction and 

collaboration children feel comfortable sharing their concerns, asking questions and 
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making sense of the stoiy. Children respond to literature in many ways in contexts where 

every comment is welcomed. Diverse responses could be incidents and attitudes that 

have been hurtful (Samway & Whang. 1996). feelings of discrimination (Martinez-

Roldan & Lopez-Robertson. 1999) or experiences with gangs, death and power 

relationships between ethnic groups (Klassen. 1993). Samway & Whang (1996) view 

literature circles as tremendous opportunities to explore ethnic, cultural, religious, and 

linguistic backgrounds of students, which creates the context for unique conversations. 

Rosenblatt (1938) indicates that. "Responses become the basis for valuable interchange. 

Discovering that others have had different responses, have noticed what was overlooked, 

have made alternative interpretations, leads to self-awareness and self-criticism" (p. 21). 

Sharing responses, personal connections and questions invites others to participate. 

Participants listen to one another, which helps everyone learn different understandings 

and make meaning. Teachers can support diverse reflections and challenge readers in 

their sense making during literature circles. Talk definitely introduces learners to new 

perspectives and innovative thinking. 

Within literature circles students can gain deeper and more complex 

understandings of a text, because they are able to talk with others and work through their 

own understandings. Children can explore many different directions, since they know 

that there is not one correct answer (Short. 1990). Through this interaction they work 

together to negotiate the text and gain a better developed and more comprehensive 

understanding than they would have on their own. Teachers are thinking aloud, listening 

to children, encouraging questions and responding to comments in literature circles. 
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Through this demonstration the children learn to collaboratively talk and gain even 

further understanding. 

Rosenblatt (1938) suggests that reading is not a matter of simply extracting 

information from texts. The meaning, she argues, is not hidden within or beneath the 

words to be found, unearthed and exhibited. Probst (1990) notes that. "Thoughtful 

readers do not submit to texts, but rather expect texts to submit to themselves. And in 

that process they are likely to come to better understand themselves, the others with 

whom they work, the texts, and their culture" (p. 31). Rosenblatt (1978) states that 

through interchanges with others a reader can discover how people, who bring different 

temperaments and different literary and life experiences to the text, have engaged in a 

ver\' different transaction. "Sometimes the give-and-take may lead to a general increase 

in insight and even to a consensus" (p. 146). Literature circles allow students to think 

about, wonder, reflect and go beyond the facts of the textbooks or children's books. 

Samway & Whang (1996) specify that. "The books and the discussions work together to 

draw us into the lives, times, and experiences of characters" (p. 105). Students begin to 

think about what they have read in literature circles, instead of merely reciting the plot of 

the book. 

Because e\ eryone is working together, teachers and children in literature circles 

work to answer difficult questions and to negotiate their perspectives, which in turn 

enrich their understanding. Literature circles move from an individual act of creating 

meaning to a social act of meaning among students. 
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Literature circles encourage children to become reflective readers and take a critical 

stance. Children think about, wonder and reflect on what they have read and can write 

about it in their literature discussion journals or Post-it Notes in preparation for literature 

circles. Through this reflection children critically think about issues such as race, culture, 

gender, language, religion, special needs, social class and political events and systems 

(Klassen. 1993). Children share their own connections and thoughts on the books that 

they are reading, which help them, think about the text on their own and ask why this 

could be happening (Martinez-Roldan & Lopez-Robertson. 1999/2000). 

In literature circles children share their reflective responses and learn a range of 

other perspectives from the participants. Teachers may raise a student's awareness by 

asking critical questions such as: Is this fair? Who benefits? Why is it like this? What is 

left out? and What isn't addressed? (Henkin. 1998). Students can pose difficult questions 

and share different perspectives. Martinez-Roldan & Lopez-Robert.son (1999) found that 

second graders questioned and challenged injustice and discrimination as social realities. 

Children begin to consider other experiences, views and positions through their 

experiences in literature circles. This critical reflection helps children think about their 

own lives as well as their world (Short & Klassen. 1993). 

Literature circles can help children become literate, where they are given choices 

in their reading, are invited to share diverse responses, become reflective readers, take a 

critical stance and come to deeper understandings of a text. Peterson and Eeds (1990) 

have found that. "Real books, grand books, will produce grand conversations" (p. 24). 
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Theories About Teaching Presen ice Teachers 

A traditional model of teacher education is often described as the university 

provides the theory, skills and knowledge about teaching through coursework; the school 

provides the field setting, where such knowledge is applied and practiced; the beginning 

teacher provides the individual effort that integrates it all (Wideen. Mayer-Smith & 

Moon. 1998). This model separates theory from practice which may frustrate preservice 

teachers, as they try to apply the concepts they learned in their courses but find these 

practices are not in the schools where they are teaching. Separating theory from practice 

may also lead some new teachers to rely or fall back on the teaching models and 

experiences they had during their own schooling (Lortie. 1975). Borko and Putnam 

(1996) suggest that for knowledge to be useful for teaching, it must be integrally linked 

to. or situated in the contexts in which it is to be used. Preservice teachers must see the 

connections between theory and practice (Stephens. 1998). 

Sometimes teaching is viewed as simply a process of transmitting knowledge and 

of dispensing information (Pajares, 1992). Freire (1970) characterized this as the 

"banking" concept of education, where teachers make deposits of knowledge into 

"receptacles" or minds of passive students. In contrast. Freire suggests "problem-posing" 

education where teachers and students are partners, simultaneously learning together, 

where they are critical co-investigators dialoguing with each other, thinking and 

reflecting. 

Other teacher education programs (e.g.. Zeek. Walker & Fleener. 1997) have 

found the value of a social-constructivist perspective of teaching and learning. Learners 
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construct their own understandings through active involvement in different class 

experiences. Personal understandings are mediated by social interactions with peers and 

knowledgeable others. Learners are placed in learning experiences in their zone of 

proximal development, where they can receive support or scaffolding. 

More and more preservice teacher programs have college students spending time 

as interns, residents or apprentices in classrooms, taking increased responsibility for 

planning, teaching and managing their mentor teachers" classrooms (Zeek. et al.. 1997; 

Cox. Fang. Carriveau. Dillon. Hopkins & Nierstheimer. 1998). Donovan (1999) states 

that opportunities for preservice teachers to be immersed and have hands-on experience 

in the classroom is excellent practice, but they also need to have sufficient time and 

guidance to establish strong pedagogical knowledge of foundations. Learning to teach 

involves participation in classrooms that are supervised by experts. In many courses 

preservice teachers are working in one-on-one tutoring programs, which provides field 

experience and methods in reading instruction (Worthy & Prater. 1998; Wolf. Balentine 

& Hill. 2000; Worthy & Patterson. 2001). These situated learning experiences help the 

college students form a relationship with a child and contribute to the preservice teachers" 

growth in teaching. 

Other recent studies show restructured preservice programs focusing on 

pannerships between the university and public schools (Lasley. Matczynski & Williams. 

1992; Cox et al.. 1998). In a collaborative relationship the university and school work 

together to assure exemplary performance of overlapping mutual self-interests (Goodlad. 

1990). This cooperation encourages educators to work together to design programs that 
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meet the needs of all. Zeek et al.. (1997) state that there also needs to be more 

collaboration among college educators working together to meet preservice teachers' 

needs. Through ongoing conversations these instructors planned and taught courses 

together w here they introduced team teaching and collaboration. Together these 

instructors supported their students" processes of learning. 

Another feature that may assist preserv ice teachers includes having them look at 

their personal theories and beliefs in relation to educational research and theory and 

building upon these beliefs (Kagan. 1992; Pajares. 1992; Borko & Putnam. 1996; 

Richard.son. 1996; Stephens. 1998). Teachers' prior beliefs about learning and teaching 

may directly impact the learning experiences they create for their students. Beliefs need 

to be articulated and e.xamined while considering other theories. Preservice courses need 

to engage students in active learning, classroom observation and reflection which may 

lead students to question their previously held beliefs (Swafford. Peters & Lee. 1998). 

Encouraging preserv ice teachers to reflect on their learning and thinking has been found 

to be helpful (Zeichner. 1992; Kasten & Padak, 1997). Hollingsworth (1989) suggests 

that once preservice teachers realize there is a discrepancy between their beliefs and 

theory and practice, they need to reflect on the incongruity. 

Likewi.se. having preservice teachers reflect on their past literacy and educational 

experiences in an autobiography can help them better understand their beliefs about 

teaching and learning (Caner & Doyle. 1996; Swafford. Peters & Lee. 1998). 

.Autobiographies or memoirs help preservice teachers recognize that others have different 
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perceptions and interpretations of events in their lives and can critically examine their 

own cultures (Wolf, et al., 2000; Stuart & Thurlow, 2000; Allen & Labbo. 2001). 

Multicultural education and social justice must be seen as an orientation toward 

learning and teaching in all classes (Nieto. 2000). Preservice teachers need to critically 

look at their own attitudes, beliefs and practices concerning multiculturalism (Grant & 

Secada. 1990; Cochran-Smith. 1995; Wilkinson & Kido. 1997). Researchers of 

multicultural education advocate that tleld experiences be included in preparing teachers 

to work with diverse student populations such as miniethnographies (Sleeter. 1995) case 

studies (Wolf, et al.. 2000) or cultural immersion (Wiest. 1998). In the Child as Teacher 

Project (Wolf, et al.. 2000) preservice teachers selected one child to work with who 

differed from them in race, ethnicity or socioeconomic background in order to gain 

insight into the nature of diversity, literacy and learning. Another focus for teacher 

education programs may be to show that learning is a life-long commitment. Nieto 

(2000) suggests that teachers need to be "students of their students" (p. 184). When 

teachers are researchers of their students, they leara who their students are and everyone 

is encouraged to learn about themselves and one another. 

My research was not done in a reading methods course, yet many of the features 

described in this section were a part of this dissertation. The preservice teachers in this 

research had hands-on experience with children in literature circles. They read research 

on literature circles, which gave them a foundation and pedagogical knowledge. As their 

instructor I demonstrated student-centered learning demonstrating how they could teach 

children. At the beginning of the course the college students wrote autobiographical 
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literacy memories that helped us get to know each other and see the differences in our 

learning. Students wrote their educational beliefs and what a "good teacher" was to 

them. These beliefs helped me to be more responsive to their needs and made me aware 

of the practices I needed to discuss in the course. Preserv ice teachers were involved in 

literature circles with children from different ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds, 

which helped them learn about diversity, learning and literacy. Each preservice teacher 

was a "student of their student" observing, taking kidwatching notes and reflecting on 

their child's learning. Preserx ice teachers participated in a professional experience. 

where they were required to attend a conference or workshop, which exemplified 

teaching as a life-long commitment. 

Theories About Teaching Children \s Literature 

A Canadian survey concludes 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) 

Children's literature courses have traditionally been taught in one of three 

disciplines—Librar\' Science. English or Education. Therefore, there have been many 

different approaches to these courses. Library science and education stress child 

development and book selection. Courses in the English department emphasize the 

historv' of children's literature, literary elements and critical interpretation of children's 

literature (Stasz & Bennett. 1997; Jobe. 1989). All three disciplines believe that authentic 

literature should be at the core of children's literature courses. The course I taught for 
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this research was in the Education department where importance was placed on literacy 

and exploring literature for children. 

McClure and Tomlinson (2000) recently surveyed educators who taught 

children's literature courses. Their findings concluded that children's literature courses 

are usually organized by genre, are delivered primarily through lecture, require a 

textbook and rely heavily on Newbery Award-winning books for common readings. 

Multiple evaluation criteria were used to evaluate students in these courses. For this 

present research the course I taught was organized by genres and topics, where the 

instruction occurred in small group discussions and hands-on experiences with some 

lecture. Professional books and articles were used for a theoretical framework and the 

Newbery Award-winning books were some of the readings. Many other outstanding 

pieces of children's literature were u.sed. Self-evaluation was an integral part of the 

course. 

Many other articles have been written on how college educators teach children's 

literature courses. Students' assumptions about children and about literature are 

challenged by Nodelman (1986). He expects his students to learn the conventions of 

literary study and then to critique their reading of books, poetr)' and other literature. He 

hopes that through this learning, students will gain ways to use literature in creative and 

meaningful ways w ith the children with whom they will be working. In contrast, a 

children's literature course created by Stasz and Bennett (1997) stresses writing as well 

as reading children's literature. This course resembles a workshop where students are 

reading and writing daily throughout the semester. When reading children's books, the 



48 

focus is on the elements of children's literature and personal response to books. Writing 

exercises are given to the undergraduate students to help them create children's stories. 

As a conclusion to this course the college students read their stories to middle school 

children and ask for their responses. 

Similarly, in Vascellaro's and Genishi's (1994) children's literature course, the 

final assignment is to write a story for children. This assignment is given as a way to 

synthesize what students have gained as they listened to. read, reflected on and discussed 

children's literature throughout the semester. These authors believe that writing a story 

for children helps students connect deeply with the child's voice within themselves. 

.After writing a children's book, students see themselves as writers; they gain a greater 

understanding and appreciation of the writing process and their views of children's 

literature change. Their work reaffirmed "writing a book" as a choice for the final 

literacy projects in my own children's literature course. 

Lesesne (1994) has her preservice teachers participate in a Preschooler's Outreach 

Program (POP). After an orientation on effective storytelling techniques the college 

students volunteer weekly to read aloud to preschoolers at churches, schools or mobile 

home parks. By participating in this program they learn about the role of literature in 

literacy development outside the confines of a classroom, the importance of selecting 

books from a variety of genres and the need to read good literature to gain responses from 

children. 

Most children's literature courses have approximately thirty students, but some 

instructors teach mass classes such as Butler (1981) with three hundred students each 
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semester. Butler establishes themes around children's literature; such as toys and games, 

masks and shadows and gender roles and circles. Students read children's literature 

within these themes and complete assignments, such as writing a skip-rope rhyme for the 

toys and games unit. In contrast. Taxel's (1987) immediate concern in his children's 

literature course is to convince students that the subject matter requires serious thought 

and sustained critical reflection. The majority of class time is spent reading and 

responding to a variety of texts. He believes preservice teachers need to reflect on issues 

that will be their responsibilities as educators, such as nuclear war. offensive language, 

sexism, racism, censorship and historical distortion. According to. Vandergrift (1990), 

who is in library science, the teaching of children's literature needs to be approached 

from a theoretical perspective. She uses theory, research and criticism as a basis for 

teaching her courses. Some of the literary theories she includes are mimesis, 

expressionism, formalism and impressionism. Vandergrift also has her own theoretical 

model of the child's meaning making in response to a literary text. 

In Lundin and Cubberley's (1995) Teaching Children's Literature: A Resource 

Guide, a Directory of Courses with short articles on teaching children's literature shows 

the diversity and progression of teaching these courses. Benne (1987) describes how her 

college students write reviews of children's literature, gather bibliographies and indexes, 

examine publications from organizations dealing with literature and develop questions for 

book discussion groups. Watson (1985) has students read children's books in the 

progression of a child's development, beginning with baby board books and moving on to 

poetry and nursery rhymes. Students follow with extension readers, traditional literature 
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and then tlnally full-length novels. Butts and VVatkins (1985) focus on teaching reading 

strategies with children's literature. According to Atkinson (1987) when preservice 

teachers are taught about children's books, they need to consider these five rules: 1) 

Read interesting books; 2) Do book talks about books to get students interested in 

reading; 3) Respect stories and treat each as a piece of creative work; 4) Talk (respond) 

about books; and 5) Invite authors into our schools and classrooms. Likewise. Clements 

(1971) would agree with these five rules and add some other approaches, such as 

evaluating comics, exploring library facilities, telling oral stories and writing children's 

stories. 

Many studies in recent years have researched the effects of promoting preservice 

teachers" awareness and use of multicultural literature (Wilkinson & Kido. 1997). 

Through literature study groups college students are engaging with multicultural 

literature, where they are interacting with characters, discovering their own responses to 

cultural and individual differences, recognizing universal human needs and dreams and 

refining their own cultural awareness. Wolf. Ballentine and Hill (1999) had preservice 

teachers look at children's literature with a critical stance. One assignment was to read a 

multicultural book in depth and investigate the "right to write" by researching the 

author's and illustrator's authenticity. The college student's assumptions shifted 

throughout the year, as they noticed authors who were able to capture qualities of the 

groups portrayed and how other authors crossed cultural boundaries in their writing and 

effectively portrayed cultures. 
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In another children's literature course Wolf. Mieras and Carey (1996) and Wolf. 

Carey, and Mieras (1996) involved preservice teachers in moving beyond reading many 

books on their own to reading books with children. Preservice teachers in this course 

conducted a "reader-response case study" where the college students supported a child's 

response to literature. Through this the project preservice teachers gained instructional 

strategies to help children respond to books, learned to listen to the voices of children and 

grew in their understandings of children's literature. 

Wolf s research from her children's literature courses emphasizes that preservice 

teachers need to be working with children even in children's literature courses which 

typically do not offer a practicum experience and are often not seen as methods courses. 

In the last five years research shows that preservice teachers are working more with 

children in their reading methods courses, but this hasn't been the case in children's 

literature courses. One of my goals for this research was to make sure that preservice 

teachers were learning from children and listening to children's responses about books. 

This would enable them to gain a better understanding of the role of children's literature 

in children's lives and thinking. 

Literature Circles With Preser\ ice Teachers 

This portion of the literature review encompasses research studies about the 

teaching of preservice teachers using literature circles. There are some dissertations that 

have been written about children's literature courses, where students were involved in 

literature circles (Klassen. 1993; Mathis, 1994; Carpenter, 1997). In Kla.ssen's (1993) 

dissertation. Teacher Education That is Multicultural: Expanding Preservice Teachers' 
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Orientation Toward Learning Through Children's Literature, she found that preserv ice 

teachers repeatedly referred to literature circles as the most useful course experience for 

changing and expanding their multicultural knowledge. Klassen examined three kinds of 

talk evident in her students" literature discussions: conversation. stor>'. and dialogue, 

which promoted students' critical consciousness of multicultural issues for themselves as 

learners and teachers. Kla.ssen"s preser\'ice teachers also participated in weekly written 

conversations with cross-age pen pals about school life, family experiences and 

children's books. 

Mathis (1994) learned that positive learning experiences such as literature 

discussion groups help preservice teachers develop a greater knowledge about literature 

and it's use. In Carpenter's (1997) research, preservice teachers' perceptions of 

themselves as readers changed through the use of small literature group discussions and 

other learning experiences. She found that students became more enthusiastic about 

reading, so they built or renewed their enjoyment of reading. From my own research 

(Day, 20(X)). I learned that preser\ ice teachers are much more eager to talk and 

participate in small group discussions versus whole group. The college students 

communicated that their favorite experience in our class was the literature circles where 

they could express their opinions and generate new ideas about children's literature. The 

preser\ ice teachers became readers and gained knowledge of literature through the 

literature circles. 

Preser\'ice teachers" talk during literature discussions was explored by Wedman. 

Smith and Jared (1994). The college students read assigned children's books. 
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experienced many different literature discussion strategies and discussed these books in 

small groups. The preservice teachers learned the benefits of discussion groups, such as a 

developing oral language, enhancing understanding, creating and examining problems 

and solutions, stimulating thinking and conceptualizing ideas. This research validates the 

beliefs that preservice teachers need to experience strategies from the learners' 

perspective in order to give them ideas and confidence when they make instructional 

decisions in their future classrooms. 

Several research projects have promoted preservice teacher's awareness and use 

of multicultural literature within literature circles or read aloud experiences (Flood. Lapp. 

Alvarez. Romero. Ranck-Buhr. Moore, Jones. Kabildis & Lungren. 1994; LaFramboise 

& Griffith. 1997; Wilkinson & Kido. 1997; Wollman-Bonilla. 1998). Themes that 

evolved from these studies with preservice teachers include: time to explore 

multicultural literature, time to discover their own responses to cultural and individual 

differences, opportunity to recognize universal human needs and dreams, the chance to 

share responses with peers and time to refine their own cultural awareness. Many 

undergraduates learned through the discussions, became active thinkers and challenged 

their own beliefs. 

Roberts (1998) and Roberts. Jensen and Hadjiyianni (1997) have preservice 

teachers read and discuss professional books that reveal rather than tell about 

socioeconomic, ethnic, and institutional factors on literacy, so that they will construct 

meaning regarding these factors. Most undergraduates have vast experience with 
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textbooks, but have very little experience with professional books especially discussing 

them in literature study groups. 

Both Finke and Edwards (1997) and Eeds and Wells (1989) had preservice 

teachers participate in literature circles with children. In the Finke and Edwards study the 

preservice teachers gained new perspectives on children's literature, experienced how it 

might be to be a teacher, explored ways to talk about books with children and observed 

children's different responses to literature. In Eeds and Wells research the children and 

college students built meaning together, discussed literary issues, interacted freely and 

had rich discussions. 

In the university course I taught, the literature circles were an important 

experience similar to Klassen's. .Mathis". and Carpenter's courses. Pen pal journals as 

described by Klassen were used to foster a relationship between the preservice teachers 

and children. Preservice teachers' talk like Wedman, Smith, and Jared was explored but 

focused more on how their talk evolved over time in literature circles with children. 

Multicultural literature was read aloud and used in the literature circles with children and 

preservice teachers. College students read and discussed professional books in small 

groups much like Roberts described in her articles. Having children and preserv ice 

teachers participate in literature circles together was the main focus of this dissertation 

similar to Finke and Edwards and Eeds and Wells research. 

Conclusion 

In summary this chapter first discussed reader response theories and reviewed the 

literature on literature circles within the classroom setting. The review of literature also 
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included detailed descriptions of theories about teaching preserv ice teachers and 

children's literature courses and a review of research on literature circles with preservice 

teachers. 

The use of small group literature circles from both a transactional and a 

Vygotskian perspective are central to this dissertation. There is much research on 

implementing literature circles in elementary classrooms and in undergraduate courses, 

but there is not as much research on literature circles with preservice teachers and 

children together. Two research studies by Eeds and Wells (1989) and Finke and 

Edwards (1997) discussed preservice teachers and children participating in literature 

circles together. The aim of this research investigation is to contribute to this picture 

through a yearlong study that looks closely at the preservice teachers" talk in literature 

circles with children. This study focuses on the preservice teachers' perceptions of 

literature circles with children and addresses how this experience influenced the children. 

Hopefully this research will serve to broaden current understandings of the learning that 

occurs when preservice teachers and children participate together in literature circles. 
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Chapter 3 

Research Methodology 

A qualitative design is emergent: One does not know whom to interv iew, what to 
ask. or where to look next without analyzing data, as they are collected. Hunches, 
working hypotheses and educated guesses direct the investigator's attention to 
certain data and then to refining and/or verifying one's hunches. The process of 
data collection and analysis is recursive and dynamic. (Merriam. 1988. p. 123) 

This study of preservice teachers and children discussing children's books in literature 

circles and corresponding in pen pal journals is set within the theoretical frame of 

qualitative research. In review, the four questions that guided this research are: 

1. What are the characteristics of literature circles with preservice teachers and 

children, and how do these characteristics evolve over time? 

2. How does the talk of preservice teachers in literature circles with children evolve 

over time? 

3. What are the perceptions of preservice teachers about literature circles with 

children? 

4. How did the literature experience with preservice teachers influence the children? 

This chapter describes in detail the research setting, the panicipants, the data collection 

and the data analysis. First, qualitative research, teacher research and case studies will be 

explored. 

Qualitative Research 

I used qualitative methods to support this investigation, drawing from the work of 

researchers such as Merriam (1988. 1998). Rossman and Rallis (1998) and Coffey and 

Atkinson (1996). I was interested in understanding the meanings that children and 
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preserv ice teachers constructed; how they made sense of their worlds and their own 

experiences (Merriam. 1998). Rossman and Rallis (1998) share that: 

Qualitative research takes place in the natural world, uses multiple methods that 
are interactive and humanistic, is emergent rather than tightly prefigured, and is 
fundamentally interpretive. A qualitative researcher views social phenomenon 
holistically. systematically reflects on who he or she is in the inquiry, is sensitive 
to his or her personal biography and how it shapes the study and uses complex 
reasoning that is multifaceted and iterative, (p. 9) 

Merriam (1988) states that qualitative research focuses on discovery, insight and 

understanding from the perspectives of those being studied. For an entire school year I 

taught daily in a fourth grade classroom during the forty minute reading block. 1 also 

taught a preservice cour.se on children's literature at a local university. As an insider I 

collected multiple sources of data including literature circle transcripts, interviews. 

journals and free writes, plus I kept a teaching journal. I thrived on the flexibility and 

evolution of this research. As a researcher I was holistic, looking at systems as 

interactive and complex. I constantly reflected on my teaching practice and who I was 

within this inquiry, how I was affecting the research. I was sensitive to my personal 

biography as described in Chapter 1 and how this enhanced or hindered the study. 1 

brought my guiding questions to this research and invited my data gathering to evolve as 

the study progres.sed. 

Within this qualitative frame 1 was a teacher researcher. I developed four case 

studies to share the findings of this research. A description of these characteristics 

follows. 
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Teacher Research 

Teacher research is research that is initiated and carried out by teachers in their 
classrooms and schools. Teacher-researchers use their inquiries to study 
everything from the best way to teach reading and the most useful methods for 
organizing group activities, to the different ways girls and boys respond to a 
science curriculum. (Hubbard & Power. 1999. p. 2) 

I was a teacher researcher in two contexts, the fourth grade classroom and in the 

university course I was teaching. Teacher research is defined as. "Systematic, intentional 

inquiry by teachers about their own school and classroom work" (Cochran-Smith & 

Lytle. 1993. p. 24). Hubbard and Power (1999) share two principles that define teacher 

research: 1) Teacher research is based upon close observation of students at work and 2) 

Teacher researchers depend upon a research community. Both of these principles are 

indicated in this research. I observed both the fourth graders and preser\'ice teachers in 

their classroom settings. During the literature circles with preservice teachers and 

children. I briefly watched each literature circle and then sat down with one circle to 

obser\'e more closely and document the discu.ssion. I was dependent upon my University 

community, keeping in contact with colleagues by e-mail. One doctoral student and 1 e-

mailed each other daily dialoguing about our dissertations. My school district and school 

administrator were supportive in my research endeavors. 

As a teacher researcher I was an observer, a questioner and a learner. As the 

teacher I was part of the culture from which I was researching, gathering and interpreting 

data. I observed my students closely, analyzing their needs and events, reflecting and 

adjusting the curriculum I was instructing. I gathered information daily in my teaching 

journal, sharing classroom anecdotes and personal stories. Within this journal I also 
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reflected on my teaching practice, asking questions and trs'ing to make sense of the 

research. One of my goals was to understand and leam from the preserv ice teachers and 

the children. I was a learner along with my students. I often was surpri.sed when 

unexpected things occurred that cau.sed me to look at the situation with new eyes. 

Case Study Research 

I used case study methods to gain in-depth understanding of the experiences of 

two fourth grade children and two preservice teachers in the literature circles. Merriam 

(1998) states a qualitative case study is. "An intensive, holistic description and analysis 

of a single instance, phenomenon, or social unit" (p. 27). Becker (as cited in Merriam. 

1998) defines the purpose of ca.se studies as two fold: to arrive at a comprehensive 

understanding of the groups under study and to develop general theoretical statements 

about regularities in the social structure and process. 

Over the course of a .semester I concentrated on four participants' specific growth 

in the literature circles. Taking a holistic view 1 used thick de.scription to share the 

complexities and to chronicle the sequence of events. Included are my ob.servations. the 

documents I collected and their voices, that di.scus.sed their experiences. .My hope is that 

these ca.se studies will help the reader understand the evolving literature circles in a 

different way. 

In this first section the university setting, the preserv ice teachers and the 

university curriculum are described. The next section discus.ses the elementarv' school 

setting, the classroom community, the classroom teacher, the elementary children and the 

classroom-learning environment. Lastly my role as a researcher concludes this .section. 
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University Setting 

This large Research One university was located in the southwest region of the 

United States. During the semester of my study there were 49.700 students attending this 

University with 790 undergraduates enrolled in the College of Education. Elementary 

School Curriculum and Children's Literature EED/RDG 334 was once a required course 

for preservice teachers; however, the College of Education restructured their course 

requirements and this class became an elective for incoming preservice teachers. 

Beginning August 29. 2000 through December 12. 2000 this course met every Tuesday 

evening. The second semester was from January 16. 2001 through May 8. 2001. The 

majority of students enrolled in the course needed this class to graduate, because they 

were under the old curriculum requirements, but there were a few students who took the 

course as an elective. This three hour semester course was described in the University's 

Catalog of Courses as: "Selecting and using children's literature in various curriculum 

areas in elementary school classrooms with diverse .student populations" (See Appendix 

A for the .syllabus). This course was taken during the first or second block after being 

admitted into the College of Education. 

The classroom where this course was taught was on the second floor in the 

education building. It was a stark room with tile floor and white walls. Thirty-five blue 

chairs surrounded narrow tables. The classroom was equipped with an overhead 

projector, .screen and chalkboard. Banners displayed the work of preservice teachers. 
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Preservice Teachers 

The particular university class that I taught and researched during the fall 

semester had twenty-seven students. Four males and twenty-three females were 

registered in the course (Table 3.1). These college students came from diverse 

backgrounds and experiences and from all over the United States, including as far away 

as New York. Twenty-one students were from European American backgrounds. Six 

students identified themselves as Hispanic. Eighteen preservice teachers ranged in age 

from twenty to twenty-two years old. Five students ranged in age from twenty-three to 

thirty. From age thirty-one to forty-three there were four students, and one of who was a 

post baccalaureate student who returned to college after graduation for education 

certification. 

Table 3.1. Demographic information for fall semester 

Preservice 
Teachers 

Age Ethnicity 

20-22 23-30 31-40 41H- Caucasian Hispanic 

23 Females 15 5 2 1 18 5 

4 Males 3 0 1 0 3 1 

During the spring semester there were 28 females enrolled in the course (Table 

3.2). In terms of ethnicity twenty-four preservice teachers identified themselves as 

Caucasian, three as Hispanic and one as Philippine. Twenty-two students were age 

eighteen to twenty-two. Three college students ranged in age from twenty-three to thirty. 



62 

One student was in the age range from thirty-one to forty. After rearing their children 

two students who were in their fifties returned to school. 

Table 3.2. Demographic information for spring semester 

Preservice 
Teachers 

Age Ethnicity 

18-22 23-30 31-40 41 + Caucasian Hispanic Philippino 

28 
Females 

22 3 1 2 24 3 1 

As a way to understand feelings about literature and reading, the preservice 

teachers reflected upon their own personal histories and experiences with literacy. Each 

wrote a literacy memory where they included childhood memories of stories, literature or 

reading. Some wrote about who read to them as children, how they learned to read, the 

books in their homes and who told stories to them. As a way of getting to know each 

other better we created a class book of these literacy memories so that everyone received 

a copy to read. 

During the first class of Elementary School Curriculum and Children's Literature 

EED/RDG 334,1 invited everyone on my journey to discover how to do literature circles 

with children and preservice teachers and to investigate the talk in these discussions. I 

requested the college students con.sent to do this research study. I briefly explained the 

purpose of the research and an overview of what their participation would entail. They 

could withdraw from the study at any time and their grade would not be affected. The 55 

preservice teachers voluntarily signed a consent form to participate in this study 

(Appendix B). They gave me permission to use data from their course experiences. 
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which investigated my research questions. Seven college students desired a pseudonym, 

and the remaining 48 chose to be referred to by their first names. 

University Curriculum 

On the first night of class I provided an overview of our class experiences. I 

shared the course syllabus with the preservice teachers (Appendix A). I explained my 

theoretical beliefs about learning, the major course projects, course expectations and a 

tentative schedule of issues and topics we would cover throughout the semester. The 

course goals and objectives were also discussed with the students. They were given time 

to reflect on these and to choose specific goals they wanted to concentrate on during the 

semester. The following goals were addressed: 

1. Develop familiarity with quality literature for children, including knowledge 
of genre, outstanding authors, and widely acclaimed books. 

2. Learn to select literature for children according to literary quality. 
authenticity, and appropriateness. 

3. Understand a view of curriculum as supported by literature and developed 
through literature. 

4. Become familiar with professional publications related to children's literature. 

5. Develop an awareness and understanding of issues reflected in children's 
literature (i.e. censorship, racism, sexism) and the ways these present 
themselves in elementary classrooms as literary awareness. 

6. Read aloud to children, encouraging child involvement in such a way as to 
facilitate growth in meaning making and literary awareness. 

7. Understand principles and practices of literature circles, and learn to 
implement such studies by participating in them. 

8. Learn to converse with children about literature in ways that foster dialogue 
and meaningful con.struction. 
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EED/RDG 334 Children's Literature in the Classroom met once a week for two 

hours and fifty minutes. Each class began with announcements, organizational business 

and review of homework projects. Part of the routine of our class was for me to read out 

loud a children's book relevant to the genre we were discussing for the day. Next. I 

provided the students with an overv iew of the topic we were exploring with overhead 

transparencies along with organized discussions and some demonstrations. For 

approximately 15 minutes, in small groups preservice teachers then discussed the 

article/chapter that was assigned reading for the week, followed with a whole group 

discussion of these readings. 

Before class I displayed around the classroom approximately 100 to 125 

children's books on the class topic. Each student brought three books to add to the 

display. Everyone spent 15 to 25 minutes browsing through the books, reading, taking 

notes and sharing comments with one another. After a ten-minute break students 

gathered in pre-arranged literature circles to respond to a children's book they read as 

homework. During these discussions the college students shared their connections and 

thoughts about the books. Each group usually shared a brief account of their book and 

discu.ssion to the class. 

The last half hour of class was devoted to workshop time, where students w orked 

on individual inquiries or small group projects. Examples of the small group projects 

included analyzing a literature circle tran.script. preparing for or reflecting on the 

literature circles with children or discussing the child pen pals. Individual inquiries 

included keeping a record of the children's books that each read and a literacy inquiry 
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study, where they could research an asp»ect of children's literature that interested them. 

This workshop time was also used for small group presentations, sharing and reflection of 

their learning. 

Elementary School Setting 

The elementary school was in a middle-class community located in a large 

metropolitan city in the southwest. This elementary school was surrounded by a 

residential neighborhood with two large family-oriented apartment complexes and one 

adult assisted care center. There were suburban communities to the north and east. 

Urban areas, whose residents have a variety of cultural backgrounds and incomes, bound 

this school to the west. There were 590 students enrolled in grades kindergarten through 

sixth grade at the time of this research. The student population was predominantly 

Caucasian with a small percentage of Mexican American, African American. Asian 

American. Middle Eastern American and American Indian students. 

The school was a rectangle, stuccoed building with brightly painted animals 

decorating an outside wall. The office area was at the entrance to the building. In the 

center of the school, the focal point, was a large library and media center where 

thousands of books were displayed, computers were available, various school projects 

were shown and a sizable area was available for meetings and gatherings. Every 

classroom kindergarten through sixth grade fed into the library. The art room, nurse's 

office, teacher's lounge and conference room were down short hallways. The 

multipurpose room was a separate building outside the main school building. Many of 

the teachers had been teaching at this school since it opened 15 years ago. This 
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elemental' had a ver>' active parent group, who volunteered in the classrooms and was 

instrumental in raising funds for extracurricular activities. 

A parent student handbook described the elementary schools mission as: 

The teachers, administrators, and support staff understand that our students' 

education is of primary importance to our future. To this end we will; 

*Encourage an attitude of curiosity and a high degree of competence. 

*Create a community of readers and writers through literature and publishing 

student authored writing. 

*Develop wise problem solving and decision making abilities. 

Classroom Commimiry 

When I returned to my school district in January 2000 after being on a leave of 

absence to complete my course work for a doctorate degree, I took a reading specialist 

position in an elementar\' school. As a reading specialist I worked in the classrooms with 

the teachers and children as a collaborative consultant following an in-class model as 

described by Jaeger (1996), Radencich. Beers, and Schumm (1993). Emge {1995) and 

Allington and Shake (1986). 1 worked in every teacher's classroom, kindergarten 

through sixth grade, collaboratively teaching reading and language arts with the 

classroom teachers. Each classroom teacher and I planned ahead of time to organize the 

lessons and/or activities we would be teaching. Kindergarten through third grade 

students who struggled as readers came to school one hour earlier for small group reading 

instruction in our Rise. Read and Shine program. 



67 

During the first year I taught at this elementary school. I worked with Ross 

McKinley in sixth grade, organizing students in small groups to discuss Tuck Everlasting 

(Babbitt, 1975). This experience was the beginning of Ross" and my collaboration 

together. In selecting the setting for this study. I wanted the challenge of working with 

older students, because my previous experiences were with primary children. I chose to 

work with Ross, because he met my criteria of being an intermediate teacher who was 

willing to do literature circles as part of his reading program. He also was willing to 

collaboratively teach with me for an entire school year and was interested in having a 

partnership with my college students. He appreciated children's books and believed in 

teaching with children's literature. 

Ross invited me to do my dissertation in his classroom, because he wanted to 

learn more about literature circles. Ross moved from sixth grade to fourth grade during 

the summer before we began our research. 

The Classroom Teacher 

With humor and 
playful puns. 

Ross welcomed children 
to fourth grade. 

Tall in stature with a 
trim beard 

and professional dress 
he strode around the classroom. 

With clear preci.se language 
he explained with examples and demon.strations. 

Always a joke thrown in. 
He made learning become fun. 

With a nurturing heart. 
he was sensitive and caring 

toward children. 
Fourth graders worked diligently. 
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He encouraged reading. 
supported student choice and 

guided with book talks. 
Students read daily. 

Children smiled. 
laughed and listened 

as new concepts and ideas were introduced 
Where everyone learned together. 

Ross grew up in a military family that moved often until Ross" asthma became a 

problem. In hopes that his health would improve, his family relocated when he was in 

the third grade to a state with warm temperatures: 

Being sick forced me to stay home. Of course I would have rather been outside, 
but I couldn't be. Instead I pursued solitary or individual things to do. such as 
reading and playing chess. I read a lot. every book that I could get my hands on. 
I read books that had to deal with war such as Emie Pyle and Thirty Seconds Over 
Tokyo. I remember reading mystery series such as Alfred Hitchcock. Hercule 
Poirot and Miss Marple. (Interview 1. 2001) 

Ross attended Catholic parochial schools and after high school graduation he attended a 

small state university. 

When Ross was a sophomore in college he realized. "\ liked talking to children. I 

decided to become a teacher" (Interview 1. 2001). Upon graduation. Ross moved to 

California where he taught for 17 years, grades third through sixth. Ross was involved in 

many different teaching programs such as: token economy, open classrooms, ability 

grouping, multiage classrooms and combination classrooms of fourth and fifth graders. 

Ross wanted to be closer to his family so he moved back to where he was brought up. He 

has taught sixth or fourth grade for fourteen years in his present school district. 

During the curriculum night at the beginning of the school year. Ross explained his 

classroom to parents: 
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I believe in having a family atmosphere where everyone is secure and liked by 
everyone. I embrace all the differences because we are all different. We accept 
everyone for their differences such as their quirky sense of humor or endearing 
personality. We embrace everyone in our classroom. We are okay in here, and 
we are going to have a pleasant fourth grade. (Teaching Journal. 2000) 

In order to build classroom community. Ross used whole group and small group learning 

which implemented his belief. "Everything has to be fun." Cooperative learning and 

playing "games" helped the fourth graders see learning as enjoyable. Ross told numerous 

jokes or said silly comments while he was teaching which helped his students feel 

comfortable in class. During literature circles Ross usually observed, but once in a while 

he made a funny remark such as when the preservice teachers and children were 

discussing Sadako and the Thousand Paper Cranes (Coerr. 1977). "You would think 

everybody would be diabetic after making a thousand cranes with candy wrappers" (p. 

20). 

Ross was passionate about children's literature and reading. He carried children's 

books around with him to show to other teachers and volunteered to read in classrooms 

during his lunch and preparation time. He considered himself a "book junky." Ross 

visited local bookstores weekly. He believed in reading aJoud daily to children three to 

five picture books and an ongoing chapter book. Ross shared children's books in other 

subject areas such as social studies and science. 

In Ross' thiny-one years of teaching he taught reading with trade books and 

intertwined the school district's adopted reading textbook into his program. At the close 

of every school day he had silent reading, which gave children an opportunity to read 
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whatever they wanted. Ross did multiple book talks to entice children to read. He 

explained to parents how he would help their child: 

I'm like a personal trainer for reading. I love books. I like to set kids up with the 
right books that they will love and finish. Reading and literature is my gift. I can 
find out your child's interests, likes and dislikes and steer them to the books that 
they will love. (Teaching Journal. 2000) 

Ross required his students to read 100 minutes a week at home and to keep a reading log 

that he checked. Generally Ross had students read four novels at home each quarter and 

they had to tell him about the novels in a book talk. 

Elementary Children 

I met the fourth graders on August 14. 2000. the first day of school. Some 

children recognized me. because I had worked with the third grade students and their 

teachers the previous spring. Out of thirty children there were thirteen girls and 

seventeen boys in Ross" fourth grade class (Table 3.3). These eight, nine and ten year 

olds had varied cultural experiences. Twenty-two children were identified as Caucasian. 

seven children as Hispanic and one child was African American. The languages spoken 

in the children's homes included English. Spanish. Swedish and Assyrian. One child 

received services from a special education resource teacher, and another child attended an 

honors program for reading. 
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Children Caucasian Hispanic African 
American 

13 Girls 10 3 0 

17 Boys 12 4 1 

Table 3.3. Demographics of children 

During the first week of school I sent home a newsletter that briefly described my 

research and introduced myself to the parents. Attached to my letter was an invitation for 

parents to share with Ross and me about their child's history of learning and about their 

own families (Appendix C). Lucy Calkins (1991) states. "When we know the particulars 

of a human being's story, we are called out of ourselves to care" (p. 16). In our 

classroom we hoped to build on these parents' and students' existing "funds of 

knowledge" (Moll & Greenberg. 1990). 

The letters parents wrote about their children gave us information on the 

children's growth as learners, how they learned and the families' perspectives on literacy 

and learning. The parents' hopes and dreams for their children, and what they did 

together as a family also were discus.sed. We learned who was shy and quiet, who had 

special talents, who didn't like to take risks and who might need extra help in reading. 

Half of the parents expressed that they wanted their children to be motivated and 

challenged. 

One afternoon during the first week of school Ross and I shared our research 

plans w ith the fourth-grade children. We invited them on our joumey to discover how to 

do literature circles with children and preservice teachers and to investigate the talk in 
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these discussions. I displayed books that we could read and discuss. I thought it was 

important to ask the children for their permission to collect data from them (Appendix 

D). but I explained that I needed their parents' or legal guardian's consent. A letter was 

sent home which included a consent form, to each family explaining the research study 

(Appendix E). Families were encouraged to attend a curriculum night on August 30. 

2000 where 1 shared more details about the research study. On the consent form parents 

could choose if they wanted their child to have a pseudonym or to go by their first name. 

Eight parents chose pseudonyms, and twenty-two parents chose for their children to go 

by their first names. 

Classroom Learning Environment 

Ross had more children's books than any classroom teacher I have ever known. 

In his fourth grade classroom, a massive wooden bookcase from floor to ceiling exploded 

with chapter books. Sections of this bookcase were devoted to favorite authors such as 

C.S. Lewis and Gar>' Paulsen. On the bottom shelf Ross had plastic tubs that held 

collections of books on horses, the Wizard of Oz series, or authors such as Jerry Spinelli 

and Lois Lowr}'. On the south wall he had three more bookshelves that contained his 

class sets of chapter books and professional books. Another wooden bookshelf was 

devoted to picture books (Figure 3.1). Atop these bookshelves was Ross' monkey 

collection. He collected Curious George and other monkey memorabilia, especially 

books with monkevs as characters. 
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Figure 3.1. Map of classroom 

On the west wall there were shelves that held textbooks and reference materials. 

A chalkboard was devoted to keeping track of the titles of books that were read aloud 

during the school year. A little red schoolhouse, bells, apples, and other collectibles sat 
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atop his desk in one comer. At the front of the classroom on the north wall there were 

two large white boards on which Ross wrote instructions. 

In the middle of the classroom were the children's individual desks. Throughout 

the .school year these desks were arranged many different ways, such as in table groups, 

in a horseshoe, in a circle and in rows. There were seven soft navy office chairs .scattered 

around the classroom for comfortable sitting and reading. Children could sit in these 

chairs as a reward or during silent reading. It was obvious that Ross had created a 

learning environment, where children had many opportunities to read and look at books. 

Ross" daily schedule consisted of a large language art and reading block (Figure 

3.2). I was in the cla.s.sroom during the designated reading time from 9:55 to 10:40 a.m.. 

which was my forty-minute teacher preparation break. Elementary teachers in my school 

district were provided a daily forty-minute preparation period. I did not want to take 

away from my reading specialist's responsibilities; so I therefore chose to use my 

preparation period to be in Ross" classroom. During the language arts period children 

wrote. Ross u.sed the adopted reading/writing Scholastic text to teach the writing lessons 

and implemented many of his own ideas. When I entered the classroom Ross usually was 

teaching vocabulary and idioms. By 10:00 a.m. he was finished, and this was when we 

cooperatively began teaching together. 

Ross and I taught the forty-five minute reading period together. Sometimes I did 

the teaching, while Ross supported the learning. Other times I observed and participated 

while he taught, but the majority of the time we collaboratively taught together. 
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Fourth Grade Schedule 

9; 10-9:55 Language Arts 
9:55-10:40 Reading 
10:40-11:25 Special (Music/Art/Computers/PE/Librar>') 
11:25-12:20 Math 
12:20-1:05 Lunch/Recess 
1:05-1:40 Read aloud/Spelling 
1:40-2:25 Science/Social Studies 
2:25-3:00 Silent reading 

Figure 3.2. Daily schedule 

For the first fifteen minutes we usually did a mini lesson, brainstormed ideas or 

had a sharing/reflection time. Examples of some of the mini lessons we taught were: 

how to choose a book for literature circles, behavior in literature circles and what to write 

in our journals. We used this time to brainstorm how to begin a literature circle 

discussion, what to write about in our pen pal journal and what we could do if someone 

interrupted during the literature circle. Other times we shared and reflected on Post-it 

Notes or journal entries with a partner or the whole class. Monthly we introduced a new 

response strategy such as written conversation or graffiti. Sometimes these 20 minutes 

were devoted to reading aloud and discussing a picture book that had to do with our 

overarching theme, such as friendship or Overcoming Challenges. By 10:20 a.m.. our 

goal was that children would be reading their books for literature circles with a partner or 

individually. During this reading there were many children who were quietly sharing 

books, writing on Post-it Notes or having conferences with Ross or me. We tried to meet 

with each literature circle group twice a week for five minutes to check on their reading 

progress. Ross and I also read with many children one-on-one. Once or twice a week we 
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had mini literature circles, where the children discussed their books with the other 

members of their group, while Ross and I observ ed. It was difficult for us to stop reading 

at 10:40 for specials. Throughout the year we seemed to run over time. 

Role of Teacher Researcher 

As a teacher researcher. I worked with the children and preser\ ice teachers to 

understand their meaning making and interpretations. Merriam (1998) states that 

researchers can assume several stances while collecting information. Gold (as cited in 

Merriam, 1998) suggests four possible stances—complete participant, participant as 

observer, observer as participant and complete observer. 

.My role as teacher re.searcher fluctuated back and forth between participant as 

observer and observer as participant. During the first semester when the children and 

preser\ ice teachers disicussed books. I participated in many of the literature circles as a 

participant as obser\'er. 1 took field notes during these discussions and participated as a 

group member. During the second semester I was an ob.server as participant taking notes 

while the preservice teachers and children discussed the books in the literature circles. I 

participated when necessary or when someone asked my thoughts or opinions. 

As the teacher I worked on creating a classroom environment, where both college 

students and children could further their awareness and understanding of children's 

literature and literature circles. As a teacher researcher my role was to look closely at our 

learning experiences and to enlarge my perceptions on literature circles with preservice 

teachers and children. I was an obserx'er in the classroom setting as 1 took field notes on 

activities that Ross and I set up for children and preservice teachers. 
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This research was collaborative in nature, because I invited the preservice 

teachers and children to help in this research process. The participants planned and 

organized much of the literature sets and worked to improve the discussions. Their 

honest responses, thoughtful ideas and suggestions helped this research. The preservice 

teachers analyzed some of the literature circle transcripts, and a few college students 

edited and revised several transcripts. Ross and I collaborated in the planning and daily 

teaching of reading in his fourth grade class. Both of us implemented the pen pal 

journals and the literature circles with preservice teachers and children. 

Data Collection 

Multiple sources of information are sought and used because no single source of 
information can be trusted to provide a comprehensive perspective...By using a 
combination of observations, interviewing, and document analysis, the 
fieldworker is able to use different data sources to validate and cross-check 
findings. (Patton as cited in Merriam. 1988. p. 137) 

Beginning the first day of school August 14. 2000 until June 2001.1 collected 

data for one year. This study was initially guided by the following four research 

questions: 

1. What are the characteristics of literature circles with preserv ice teachers and 

children, and how do these characteristics evolve over time? 

2. How does the talk in literature circles with preserv ice teachers and children 

evolve over time? 

3. What are the preservice teachers" perceptions of literature circles with 

children? 
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4. What are the types of talk and written response that children and preservice 

teachers generate in response to literature? 

During the data analysis my questions evolved. I realized that I wanted to take a 

closer look at the preservice teachers" talk and explore how the literature experience 

influenced the children. Hubbard and Power (1999) state that questions don't emerge 

fully formed and that part of the process of research is allowing questions to evolve. The 

final research questions were: 

1. What are the characteristics of literature circles with preservice teachers and 

children, and how do these characteristics evolve over time? 

2. How does the talk of preservice teachers in literature circles with children 

evolve over time? 

3. What are the perceptions of preservice teachers about literature circles with 

children? 

4. How did the literature experience with preservice teachers influence the 

children? 

The primar\' data sources included my teaching journal, transcripts from the 

literature circles, interviews and free writes from preservice teachers and children. 

Secondary sources of data included photographs, journals, written artifacts, pen pal 

journals, preservice teachers' journals, midterm and final .self-evaluations, parent surveys 

and correspondence. 
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Teaching Joiinuil 

I kept a teaching journal throughout this research study. Cochran-Smith and Lytle 

(1993) share that. "Journals are accounts of classroom life in which teachers record 

observations, analyze their experiences, and retlect on and interpret their practices over 

time" (p. 26). My journal included field notes and a running record of class observations 

and reflections about the teaching days and literature circles. One of my goals as 

researcher was to capture the sensory experiences of what I saw. felt, heard, tasted, and 

smelled when the literature circles were being conducted (Rossman & Rallis. 1998). 

During class sessions and the literature circles I carried a clipboard to capture the 

conversations, the overall atmosphere and tone, individual comments and my 

interpretations—"in the midst" notes (Hubbard & Power. 1999). When I was not able to 

take notes during the literature circles. I wrote notes or a free write after the 

experience—"after the fact" notes. During my lunch break and/or after school I used my 

notes to enter journal entries into my computer. I included my observations, reactions to 

the events and insights. I also listed my questions and my thoughts on modifying the 

class for the next session. I took field notes when Ross and I planned together or had 

informal conversations. For the first semester I typed my notes in a journal format. 

During the spring semester I kept my field notes and journal entries in a spiral notebook. 

in my journal. I also wrote analytical memos discussing my thoughts, 

understandings, and hunches (Rossman & Rallis. 1998). My journal helped me to think 

about different approaches and topics and to evaluate experiences over time (Cochran-

Smith & Lytle. 1993). I collected everything such as lesson plans, parent letters. 
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literature circle schedules and other miscellaneous items in two thick binders, one binder 

for each semester. All of these comprised of my teaching journal. 

Audiotapes and Transcripts 

Every literature circle, a total of 47 with the preservice teachers and children, was 

audio taped and transcribed verbatim. I purcha.sed six tape recorders, six microphones 

and extension cords to collect the.se data. There were a few conversations that were not 

fully recorded and tran.scribed because of sound quality or other technical problems. The 

audiotapes and transcripts were essential to this research and were a primar}' data source, 

because they allowed me to revisit my class and research long after the actual events 

(Hubbard and Power. 1999). The preserx ice teachers read and analyzed some of the 

literature circle transcripts. All 47 transcripts were analyzed. 

Interx'iews 

Informal interviews were .scheduled with Ross and eight pre.ser\ ice teachers 

becau.se. I saw the participants as important sources of information. Patton (as cited in 

Merriam. 1998) states, "The purpose of interviewing is to find out what is in and on 

.someone else's mind" (p. 278). Three informal interviews with Ross, organized around 

Seidman's (1998) interview guidelines, took place Sundays during our weekly planning 

sessions and lasted 60 to 90 minutes. During the first interview I focused on his literacy 

history such as his childhood, how he became a teacher and the experiences he had as a 

teacher. In the second interview I inquired of Ross" perceptions of the literature circles 

with pre.service teachers and children. During this interview I shared many of the first 

semester tran.scripts that were coded and had my notes in the margins. The third 
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interv iew was completed after the school year had ended. At this time 1 was curious 

about his thoughts about the re.search. During this interview we read through two rough 

draft chapters of the data analysis. Figure 3.3 includes a list of the questions I used in the 

interviews with Ross. These were informal interv iews. so these questions were not 

asked in this specific order. 

Interview One: Literacy History 
Tell me about your childhood. 
When you were growing up. how were you as a reader? 
When did you know you wanted to be a teacher? 
Explain how you became a teacher. 
Share your past experiences with teaching. 
Over the years how have you taught reading? 
What are your beliefs about teaching reading? 
What is it like being a fourth grade teacher? 
Share some details that have affected you as a teacher? 
Describe how you use children's literature in your classroom? 

Interview Two; Details of the Experience 
Tell me about your experiences with literature circles. 
What is it like for you to be experiencing literature circles? 
How do you feel about literature circles? 
Share some experiences from the literature circles you have observed. 

Interview Three: Reflection on the Meaning 
Reflect on the experience of using literature circles this entire year. 
What are your beliefs and feelings about literature circles? 
Have your perceptions changed? 
How has this re.search study had an influence on your teaching of reading? 
How will you use and organize literature circles next year? 

Figure 3.3. Inter\ iew questions with Ross 

From a cross section of both semesters eight preserv ice teachers were 

interv iewed. The selection was made according to their answers on an end-of-the-

semester survey in the final self-evaluation. College students ranked the literature circles 

with a one for being lea.st beneficial to a five for being most beneficial. In order to gain 
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further perceptions of the literature circles I chose to interview preserv ice teachers who 

represented everyone's views and offered diverse responses. During the interv iews I 

focused on their reflections of our class and the literature circles with children (Figure 

3.4). The interviews lasted 40 to 60 minutes and most of them were completed on the 

university campus. Two interviews were done off campus, one at the college students" 

place of work and another at their home. These interviews were audio taped and 

transcribed verbatim. 

1. Looking at your final self-evaluation, please share with me how you rated 
the literature circles with children and why? 

2. Tell me about your experiences with literature circles prior to our class. 
3. Looking at your free writes (and other artifacts) please reflect on your 

experiences with literature circles and children. Think back and discuss 
the first literature circle, the second, the third, etc. 

4. How did you feel about discussing books with children in literature 
circles'? 

5. What are your beliefs about literature circles and children? 
6. How do you see your future classroom—teaching reading? 

Figure 3.4. Interview questions for preservice teachers 

Before the interviews. I gathered the preservice teachers' free writes, journal 

entries, photocopies of midterm and final self-evaluations. Post-it Notes and other 

strategies and the transcripts from the literature circles, in which they were involved. I 

displayed these anifacts on the table in front of us. as we talked about the experiences. In 

the second semester I was much more prepared for these interviews because I had the 

transcripts coded with my notes in the margins. With these interviews we were able to 

walk through the transcripts and look at my notes so that I could gain their viewpoints 

and thoughts about the literature circles. 
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Free Writes 

After each literature circle, children and college students completed a free write 

about their experience. The preservice teachers did their free writes immediately 

following the literature circles with children. The fourth graders completed their free 

writes the next day at school. During this time everyone wrote continuously his or her 

thoughts about the literature circle experience. Since Ross and I could not fully observe 

every literature circle, the free writes were very informative. Participants discussed their 

impressions about the literature circles, their pen pals, how they talked in the literature 

circle and what they thought needed to be changed before the next literature circle. These 

free writes were collected, photocopied and analyzed. 

Photographs 

1 recorded the unfolding events of this research through photography. During the 

literature circles a parent, a friend and/or I took photographs with a digital camera and a 

35mm camera. Photographs were taken of the literature circles, the fourth graders and 

their college pen pals and our whole group discussions. These photographs were the 

basis for the stories about the literature circle experiences and provided additional details 

to incorporate into this research. I usually took the film to a one-hour photo developer 

and had the photographs by the next school day. or the evening of the discussions I 

printed these photos using my computer printer. The photographs were organized in a 

binder and glued onto a piece of card stock leaving room for retlections. I invited the 

children to document what happened in the photographs by recording the dates, settings, 

participants, descriptions and their feelings and thoughts. These photographs and written 
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reflections reminded me of these experiences as I analyzed the data (Hubbard & Power. 

1999). The majority of the photographs were secondary' data used to illustrate the text, 

rather than as a basis of analysis. 

Journals and Written Artifacts 

Children and preserv ice teachers used journals to record their responses to the 

children's books they were reading. They could ask questions, share their thoughts and 

feelings, discuss connections, predict what would happen next, draw a picture or diagram 

and put anything else they wanted in their journals. These journals were brought to 

literature circles to help in discussing the books and were collected after each literature 

set and photocopied. 

Children and preser\ ice teachers had the opportunity to respond to what they had 

read through a variety of other strategies besides journals, such as Sketch to Stretch. Post-

it Notes and weaving. These objects were photocopied or photographed and organized 

for analysis. Other written artifacts that I collected were time lines. Venn Diagrams, 

webs and a story arc. These were tangible evidence of what the participants were able to 

do with a range of different responses (Hubbard and Power. 1999). Such products were 

beneficial in examining the connections and understandings that the participants had with 

the books and their experiences in the literature circles. 

Pen Pal Journals 

Preserv ice teachers were paired with one or two fourth graders to correspond in a 

pen-pal journal. These journals enabled the children and preserv ice teachers to share 

their thoughts with each other on favorite books, authors, literature circles and anything 
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else they chose. Children and college students discussed reactions, connections. 

strengths, and weaknes.ses of the books they were reading. Seven correspondences were 

scheduled throughout both semesters. The pen pal journals were photocopied for 

analysis. 

Journals. Kidwtilching Notes. Papers. Midterm and Final Self-Evaluations 

Preservice teachers were required to keep a journal, where they responded to the 

professional literature such as the textbook and articles. They also commented on class 

experiences, ob.servations, literature circles, conferences and concerns about the course. I 

collected these journals five times throughout the semester and responded to each entry. 

I photocopied portions of their journals, where they di.scussed the literature circles with 

children or what they were learning about literature circles in general. 

Throughout the .semester, college students wrote a couple of small papers about 

their experiences in the literature circles. In one paper they reflected on the process of 

analyzing a literature circle transcript, what they noticed about the literature circle 

conversation, how their pen pal participated in the literature circle and their plans for the 

next literature circles with children. Preserv ice teachers took kidwatching notes during 

the literature circles, and when they met their pen pal outside of class as a way to record, 

what they were noticing and learning. These papers and kidwatching notes were 

photocopied and analyzed. 

The midterm and final self-evaluations asked preservice teachers to reflect on 

their involvement, participation and learning in class. In the self-evaluations they 
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commented on their perceptions of children's literature and literature circles, which were 

important data for this research. Midterm and final self-evaluations were photocopied. 

Parent Surveys and Correspondence 

.•\t the close of each semester I sent out a survey to the parents of the children 

participating in the study. I w as interested in the parents' impressions of the literature 

circles with the preservice teachers and the matching of their child with a college student 

with whom to correspond in a pen pal journal. In the December survey I asked for their 

suggestions and comments that were helpful in improving the literature circles for the 

second semester, in the final survey. 1 was interested in their overall impressions of the 

project and how they thought it helped their children. 

Many of the parents who carpooled children to the university, read the children's 

books and participated in the literature circles. After these discussions. I asked them for 

their insights and comments about the literature circles. They were invited to make 

suggestions. A few parents e-mailed me stories or conversations they overheard or their 

own thoughts on the literature circles. 

During this research process. I encouraged children and preservice teachers to 

collect data. 1 wanted to allow for the data collection to evolve. A few children and 

college students printed e-mail messages and shared stories that I wrote in my teaching 

journal. These data helped to create a research narrative that included detailed 

descriptions of specific moments, as well as reflections that focused on the patterns of 

growth. 
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Data Analysis 

Analyzing and interpreting qualitative data is the prcx:ess of systematically 
organizing the interview transcripts, field notes, and other materials you have 
collected; bringing meaning to them so they tell a coherent story; and writing it all 
up so that others can read w hat you have learned. (Rossman & Rallis. 1998. 
p.171) 

I collected and organized all of my data in plastic file crates that contained hanging files 

with manila folders. The data were continually reviewed, as soon as it was collected and 

searched for connecting threads and patterns (Seidman, 1998). Merriam (1998) states. 

"Data collection and analysis is a simultaneous activity in qualitative research" (p. 119). 

Figure 3.5 contains my research questions and the data I collected. 

Questions Data Collected 
1. What are the characteristics of 
literature circles with preservice 
teachers and children, and how do these 
characteristics evolve over time? 

Teaching journal 
Participants' free writes 
Photographs 
Midterm and final self-evaluations 
Interviews with Ross and preservice 

2. How does the talk of preservice 
teachers in literature circles with 
children evolve over time? 

Teaching journal 
Transcripts 
Photographs 
Participants" free writes 
Participant journals, artifacts 
Interviews with Ross and preservice 

3. What are the perceptions of 
preserv ice teachers about literature 
circles with children? 

Teaching journal 
Preservice teachers journals, papers 
Participants* free writes 
Midterm and final self-evaluations 
Interviews with preservice teachers 

4. How did the literature experience 
with preservice teachers influence the 
children? 

Teaching journal 
Transcripts 
Participants' pen pal journals, artifacts 
Parent surveys and notes 
Interviews with Ross and preservice 

Figure 3.5. Research questions and data collection. 
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Within two days of each literature circle, I listened to the audiotapes of the 

discussions. Listening to the tapes helped me to get an initial understanding of the 

discussions. I also read and reviewed the participants" free writes the day after each 

meeting. This initial analysis was ongoing throughout the year and informed my 

planning and instruction. Analysis was done simultaneously to inform my practice as 

well as the research. 

The research analysis continued weekly when I met with Ross to discuss what 

transpired the previous week and to plan for the next week. We e.xamined the transcripts 

and the free writes. Ross was more interested in the free writes, so we spent more time 

studying these together and using them to change our instruction. We also discussed our 

thoughts and feelings about the literature circles. Each month 1 re-read my teaching 

journal to reflect on e.xperiences through analytical memos. 

The methods of analysis that I used included coding, visual markers, constant 

comparison, diagrams and tables and writing with revising. 

Coding 

In September. I transcribed the first literature circle set. but because of the amount 

of data. I contacted a transcriber to complete the remaining literature sets. Part of the 

initial analysis consisted of listening to the audiotapes after they had been transcribed, 

revising and identifying the names of the children and preserv ice teachers. I edited and 

revised most of the transcripts, but some preservice teachers did this for some of the 

transcripts of the circles in which they were involved. During my winter vacation. I 

listened to the transcripts from the fall semester and began to code and group each 
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response. Initial categories included: initiating discussion, conversation maintenance, 

active listening, question, clarifying, personal reaction, personal connections, retellings, 

new insight and literar\' element. I referred to what the preservice teachers had coded, 

but coded ever\'thing on my own. 

As 1 was coding what each participant said, I took notes in the right margins about 

what was happening in the discussion and my feelings and thoughts. I was interested in 

how often the children talked, versus the preservice teachers, so I highlighted everything 

the preservice teachers said. I also marked areas that I thought were significant instances 

of transaction or interesting conversations. I searched for reoccurring themes, that could 

possibly be explored in greater depth as suggested by Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines (1988). 

During my spring break vacation. I did the same for the spring semester transcripts. 

Another part of the ongoing analysis was reading the midterm and final self-

evaluations and interv iew transcripts. When the preservice teachers turned in their self-

evaluations. I immediately read the sections where they reflected on what they were 

learning about children's literature and their experiences with the literature circles. I 

highlighted these areas and wrote notes in the margins. After an interview with either a 

college student or with Ross. I listened to the audiotape and then had it transcribed. I 

read the transcripts a couple of weeks after the interview and highlighted areas that I 

thought were important based on my original research questions. 1 wrote notes in the 

margins identifying categories such as past experiences, feelings about the literature 

circles and comments on recommendations to do in future literature circles. 
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The analysis intensified once the data collection process had been completed. I 

reorganized the literature circle transcripts from each literature set into three ring binders. 

A literature set was a collection of six books around a theme such as friendship or 

historical fiction. Included in each binder were the six-literature circle transcripts, the 

participants" free writes, the strategies we used and other artifacts from that specific 

literature set. Arranging everything into binders made each literature set readily available 

for further analysis. Much of the original data remained stored in hanging files and 

manila folders in file crates. 

Visual Markers 

After the school year ended I re-read every literature circle transcript and the 

primary data including my journal, free writes and interview transcripts. I immersed 

myself in my data as Rossman and Rallis (1998) suggest. "Let the data "stew' on the back 

burner of your mind" (p. 176). As I re-read the primary data. I marked everything with 

colored tlags according to my four questions. Many passages or pieces of data 

overlapped, so that a free write could have all four colors, which meant it related to all 

four questions. I used these same florescent colors to highlight specific passages on a 

page and notes in the margins. My notations included things I thought were interesting, 

potentially relevant and important to my research. I read the remainder of the data, which 

included: photographs, journals, written artifacts, pen pal journals, papers, midterm and 

final self-evaluations, parent surveys and correspondence. 
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Constant Comparison 

Another form of analysis used was constant comparison as described by Glaser 

and Strauss (1967). This method of data analysis "Combines inductive category coding 

with a simultaneous comparison of all social incidents observed and coded" (LeCompte 

& Preissle. 1993. p. 256). When most of ihe data were analyzed with florescent color 

Post-it Notes and highlighted. I looked for patterns and connections between the data, 

especially within a literature set. I looked at interview transcripts, my journal entries and 

free writes. I then compared and contrasted each of them according to emerging themes. 

1 went to each assigned florescent colored tlag for a question and typed the data 

into my computer. At the same time I re-read some of the data and found areas that I had 

missed. I then arranged data into possible groupings and compared items within 

groupings and groupings with other groupings. These comparisons led to tentative 

categories, that I compared even further. I used the editing tools on my computer to cut, 

paste and arrange data for printing. This process of thinking and writing helped me to see 

new ideas and try to make sense of my data (Merriam. 1998). 

It was at this time that I changed my initial research questions, because I found 

that the categories for types of talk were the same I had found in previous research. I 

deleted the fourth question and changed the third question to focus only on the preservice 

teachers" talk in the literature circles with children. My third question became: How 

does the talk of preservice teachers in literature circles with children evolve over time? 

This new question excited me because I had not looked at teacher talk in literature circles 
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before. Coding and categorizing the types of talk for my initial questions helped me to 

answer this new question in more detail. 

Diagrams and Tables 

For two chapters I needed to visualize how the categories worked together and so 

I made diagrams and/or tables to capture the findings and organize the chapters. For 

example, as I was organizing the data for the third question I asked: What are the 

perceptions of preserv ice teachers about literature circles with children? I made a 

diagram similar to a venn diagram where I put my categories into circles. I moved the 

categories around within the circles trying to create the main categories and sub 

categories. Over time I turned similar categories into one category'. Eventually I had 

three main categories regarding the perceptions of preservice teachers about literature 

circles with children: 1) what they learned about children within the literature circles, 2) 

what they learned about how to do literature circles and 3) what they learned about the 

value of literature circles for children. There were many subcategories that fit within 

these themes, so I transferred all of the categories to a figure with three columns, which is 

found in the introduction of chapter 6. 

Writing and Revising 

The deepest level of analysis came during the process of writing and revising my 

chapters for each question where my ideas were further developed (Coffey & Atkinson. 

1996). As I began writing. 1 became concerned that my research questions only dealt 

with the preservice teachers. I felt that the children's voices were missing from my 

questions and research, so I added a fourth question to my study: What are the ways the 
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literature experience with preservice teachers influenced the children? I re-read most of 

my data for this new question. I decided to focus on two children, who grew during the 

course of the school year. I examined their transcripts from the literature circles, their 

journals or other artifacts, the kidwatching notes that their college pen pals took on them 

and the papers the preserv ice teachers wrote to help narrate their progress. 

During the process of writing. I followed Hubbard and Power's (1999) advice to 

read. read. read... and then write. 1 read dissertations, other research that was connected 

to my work, especially preservice teacher research and research on literature circles. As I 

read. 1 saw possibilities for my own research. Reading research helped me to write, but 

it was still a slow process. As I wrote. 1 continued to analyze and discover things I had 

not noticed in my data. For example, when I was writing about the pen pal journals. I 

learned that the preservice teachers and children were discussing their books in the 

journals, before they discussed them orally in the literature circles. 

The most challenging analysis dealt with my second question: How does the talk 

of preservice teachers in literature circles with children evolve over time? I decided to 

only use the second semester literature circle transcripts for this question. I gathered and 

read extensive research in the area of teacher talk and teachers' roles in literature circles. 

Coffey and Atkinson (1996) state. "The analytic process of writing is paralleled by that of 

reading" (p. 110). The literature (e.g.. Cazden. 1988; Canterford. 1991; Eeds & Peterson. 

1991; Freedman. 1993; O'Flahavan. 1994/1995; Spiegel. 1996; Kamowski. 1997; Rowe, 

1998) helped me generate ideas to think about what I was seeing. A couple of times. I 

read each literature circle within a set. using the notes that I had made in the margins, the 
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highlighting and the coding for my previous questions. These notes enabled me to 

identify meaningful data and set the stage for interpreting and drawing conclusions 

(Coffey & Atkinson. 1996). I marked off sections of the transcripts where just the 

children spoke, where the preservice teachers spoke, where a child asked a question and 

only the preservice teachers answered and where the preservice teachers dominated the 

discussions. To help me think about these sections and to identify possible themes these 

marked areas became tentative topics. I compared the literature circle transcripts with the 

interview transcripts, my journal entries and the participants" free writes. I kept 

rereading, looking over the data, reflecting, triangulating and being skeptical. Eventually 

my topic themes became five categories, which I used to discuss the results: 1) 

pre.service teachers initiated and facilitated discussion. 2) pre.service teachers asked and 

answered questions. 3) preservice teachers dominated discussion. 4) preservice teachers 

listened, supported and explored children's talk and 5) preservice teachers shared 

personal connections and responded as readers. To help support my findings. I selected 

examples from the tran.scripts and other data. Looking at .several preservice teachers" 

growth in their talk was significant in presenting how the preservice teachers" talk 

evolved over time. I focused on two college students and examined their journals, 

literature circle transcripts, midterm and final self-evaluations, papers and other artifacts. 

Their stories emerged from the data—their asking and answering of questions, supporting 

children's talk, responding to children"s questions, exploring children"s thinking and 

involving children in the discussions. 
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Trustworthiness 

In qualitative research, producing trustworthy knowledge in an ethical manner is 

important. Merriam (1998) lists six basic strategies to enhance trustworthiness: 

1. Triangulation—using multiple investigators, multiple sources of data, or multiple 
methods to confirm the emerging findings. 

2. Member checks—taking data and tentative interpretations back to the people from 
whom they were derived and asking them if the results are plausible. 

3. Long-term observation at the research site or repeated observations of the same 
phenomenon—gathering data over a period of time. 

4. Peer examination—asking colleagues to comment on the findings as they emerge. 

5. Participatory or collaborative modes of research—involving participants in all 
phases of research from conceptualizing the study to writing up the findings. 

6. Researcher's biases—clarifying the researcher's assumptions, worldview. and 
theoretical orientation at the outset of the study, (p. 204) 

Many of Merriam's strategies were u.sed in this investigation—triangulation, member 

checks, long-term observation, peer examination and researcher's biases and theoretical 

orientation. 

Triangulation 

Triangulation was achieved in this study through the multiple sources of data that 

were collected; such as. teaching journal, transcripts of literature circles, interv iews, free 

writes, midterm and final self-evaluations, journals, written artifacts and parent surveys. 

1 used these different sources of data to test against each other "to strip away alternative 

explanations and prove a hypothesis" (Fetterman, 1989, p. 89). Other forms of 

triangulation included the different methods to confirm the findings such as the member 

checks with Ross the classroom teacher, several preservice teachers and one parent. I had 
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the opportunity to talk about this research with other teachers and colleagues. Their 

perspectives helped this triangulation. 

Member Checks 

Member checks (Lincoln & Guba. 1985) were an important part of the analysis. 

The preservice teachers read most of the literature circle transcripts and helped analyze 

one of them. I used the college students" perspectives and analysis as I read and analyzed 

the transcripts. After 1 wrote the rough draft chapters for questions 1 and 4.1 met with 

Ross to gain his response. He made a few corrections and changes. The preservice 

teachers I highlighted in chapters 5 and 7 received the sections in which 1 wrote about 

their experiences. They verified that I accurately portrayed them and their pen pals. 

which offered credibility to the study. One parent of a fourth grader, who attended most 

of the literature sets, read the chapter-discussing question 4 and gave me her persjiectives 

and feedback. The trustworthiness of this research is more accurate because of the 

response of these participants. 

Long-Tenn Ohsen ation 

Research was conducted over the course of one school year from August to June. 

Prolonged engagement at a site and persistent observation is intended to overcome, so far 

as possible, distortions produced by a re.searcher's presence and to offer time to provide 

the researcher opportunity to test biases and perceptions (Guba. 1980). As the teacher 

researcher. 1 observed the literature circles with preservice teachers and children and 

documented the changes over the course of the academic school year. 
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Peer Examination 

As the research was being conducted, as well as during the analysis. I interacted 

with many professionals who were willing to listen to the progress of my dissertation. 

Sue Reed, who was doing her dissertation at the same time, was ver\' helpful with 

comments via e-mail throughout my data collection. I shared with her daily on my 

research work and posed many questions or problems that I was having. We also had 

regular conversations on the phone during the data collection and analysis portion of the 

study. She was able to share insights, to help me think about things differently and 

provide v;Uuable suggestions. For example, during the analysis and writing of my 

dissertation, she helped me rethink how I was organizing sections. Another colleague. 

Karen Onofrey. looked at my diagrams and tables and read parts of my research. Both 

Sue and Karen's comments were valuable and insure the credibility of this study. 

My advisor. Kathy Short, supported my dissertation process too. As my 

dissenation progressed, the di.scussions I had with her through e-mail were invaluable. 

Her knowledge and experience w ith literature circles and preservice teachers was most 

helpful. 

Researcher 's Biases 

On the out.set of the study, a delineation of researcher bias requires a careful 

articulation of assumptions, perspectives and theoretical orientations. My theoretical 

orientations underlying this research were described in the first chapters of this research. 

Trustworthiness was addressed by using triangulation. checking interpretations 

with the classroom teacher and other participants, staying on site for an entire year. 
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asking peers to comment on findings and clarifying biases and assumptions. 

Trustworthiness was enhanced by the consistency in the findings, explaining the theory 

that underlines this study, triangulating the data, describing in detail how the study was 

conducted and how the findings were derived. Through careful planning, data collection, 

analysis, interpreting data and presenting the findings. I have strived to produce 

trustworthy knowledge. 

Conclusion 

This teacher re.search study used qualitative methods to explore questions about 

the characteristics of literature circles with preservice teachers and children, and how 

these characteristics evolved over time. The perceptions of pre.service teachers about 

literature circles with children, the talk of preservice teachers in literature circles with 

children and the ways the experience with preservice teachers influenced the children was 

investigated. Over the course of one year, the setting was in an elementary classroom 

and a university children's literature course. Data were collected from a teacher's 

journal, literature circle transcripts, interviews, free writes, photographs, journals, written 

artifacts, pen pal journals, preservice teachers' journals, papers, midterm and final self-

evaluations. parent surveys and correspondence which were analyzed. Through the 

methods of coding, visual markers, constant comparison, diagrams and tables and writing 

with revisions the categories and narratives were created and related to each research 

question. 



99 

Chapter 4 

The Journey of Literature Circles With Preser\'ice Teachers and Children 

Today I met my pen paJ for the first time. I thought the literature circles went 
really well. It was a little awkward at first because we were all just getting to 
know our pen pals. I was surprised at how much the kids knew and how well they 
did. analyzing particular issues. They were able to identify a lot of underlying 
themes in the book, which I really wasn't expecting for kids in their age group. 
My pen pal was a little shy and quiet. Maybe that was only because it was our 
first day and his first time meeting me. In the future, I want to try and encourage 
him to discuss more about the topics. I saw he had sticky notes in the book, so I 
know that he had comments, maybe he just needed a little help verbalizing these 
ob.servations. (Liz. Free write 1.2001) 

This chapter is a descriptive journey of the literature circles with preser\ ice 

teachers and children over the course of one school year. The first question guiding this 

research is: What are the characteristics of literature circles with preserv ice teachers and 

children, and how do these characteristics evolve over time? In this study the definition 

of characteristics is the logistics of organizing the literature circles with preservice 

teachers and children. Throughout this journey the college students, children and I 

shared our interpretations, tensions and connections. The characteristics and changes 

were documented primarily in a journal that included my field notes and thoughts on the 

literature circles and notes from my informal conversations with Ross, the fourth grade 

teacher. Also included in my journal were descriptions of the class discussions with the 

fourth graders and the preserv ice teachers before and after the literature circles. Other 

data that were used to examine this first research question included the preser\ ice 

teachers' free writes and journals, the children's free writes, photographs of the eight 

literature sets and interviews with eight preservice teachers. 
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With this data I compared and contrasted, looking for pattems and connections 

(Glaser & Strauss. 1967). Through these comparisons I found characteristics that helped 

us organize the literature circles such as creating the pen pal journals, selecting books, 

reflecting on the experience and developing the discussion strategies. These 

characteristics continued to be refined as I reread data, compared data and shared sections 

with my advisor and other colleagues for their perspectives. Also instrumental in my 

analysis was the creation of some figures to share portions of the findings. 

Both the children and preservice teachers participated in two literature circles 

prior to having literature circles together. During the first weeks of school the fourth 

graders and preservice teachers read and discussed with their |5eers Cinderella variants 

and picture books on family (Figure 4.1). These first literature circles helped participants 

gain an understanding of how literature circles are conducted and prepared them for the 

literature circles with their pen pals. In addition to these small groups, both fourth 

graders and preservice teachers participated in whole group discussions after read aloud 

experiences. 
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Cinderella Mufaro's Beautiful Daughters (Steptoe. 1987) 
Yeh-Shen (Louie. 1982) 
The Rough-Face Girl (Martin. 1992) 
Princess Furball (Huck. 1989) 
The Talking Eggs (San Souci, 1989) 
Cinderella Penguin (Perlman. 1992) 
Bigfoot Cinderrrrella (Johnston, 1998) 

Family Nana Upstairs Nana Downstairs (de Paola. 1973) 
The Wedne.sday Surprise [Bunting, 1989) 
Family Pictures (Garza. 1990) 
A Chair for .My Mother ('Williams. 1982) 
The Relatives Came (Rylant. 1985) 

Figure 4.1. First Literature Sets in August 2000 and January 2001 

After the college students discussed the family books. I shared the fourth graders" 

literature circle transcripts on the same books. Preservice teachers thoroughly enjoyed 

reading what fourth graders talked about in reference to the books that they had just 

discussed. One college student mentioned. "Kids can carry a conversation." Another 

shared. "Kids are getting other kids to talk" (Teaching Journal. 2000). By reading the 

transcripts, the preservice teachers during both semesters got a sense of the children even 

though they hadn't met yet. 

It should be noted that the children and preservice teachers participated without 

each other in many literature circles throughout the school year. For example, the 

children participated in a text set on slavery, read and discus.sed Sarah. Plain and Tall 

(MacLachlan. 1985) and read family chapter books and participated in family literature 

circles along with many other literature di.scussions. Throughout both semesters 

preservice teachers participated in literature circles weekly around the genre that was 

being di.scus.sed in class during the week (See Appendix A for syllabus). 
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Prior to each semester. Ross and I selected the children's books for the literature 

sets. A literature set in this study was a collection of five or six books around a theme. 

We .selected literature that would create powerful story worlds alive with issues and 

connections that would inspire students to talk, analyze and wonder (Short. 1997). Also 

cho.sen were books ba.sed on themes such as friendship, animals and Overcoming 

Challenges. It was essential for us to choose the books ahead of time, because we needed 

to purcha.se multiple copies and I needed to complete my university syllabus. Ross and I 

chose most of the books, but for the third literature set. the pre.service teachers selected 

the theme animals. Figures 4.2 and Figure 4.3 illustrate each literature set with the theme 

and the accompanying children's literature used for the literature circles. 

Literature Set 1 
September 19,2000 
Mildred D. Taylor 

Mississippi Bridge (Taylor. 1990) 
The Well (Taylor. 1995) 
The Gold Cadillac (Taylor. 1987) 
The Friendship (Taylor, 1987) 
Song of the Trees (Taylor. 1975) 

Literature Set 2 
October 20, 2000 

Friendship 

On My Honor (Bauer. 1986) 
Among the Hidden (Haddix. 1998) 
Bridge to Terahithia (Paterson. 1977) 
Philip Hall Likes Me. I Reckon Maybe (Greene. 1974) 
lVri\ij£'r (Spinelli. 1997) 
Belle Prater's Box (White. 1996) 

Literature Set 3 
November 14, 2000 

.-\nimais 

Charlotte's We"/? (White. 1952) 
Owls in the Family (Mowat. 1961) 
The Music of Dolphins (Hesse. 1996) 
Stuart Little (White. 1945) 
Shiloh {Nay\oT. 1991) 
Wringer (Spinelli. 1997) 

Figure 4.2. Literature sets and book titles for fall semester 2000. 
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Literature Set 4 
February 6. 2001 

Multicultural 

The Circuit (Jimenez, 1997) 

Literature Set 5 
February 27,2001 
Historical Fiction 

Number the Stars (Lowrv'. 1989) 
Snow Treasure (McSwigan. 1942) 
Sadako and the Thousand Paper Cranes (Coerr. 1977) 
Lily's Crossing (Giff, 1997) 
The Devil's Arithmetic (Yolen. 1988) 
Twenty and Ten (Bi.shop, 1952) 

Literature Set 6 
March 20 

Literature Set 7 
April 3 

Overcoming 
Challenges 

The Music of Dolphins (He.sse. 1996) 
Tangerine (^\ooT. 1997) 
Running Out of Time (Haddix. 1995) 
Just Call Me Stupid (Bird.seye. 1993) 
Monkey Island (Fox. 1991) 
Holes (Sachar. 1998) 

Literature Set 8 
.\pril 17,2001 
Social Issues 

Richard Wright and the Library Card (Miller. 1997) 
A Day's Work (Bunting. 1994) 
W'llma Unlimited {¥jru\[. 1996) 
Fly Away Home (Bunting, 1991) 
Friends From the Other Side (Anzaldiia. 1993) 
Smoky Night {Bunting. 1994) 

Figure 4.3. Literature sets and book titles for spring semester 2001. 

I first describe the journey of each literature set and the literature circles 

throughout the school year. Next I explain each literature set. but the first literature set 

contains more details, sharing the basic organization of our literature sets and literature 

circles. The remainder of the descriptions of each literature set highlights the significant 

characteristics and the changes in these characteristics over time. Each literature set 

closes with my reflective thoughts about the experiences. 
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First Literature Set-September 19. 2000 

I really didn't know what to think of it the first time because I had never heard of 
literature circles and I was just like OK what do we have to do. Then I realized 
like the kids they just started talking about it and everything. I mean I was 
completely shocked how they just came in and started talking about and saying 
things about the book, how they felt and I was like [ felt that very similar thing or 
I agreed with them. (Erin. Interview. December 2000) 

This first literature set was "uncomfortable" according to many preservice 

teachers. For example. Erin, like most of the preservice teachers had not participated in 

literature circles or even heard of them before this course. This was their first meeting 

with the fourth grade children and their first literature circle with children. Another 

undergraduate student expressed; 

OK, the first time I really didn't know what to expect or how to act in the first 
literature circle. Everyone was brand new to each other. Most of the 
conversation was among the adults. We asked the kids what they felt about 
certain things and what would you have done if you were in the character's place. 
So they answered the questions. Some were not as forthcoming as others, or 
willing to talk. There was a lot of dead silence. I asked questions and I didn't 
comment as much about what I felt about the book as I did asking the questions 
about it. (Sarah, Interview. 2000) 

My discussion of the first literature set is organized around these characteristics: 

creating the pen pal journals, selecting books, developing the discussion strategies, 

supporting reading time, planning the literature circles, producing free writes, meeting 

with Ross, reflecting on the experience and communicating with families. 

Creating the Pen Pal Journals 

In August. Ross and I explained to the fourth graders that they would be paired 

with a college student to correspond in a pen pal journal together. Freedman (1993) notes 

that people must get to know one another if they are to work well together and enhance 



105 

each other's learning. Our hope was that the pen pal journals would be instrumental in 

helping the college students and children get to know each other. 

The fourth graders helped create the pen pal journals. I asked the children for 

their suggestions on how to make the journals for them to write letters back and forth. 

The fourth graders decided they wanted full sheets of paper for writing their letters. They 

wanted lines to help them write straight and also a large blank sheet for illustrations. I 

made the pen pal journals to their specifications and included a laminated cover and 

spiral binding. In each journal I added a topic page, which included some suggestions on 

how to write a letter. 

Ross reviewed with the children how to write a letter, and together they 

brainstormed ideas that they could use in the first correspondences. Most of the fourth 

graders wrote about their families, favorite books, hobbies and described their looks. The 

children added school photographs and illustrations of their families. They wrote the first 

letters in class, but the others were written at home as homework. 

I scattered the 30 pen pal journals around the tables in my college course and 

invited the preservice teachers to browse through the journals and read a couple of letters. 

I encouraged them to find a child with whom they had similar interests. It made sense for 

the college students to choose their own pen pal. since they would be writing back and 

forth with this child for an entire semester. A few preserv ice teachers had a difficult time 

choosing a pen pal. because they had many things in common with more than one child. 

Eventually each preservice teacher was paired with a fourth grader. Two preservice 

teachers volunteered to correspond with two children, so that no one was left out. Angela 
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mentioned how choosing pen pals worked out. "You know I almost feel like it was fate 

that I got hooked up with AJ. because he and I just had an instant connection, so we 

really enjoyed each other" (Interview. 2001). 

Each preservice teacher had one week to write a letter back to his or her pen pal 

and add a photograph or illustration. We scheduled 14 correspondences in one semester, 

which meant that the college students had the journal one week and the children 

responded in the same journal the next week. The preservice teachers wrote in the pen 

pal journals as part of their homework. Every time we exchanged the joumals with the 

children or preservice teachers, it was a time of celebration. 

Selecting Books 

For the first literature set. Ross suggested we use books by Mildred D. Taylor. 

"Her thin, short books would be perfect because they are not intimidating to fourth 

graders, and they deal with racism" (Journal. 2000). We used: Mississippi Bridge 

(1990). The Well (1995). The Gold Cadillac (1987). The Friendship (1987) and Song of 

the Trees (1975). We both thought these would be the right books to begin our adventure 

with pen pals and literature circles. While children were reading these literature circle 

books. Ross read aloud Mildred D. Taylor's award winning novel Roll of Thunder, Hear 

My Cry (1976). Other Mildred D. Taylor books were available for individual reading 

such as Let the Circle Be Unbroken (1981) and The Road to Memphis (1990). A time 

line depicting important events in Taylor's life was on a bulletin board along with 

photographs and quotes about her life. To prepare for the literature circles with the 

children, the preservice teachers read and discussed Roll of Thunder. Hear My Cry. 
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Two and a half weeks prior to each literature set. Ross and I displayed the 

children's books for the literature circles and gave book talks on each selection. The 

fourth graders usually spent one half hour browsing through the books. For our first 

literature set. we wanted the children and preservice teachers to choose the book they 

desired to read and di.scuss. We felt choice was vital to the success of our literature 

circles and that when children choose the book they are interested in reading they will 

read and finish it (Noe & Johnson. 1999). We wanted children to assume ownership and 

take responsibility for their learning. Because everyone was going to choose the book 

they wanted to read, some pen pais would not be grouped together. Children and 

pre.ser\ ice teachers filled out a ballot selecting their top three book choices, and I formed 

the literature circles, trying to give every participant his/her first choice. We used this 

ballot system for the entire year. Our hope was that small group literature circles would 

provide opportunities for more voices to be heard (LaFramboise & Griffith. 1997). 

One-fourth grader began to cry the day the children chose their books. I was 

surprised because I knew he had received his first choice. When I asked AJ what was 

wrong, he said that he was disappointed that he wasn't reading the same book as his 

college pen pal. I explained that he was reading the book he chose first on his ballot. In 

between sobs. .AJ admitted that he chose the wrong book. This conversation caused Ross 

and me to rethink our first literature set. We desired choice and wanted everyone to read 

the book that interested them, but AJ's tearful comments made complete sense. Would it 

be better for the pen pal pairings (pre.service teacher and fourth grader) to read the same 

book and be in the same literature circle? When we asked the fourth graders what they 
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thought about AJ's idea, everyone unanimously agreed that they wanted to read the same 

book as their pen pal and to discuss these books with their pen pal. After two 

correspondences in their pen pal journals, we learned that the children were already 

forming bonds with their college pen pals. AJ taught us a valuable lesson—to listen to 

our students and learn their perspectives. For this first literature set. the preservice 

teachers made the book decision, but for the remainder of the literature sets, the children 

made the book selection. 

Throughout the school year Ross and I taught several mini lessons on choosing 

the right book for literature circles. We stressed that they should choose a book that they 

desired and not what their best friend liked. We suggested that they open a book, read a 

small section and ask them.selves if the book held their attention. Children shared how 

they chose the books they wanted to read. One wrote, "I just saw the cover and I knew it 

was going to be interesting. Because for every book we've read in school I would look at 

one and I have chosen my favorite one that way" (Jessica, Journal, 2001). Another child 

mentioned, "I looked at the back of the book and it gives the basic idea of the plot" 

(Chri.stian. Journal, 2001). 

Developing the Discussion Strategies 

For each literature set. we u.sed a di.scussion strategy to help encourage children 

and pre.service teachers to share their thoughts about the book during their literature 

circles. We defined strategy as a tool to help gather information that one could share in 

literature circles (Noe & Johnson, 1999). Short, Harste and Burke (1996) call di.scussion 

strategies engagements. We used many of the engagements that these three authors 
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suggest such as Sketch to Stretch. Save the Last Word for Me and journals. For the first 

literature sets. Ross and I selected the discussion strategy—Post-it Notes and a discussion 

Journal. Parents donated 3 by 3 inch Post-it Notes for the children. The college students 

provided their own Post-it's. We encouraged everyone to write short notes or ask 

questions and post these on the specific page as they read. These Post-it Notes would 

remind them of points they wanted to discuss in the literature circles. 

The 5 by 7 inch journals I made for each participant were a place for them to 

explore their thinking in writing, to draw about what they had read and a place for them 

to respond personally in preparation for discussion (Noe & Johnson. 1999). We 

suggested that everyone write after they came to a stopping point in their reading each 

day. At the front of each journal I included prompts such as: I noticed. I think. My 

favorite part. I feel. I predict, and This reminds me of. Participants could write about 

whatever they wanted to in their journals (Figure 4.4). Instead of waiting till the end of a 

chapter to write, many children and preservice teachers wrote in their journals as they 

read their Mildred D. Taylor book. 

Figure 4.4. First Literature set strategy 
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Supporting Reading Time 

Preserv ice teachers and children had two weeks to read the entire book before 

meeting in literature circles. The fourth graders usually were given twenty minutes each 

day to read and sometimes had to complete the reading for homework. Ross and I kept a 

chart on the board that noted how many pages for each book should be read daily. 

Originally we let the groups decide, and then it just made sense for each group to divide 

how many pages in the book with how many days they had to read the book. Many 

children read ahead and finished their books early, yet some children only read the 

allotted pages each day to stay on top of their reading. Every evening Ross e-mailed to 

most parents the pages that needed to be read. Sometimes I spent my lunchtime with 

children who needed to finish reading their books. Usually twice a week Ross and I met 

with each literature circle to check where each child was in the reading schedule. 

Children read with partners, with their entire group or by themselves. Ross and I also 

read with students daily during their twenty-minute reading block. We worked with 

children who seemed to be struggling in their reading or who wanted a reading partner. 

When children had a difficult time understanding a book, we usually called the group 

together to help them figure out the book. Pre.service teachers read their books outside of 

our class as part of homework. 

Planning for the Literature Circles 

Before each literature set I asked the preservice teachers and the children for their 

ideas regarding the upcoming literature circles. The literature circles were for the 

participants and they needed to be a part of the organization and planning. As the year 
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progressed, their feedback was important. Several days before each literature set 1 shared 

a tentative agenda with both groups and asked for their suggestions. 1 was pleasantly 

surprised with their ideas and comments. For example, one pre.service teacher suggested 

that we have snacks with the children before the literature circles began because food 

brings people together. 

Usually these changes were minor, but some were important changes such as 

eating dinner together and celebrating the books. The significant changes are discussed 

as each literature set is described. An example of a minor change was eating snacks with 

pen pals. In the beginning literature sets, everyone ate snacks within their small literature 

circles (the students who read the same children's book). Then we moved to pen pals (a 

college student matched with a fourth grader) eating snacks together, so that they could 

spend quality time with each other. Lastly, the college students requested that the 

children eat snacks outside on the front lawn before the discussions began. They found 

that children lingered over snacks and food was distracting during the discussions. The 

children and pre.service teachers felt ownership in making the.se decisions. 

Our agendas changed over the year. Figure 4.5 shows the first literature set 

agenda. The elementary .school ended at 3:CX) p.m. and we usually left at that time. It 

took approximately one hour to organize children into car pools, drive to the university, 

find parking and walk to the education building. A few preser\ ice teachers volunteered 

to meet and greet the children outside the education building. By 4:30 p.m. the car pools 

had arrived, and the greeters led the children up the stairs to their classroom. Fourth 

graders and preservice teachers found their pen pals, and then they went into individual 
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classrooms. Each book title within a literature set became a small literature circle to 

create five literature circles, which met in available classrooms at the university. 

Sometimes members of a literature circle were alone in a classroom and other times two 

literature circles shared a room. 

3:00 School ends at elementary school 
Children pack up and get ready to leave 

3:15 Travel to the university 

4:15 Arrive at the university 
Meet in front of the education building—South side 

4:30 Walk upstairs to room 216 

4:35 Find pen pal and go to specific classroom: 

The Friendship—Room 216 
The Well—Room 228 
The Gold Cadillac—Room 216 
Song of the Trees—Room 228 
Mississippi Bridge—Room 222 

4:45 Eat snacks in literature circle 
Share and e.xchange pen pal journal 
Share books that you are reading 

4:50 Begin literature circle (discussing the book) 
Share post-it notes 
Share journal entries 

5:30 Meet back in Room 216 
Children find car pool driver and return to school 

Figure 4.5. Agenda for the first literature set—September 29. 2000. 

In the literature circles, we originally planned to discuss a book for at least thirty 

minutes. We weren't sure how much time the fourth graders and preservice teachers 
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would need to discuss the books. Consequently, this time varied throughout the school 

year depending on what the preserv ice teachers and children desired. Parents of the 

founh graders expressed that if possible they wanted to have their children back by 6:30 

p.m. While each group was discussing their book. Ross and I went from room to room to 

make sure everyone was settled and/or needed anything. At least fifteen minutes into the 

discussions Ross and I sat down with different literature circles to observe the 

interactions and discussions. 

Normally the discussions followed a pattern, which began with everyone 

introducing him or her. Next they shared their thoughts about the book. A college 

student or a fourth grader would usually ask. "What did you think of the book?" or "How 

did you feel about the book?" This pattern was similar to what we had done earlier in 

whole class discussions with read-aloud experiences. Some groups immediately began 

sharing Post-it Notes or journal entries, while other groups did not use these. Often 

participants shared their favorite parts, retold .sections of the book, made connections to 

their own lives and asked questions about areas in the book they did not understand. 

Sometimes literature circles webbed out the issues of a book. Even though we had a 

tentative agenda, the di.scussions were centered on what the participants wanted and 

needed in each individual literature circle. 

At the close of each literature circle, every participant filled out a self-evaluation 

sheet (Figure 4.6). Ross and I wanted the preser\'ice teachers and children to evaluate 

their efforts by reflecting on the literature circle and to consider how they could improve 

their participation in the literature circles. 
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Rate vourself 1 3 5 
I finished readina the entire book 
I brought the book to literature circle 
I brought joumal/Post-It Note or strategy 
I am prepared to discuss the book 
I participated in the literature circle 
I used listening skills in the literature circle 
I responded to other comments 
1 paid attention in the literature circle 
I used my time wisely in the literature 
circle 

I like the way my group: 

Next time my group should; 

Figure 4.6. Literature circle reflection checklist 

Producing Free Writes 

After the fourth graders left to return to the elementary school, the preserv ice 

teachers spent fifteen minutes completing free writes about their experiences. The next 

morning at school the fourth graders also completed free writes. These free writes were a 

time to self reflect and write about the literature circle experiences. The free writes 

helped Ross and me to learn more about the literature circles, since we couldn't observe 

some of them. The day after our literature circles. Ross usually asked to see the 

preser\ ice teachers" free w rites. He highlighted sentences or phrases that he thought 

were important. After the fourth graders had completed their free writes, and we had 

reflected as a whole class. Ross would read some of the preserv ice teachers" highlighted 

sentences. The fourth graders looked forward to hearing what their pen pals thought of 

the discussions. I made photocopies of the fourth graders' free writes to give to their 
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college pen pals. The preseiA'ice teachers were interested in learning w hat their pen pals 

thought of the literature circles. 

We welcomed suggestions and comments in the free writes. For example. Heidi, 

a fourth grader, mentioned in the tlrst free write. "I didn't like how we had two groups in 

one room because I sometimes couldn't hear what one person was saying" (Free write 1. 

2000). Several preservice teachers mentioned the same issue. "I wish we had a room to 

ourselves. It was a little distracting listening to the group behind us. especially because 

that seemed to be a group of bolder kids and our group seems pretty shy" (Kelly. Free 

write 1. 2000). Ross and I did not know how we could change this, because we were 

dependent on the classrooms that were available at the university. 

Many preservice teachers and children desired more time to discuss books. We 

soon learned that thirty minutes was not enough time to discuss a book. "I hope that next 

time we have a little more time because kids still had things to say" (Luis. Free write 1, 

2000). 

Other preservice teachers mentioned that the seating arrangement of the literature 

circles needed improvement. "I think we were too spread out the long way and should 

have been in a circle more than a lectangle" (Kelly. Free write I. 2000). Another college 

student commented. "We might tr\' sitting closer together and see if that helps" (Sarah. 

Journal, 2000). The preservice teachers discussed proximity and sitting close to one 

another and shared the pros and cons of a long rectangle table versus a small trapezoid 

table and sitting next to pen pals, versus letting the children sit together and the college 
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students sit across from them. The preserv ice teachers decided that a smaller table and 

sitting next to their pen pals would work better for the next literature set. 

Many preservice teachers felt that they were unprepared: 

Next time I want to be better prepared with open-ended questions. Sometimes I 
felt that 1 shuddered to a halt and was searching for a good question. .And other 
times I felt I was talking too much instead of leading and/or participating. 
(Charlene. Free write 1. 2001) 

In our college class, the types of questions and how to phrase questions became an 

important topic for further discussions. Over time, these free writes were significant to 

the process of making our literature circles more effective. 

Meeting With Ross 

Each morning before school. Ross and I met and reviewed what we were going to 

do during the reading period. On Sundays throughout the school year, we spent one to 

two hours planning for the upcoming week. Talking together helped us teach together 

and think about the literature circles. 

The morning after a literature set with the preser\ ice teachers. Ross and I 

discussed the experience. We talked about what went well and what did not work. Ross 

was more focused on his fourth grade students, and 1 paid close attention to the college 

students. Hearing about both sets of learners helped us think differently about the 

experience. After our first literature set. the first words out of Ross" mouth were. 

"Deanna. the groups were too big, we need to make them smaller" (Teaching Journal. 

2000). I had realized that twelve students discussing one book were too many. By 

offering more book choices we could reduce the number of students per group to ten. 
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Smaller group sizes would be more conducive to discussion. Consequently, that night I 

went to a bookstore to purchase additional books for the next literature set. 

Reflecting on the Experience 

After each literature circle, we discussed the experience with the fourth graders 

and the college students within their individual classes. I usually wrote on an overhead 

everyone's thoughts about what went well and what we should try next time. This 

brainstorming helped everyone to hear what individuals had written in their free writes 

and also brought up different aspects. After the first literature circle, the fourth graders 

came up with these ideas in the class discussion (Figure 4.7). 

What Went WeH Try Next Time 
Discussing books 
Reading the same books as our pen 
pals 
Being good listeners 
Having snacks 
Responding to other's comments 
Writing in journals 
Using prompts to write journal entries 
Writing to pen pal in pen pal journal 
Having fun 
Not interrupting 
Keeping di.scussions going 
Using Post-it Notes 

Have pen pals come to our .school 
Speak louder 
Work on pauses 
Have discussions in separate rooms 
Listen to others. Don't talk at the 
same time 
Have more time at the university 
Participate more in the discussion 
Know when to talk 
Take turns speaking 
Have drinks with snacks 
Remember to talk about Post-it Notes 
Connect to book 
Decide which books we will read 

Figure 4.7. Brainstorming with fourth graders after first literature set. 

The reflections from the children were well thought out and informative. Ross 

exclaimed that he couldn't believe that children were able to come up with these ideas on 

their own. The children emphasized that they wanted to be in the same literature circle as 

their college pen pal. Both preser\ ice teachers and children desired more time to discuss 
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books. Some of the suggestions such as listening to others, taking turns speaking and 

working on the pauses were issues that would be addressed during the remainder of the 

school year. 

Communicating with Families 

Throughout the year I communicated biweekly with the families of the fourth 

graders. We sent to their homes letters about each literature set and discussed the 

children's literature we would be reading. A couple of days after each literature set. I 

wrote another letter to share with the children's families. Both Ross and I believed that 

we needed to keep the families informed on what we were doing and how these 

experiences influenced their children. I used portions of the children's free writes to let 

the families know about our literature circles (Figure 4.8). 
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Class News 

Dear Families. 
When we asked students what they thought about the field trip to the 

university, everyone smiled and said they had a great time. We know the children 
enjoyed meeting their pen pals for the first time. Students also learned a lot about 
each other and the Mildred D. Taylor books they were discussing. After our 
literature circles, we wrote a free write for fifteen minutes, discussing our 
experiences. The following are some excerpts from the free writes. Let your child 
tell you which one is from him/her. 

The hardest part of the trip was going to the university. We had to go on the 
freeway. 

I thought that my pen pal was absolutely great in the literature circle even though 
she didn't talk a lot she did good! 

The college students were the best! 

1 was kinda shy when we got there. I was really happy to meet her. I liked when 
we sat down and talked on the book. Me and her had a fun time! 

I had always known that I was going to have a good time! I think my buddy is very 
pretty! She is real nice too! 

1 had an OK time at the university. It was a really shon time there. 

I liked when we did our literature circles and talked about our books. 

1 thought the university was small, but it's like its own little city. I was surprised 
when we went in our pen pals school, it was huge. 

I'm glad that I got to go. I rode in Chri.stian's mom's van. I enjoyed the field trip! 

I got surprised when 1 saw my pen pal and when I saw the school where my pen pal 
goes. 

Me gusto este pa.seo porque conosi a Luis. El fue muy bueno. 

I like when the group was talking as a group. I thought my pen pal was very nice. 
I hope to meet him again. I like being at the university. The school was huge. 

I felt kind of shy but I still talked and listened. I think that it was fun to read the 
Mildred D. Taylor books and write about them. Everyone had something good to 
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say. I like the way my group listened and responded to other comments. 

Our group was full of ideas and the talking kept going. It was a surprise to me that 
a college student had the same favorite part as me. 

I had a lot of fun. I got to meet my pen pal. She is so nice. She looked a lot 
different then in the picture. 

I was happy when we got to meet our pen pal. 

The discussion we had about Song of the Trees was very smooth. It almost never 
paused. Oh. everyone got to talk whenever they wanted to. They did it without 
overlapping. I felt very comfortable. 

I thought it was hard when somebody was talking about something and you didn't 
know what they were talking about. You get stuck. 

Everybody was polite in my group. I thought everybody was nice. Oh. I liked 
when everybody agreed on something instead of arguing. 

1 dislike that some people in my group didn't talk much. I didn't talk a lot either, 
but I talked more than others. 

I like when I first saw my pen pal. He had his cool shades on. The university made 
me feel like a 17 year old. 

When I went to the university I thought it was very fun because I think that when 
we have older kids in our discussion everv'one stays on the subject and everyone 
gets along better and I liked that a lot. I'm definitely, well at least, probably going 
to go to college (someday). 

The next chapter books that we will be reading with our pen pals are around 
the theme of friendship. We are getting to know each other and becoming friends 
this school year and friends with our college pen pals. Please look for a new book 

in your child's backpack soon and encourage them to rtsid. 
Thank you to the mothers that drove children. We will need at least three 

parents to drive on October 10. If you are interested in providing snacks for 
October 10. please send us a note. 

Thank you for your continued support in teaching your child! 
Ross McKinley and Deanna Day 

Figure 4.8. Family Letter sent home two days after the first literature circle. 
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What a relief that this first literature set is over! I felt like a chicken with my head 
cut off as I ran from room to room to check and see if everv' tape recorder was 
working and each discussion was running smoothly. I finally got to sit down and 
listen to one group discuss their book. As the children were leaving to return 
home. Noah came up to me and said very seriously. "Mrs. Day thanks so much 
for bringing us to the university to be with our pen pals." This comment, of 
course, made the work worthwhile. (Teaching Journal. September 19. 2000) 

During the first literature circle set. there were problems such as forgetting the 

nametags and arriving late. But watching the fourth graders meet their college pen pals 

for the first time, hugging them and smiling broadly, was more important than the 

problems. As f briefly observ ed each literature circle, there was an air of excitement in 

each room. .Most preservice teachers and children were interacting and putting effort into 

discussing their books. I observed many children actively listening to the conversations. 

while some children seemed to be shy or holding back. At first some fourth graders were 

reserved and quiet in the literature circles, but toward the end of the discussions they 

were more eager to participate. Ross reminded me that this was their first literature circle 

with college pen pals. Of course some were going to be quiet in the discussions. One 

parent shared that her child said. "I was still trying to think of how I wanted to say my 

respon.se. when we went on to a new subject" (Teaching Journal. 2000). In some cases 

the discussions moved faster than children were able to formulate their thoughts and 

responses. This first literature set was definitely a learning experience. 

To close each description of the literature sets. I want to share several free writes 

or portions of inter\ iews from the preservice teachers and children. I want to honor the 

students' voices and their perspectives of the literature circles by sharing their thoughts 
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differentiate them from the children's reflections. 

My literature circle was awesome. The kids were open and discussed the book 
with no inhibitions. They gave their opinions openly and they brought in ideas 
and thought about the story that I never even thought about. We discussed what 
the word prejudice meant and how it didn 7 make sense. I was surprised because 
the kids had more things to talk about than the college students. (Melody. Free 
write I. 2000) 

I was surprised at how much the kids opened up. They talked about waiting for 
the bell to ring at school so they could leave to come out to the university. / loved 
hearing about their connections and questions about the book. I loved seeing the 
illustrations in their journals. Next time I want to be more prepared with Post-it 
Notes like they were. The kids seemed more knowledgeable about the structure of 
the literature circle than the college students were. (Diane. Free write 1. 2000) 

I thought the literature circles were really fun because best of all I liked meeting 
my pen pal Amber. I thought it was hard when somebody was talking about 
something you didn't know what they were talking about. You get stuck. I like 
my pen pal very much, because she was nice to me. (Connor. Free write 1. 2(XX)) 
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At the university I felt kind of shy. but I still talked and listened. I think that it 
was fun to read the Mildred D. Taylor books and to write about them. I think that 
everyone had something good to say. I like the way my group listened and 
responded to other comments. We were all good listeners and everyone paid 
attention to other people. I think that next time we should have more time. 
(Hannah. Free write 1, 2000) 

Second Literature Set—October 20. 2000 

I thought this literature circle went better than the last one we had. Everyone 
participated and had unique ideas. When opinions differed, however, people did 
not talk about that enough—not enough conflict. Also, a couple of college 
students tended to ask leading questions. I caught myself doing it once. If we left 
the silence lingering, the kids would always have something to say. (Kerry. Free 
write 2. 2000r 

Preservice teachers noted that they were more comfortable with the literature 

circle process the second time. More people participated in this second literature circle. 

"We never stopped talking about the book." Sarah shared in an interview (2000). She 

expressed in her free write: 

I came away with a really good feeling. Tm not sure how much the kids came 
away with, but we really shared a lot more than in the last discussion. This time I 
tried to allow more wait time in between comments and tried to stick to comments 
and observations I made of the book rather than ask questions. I think it helped. 
(Sarah. Free write 2. 2000) 

Kelly, another preser\ ice teacher commented that the set up of the literature circles was 

much better: 
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This week's group was very talkative. We set up the chairs in a circle with only 
one little table in the middle. 1 think this was much more conducive to discussion 
than the group I was in last time where we set up the tables the long way. and we 
had to yell across the room to each other. (Free write 2. 2000) 

In this second literature set the following characteristics are explored: selecting 

books, choosing the discussion strategies, creating mini literature circles and reflecting on 

the experience. 

Selecting Books 

For the second literature set. Ross and I chose children's books around the theme 

of friendship because the preservice teachers and the fourth graders were getting to know 

each other and becoming friends. We selected: On My Honor (Bauer. 1986). Among the 

Hidden (Haddix. 1998). Bridge to Terabithia {Paterson. 1977). Philip Hall Likes Me, I 

Reckon Maybe (Greene. 1974). Wrmjjer (Spinelli. 1997) and Belle Prater's Boy (White. 

1996). Displayed in the classroom was a tub of picture books on the theme of friendship 

for children to read during silent free reading such as: Wanted: Best Friend (Monson. 

1997). Big Al (Clements, 1988). How to he a Friend (Brown & Brown. 1998), and 

Friends (Heine. 1982). At this time Ross shared copies of Jerry Spinelli's books and read 

aloud The Fourth Grade Rats (1991) and portions of Spinelli's autobiography Knots in 

My Yo-yo String (1998). The pre.service teachers discus.sed the genre realistic fiction and 

read an article "'Shut my mouth wide open': Reali.stic fiction and .social action" (Tyson, 

1999) as they read these friendship books. 

Choosing the Discussion Strategies 

Our di.scussion strategies for this literature set were bookmarks and response 

journals. After reading Noe and Johnson (1999) where they mentioned using bookmarks 
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to support reading and gathering ideas. I made a bookmark template on my computer 

with space for ever>'one to write page numbers, to record interesting or puzzling words, 

to write questions for their literature circles and to include their thoughts about what they 

were reading. Children and preservice teachers marked their specific pages with the 

filled-out bookmarks. Ross wanted to have response journals again, so I made a journal 

similar to the one that we used for the previous literature set. Ross liked the response 

journals because he could use them as an evaluation tool. 

Creating Mini Literature Circles 

Since the children had now participated in one literature circle with their college 

pen pals and a couple of literature circles in our classroom, they were anxious to do 

literature circles more often. When the fourth graders began reading the friendship books 

they begged Ross and me to have literature circles at school. It was as if they couldn't 

hold back what they wanted to talk about. We began having mini literature circles once 

or twice a week with the groups of children who were reading the same book. They got 

together to talk for fifteen to twenty minutes. Short. Harste and Burke (1996) used mini-

circles to support and encourage students as they read, and so did we. These mini 

literature circles were tape-recorded. To provide some privacy and keep the noise level 

down, we distributed the mini literature circles out in Ross" classroom, our school media 

center and my office. Ross and 1 would travel around and listen to these brief 

discussions, but we didn't participate in them. The children ran these mini literature 

circles completely on their own. 
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The mini literature circles became a time when the children could find out where 

everyone was in the book and establish goals for the coming days. They would discuss 

how many bookmarks they had and how their writing in their response journals was 

going. The mini literature circles were a support group used to inform fellow peers. 

"You had better read tonight to catch up with us!" or "You have no bookmarks? You 

need to fill out two today" (Teaching Journal. 2000). In the mini literature circles the 

children shared their favorite parts and discussed any confusing areas. We continued to 

have mini literature circles throughout the school year. 

Reflecting on the Experience 

After the second literature .set the preservice teachers brainstormed their thoughts 

on the experience in small groups and then shared these thoughts with the whole group. I 

wrote their ideas on an overhead transparency (Figure 4.9). 
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Brainstorming with Preser\ ice Teachers 

1. Respect other opinions. There is more than one interpretation 

2. Spontaneity is good 

3. It is okay to disagree 

4. Work with the kids to construct meaning instead of telling them 

5. Don't come with a pre-planned agenda 

6. Connect to your own life 

7. Let the children lead the conversation 

8. Sit next to your pen pal. Have chairs organized 

9. Make sure tape recorder and microphone are working 

10. Discuss books longer and eat dinner together 

Figure 4.9. Brainstorming with Preser\ice teachers. 

Several college students thought that the literature circles needed to be spontaneous; 

whereas, others wanted to have pre-planned questions. Thus followed a conversation on 

the best types of questions to ask children. I suggested that we needed to re-read the 

professional literature on this issue. 

At the next class period I prepared an overhead on open-ended and closed-ended 

questions (Figure 4.10). I admitted that it is easier to ask closed ended questions such as. 

"Where did this stor\' lake place?" or "Who are the main characters?" I demonstrated to 

everyone how when I begin to read a stor\'. questions and thoughts naturally come to me 

which are open-ended questions that could help a conversation, questions such as; "I 
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don't understand how...?", "I wonder if this is what is going to happen...?" and "Why is 

this woridng...?" I explained that closed-ended questions are dead-ended because we can 

find the specific answers in the story, which can cause a discussion to become boring and 

dead. We discussed how to twist closed-ended questions around to become open-ended 

questions. 

Leading Questions Versus Open Ended Questions 

Leading Closed-Ended Question: is a question that influences the direction 
the response will take. There is a predetermined answer in mind. 

Open-Ended Question; allows the participant to take any direction he/she 
wants. There is no presumed answer. 

Possible open-ended questions to try: 

What do you think? 

Why do you think that? 

What did the book remind you of? 

What do you believe are some of the issues in this book? 

What did you like about the book? 

Do you have a connection to this book? 

So what you are saying is... 

What do you think (child's name)? 

Would you like to add anything (child's name)? 

Is there anything else in this book that you would like to talk about? 

Figure 4.10. Open-ended questions versus closed ended questions. 
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Through this discussion on open-ended questions, one preservice teacher 

suggested that each literature circle have a poster with open-ended prompts. I took this 

student's advice and prepared a mini poster and attached it to a manila folder that could 

stand on a table during the literature circles. The prompts included; My favorite part.... 

My journal says.... Could you explain.... Who wants to go next? and many others. Both 

Ross and I saw college students and fourth graders referring to the folder during 

conversations. Fourth graders even asked for the folders when they did their mini 

literature circles. We used these folders throughout the research. One college student 

mentioned these questions in her joumal: 

From this article [Eeds and Wells], I learned that I have been doing a few things 
wrong, unintentionally. I can see how I direct the students too much, and often 
give leading questions, rather than open-ended ones. When we did our literature 
circle. I think I often wanted to make sure the conversation kept moving, so I 
pushed it along, with questions. I need to learn how to be a participator in the 
dialogue of the group and not appear as a superior figure. I want to learn to be at 
the same levels as the children, so that they are not thinking so much about how to 
say something, and are comfortable sharing their thoughts. Children have enough 
direction in other areas; in literature circles they should have more freedom. 
(Kerry. Joumal, 2000) 

Reflection 

The second literature circles with pen pals were completely different from the 
first. I could tell that the kids were much more comfortable with the college 
students. There were more pre.service teachers and children engaged in the 
discussions. The groups were better organized too. I noticed that some children 
may be monopolizing the discussion and there seemed to be a quick change of 
topics. Our tour of the campus was fabulous. The children got to see the 
computer commons, the library, the science building and the Memorial Union. 
The children are experiencing what college life is like. Overall I was pleased with 
the literature circles. (Teaching Joumal, October 20. 2000) 

The second literature circle was much better than the first. Everyone was more 

familiar with the literature circle routine. There were no anxious faces this time. We 
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were able to reserve individual classrooms for each literature circle, which eliminated 

sharing a room. Everyone participated in creating our agenda and had an idea of what to 

expect. 

I was disappointed to hear one college student grumble about a book and some of 

the kids who were in a group. This student thankfully treated the pen pals cordially. 

Ross reminded me that we couldn't please everyone, and that it was normal for someone 

to be unhappy with his or her book or the discussion. 

It was exciting to see children happy about reading and sharing with others. The 

majority of the children were prepared to discuss their thoughts about their books. The 

children's excitement rubbed off onto some of the preservice teachers. I could also tell 

that some of the college students were beginning to see the value of literature circles with 

children. 

1 wondered how I could help motivate three children who didn't seem to put as 

much effort into completing their reading and discussion strategy. Ross and I decided to 

con.sciously work with these children more during the reading block, lunch and before 

and after school. 

Our discussion group impressed me. Every one was talking. The kids did a really-
good job. Any time things got quiet: they would .start up some sort of discussion. 
The college students also did a good job of not trying to monopolize the 
conversation. Things just flowed well this time around. I think everyone tried to 
do what we said we were going to do. There were very few interruptions and not 
many leading questions thrown around. Everyone was very open and accepting 
of everyone s opinions. (Jennifer. Free write 2. 2000) 



I think we needed more time to talk in our groups. Since n e had longer books, we 
could have talked much longer than before. These books were so much more 
interesting and had more depth, so they were much easier to talk about. Our 
group did a nice job of taking turns and the kids really did run this circle this 
time. I feel it was much more organized this time and we used our time more 
constructively. (Dawn, Free write 2. 2000) 

When we went to college I was surprised that Sparky got hit in the head. Then we 
had to find his computers, snakes, books and Taco Bell. The hunt was really 
easy. I liked this trip better because our group participated better and the talking 
went on and on. I think next time our pen pal should come over here. (MC, Free 
write 2. 2000) 
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It was fun when we went to the university. My favorite part was the tour. I was 
surprised when I heard Sparky got hit over the head! I also had fun when we had 
to find things for Sparky because he was in the nurse's office. I thought everyone 
in my literature circle group did excellent. Everything that we did. I thought was 
very fun. (Noah. Free write 2. 2000) 

Third Literature Sel--Novemher 14. 2000 

This was the best discussion of all. I think it was because we all knew each other 
a little better and felt more comfortable talking. I also think it helped having more 
time. Usually everyone felt so rushed that they would just share small bits and 
pieces. I like the fact that we got to choose the strategy, it made everything more 
enjoyable. Having food and drinks the way we did made it feel more relaxed too. 
I think we have designed a great way of doing these literature circles. (Courtnie. 
Free write 3, 2000) 

For the third and last literature set of the semester. I wanted the preservice 

teachers to experience the majority of the planning from beginning to end. including the 

schedule and discussion strategy. The college students came up with the animal theme 

and chose some of the book titles: Charlotte's Web (White. 1952). Owls in the Family 

(Mowat, 1961). The Music of Dolphins (Hesse. 1996). Stuart Little (White. 1945). Shiloh 

(Naylor. 1991) and IVr/nj^er (Spinelli. 1997). The preser\ice teachers wanted "happy" 

books, so they thought children would enjoy reading about animals. Ross read aloud 

Because of Winn-DLxie (DiCamillo. 2000) and other animal picture books during the 

read-aloud time. 

The following characteristics are shared in this section; planning the literature 

circles, developing the discussion strategies and celebrating the literature circles. 

Planning the Literature Circles 

A couple of weeks before the scheduled literature circles, preservice teachers met 

in small groups to plan what they wanted to accomplish in their individual circles. 
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"Planning for the kids coming is so exciting. I really enjoy brainstorming and figuring 

out fun things to do with them. I am looking forward to spending the whole time with 

my pen pal. It won't be so rushed and that will be nice" (Lisa. Journal. 2000). Each 

group of preservice teachers wrote down what they wanted to make sure they 

accomplished during the literature circles (Figure 4.11). They shared their ideas with 

everyone in a class discussion. 

Group 1 ^Recognize and label elements of literature when they arise in 
the discussion 
*Make sure there is time to evaluate group effort—strengths and 
weaknesses 
*Connect literature to our own lives 
*Be aware of teachable moments 
*Try not to say leading questions 
*Read aloud passages 
*Make sure to talk to pen pal before literature circles begin 

Group 2 *Have some open-ended questions prepared before discussion 
^.Allow everyone the opportunity to answer the questions 
*Spend more time discussing the book 

Group 3 *Try not to ask leading questions 
*Have everyone share quotes and passages 
*Come prepared with some open-ended questions 
*Ask what their favorite part is and what connections they have 

Group 4 *Read aloud passages/words that speak to us 
*Make implied relationships not stated in the te.xt 

Group 5 *Go over routines at the beginning of the discussion 
*Read aloud passages during discussion 
*Come with a picture that portrays how the story made you feel 
and think 
*Make connections with the book to our own lives 

Figure 4.11. Planning for the literature circles with preserv ice teachers. 

Our schedule changed some for this literature set. The preservice 

teachers wanted more time to discuss the books and designated 45 minutes for the 

literature circles. They planned a pizza dinner and graciously paid for their fourth grade 
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pen pals. Eating dinner together celebrated their pen pal correspondence with each other 

and their participation in literature circles. Added into the schedule was a book 

celebration time for children and preserv ice teachers to recognize their reading at the 

close of the evening. Ross and I wanted the preservice teachers and children to have the 

opportunity to share the book they had read with everyone. 

Developing the Discussion Strategies 

The preservice teachers planned the strategy for this literature set. They wanted 

to try bookmarks again, plus Sketch to Stretch (Harste. Short & Burke. 1988). Everyone 

created sketches of "what the story meant to them" before the discussion. We 

encouraged them not to draw an illustration of the story, but to think about the meaning 

of the story and visually sketch that meaning. To initiate the literature circles each group 

member shared their sketches (Figure 4.12). Other group members commented on the 

sketches before individuals shared what their sketches meant to them. Preservice 

teachers discussed using this strategy. "The thing I liked a lot about our literature circles 

was the picture that everyone drew. They really helped" (Danielle. Free write, 2000). 

Figure 4. J2. Sketch to Stretch and Bookmarks. 
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Celebrating the Literature Circles 

"The presentations at the end were cool because everyone chose a different way 

to present their book" (Nadine. Free write 3. 2000). Another college student commented. 

"I had a lot of fun. It was great fun to do the book celebration. I wish that we could have 

done that with every discussion" (Sarah. Free write 3. 2000). For the last literature set we 

wanted the participants to celebrate their reading and show other groups what they had 

learned about the books and discussions. Strube (1996) states that literature extensions. 

"Stretch and enhance the students' experiences of the text" (p. 66). Kauffman and Yoder 

(1990) explain. 

The role of presentations is for readers to pull together their scattered thoughts 
and reflect on their understandings of issues, themes, and questions raised in 
literature circles...Presentations encourage readers to actively construct 
knowledge for themselves by rethinking their current beliefs, hypotheses. 
interests, needs, and purposes, (p. 153) 

A week before our literature set. the preserv ice teachers and I discussed how to 

help the children work on the book celebrations or presentations that represented their 

book and discussion. We re-read parts of Short (1997) looking at how classroom 

teachers worked through the process of presentations. We focused on asking questions 

such as. "What do you want other children to learn about your book and discussion? 

What do you think was most important?" (Short. 1997. p. 80). Each literature circle had 

a half hour to think about what they learned from their book and discussion to create a 

three to five minute interpretation to share with everv'one. I supplied a cartful of art 

supplies, including paper, paint, markers, fabric and other items. 
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These celebrations took many different forms. The Stuart Little group created a 

pop-up book depicting some of Stuart's adventures. Charlotte's Web designed a gigantic 

spider web with the themes that they discussed, such as love, friendship, teamwork and 

death. A painted mural of each group member's favorite part was shared by the Owis in 

the Family literature circle. The Music of Dolphins and Shiloh literature groups acted out 

portions of their book. Lastly, the group of preservice teachers and children who 

discussed Wringer, shared a graffiti poster they decorated with their favorite section of 

the book. 

Celebrating the literature circles was a huge success. Many parents drove to the 

university to meet their child's college pen pal and see the ending celebration. Children. 

preser\ ice teachers and parents enjoyed learning about another group's book. 

Reflection 

The set up and getting the literature circles started is hectic, but then it turns out 
all right in the end. We had some changes in room assignments, and two groups 
forgot to turn on their tape recorder. I can't believe it! Ahhhhhh! I saw many 
happy faces on children and preservice teachers. Everyone seemed to be enjoying 
himself or herself. The book celebrations at the end were wonderful. I saw kids 
and college students working together. Parents came up to me afterwards to tell 
me thank you and to share how much their children were enjoying reading. 
(Teaching Journal. November 14. 2000) 

I was disappointed with the two literature groups who didn't tape record all of 

their discussions. I was mad at myself for not checking every tape recorder to make sure 

they were functioning and to make sure college students hadn't forgotten to turn on the 

recorders. I made a note in my teaching journal to provide tape recording directions for 

the next semester. 
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It was interesting listening to the discussion. They seemed to just be 

sharing, not discussing. Everyone shared their sketches or their bookmarks, but there 

were very few comments in between the sharing. This was another area that I needed to 

think about before the next semester. 

Another surprise was that the preservice teachers in the Owls in the Family 

literature circle pre-planned what they were going to do for the celebration—paint their 

favorite scene from the book on a mural. I was shocked when I heard the college 

students instructing the children what they were going to do. There was no 

brainstorming, no negotiating or planning together. I honestly do not know why they did 

this, especially since we discussed planning with the children in class. I was 

disappointed, because they seemed to have forgotten what we had talked about and read 

in our class. The preservice teachers and children in other literature circles brainstormed 

how best to represent their book and discussion to the rest of the class. 

I was astonished to hear that the Shiloh discussion was a "disaster" because some 

of the children did not respect the college students and played around. A few of the 

preservice teachers admitted that the children were very comfortable with them now and 

maybe that is why they became "a little more rowdy than they had been before." We 

discu.ssed how certain combinations of children could stir up trouble and that it only takes 

one or two students to cause a problem. I reminded the college students that teaching is a 

challenging occupation with uncontrollable moments yet surprising rewards. I made a 

note to make sure that I discussed some classroom management strategies with next 

semester's preserv ice teachers. 
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Having the book celebration was a superb way to end the semester and for the 

children and college students to get a glimpse of what others had read and discussed. 

Letting the preservice teachers organize and plan the schedule and determine the strategy 

for the last literature set was invaluable, because they gained ownership. Many 

preservice teachers e.xpressed what Courtnie stated, "I think we have designed a great 

way of doing these literature circles" (Free write 3. 2000). 

Literature circles went really well this time around. The\ just keep getting better 
each time we do them. I actually think the kids monopolized a lot of the 
conversation this time around. The extra time we had made a really big 
difference. This was a positive experience in my opinion for the college students 
and the fourth graders. (Jennifer. Free write 3. 2000) 

/ enjoy literature circles and discussing the book. I felt that this time I didn 't 
participate as much as usual. This time I truly tried to listen to the children and 
not ask prompting type questions. Normally. / feel the need to play "teacher. " 
This time / tried to adapt to the student's needs. The thing / liked a lot about our 
literature circle was the pictures that everxone drew. (Danielle. Free write 3. 
2000) 
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I had a lot of fun. My group was great. Evervone paid attention, took turns, and 
heard what everyone had to say. The celebration was fabulous. I loved being the 
ocean and dolphins. (Lauren. Free write 3. 2000) 

I had so much fun. I think we should have celebration all the lime. My literature 
circle went great. I almost cried because it was the last time with our pen pal and 
we will not see them ever again. But it was still fun. (Blaze. Free write 3. 
November 14. 2000) 

Fourth Literature Set—February 6. 2001 

I thoroughly enjoyed meeting both of my pen pals. They were very interesting 
and e.xhilarating. I could tell that all the students were excited about being here. I 
could also tell they were excited about the reading. They were very anxious to 
discuss it. As we began our discussion of the book, they all really had some 
input. They were able to discuss very openly and maturely. Some of the high 
points the fourth graders brought out were: po\erty. family, moving and school. I 
really enjoyed this discussion. (Theresa. Free write 1. 2001) 

The fourth literature set happened at the beginning of the second semester with a 

new group of preservice teachers. The significant characteristics for this literature set 

are: planning the literature circles, evolving pen pal journals, creating mini book 

celebration, reflecting on the experience, analyzing tran.scripts and children's reflections. 

Planning the Literature Circles 

In organizing this fourth literature set. Ross and I decided to try some different 

aspects to improve the literature circle experience. We spent some of our winter vacation 

planning and reorganizing our next literature sets. I sensed that the preservice teachers 
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be a great way to help everyone get to know each other and build relationships quickly. 

We chose The Circuit by Francisco Jimenez (1997) for our first literature set. The Circuit 

follows a migrant family over a number of years through their circuit of picking cotton 

and strawberries to topping carrots and the struggles they endure. This book enabled us 

to discuss migrant workers and illegal immigrants. Ross and I brought in many 

newspaper articles on this subject to read to the fourth graders. Ross read aloud picture 

books on the same topic such as La Mariposa (Jimenez, 1998), Amelia's Road (Altman. 

1993), Working Cotton (Williams, 1992) and Voices from the Fields (Atkin, 1993). We 

had many class discussions and mini literature circles, as the children read The Circuit. 

The preservice teachers read articles on using multicultural children's literature before 

our discussion on The Circuit (e.g. Martinez-Roldan & Lopez-Robertson, 1999/2000). 

Ross and I chose the discussion strategy for this fourth literature set. Post-it Notes 

and a discussion journal. The children had experienced both of these strategies before, 

but these strategies were brand new for the second semester college students. With the 

children we did a new strategy called story arc (Johnson, 1999) a chapter-by-chapter 

unfolding of the book (Figure 4.13). Each child created a visual ray on a strip of adding 

machine tape. We encouraged them to represent their selected chapter by focusing on the 

themes, ideas, characters, setting, mood and tone. I provided different art supplies for 

them to use to represent the symbols and colors essential to their chapter. When children 

shared their individual visual rays, they discussed the chapter they illustrated and made 

interesting connections and comments, which many of us had forgotten. We displayed 
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this story arc in our classroom. The preserv ice teachers learned about this strategy, when 

they visited the elementary school for the first time. 

Fifiure 4.13. Story arc. 

Evolving Pen Pal Journals 

"Having pictures of them [children] in the first entry was a great way to get a feel 

for our pen pal. I think that should be required for the next class. College students 

should include pictures as well" (Danielle. Paper. 2000). During the first .semester, many 

panicipants included photographs in the pen pal journals, but after hearing this preservice 

teacher's suggestion. Ross and I agreed that photographs would be a good addition. 

Some children shared. "I don't want a new pen pal. I want Lisa!" (Jeff. Journal). We 

thought that by implementing photographs into the second semester journals, the 

transition of a new college pen pal would be easier for the children to help them get to 

know each other. 

During the second semester, children and college students created photo histories 

about their lives in the pen pal journals. Ross brought in dozens of photographs of 

himself to share with the children, such as when he was a child, in a fencing competition 

and with his first class of students. As Ross shared each photograph, he told the stories 

that went along with the photographs. Ross encouraged the children to go through their 
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family picture albums to find photographs about their lives. The second semester's pen 

pal journals were made exactly the same as the first, with additional blank sheets for 

children and preserv ice teachers to attach photographs and write about them. 

College students and children were encouraged to take photographs of their 

present lives, sharing their family and their experiences. We read children's books 

(Gibbons. 1997) on photography to help them take good photographs. Our school's art 

teacher taught mini lessons on how to frame photographs and discussed the best lighting 

to use when taking photographs during the scheduled art period. The children 

brainstormed a list of possible photographs they could take to describe and share their 

lives with their new college pen pal that I shared with the preservice teachers. Children 

borrowed their family cameras, others purchased disposable cameras and we provided 

some cameras for children to use. Ross and I shared many photographs and stories about 

our lives. We took photographs with the children and created our own photo histories. 

The college students took photographs of their own lives and collected photographs from 

family albums to add to the pen pal journals. 

During the language arts period Ross taught mini writing lessons on how to write 

creative and interesting stories to go with the photographs. He explained. "You write the 

story exactly how you would talk about the photograph." He demonstrated by writing a 

couple of stories using his own photographs emphasizing why the photograph or story 

was important to him. I emulated this with the preservice teachers. Hubbard and Power 

(2001) stale that as. "Students select pictures, representing their lives and draft narratives 

for their pictures, the world beyond the school becomes part of the classroom 
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community—and the text" (p. 47). The children and preservice teachers were informing 

us about their lives. College students commented on the use of the photographs. "I am so 

glad that you took all the pictures of special people and things in your life. It helps me to 

get to know you" (Nancy. Pen pal journal. 2001). 

Creating Mini Book Celebration 

Ross and I organized the fourth literature set so that we had six small literature 

circles discussing The Circuit. We learned from our third literature set that coming back 

together as a whole group and celebrating our literature circles at the close of the evening 

was worthwhile. We had everyone meet back in one classroom, where each literature 

circle had the opportunity to share the major issues or points they discussed. We 

continued this mini book celebration for the remainder of the literature sets during this 

semester. Each literature circle shared a poster, where they webbed out the major issues 

that they talked about. While each group shared. I took notes on what they were 

mentioning which I recorded on an overhead as a visual expression of the issues 

discu.ssed. 

Since the six-literature circles shared family as an issue or theme, as an entire 

group, we decided that family was the major theme of The Circuit. From the mini book 

celebration one college student commented. "It was interesting to look at the other 

groups" webbings, because they talked about a few things that we didn't" (Melissa. Free 

write 1. 2001). 
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Reflecting on the Experience 

Before our literature circles, the preservice teachers were involved in reading 

many professional articles that discussed literature circles, such as Eeds & Wells (1989). 

Short and Klassen (1993) and Martinez-Roldan & Lopez-Robertson (1999/2000). We 

discussed what literature circles look like. I shared that literature circles are similar to 

friends talking about a movie or family members sharing stories that had happened in 

their lives. We read Grand Conversations: Literature Groups in Action (Peterson & 

Eeds. 1990) and discussed Louise Rosenblatt's transactional theory, especially efferent 

and aesthetic stances. According to the college students the articles were helpful: 

This article gave me a lot to think about because The Circuit literature circles are 
coming up. Eeds and Wells mention that literature circle leaders tend to feel 
uncomfortable with the pauses in the conversation and then jump in with 
questions rather than allow the kids to come up with questions and ideas of their 
own. This is something I could be guilty of because I hate conversational pauses. 
I'll have to watch for that this Tuesday. (Angela. Journal. 2001) 

The college students participated in two literature circles with the Cinderella 

variants and family picture books. I shared the children's transcripts from these same 

books. I showed many transcripts from the previous semester's literature circles 

involving preservice teachers to demonstrate how the children and college students 

interacted. Many college students reflected on literature circles in their journals before 

their first discussion with children: 

Listening is so important as the teacher. So many times we just want to talk and 
tell. We need to stop and listen. It is important to not only listen, but to respect 
the student's point of view. In literature circles we have to remember that all 
students are coming to the circle with their own experiences. I think that is what 
makes literature circles so exciting! Every circle is going to be different 
depending on the students who are in it. (Shannon. Journal, 2001) 
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After the fourth literature set the preserv ice teachers shared their free writes and 

discussed their experiences (Figure 4.14). Time became an issue this semester, too. For 

example. "The only thing I would change would be to have more time to discuss. I think 

we could have gone even deeper into issues. We probably could have spent a week on it" 

(Kitty. Free write 1. 2001). Even the fourth graders wanted more time to discuss. "I wish 

we could go a lot longer, because we never got to say everything" (Adam. Free write 4. 

2001). The preservice teachers al.so wanted to work on having the children help them set 

up the literature circles with the tape recorders, since the teachers were inexperienced 

with this. 

What We Need to Keep Doing What We Need to Work On 

Mini Celebration at the end 
Asking open ended questions 

Have pen pal help set up tape recorder 
Make sure tape recorder is working 
Talking out of turn 
No eating during discussion—have snacks 
beforehand 
More time to discuss 
Role of teacher in the literature circle 
Children who talk a lot 

Figure 4.14. Brainstorming with Preservice Teachers. 

One college student stated that she didn't know that she was suppo.sed to talk. 

She thought only the children talked in the literature circles. My immediate thought was. 

"Where was this preser\ ice teacher when we were discussing literature circles? We had 

been reading transcripts, reading anicles and discussing literature circles for three weeks. 

Wa-sn"t she paying attention?" Her comment made me ask myself whether we needed to 

do more on the role of the teacher. During the next class, I shared an overhead (Figure 
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4.15) with quotes from the articles that we had read thus far about the role of teachers in 

literature circles. I explained that classroom teachers are active listeners in literature 

circles and/or active participants. I shared that we needed to be careful not to act like an 

all-knowing interpreter, nor should we be the director of the discussion. 

The Role of Teachers in Literature Circles 

"When teachers are members of a literature group, they are participants who 
contribute to the discussion" (Short. 1997. p. 76). 

"When teachers are themselves members of a literature circle, they act as 
participants who share thoughts, connections, and responses to books rather than as 
questioners who determine the direction of the discussion" (Short & Klassen. 1993. 
p. 75). 

"I participated as a member of each literature discussion on a rotating basis in order 
to demonstrate collaboration and ways that one person could take up another's 
ideas and extend the thinking of both" (Short & Klassen. 1993. p. 81). 

"(Teachers) participating as group members working with the children to construct 
meaning rather than acting as all-knowing interpreters of the text" (Eeds & Wells. 
1989. p?7). 

"Sometimes teachers acted as participants engaging honestly and authentically in 
dialogue, and sometimes they reverted to tradition and carried our gentle 
inquisitions—asking question after question about the reading" (Eeds & Wells. 
1989. p. 8). 

"Teachers can suggest possibilities for di.scussion if a group is having difficult 
getting started, but the actual focus grows from the readers themselves" (Short & 
klas.sen. 1993. p. 74). 

Figure 4.15. The Role of Teachers in Literature Circles 

One preservice teacher mentioned the role of teachers in literature circles in her 

journal; 
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I like that the article (Eeds and Wells) suggested that the teacher should be just 
another reader, a part of the group rather than a leader or explicator of the text. 
This idea makes sense. The children will feel free to share ideas and will 
construct their own meanings without the presence of a teacher. (Kitty. Journal. 
2001) 

The role of teachers in literature circles continued to be a topic of di.scussion throughout 

the semester. 

Analyzing Transcripts 

During this spring semester I arranged to have our taped literature circle 

discussions transcribed immediately. I had The Circuit transcripts within two weeks of 

the discussion, and had preservice teachers get together in their small groups to read the 

tran.scripts. I heard comments such as: "We say, I like a lot." or "My pen pal doesn't 

seem to talk much" (Teaching Journal. 2001). They reflected on the literature circles and 

thought about the next literature circles with their pen pals. College students mentioned 

the transcripts in their journals and papers. "As I have gone over our transcripts. I have 

been amazed at the many wonderful things that have happened, and how often the "bad" 

things weren't really that big of a deal after all" (Shannon. Journal. 2001). One college 

student learned more about her fourth grade pen pal. "At first I just thought Greg was 

uninterested, and didn't want to participate. Now I realize, and I can see it very clearly in 

this transcript, that this was his very first literature circle, and he was just nervous" 

(Courtney. Paper. 2001). 

The transcripts allowed the preservice teachers to go back and relive the 

discussions. The data suggests that reading the transcripts helped the preservice teachers 

to understand their pen pals better, to evaluate their roles in the literature circles, to think 
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about the types of questions they were asking and to consider how to help their pen pals. 

I made sure that the transcripts for the remaining literature sets were available as soon as 

possible for this immediate reflection. 

Children's Reflections 

The fourth graders thought experiencing literature circles with new pen pals was 

different. "1 thought the literature circle was a little weird, because it was the first time 

we've done literature circles with our new pen pal" (Roger, Free write 4, 2001). 

Katharina mentioned that we needed to do more literature circles, "In our literature 

circles there were beginners. They didn't know what to do. We definitely need more" 

(Free write 4, 2001). Another fourth graders commented, "One thing I noticed was she 

didn't talk too much" (Kali, Free write 4, 2001). Carina stated. "Either my pen pal didn't 

want to talk, had nothing to talk about, or wasn't getting a turn to speak. I hope next time 

she gets a little bit of time to speak and I think the discussion should have lasted longer" 

(Free write 4. 2001). The day after the discussion Ross and I reminded the children that 

the preservice teachers hadn't experienced literature circles before, and that we needed to 

be patient and teach them how to do them. It appears that some of the college students 

were shy and quiet because this was their first experience with literature circles. The 

children had tlve months of prior experience, which gave them much confidence and 

awareness of silent observers. Nancy, a preservice teacher, wrote, "Our group seemed 

very comfortable and the kids are "old pro's." They had absolutely no problem talking 

about in-depth, meaty issues that the book covered" (Nancy, Free write I, 2001). 

Another college student commented: 
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I was so surprised at my literature circle. This was my first time in a literature 
circle, so it w as a new experience for me. The fourth graders really knew what 
they were talking about. I think they talked more than the college students. Our 
discussion went in so many directions. The fourth graders picked up on details in 
the story that I didn't even think about. (Heather. Free write 1. 2001) 

Reflection 

Thank goodness my dad was with me tonight. He helped me so much by 
organizing the tape recording material into paper bags and checking each 
literature circle to make sure their tape recorder was on. 1 wouldn't have made it 
without him! The children were so eager to meet their new pen pals and discuss 
The Circuit. I made a mistake by participating in one group after I overheard a 
preser\ ice teacher complaining to another college student that she didn't know 
what they were supposed to be doing. I can't do this next time. The literature 
circle would have survived without me. I forgot that these preserv ice teachers 
hadn't participated in literature circles before. They were so quiet, inexperienced 
and definitely not risk takers. The kids talked more than the college students. 
The best thing we did was come together in one classroom at the end. We hung 
up each group's brainstorming webs, and the kids shared them. Our mini book 
celebration at the end was a great closure. (Teaching Journal. February 6, 2001) 

There were some frustrating aspects of this fourth literature set. I forgot how 

nerxous college students could be with new experiences. The children were confident 

with the process of discussing books, and they seemed to know The Circuit better than 

the preserv ice teachers. 

Having .someone to help me was invaluable. My dad was able to check every 

group's tape recorder, take photographs and do the little things I couldn't manage. 1 

planned on ha\ ing extra help for the remaining literature circles. 

The mini book celebration was very important for preservice teachers and 

children. I realized as I watched these mini celebrations, that the children were really 

engaged in this experience. Ross and I were also able to hear what each group had 

briefiy discussed since we couldn't observe each circle. 
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I learned that I needed to stop participating in the literature circles. I realized the 

two preservice teachers who panicked and complained about not knowing what to do 

could make it without my suppon. The other college students in the group were more 

than capable of discussing the book with the children. I reminded myself that the college 

students needed to learn and e.xperience the literature circles on their own. 

The following voices of children and preservice teachers reflect their experiences 

of this fourth literature set: 

/ enjoyed this experience immensely. The children had so many great ideas, ones 
I had not thought of. and they expressed them so freely. It was great to listen to 
everyone's views. Since we all have different pasts, we connected to the story- in 
different ways for different reasons. It was amazing listening to the children. 
They were so insightful, and brought many deep, serious issues. They discussed 
manv is.sues that adults would have a hard time discu.ssing. (Kitty. Free write 1. 
2001) 

What I learned tonight is that fourth graders are so intelligent. I was amazed that 
they were so outspoken about The Circuit. They contributed their feelings about 
the book. I was shocked to see how long and how connected they were to this 
hook. It seemed like they were all good readers. I visually can see how literature 
circles can bring out the best in children. We all learned from each other tonight. 
We gathered our own ideas and spoke about them. (Connie. Free write 1. 2001) 
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I think Staci was nice. I think it is weird having a new pen pal. I think she will be 
a good pen pal. I felt a little scared when I first walked in. I think it will be a 
good experience to have a new pen pal. I learned that family v.as a big thing in 
The Circuit. (Darryl, Free write 4. 2001) 

I had fun at the literature circles. I think our pen pals are really nice. I didn't like 
how my group interrupted people when they were trying to talk and how they got 
off the subject. I think some people need to work on that. 1 was kind of ner\ ous 
at first but then I was fine at the end. It was a good conversation. I enjoyed 
talking with all the groups and hearing their feelings and what they had to say. I 
love my pen pal. (Hannah. Free write 4. 2001) 

I was amazed at how much smoother the literature circles went today compared to 
the last time. My group did not interrupt each other. We all allowed each topic, 
comment, and quote to be fully discussed. We even answered all questions and 
read our own comments. (Stefani. Free write 2. 2001) 

For the fifth literature set. we met at the elementary school. Since September. 

Fifth Literature Set—February 27. 2001 

Ross, the children and I wanted to have the literature circles at the elementary school 
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because we knew every literature circle could meet in an individual classroom. The 

preservice teachers mentioned this in their free writes, too: 

The kids seemed very relaxed in this environment, their school, and shared lots of 
information. This was much more comfortable than at the university, the stark 
rooms, echoes, no carpet. It was also better because there was only one group per 
room. (Nancy. Free write 2. 2001) 

The significant characteristics that are explored in the fifth literature set are: 

selecting books, choosing the discussion strategies, evolving pen pal journals, organizing 

mini book celebration, taking kidwatching notes, responding to free writes, listening to 

preserv ice teachers' suggestions and analyzing transcripts. 

Selecting Books 

We read historical fiction books around the theme of World War II for the fifth 

literature set. Ross chose this war theme because of his interest in history. The 

children's books were: Number the Stars (Lowry, 1989). Snow Treasure (McSwigan. 

1942). Sadako and the Thousand Paper Cranes (Coerr. 1977). Lily 's Crossing (Giff. 

\997). The Devil's Arithmetic {Yolen. 1988) and««J Tien (Bishop. 1952). Ross 

read aloud-daily picture books on our selected theme such as: The Butterfly (Polacco. 

2000), Baseball Saved Us (Mochizuki. 1993). Faithful Elephants (Tsuchiya. 1951) and 

So Far From the Sea (Bunting. 1998). We had over 100 picture books available for silent 

reading. I ordered a jackdaw (Phillips. 1992) on the Holocaust that contained primary 

source documents such as maps, letters, newspaper articles and discussions. On one wall 

in the classroom we displayed large black-and-white photographs of the various stages of 

the treatment of the Jewish people by Nazi Germany, including photos of children in 

concentration camps. Ross and the fourth graders spent time looking through the 
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documents and discussing the photographs. In preparation for these literature circles, the 

preserv ice teachers read a chapter "Living through War Vicariously with Literature" 

(Crowell. 1993) that explained how to use historical fiction books in an elementary 

cla.ssroom. 

Choosing the Discussion Strategies 

The discussion strategy for this literature circle included bookmarks and a war 

strip (John.son. 1997). The children were familiar with this strategy but it was new for the 

preserv ice teachers. The war strip was new to everyone. On a 4 by 18 inch paper strip 

both children and college student's created visual images about the historical fiction book 

they read. 1 encouraged them to think about the colors, images, shapes, symbols and 

designs that represented the significant themes or ideas in their book. Everyone included 

a written response such as quotes from the book, key words or phrases. To enhance the 

beginning of each literature circle di.scussion. everyone shared his or her war strip. At the 

close of the evening we wove everyone's strips together to create a weaving (Figure 

4.16). couple of preservice teachers commented about this discussion strategy: 

Each child did a good visual representation of the book and I think that the 
discussion that followed from the artifacts helped guide the rest of the 
conversation. The college students al.so shared war strips; our reflections were 
similar with the .students. (Nancy. Free write 2. 2(X)1) 
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Figure 4.16. War strips woven together into a weaving. 

Evolving Pen Pal Journals 

During the third and fourth pen pal letters, there were noticeable shifts in what the 

participants were discussing. In earlier journal entries the college students and children 

discussed personal information, because they were getting to know each other. During 

this literature set. they began to discuss the historical fiction books in the pen pal journals 

before meeting for the literature discussions. Children and preser\ ice teachers shared 

their thoughts about the books and asked each other questions. "How do you like Devils 

Arithmetic"! I couldn't understand the beginning but now I do. 1 just found out that the 

girl in front is Hannah with the gray dress and the white collar and cuffs" (Trisha). The 

child's pen pal wrote back. "I just finished Devil's Arithmetic last night. I LOVE THAT 

BOOK! I think 1 will buy it. The ending surprised me so much! Did you guess that 

Aunt Eva was Rivka? It was a very heartbreaking story" (Trina). The pen pal journals 

became more than just a place to share their hobbies and interests, but became a place for 

children and college students to discuss the books they were reading for literature circles. 

Organizing Mini Book Celebration 

At the close of the evening we gathered in the media center to listen to highlights 

from the literature circle groups. Some circles shared their war strips, brainstorming 
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webs and anything they thought was important about their book. The mini book 

celebration helped students hear what other groups were reading and di.scussing. This 

sharing cau.sed a ripple effect (Cox & Boyd-Batstone. 1997). The fourth graders and the 

preser\ ice teachers wanted to read the books that the other groups talked about. The 

Devil's Arithmetic and Number the Stars were checked out the next school day by fourth 

graders. We found that this gathering back together time was important for students: 

I feel that our big group share discussion at the end is critical, because it gives us 
a chance to hear other group's discussions. This was especially true this week, 
since we all read different books; it was also a good way for us to preview other 
books. (Liz. Mid-term. 2001) 

Taking Kidwatching Notes 

At the beginning of each semester we read a chapter about a teachcr (O'Keefe. 

1996). who watched his students and took kidwatching notes or antidotal records. 

Goodman (1991) states that through observing the reading, writing, speaking and 

listening to children, kidwatching teachers can understand and support children's 

development. The preservice teachers took kidwatching notes during the circles to help 

them get to know their pen pals better, and to help them figure out how to encourage their 

pen pals in their learning. Some preser\'ice teachers used notebook paper to take notes. 

and others used a describe/interpret/reflect form I provided. Taking kidwatching notes 

helped the college students study the children and reflect on the experiences. 

The week after our literature circles, everyone shared their kidwatching notes in 

small groups and asked for respon.ses. College students could add to their notes at this 

time. The sharing of kidwatching notes helped them reflect on the literature circles, their 

roles as participants and as evaluators of the literature groups. The preservice teachers 
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took kidwatching notes during each literature circle, plus met with their pen pals outside 

of our class. 

Responding to Free Writes 

In a couple of free writes, preserv ice teachers complained about fourth graders 

who tended to be long winded when retelling their personal stories. "One girl kept 

getting off the subject a lot" (Liz. Free write 2.2001). Whereas, the child's college pen 

pal wrote: 

Lauren alw ays makes connections to other things in her life. Even if it is not 
directly related. I still feel it is good because obviously something made her think. 
I could tell there was one college student who seemed a bit annoyed that Lauren 
did this, but oh well. I think it is good—it's not like she tells things that are 
totally random and out of the blue. (Lisa, Free write 2. 2001) 

1 wondered how I could help these two preserv ice teachers. During the first 

semester I saved the preservice teachers' free writes. It finally dawned on me after this 

fifth literature set. that I needed to respond to the free writes if I was going to support 

them as learners. I wrote to each preservice teacher, providing individual support. I 

added comments on both of the above free writes, that when you aren't sure of the 

direction a child is taking and/or you are trying to figure out what the personal story has 

to do with the literature discussion, simply ask the child why she or he is telling you this 

story. In the literature circles that followed, these two college students began asking the 

students. "Why are you sharing this story?" or "How does this storv' connect with the 

book?" 
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As I read other free writes from this literature circle. I decided that we needed to 

do some brainstorming together and have a class discussion to help each other. For 

example, one college student wrote: 

I tried a lot more to get Maddy to talk and be involved, but all I could get was her 
to ask questions about the book. Though I do know that she read the book 
because her war strip was great. However, again, she would not talk unless 
prompted and even then it would only be yes or no answers unless prompted. I 
think she's an active listener. (Brittney. Free write 2. 2001) 

Brittney needed ideas to help her pen pal talk more in the literature circles. Another 

preservice teacher commented, "I think I am feeling a little discouraged because I feel 

like I am not making a connection with Fredi. but maybe he doesn't think so. How can I 

get him or me more involved?" (Heather. Free write 2. 2001). I read through each 

preser\'ice teachers' free writes and took notes on the major issues that they were sharing. 

There were six reoccurring themes in the free writes: How can we keep the conversation 

going?. What do we do about kids who interrupt?. What do we do if some kids get off the 

subject?. How do we make sure ever\'one talks?. How do we have a balance of preservice 

teachers talking and kids talking? and How can we get to know our pen pal better? 

At our next class I organized a brainstorming carousel, where small groups of 

college students shared their ideas on chart paper about each question. We rotated the 

issues ever>' five minutes so that each group was able to add its input. After every group 

had responded to each question, we posted the charts around our classroom and discussed 

the many possibilities. I was impressed with their ideas. One college student volunteered 

to type the suggestions so that everyone would have a copy. In figure 4.17 the preservice 

teachers' suggestions are marked with an asterisk. Ross and I also did this brainstorming 
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carousel with the fourth graders, and they came up with similar ideas, which are marked 

with a plus sign. 

What could we do to 
minimize people who 
interrupt each other 
during literature circles? 

*Give everyone a chance to discuss by taking turns. 
*Re-ask the person who was being interrupted what 
they were thinking 
*Take personal responsibility and make sure everyone 
is getting a chance to speak 
*State at the beginning of the literature circles that 
everyone needs a chance to speak 
*Hold up a sign to the person who interrupted that 
says "wait your turn" 
*Use signals (touch means stop interrupting) 
*Write dow-n a thought on a piece of paper so you 
don't forget it. but don't have to interrupt 
*+Use Magic wand or raise hands 
*+Ask the interrupted if they were finished with their 
comment. Say, "Excuse me." 
+Don't take big pauses, because they might think you 
are done talking 

Some people in a group 
don't talk or talk too 
much. How can we try 
to involve everyone in 
the literature circle? 

*+Ask one person (by name) a question/comment 
*Get kids and preservice comfortable in group 
*+Speak privately with talkative kids to make sure 
they are aware of how much they are talking 
*+Ask individuals if they have anything to add 
*+Allow more than 1 or 2 people to answer a 
question/comment 
*Have code/signals for talkative pen pals 
*Remind child that he/she can look directly at you 
while making a comment 
*Restate the rules before beginning a discussion—we 
want to hear from everyone 
*Make a list of the things you want to discuss 
beforehand 
*+Read post-its and bookmarks 

How can we keep the 
conversation going in 
literature circles? 

*+Use the prompts: 
What do you think? 
What do you mean? 
Let's talk about... 
What did the book remind you of? 
*Talk about quotes that stuck out 
*Ask about different perspectives 
*Expand on the main theme or idea 
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*Come prepared with a list/outline of things to 
discuss 
*+Ask if anyone has other comments 
*+Find another post-it or journal entry to share 
* Discuss real-life relations/connections 
*Talk about the author/illustrator 
+Ask who wants to go next? 
+Share favorite parts 

Some people get off the 
subject of the book. 
How do we keep 
everyone talking about 
the book? 

*+Ask questions about the book 
*+Ask how their story relates to the book 
*Ask about connections to the book 
*+Use prompts 
^Redirect the conversation by saying. "Let's do one 
of our strategies." 
*Remind them about the time limit 
*Talk about similarities or feelings to connect back to 
the book 
*Have one fjerson keep everyone else on task 
*+Acknowledge comments and relate back to the 
book 
*+Make it clear before discussion begins to stay 
focused 
*Have them write down idea that may not relate, but 
are still good. 
+Talk to people who are off the subject 

What are some ways to 
help pen pals get to 
know each other? 

*+Ask questions in journals 
*+E-mail or phone pen pal 
*+Visit pen pal 
*+Arrive as early as possible to literature circles 
*Bring something from home to literature circles 
*Put pictures in journal 
*Have questions; gel to know games prepared for the 
time before literature circles begin 
*Invite them to do something outside of class 
*+Tell them personal things about yourself 
*+Find out your pen pals interests and acknowledge 
them 
*Keep making an effort to connect 
+Spend time with your pen pal 
+Talk to your pen pal 

Figure 4.17. Brainstorming Carousel with college students and children. 
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Listening to a Presen ice Teacher 's Su^gesrion 

Jen wrote in her free write that her literature circle discussion did not go well: 

1 was frustrated, because I could not get a word in and neither could my pen pal. I 
had to speak up just to let Christian talk. I felt bad because he didn't share as 
much as the others. I noticed that he would shy away if someone spoke over him 
and he would raise his hand to speak, but nobody saw him e.xcept for me and I 
was being tuned out too. (Jen. Free write 2. 2001) 

Jen went on to share that she spent ten minutes with her pen pal Christian after the 

discussion reading his bookmarks. She noticed that he had much input to add. but wasn't 

given the chance to talk. Jen stated that reading Christian's bookmarks was valuable for 

her becau.se she saw a clearer picture of what Christian was thinking about and 

understanding. Some preserx ice teachers had previously complained in the past, that they 

didn't get to read/hear their pen pals' Post-it Notes or journal entries. 1 asked Jen to share 

this idea at our next class, because I thought other college students would benefit from 

her suggestion as a way to learn more about their fourth grade pen pal. 

At this time 1 realized that I needed to photocopy the children's bookmarks. Post-

it Notes, or discussion journals to give to the college students. On the bookmarks and 

journals, we discussed circling and underlining observations about the fourth graders. 

During their one-on-one time with their child pen pal. for the remainder of the literature 

sets, preservice teachers looked at their pen pals' discussion strategies such as Post-it 

Notes and discussion journals before the literature circles began. 

Analyzing Transcripts 

1 passed out the transcripts for the historical fiction literature circles two weeks 

after the discussion. College students read the transcripts together in their small groups. 
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Every preservice teacher chose one literature circle that they desired to study and analyze 

(Either The Circuit or Historical Fiction). We spent time in class discussing ways to 

analyze discussions, we reviewed articles that we had read that discussed how transcripts 

were analyzed (Eeds & Wells, 1989; Marti'nez-Roldan & Lopez-Robertson, 1999/2000) 

and I demonstrated how to analyze and code transcripts. Preservice teachers worked 

together to analyze ten pages of a discussion, paying close attention to what they 

themselves said, what their pen pal said and the kinds of questions they asked. Analyzing 

the transcripts helped the college students to be critical about the discussions and forced 

them to e.xplain situations. One preservice teacher commented, "The first thing I notice 

about the Snow Treasure transcript is HOW MUCH I TALK DURING THE 

DISCUSSION! That's an embarrassing revelation. I'm surprised anyone else got a word 

in edge wise" (Angela. Paper, 2001). In contrast, another preservice teacher realized that 

she didn't talk enough: 

Throughout the transcript. I noticed that Monique and I didn't comment that much 
on Snow Treasure in the literature circle. We only talked when it was our turn to 
share our weaving, journal, and bookmarks. I need to help my pen pal talk more 
by asking her questions to initiate a discussion. (Catherine, Paper, 2001) 

Catherine was learning that she needed to encourage her pen pal to talk more. 

Other college students analyzed the type of comments their pen pals were sharing: 

The main surprise to me about Connor was that he participates far more in the 
discussion than I realized. I learned that one of Connor's strengths is that he asks 
a lot of questions. Almost all of his dialogue in the discussion was questions, 
usually to clarify something in the literature. His questions help the whole group 
to understand something with more accuracy. I would like to help Connor make 
more personal reactions to the literature. He asks wonderful questions, but I want 
him to share his feelings and judgments about the literature too. (Shannon, Paper, 
2001) 
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Some preservice teachers did not like reading and analyzing the transcripts; 

I hated that assignment. I really did. It was hard for me. I spent time on it and 
was like, "Ahhh," but now I see the value in it because it gives you a new-
perspective of the whole literature circle process. It gives you ideas of how to 
change stuff. So 1 can see I will have to do this. (Angela, Interview. 2001) 

The reading and analyzing of the transcripts proved to be difficult, but helpful to the 

preservice teachers, because it gave them another opportunity to reflect on the experience 

and think about changes in future literature circles. Some college students became aware 

of effective ways to talk to children and to support children's thinking. One college 

student learned how to ask follow up questions to help her pen pal share more. 

Reflection 

I was sick tonight so it was difficult to think clearly as I observed discussions. 
Most of the literature circles got started late because people arrived late or they 
were having fun with their pen pals. Mark did not show up for the literature 
circles again. I can't believe it! His college pen pal still has not had a chance to 
meet him. Thankfully all of the discussions were tape-recorded. One group had a 
very short discussion. I wonder why? The war strip strategy seemed to go very 
well. I think this was a good way to begin the discussions. It was interesting to 
see again how excited the kids were to be discussing their books. (Teaching 
Journal, February 27, 2001) 

With each new literature set, the organization and the discussions continued to 

evolve and change. Having the literature circles at the elementary school was beneficial. 

The children felt more comfortable in their own environment and the preservice teachers 

were able to visit our school. The college students were much more relaxed and knew 

what was happening this time as well. 

Literature circles can be a surprise. The one discussion I was worried about 

turned out to be short because one child stated. "I like killings and there should have been 

more." The preservice teachers were unprepared for this remark and cut the discussion 
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short. After listening to the audiotape. I was proud of how the college students explained 

how the Holocaust actually happened, and that the killing of innocent Jews was horrific. 

Even the other children were astounded. Ross and I were thankful we had purchased the 

Jackdaw and real life photographs to explain and help this student to understand history. 

Some preservice teachers still tended to be quite shy in the literature circles. 

Fourth graders continued to ask Ross and me in our whole group discussions. "Why don't 

the college students talk more?" We were perplexed, because we weren't noticing this as 

much as the children. We only observed the literature circles for a short amount of time 

so possibly the children were seeing more than we were. We reminded them that 

literature circles were a new experience for the college students. A handful of preservice 

teachers were active listeners and the nine and ten-year-olds had a difficult time 

understanding this, since the previous semester's college students were much more vocal. 

The following voices and photographs of fourth graders and college students 

reflect their experiences within this fifth set: 

I had so much fun this time. I think we were all so much more comfortable with 
each other. / like the extra time to gel to know Darryl. Once again, I was amazed 
with Darryl. I am so glad we are pen pals. He is the coolest kid, and he is so 
smart. I feel like I am talking with friends. (Staci. Free write 2. 2001) 
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I think this literature circle went much better than the last time. Carina had a lot 
of interesting points that she brought up in this book share. She had many 
original ideas and again surprised me with both her vocabulary and 
understanding of the book. She was sympathetic and empathetic and I was glad 
to see that she got the concept of the book. She brought up the fact that she 
definitely understood why the book won a Newberry award and I was very 
impressed by that. (Lindsey. Free write 2, 2001) 

Last night I had a great time. We decided that the three F's were an important 
issue; friendship, family, and fun—all were hard to find during the war. 1 
absolutely love my pen pal and the other people in my group. (Katharina, Free 
write 5, 2001) 

Sixth and Seventh Literature Sets—March 20 and April 3, 2001 

I thought my literature discussion went well tonight. Fredi finished the entire 
book. Yeah! I was so proud of him because I know he has trouble reading 
sometimes. I think it might have helped him that we staned the book together at 
school. He had good insights in the discussion. He brought up the similarity of 
the Elian Gonzalez's case to the story in The Music of Dolphins. (Heather, Free 
write 3, 2001) 

For the sixth and seventh literature sets the children and preservice teachers read 

books around the theme of Overcoming Challenges. This allowed them the opportunity 
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to discuss the book two different times on March 20 and April 3. These books had a 

main character that was overcoming a challenge such as learning to read or surviving 

homelessness. The Overcoming Challenges books were: The Music of Dolphins (Hesse, 

1996). Tangerine (Bloor, 1997). Running Out of Time (Haddix, 1995), Just Call Me 

Smp/J (Birdseye. 1993), Monkey Island {Fo\, 1991) and//o/e5 (Sachar. 1998). For the 

si.xth literature set we met at the university for the first discussion and at the elementary 

school for the second discussion. 

I wanted the children and preservice teachers to experience discussing the same 

book a couple of times. In the classroom students have the opportunity to talk about a 

book three to five times in a literature circle over a course of a week or more. Ross and I 

decided that we would discuss one book twice, so that everyone could experience what 

literature circles are like in a classroom setting. 

For this section I combined the sixth and seventh literature sets together. The 

characteristics discussed in this section include; generating discussion strategies, 

determining major issues, evolving pen pal journals, planning the literature circles and 

celebrating literature circles. 

Generating Discussion Strategies 

During the planning stages of this literature set the preservice teachers planned the 

schedule and gave their input on the discussion strategy. The college students liked using 

the Post-it Notes, and Ross wanted the discussion journal. Everyone used yellow Post-it 

Notes for the first literature circle discussion strategy. A couple of preservice teachers 

came up with an idea of having a Post-it Note Bowl. They thought that when the 
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conversation was lagging in the literature circle, someone could pull out a Post-it Note 

from the bowl and read it. and that would help spark the conversation. While I had 

reser\ ations about this idea. I wanted to honor their ideas and excitement, so I went along 

with their suggestion. 

The preservice teachers set aside twenty minutes to be with their pen pals before 

the literature circles began. They wanted to try Jen's suggestion and read their pen pals 

Post-it Notes and journal entries with their pen paJ one-on-one. Together they chose a 

couple of Post-it Notes to put in the bowl. After experiencing this new discussion 

strategy, one college student commented; 

I did not like the Post-it Note bowl because a topic would get brought up, but not 
get fully discussed because the pen pals were too excited to pick a new Post-it. I 
finally said. "You know, we don't have to rely on the Post-it's and we're not in 
any hurry. They are just a way to start a conversation, if we run our of stuff to 
say." That seemed to work. (Kitty. Free write 3. 2001) 

From a different literature circle. Jen stated. "I think putting two Post-it's in a basket was 

a good idea. A couple of times we used it. but that was because the students wanted to 

read them, not because we didn't have anything to say" (Jen. Free write 3. 2001). Most 

of the college students shared that they liked the discussion strategy they had devised. 

Detennining the Major Issues 

Since the preservice teachers and children were discussing the Overcoming 

Challenges books twice, our first discussion was conducted in a different manner. In the 

first literature circle, each group shared their initial reactions to the book, and then they 

did a literature discussion strategy called Webbing What's on Your Mind (Short. Harste, 

Burke. 1996). On a large piece of paper the participants created a visual web of issues 
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from the book where they brainstormed questions, connections and anomalies {Figure 

4.18). 

Figure 4.18. Webbing What's On Your Mind 

Using the web. each group chose one issue and continued their discussion. New-

ideas were added as the conversations continued. At the end of this first discussion each 

group cho.se the most interesting issue or theme that they wanted to explore further at the 

next literature circle. At our mini book celebration at the close of the evening each group 

shared briefly about their book and the issue they were going to investigate further. 

Monkey Island wanted to look at the passages dealing with homelessness. Running Out 

of Time chose the issue of trust. Friendship was the main topic for those who read Holes 

and Just Call Me Stupid. The participants that read Tangerine wanted to understand 

eyesight and why the main character wore glasses. Freedom was the major issue decided 

upon in The Music of Dolphins group. 

Pre.ser\ ice teachers and children wrote about this first Overcoming Challenges 

literature circle. Many thought the discussion was successful as Shannon mentioned; 
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There were many things about our group that went well. I think we were all very 
aware of not interrupting people. I heard many people ask others to finish their 
thought or idea. 1 thought our group tried to bring everyone in to participate in 
the conversation. I had never heard my pen pal speak in the group so much 
before. I aLso felt like he really opened up to me and talked to me as a friend. 
(Free write 3. 2001) 

During the two weeks between the two literature .sets, the pre.ser\ ice teachers and 

children browsed through their selected books looking for passages and quotes on their 

selected major issue. We provided blue and pink Post-it Notes, so that they could mark 

and explain their selections and be able to distinguish them from the yellow^ ones. At our 

second literature circle everyone shared these new Post-it Notes. 

Evolving Pen Pal Journals 

"I hope you like the book Running Out of Time. It is very interesting! If today 

was really the year 21611 would freak. If people were hiding that secret from me. 1 

would be .soooo mad!" (Jessica. Pen pal journal. 2001). The pen pal journals continued to 

be a place for the college students and children to di.scuss the upcoming literature circles. 

There was continuous dialogue between participants about the Overcoming Challenges 

books. This child's college pen pal wrote back. "I am so excited to hear your thoughts on 

the book. I agree with you. if something like that was hidden from me, I'd be upset too! 

We will talk about that on the 20""" (Ellen. Pen pal journal, 2001). 

The pen pal journals also offered a place for children and college students to 

reflect on the literature circle experience. The children and college students continued 

their di.scussions in the pen pal journals: 
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I think we had a great discussion last time. While reading Monkey Island 1 
realized how lucky 1 am because I have a house with family who loves me and 
cares about me. Next time my mom makes me something I don't like I will 
remember Clay and how he had to dig through garbage to find food. I am 
thankful that I have fresh food to eat. (Jen. Pen pal journal. 2001) 

Jen's child pen pal wrote back. "The book discussion went GREAT! I thought it was sad 

that Clay was homeless. Why did the author choose to end the book this way. without 

the father being found?" (Christian). The participants wanted to find out from each other 

how the experience went and continue the literature discussions. 

The majority of the children commented in their journals on the literature circles. 

"That was so fun di.scussing our books. Did you enjoy The Music of Dolphins book?" 

(Hannah). ".A^nyway—about the literature circles. What did you like when we came and 

discussed books? Well I felt older. I felt I was like you" (Kali) and "I thought that was 

one of the best discussions we had this semester" (Connor). The fourth graders obviously 

wanted to share their delight in the experience with their college pen pals. 

Planning the Literature Circles 

Having two weeks in between the two literature circles proved to be very valuable 

because the groups of preservice teachers could gather together and reflect on the first 

experience and plan for the second. When Ross and I read the preservice teachers" free 

writes after the first discussion. I noticed that there were different opinions within a group 

about the experience. For example, from the Holes circle, one preservice teacher stated. 

"I thought that tonight's literature circle was so-o-o frustrating." In contrast another 

preserv ice teacher shared, "The circle went pretty well." The children in this group 

thought the literature circle was fun. and they enjoyed the discussion. 1 was 
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dumbfounded, because I didn't know whom to believe. I decided to type up the free 

writes from this literature set. including comments from both the preservice teachers and 

children. I made photocopies and passed them out at the next class. I thought that it was 

important for the college students to see what others in their group thought about the 

same experience. Plus I wanted them to see the fourth graders* positive responses to the 

literature circles. Viewing what others thought of a literature circle helped some rethink 

their responses to the discussions on these books. 

After the preservice teachers read their groups' free writes they planned for the 

upcoming literature circle (Figure 4.19). We also brainstormed what a group could do if 

they finished their discu.ssion early. 
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Tangerine * Discuss how things went last week first 
What went well and what did not go well 
*Go over the guidelines of the literature circle 
*Choose who is in charge of what tasks (tape recorder, microphone. 
and marker) 
*Trv to stav on track 

Running 
Out of 
Time 

* Don't use the Post-it Note bowl 
*Have one person write the brainstorming ideas on paper 
*Work together on the aspect of trust 

The Music 
of Dolphins 

*Make sure everyone has a chance to speak 
*Share related personal experiences 
*Take time to read Post-it Notes and journal entries 
*Try not to interrupt or get off the subject 

Holes *At the beginning of the literature circle go over the directions such 
as respecting others 
*Encourage ever\one to participate 
*Do not allow playing with the equipment 
*Let people finish one topic before introducing another 

Just Call 
Me Stupid 

*Make sure everyone gets a chance to speak 
*Choose tasks such as one child in charge of tape recorder, one child 
in charge of clean up and one child in charge of brainstorming 

Monkey 
Island 

*Check to see if the tape recorder is working 
*Trv to follow the schedule 

Ideas if 
literature 

circle 
finishes 
early 

*Reflect on the literature discussion. How did it go and what does the 
group need to work on. 
*Begin on free writes 
*Look and browse through other books by the same author 
*Read aloud a book 
*Practice celebration presentation one more time. 

Fit;lire 4.19. Brainstorming done by preser\ ice teachers 

This brainstorming helped each group focus on what they wanted to work, such as 

helping everyone participate, letting people finish one topic before introducing another 

one. doing away with the Post-it Note Bowl and choosing tasks such as being in charge 

of the tape recorder before the discussion began. 
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Another area that I noticed in the free writes were comments about some 

misbehavior from the fourth graders. The children were definitely becoming more 

comfortable with their new pen pals. "They fought a bit over the 'right* to write and it got 

a tiny bit edgy. The strong personalities of the college students also contributed to this" 

(Nancy. Free write 3. 2001). Some pre.service teachers were frustrated with children 

fooling around during the webbing. We discus.sed how we could solve this problem. I 

shared with them that when I brainstorm with children. I usually do the writing or choose 

one student to scribe. Taking away the markers from everyone except one person might 

help. 

At this time the college students read Roller and Seed's (1994) article. 

"Sometimes the Conversations were Grand, and Sometimes...." We di.scussed this article 

in class, and many pre.sers ice teachers mentioned the similarities of this article and how 

they felt about our last literature circles. One preservice teacher wrote in her journal: 

This article made me feel so much better about what has been going on in our 
literature circles. It made me aware that what may be meaningful to me as an 
adult may have little value to the children. Sometimes I have to remember that 
they are. after all children and that their most important issues may be different 
than mine. I also realize that sometimes things just happen. If I focus on the 
things that went wrong all the time. I'm going to miss out on the wonderful 
things. (Shannon. Journal. 2001) 

For the second discussion of our Overcoming Challenges books, we met at the 

elementarv' school where the college students planned a dinner of submarine sandwiches 

and chips. The preservice teachers organized the schedule, including one hour to discuss 

the children's books and share the colored Post-it Notes, an hour for brainstorming and 

planning what was important to share with the other children and adults and a half hour to 
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share these presentations in our book celebration. It was a full afternoon and evening for 

everyone. 

Celebrating the Literature Circles 

I encouraged the preservice teachers to consider more time for each literature 

circle so that they could plan their book celebration. I learned from the previous semester 

that a half hour was not long enough. We re-read a chapter that discussed celebrating 

one's literature circle discussion. I shared some of the brainstorming webs from the 

previous semester to help them visualize the steps that they would need to walk through 

with the children. We discussed that as a group they needed to decide on the best ways to 

share their ideas in the book celebration. 

We invited the children's families to our book celebration at the close of the 

evening in our media center. Most of the literature circles performed skits such as those 

who read The Music of Dolphins. Tangerine, Running Out of Time and Holes. The 

students that read and discussed Just Call Me Stupid taught the audience a chuckwalla 

song that they had written. The favorite presentation of the night was a rap about the 

book Monkey Island created by the children and college students who read the book 

(Figure 4.20). 
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Homeless Rap 

I've got bugs in my hair and I don't even care. 
I've got patches on my clothes; I gotta get rid of those. 
I got banana peels in my socks, and I'm sleeping on rocks. 
I go to a church for Thanksgiving dinner. Hey, I might just stay all winter. 
I've got some friends named Calvin and Buddy just like me their clothes are all 
muddy. 
I eat scraps of food from a garbage can, it don't matter that's all I have. man. 
The streets are my home, I don't even need a comb. 
First comes bananas, then comes the peels. I have socks with holes in the heels. 
My friends and me are really cold. Buddy is sweet and Calvin is old. 
We're homeless, homeless, Hohohohomeless. 
HOMELESS! 

Figure 4.20. Homeless rap by the Monkey Island literature circle. 

The celebrations brought different responses in the free write reflections. "All of 

the presentations were good. It was hard to tell about a book in only five minutes, but 

hopefully we will try to read the others. I know that I am going to" (Katie, Free write 4, 

2001). Another preservice teacher shared: 

The children loved being in front of their classmates and others in the audience, 
including the shy members of the group. It really allowed the kids to 
communicate and share. A very positive teaching tool. I loved each group"s 
presentations .so much. (Nancy. Free write 4, 2(X)1) 

Discussing a book two times seemed powerful for both children and preservice 

teachers: 

We had such a good discussion. I like this one much better. The reason I like it 
so much was we talked about the same book. Instead of having one literature 
circle and talking just about what the book was about we talked more in depth 
about Monkey Island. It was so cool to expand upon all of the things we talked 
about before. We got to explore our main theme more and better. (Staci, Free 
write 5. 2001) 
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Reflection 

I definitely feel that the literature circles are getting better. The process of setting 
up the tape recorders and getting the discussions going is easier. I walked around 
and listened to each group for about 15 minutes each. I noticed that practically 
everyone was participating. When circles began planning their celebrations, it 
was wonderful to see the children and preservice teachers working cooperatively. 
There seems to usually be one circle that does a nosedive. One group discussed 
their book in less than 20 minutes and then proceeded to disturb the group next 
door. Ross told me that the discussion was a huge flop, and that they forgot to 
tape-record some of their discussion. What can I do? A parent pulled me aside 
tonight and shared that she has seen a difference in the literature circles from the 
beginning of the year to now. She said that the children have grown and matured. 
(Teaching Journal. April 3. 2001) 

Many college students mentioned in our whole group discussion and in their free 

writes that they were thankful for the opportunity to discuss a book twice. They also 

shared that the second literature circle was much better than the first one. 

One literature circle out of the six seemed to have some kind of problem such as 

getting along, discussing the book or turning on the tape recorder. I was disappointed 

with The Music of Dolphins group, but I did not have the opportunity to figure out what 

went wrong, because they forgot to tape record most of their conversation. 

The celebrations once a semester gave the preservice teachers experience with a 

final event and made learning fun. The children loved this opportunity to create and 

perform for their peers and families. This section will clo.se with free writes from college 

students and children: 
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A fun night! Our group did a much better job of discussing the book this second 
lime. AJ was very quiet tonight. He only spoke up when I prodded him. He was 
more animated during our celebration time, but / still had to do a lot for him. I 
knew we should write down his narrator's speech, so that he wouldn 'tforget it, 
but he wanted me to do it for him even though he had made up a great one before. 
How could / help AJ focus more in our circles? How can I help him stay on task? 
I thought all of the groups made great presentations. (Angela, Free write 4, 
2001)' 

Tonight went a lot better than the last time we discussed the book. I think 
everyone was a little more serious this time. The skit went really well, I thought. 
It ended up coming together nicely. Noah seemed to really enjoy it. He loved 
being Paul in the skit with the spray painted eyes. He was really good at sharing 
the role with Roger. I guess I was just a little surprised at that because of the 
tape recorder incident that we had last lime. They are both good kids. (Kristi, 
Free write 5, 2001) 

1 thought last night was great! I had so much fun. It was so much better than last 
time. Nobody fought! I learned a lot more about the book. Like other people's 
thoughts of anger about Erik. How they would feel if they were in Paul's place. 
It's amazing what other people think. 1 mean, how would you like to have 
something taken upon you? How would you like to be called "Solar Eclipse Boy' 
if you didn't even look at it. and everybody but you knew what happened to you. 
We did a skit. It was so much fun. (Monique, Free write 6, 2001) 



This was our second time doing the literature circles for the book Just Call Me 
Stupid. Our main idea was friendship. For example when someone's not being a 
ver\' good friend like when Patrick called Celina a wetback. Last night was so 
cool. As a group we all made chuckwallas and made up a song and put the 
chuckwalla on our nose and sang, "Chuckwalla. chuckwalla biting on your nose, 
hold it under water and it will let go." (MC. Free write 6, 2001) 

Eighth Literature Set—April 17. 2001 

I want to teach tlrsi or second grade, so I'm not sure to what extent I can 
incorporate literature circles. Fm sure that I can do it on a smaller scale than we 
did. but just with easier books, for example, picture books. (Charlene. Final. 
2000) 

After reading this reflection from a preserv ice teacher during the first semester, I 

realized that the college students needed to participate in literature circles with picture 

books with children so that they could see the possibilities for primary grades. In our 

college class, we read and discussed many picture books, but not with children. 

Preserv ice teachers questioned whether literature circles would be successful with picture 

books and younger children. Ross and I planned the last literature set of the school year 

to be with picture books highlighting social issues. 

The six picture books that children and preservice teachers could choose from 

were: Richard Wright and the Library Card (Miller. 1997). A Day's Work (Bunting. 

1994), Wilma Unlimited (Krull, 1996). Fly Away Home (Bunting. 1991). Friends From 

the Other Side (Anzaldua. 1993) and Smoky Night (Bunting. 1994). 
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The characteristics discussed in this final literature set are; planning the literature 

circles and responding to free writes. 

Planning the Literature Circles 

For the final literature circle, the preserv ice teachers met in small groups to plan 

our schedule and select the di.scussion strategy. I shared the schedule and strategy with 

the children to get their approval. The preserv ice teachers felt that we wouldn't need 

much time to discuss picture books, because they are so short. After the discussion they 

realized that children could talk about picture books for a long time. "It was a short book, 

but kids have a lot to say. even about short picture books" (Staci. Free write 5. 2001). 

The preserv ice teachers wanted to try Sketch to Stretch for our last literature 

discussion strategy. Crayons and markers were available for children and college 

students to make quick sketches of what the picture book meant to them. These sketches 

were used to begin the literature circle discussions (Figure 4.21). 

Figure 4.21. Sketch to Stretch with picture books. 

Responding to Free Writes 

The preserv ice teachers found that illustrations prompted children's questions and 

wonderings: 
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Tonight was interesting. It was different from the past literature circles that we 
did. Instead of focusing on one topic of the story, we talked about the 
illustrations, each character, why we think things happened. We also brought it to 
real life situations. (Stefani. Free write 5. 2001) 

Another college student mentioned. "I can't believe how well picture books 

worked with the literature circles. The illustrations provided a lot to talk about" (Cara. 

Free write 5. 2001). Other college students learned how powerful picture books can be: 

I really enjoyed this book. It was beautifully illustrated and I missed some very 
important terms to the story until it v/as pointed out in literature groups. It is 
important to realize that picture books can be as powerful as chapter books and 
they are a great way to successfully introduce the concept to kids without 
overwhelming them with a long chapter book. (Nancy. Free write 5, 2001) 

It was disappointing for me to read comments from some of the college students 

such as, "I am so burnt out on school...and it is not a big deal to me" (Katie. Free write 5, 

2001) and "I'm tired and sick and looking forward to summer. I think everyone might 

have felt that way. because our group seemed to be very placid and calm tonight" 

(Angela. Free write 5. 2001). It had been a long semester and feeling burned out is 

normal. I felt sorry for the children who had prepared so hard for this last literature circle 

with their pen pals, and I wasn't sure that they had a positive experience. 

We discussed this issue during the next class period. I explained that sometimes I 

feel tired, exhausted or burned out and I try to not show those feelings in my teaching. 

Being around children often helps me forget my personal problems. I told them that 

when we as teachers feel burned out. this could impact our teaching and the children. We 

need to rise above a bad day and make sure the educational experience for children is 

positive. One college student came up after class and apologized for her poor attitude. 
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Reflection 

What a weird night. I spent the entire evening looking for a missing paper bag 
with a tape recorder and microphone in it. Jeff delivered the bag to the classroom, 
but for some reason it didn't make it to the room. Thankfully. I had an extra tape 
recorder. Where the heck did it disappear? I was so busy looking that I didn't get 
to observe much of the literature circles. What I did hear and see seemed to be 
going well. I think sharing the sketches and discussing picture books brought out 
different conversations. (Teaching Journal, April 17. 2001) 

The last literature circle was emotional for many college students and children. 

Nick and Kitty hugged and exchanged phone numbers. Lisa and Lauren cried goodbye. 

I was even emotional, because this was the last literature circle I would be doing for my 

research. 

Discussing picture books was a great way to close this semester. The preservice 

teachers saw that children could discuss picture books and that the conversations were 

just as meaningful as with chapter books. The following free writes indicate what the 

children and preserv ice teachers thought of this last literature set: 

I enjoyed the personal connections every one nas able to make. We all shared 
how the book touched our lives. Some of us had relatives affected by polio or 
other disabilities and diseases. We also all felt and saw Wilma 's courage. We 
could relate to overcoming challenges and obstacles in our lives and how we had 
enough courage to do better! The sketches were awesome. Every one of us had 
almost the same e.xact things, but they did not mean the same thing to all of us. I 
really enjoyed this book! (Rebecca. Free write 5. 2(301) 
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The literature circle went well, I think, because we had a smaller book we were 
able to expand our ideas and think more about the book. I am sure we covered 
every topic: diversity, racism, riots, violence, connecting the book to riots in LA. 
Monique commented a lot. I noticed that she made clear comments on her Post-it 
Notes, but never mentioned them during our discussion. Maybe she's shy or had 
doubts about what she wrote. She wrote about how violence doesn 't solve 
anything. (Connie, Free write 5, 2001) 

I really liked literature circles. I learned mostly parts about the book I didn't 
know, like a Spanish person's feelings about what happened. I really like 
literature circles. It is sad we have to stop. I learned how other people felt and 
more about the book I forgot. I loved it. Last night was the last night I got to see 
my pen pal. It was sad. I almost cried. Katie, I really loved you. You were the 
best. (Katharina. Free write 8, 2001) 

My pen pal and I had a great time at our literature circle...I noticed things I hadn't 
noticed before. I think the literature circles went great because there wasn't one 
pause that I remember. I didn't really notice the background picture like the 
cereal that was the background when the men stole cereal. When we got in 
literature circles, I learned a lot about riots. Now. I know how bad it was to be in 
a riot. (Heidi. Free write 8. 2001) 
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Cross Analysis of Major Characteristics 

There were four major patterns that occurred over the course of this research: the 

need for learners to participate in the decision making, the need for structures to support 

the process of thinking and responding to a book, the need for ways to observe closely, to 

self-evaluate and the need to celebrate within a community. These patterns will be 

discussed individually. 

Need for Learners to Participate in the Decision Making of their Learning Experiences 

Dewey (1938) states a genuine community requires thought and planning ahead. 

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) 

Ross and 1 worked on building a collaborative community in our classrooms. We 

acknowledged that each member of our classes had expertise that influenced the creation 

of knowledge. Students worked together in small groups and in the literature circles, and 

they had an opportunity to contribute and feel responsible (Dewey, 1938). Cummins 

(1989) states that collaborative classrooms generate power that is shared by the 

participants in the learning environment. 

The preservice teachers participated in the planning of most of the literature sets. 

Their ideas and input changed the agenda Ross and I tentatively created. This learning 

experience was for the participants and we strongly believed that they needed the 

opportunity to explore different methods to organize literature circles. We wanted the 

children and college students to plan and to make the decisions for the literature circles. 
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Short and Klassen (1993) state that. "These decisions add variety to classroom 

experiences and allow the curriculum to become more responsive to the needs of the 

children and the school system" (p. 75). The literature circle schedule and discussion 

strategies changed as the college students created and developed the circles. 

Fetterman (1993) believes that programs take on new shapes and forms in the 

process of adapting to the demands of their environments. The children shared how they 

wanted the pen paJ journals to look like and stressed how important it was for them to 

read and discuss the same book as their college pen pals. The participants desired more 

time to discuss the books in the literature circles, so the allotted time changed with each 

literature set. The preservice teachers wanted to try different discussion strategies to 

enhance the literature circles. They needed to see how children illustrated their feelings 

using the Sketch to Stretch strategy. The third literature sets theme of "animals" was 

chosen by the college students, including some of the book titles. The preservice teachers 

created the strategy "Post-it Note Bowl" and suggested the open-ended prompts folder 

that was on the tables during literature circles. The children's and preservice teacher's 

suggestions and contributions were implemented into our classrooms and literature 

circles. 

By giving the power to plan and organize their own literature circles, develop 

their own strategies and have a voice in our classroom the children and college students 

felt ownership in their learning. Often their ideas surprised Ross and me. We were 

learners along with our students. When the preser\'ice teachers and children did the 

brainstorming carousel in February, everyone was amazed at the suggestions and ideas 
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created to improve and help the literature circles. When a college student shared how she 

read her child's Post-it Notes and journal entries to get a better understanding of her pen 

pal. preservice teachers were challenged by this suggestion and began implementing this 

idea at the next literature set. The preservice teachers and the children's ideas became the 

important contributions for learning and change in our classrooms. 

Need for Structures to Support the Process of Thinking and Responding to a Book 

Rosenblatt's (1938) transactional theory of reading was integral to this research 

where children and preservice teachers were able to think about and respond to children's 

literature in three to eight literature circles. Talking about a book helped children and 

adults to organize their thoughts, communicate their opinions, try out new ideas and get 

feedback, learn different perspectives and information and encourage collaborative 

meaning making (Wollman-Bonilla. 1993). 

The 46 literature circles were loosely structured so that the children and the 

college students could talk about whatever they wanted in the discussions. There was no 

set agenda or specific topics that needed to be covered. The participants were the 

decision makers in how their discussion evolved, with no predetermined questions. They 

could inquire and make sense of what was interesting to them. In these groups leamers 

could recognize and clarify their ideas (Barnes. 1975). The children and the preservice 

teachers valued the reflections and comments of others. They came to see that listening 

to one another helped them learn different perspectives and challenged their sense 

making. In the literature circles they collaborated to solve issues or questions which 

helped them develop their own understanding (Rosenblatt. 1938). Some participants 
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even extended beyond the text and considered other ways of thinking about their lives 

and the world (Short & Klassen, 1993). The literature circles were a structure to support 

the process of thinking and responding to a book. 

Need for Ways to Look Closely, to Self-Evaluate 

.Another pattern that evolved in this research was the need to look closely and to 

self-evaluate. The preservice teachers and the children were part of this unfolding study. 

When I asked for their consent. I invited them to be collaborators in the research. Ross 

and I asked for their feedback, comments and suggestions throughout the study. After 

every literature circle, participants wrote free writes about the experience and shared 

them in a class discussion. We looked closely at the literature circles and we evaluated 

them together. The preservice teachers and children analyzed themselves individually 

and as a group member within the circles. In our whole class discussions, we were able 

to hear new ideas and suggestions for the next literature circles. Hubbard and Power 

(1999) suggest that when students collaborate in a study, we learn the ways they 

construct knowledge from their point of view. We also learn how our worlds intersect 

and how they differ. Many children and college students printed e-mail messages, wrote 

in their journals when they met with their pen pals so that I would hear about their time 

together and stories from the literature circles. The children and college students were 

engaged in this research. 

Another way we looked closely and .self-evaluated was through the process of 

reading research, taking kidwatching notes, reading the literature circle transcripts and 

analyzing one tran.script. Each week the preservice teachers and I read research on 
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literature circles and children's literature. This reading caused us to think differently, 

suggested different ideas and reaffirmed that what we were doing was important. During 

the literature circles the college students took kidwatching notes, paid close attention to 

their pen pal and wrote down what they observed. After every literature circle within two 

to three weeks the preservice teachers read the literature circle transcripts with the other 

college students in their groups. This process of reading and reflecting on the literature 

circles was powerful for them, because they were able to take a close look at the 

experience. Preservice teachers delved deeper into one transcript by analyzing ten pages. 

They studied what their pen pal was saying, what they were sharing and determined the 

areas they needed to work on to help their pen pals. Some changes occurred in the 

literature circles because the preservice teachers analyzed the transcripts. Through this 

constant looking closely and evaluating how the research was going, we were able to 

modify the literature circles and other curricular items that we discovered. 

Need for Celebration Within a Community 

Peterson and Eeds (1990) state that, "Literature knits a group together and 

contributes to building community" (p. 10). The experiences the children and the college 

students had discussing books in the literature circles and corresponding in the pen pal 

journals contributed to building a community of learners. Peterson (1992) notes that a 

learning community is incomplete if it doesn't include celebration, festivity and fantasy. 

He goes on to state that when we celebrate in the learning community. "We recognize 

that people have the power to incorporate the joys and achievements of other people into 

their lives" (p. 39). 
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The need for celebration within a community evolved over the course of the 

school year. There were six small literature circles within each literature set that were 

like mini-communities within the large classroom structure. At the close of our third 

literature set in November we had a book celebration where children and preservice 

teachers celebrated their discussions and books with the rest of the participants and the 

children's parents. Ross and I saw how the children and college students were engaged 

in the experience and how valuable it was for them to hear about the other books in the 

literature set. 

Mini celebrations were created to celebrate the readings and discussions for the 

five literature sets during the second semester. Everyone met back in one room to listen 

to each group briefly share about their discussion during the mini celebrations. Groups 

shared their brainstorming webs and others did a book talk on their piece of literature. 

Coming back together in one classroom to celebrate our reading and talk brought closure 

to an evening and gave the message that "I am learning" (Peterson. 1992). Hearing about 

other literature circle discussions expanded everyone's literature experience. Children 

and college students heard about other books, which enticed them to read more. The 

celebrations contributed to a. "Sense of belonging" (Peterson. 1992. p. 39). 

Conclusion 

With each literature set there were revealing characteristics of the literature circles 

with preserv ice teacher and children, such as developing the discussion strategies, 

planning the literature circles, producing the free writes, reflecting on the experience and 

analyzing the transcripts. These characteristics evolved over the course of the school 
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year. The preserv ice teachers, the children, the classroom teacher and I u.sed these 

characteristics to help improve the literature circles. 

This yearlong journey held tension and excitement. In every literature circle there 

was .some kind of technical mishap. Someone usually forgot to turn on the tape recorder 

or microphone. A few presen ice teachers and children didn't put much effort into 

preparing and discussing the books. Thankfully the excitement far outweighed these 

problems. During the year the fourth graders were excited about participating in the 

literature circles. On the days of our literature circles, we could hardly contain the 

children's enthusiasm. The children loved discussing the books with their college pen 

pals. Many college students expressed that their favorite pan of our class was 

experiencing literature circles with children. 

Throughout this re.search my teaching practices changed. I became a better 

teacher by keeping a teaching journal, talking to Ross, emailing my advisor Kathy Short 

for suggestions, reading research on literature circles, reflecting on my teaching and the 

literature circles and listening to the ideas and suggestions from the children and 

preservice teachers. It was evident that the children and the college students were also 

teachers in this research study and I was a learner. The free writes, class discussions with 

pre.serv ice teachers and children and listening to the literature circle audiotapes helped me 

to evaluate and modify procedures for the remaining classes. I learned to address 

students' needs and to help them. I found that I couldn't plan far ahead because 

everything was dependent on the needs of the students. Being aware of how to best 
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instmct the preservice teachers and the children facilitated this research. Completing this 

research affirmed that I truly am a teacher researcher. 

Watching the children and preserv ice teachers interact in the literature circles, 

reading the many free writes from the participants and planning the literature circles with 

both college students and children taught me how important this experience was for the 

fourth graders and preser\ ice teachers. The college students learned about children 

within the literature circles, how to do literature circles and the value of literature circles 

for children. The children gained a significant relationship with young adults, learned to 

manage literature circles, considered different perspectives and issues, gained confidence 

in their ability to talk to young adults, acquired perspectives on college and they each had 

a personal advocate. I learned that preserv ice teachers need to participate in literature 

circles with children, because the college students in this research learned first hand that 

children can talk and grow in literature circles. I don't think I could ever teach a 

preservice course without children woven into the learning experiences. As other 

researchers have found (e.g. Wollman-Bonilla. 1998; Wolf. Mieras & Carey. 1996; Wolf. 

Ballentine & Hill. 1999; Eeds & Wells. 1989). preservice teachers need to be working 

with children. 
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Chapter 5 

"I Kind of Took Charge": The Talk of Preser\ ice Teachers in Literature Circles 

I really enjoyed meeting my pen pal. I tried to be friendly and outgoing to help 
her feel more comfortable. We got along really well. I was e.xcited for the 
students to come. This wa.s a new experience for me. During our literature circle 
my pen pal was very involved. She brought up many good points. I felt like I 
kind of "took charge" during our group time, because I started the discussion and 
picked questions to help move it along, i don't know if I liked having that role. I 
felt bad being the one who always asked a question, but nobody else was doing it. 
Maybe I just wasn't waiting long enough. This will be something that I will have 
to work on next time. In all. I think our group discussion went really well. We all 
participated. It was interesting that the kids brought up ideas and issues that I had 
not thought of. They are so smart! (Katie. Free write 1. 2001) 

The talk of preser\ ice teachers changed and evolved throughout both semesters. 

Like Katie, some preserv ice teachers assumed the role of facilitator in the literature 

circles. Other college students asked question after question. A few preservice teachers 

did not talk very much in the first literature circles, but as the semester progressed they 

opened up more and felt comfortable sharing. Quite a few college students were active 

listeners who encouraged and valued the fourth grade children when they spoke in the 

literature circles. The preservice teachers began at different points and evolved in some 

way in how they interacted and talked with children. This chapter will examine: How 

does the talk of preser\ ice teachers in literature circles with children evolve over time? 

Teacher's talk is an essential element in fostering learning in a classroom. 

Teachers set the tone and direction for many literacy events (Short. Kaufman. Ka.ser. 

Kahn & Crawford. 1999). Barnes (1993) shares that there are two types of talk. 

"exploratory talk" and "presentational talk." Exploratory talk is when someone thinks 

aloud and searches for others opinions and thoughts. Exploratory teacher talk is when 
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teachers are participants with children in the literature circles sharing their own ideas, 

listening to the children, asking and answering questions. Presentational talk is more 

formal and evaluative. Although it has a role in other contexts, within literature circles 

presentational talk by teachers does not allow children to think on their own, because 

they are expected to know the right answers. Presentational teacher talk often involves 

teachers who ask many questions and evaluate the answers. Freedman (1993) states that 

as teachers, "We must think of ourselves as both guide and participant, taking on each 

role as dictated by the needs of our students, learning and practicing ways to move freely 

between these two roles" (p. 234). 

The preservice teachers in this research read and discussed articles, where the role 

of the teacher in literature circles was explained. One particular piece of research we 

di.scussed in detail was Eeds and Wells (1989) because it was similar to the research 

participated by everyone. College students stated in their journals and in our class 

discussions one particular quote. In literature circles teachers are, "Participating as group 

members working with the children to construct meaning rather than acting as all-

knowing interpreters of the text" (p. 7). As a class we read and discussed Grand 

Conversations (Peterson & Eeds, 1990). Some preservice teachers worried that children 

would be silent in the literature circles. These authors advice was helpful. "Teachers can 

only be patient, keep working, demonstrate without dominating, and trust that this 

awareness will come with continued opportunity" (p. 17). 

Rosenblatt (1938) encourages an informal atmosphere when discussing literature 

where friendly collaborative exchanges are created. Children's knowledge is recognized 
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and appreciated, where their voices are valued and talk is encouraged. Teachers 

participate, share ideas and ask questions, too. Collaborative literature discussions 

support and challenge readers in their meaning making where the group members 

construct understanding together. When teachers are true collaborators in small groups, 

their perspectives become negotiable—just like everyone else's (Wollman-Bonilla. 

1993). 

According to Samway and Whang (1996) the role of the teacher in literature 

circles requires practice: 

We need to learn to share our own opinions, experiences and reactions to a book, 
but without dominating a discussion. We need to learn to follow the lead of 
students. Sometimes, this means that we have to put our own interests on hold. 
We need to learn to trust that students have thoughtful, intelligent, and interesting 
insights into books, (p. 60) 

Short et al. (1999) research examined transcripts in which teachers were members 

of literature circles with children. These authors noted four roles in which they the 

teachers influenced the talk—teacher as facilitator, participant, mediator and as active 

listener. As facilitator, the teachers extended or expanded children's ideas, provided 

additional information, restated comments that were missed, maintained the conversation 

and challenged children's comments. As participant, they shared their own connections, 

related personal experiences, made broad thematic statements, asked questions that they 

were genuinely puzzled with and expressed personal opinions. As mediator, the teachers 

u.sed the discussion to gain personal knowledge of children's thinking and experiences 

and give children an opportunity to work through personal issues and values. Lastly, as 

active listener, they acknowledged children's .statements with comments. In this present 
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research the preservice teachers participated in many of these roles as described in the 

following pages. 

After reading and examining the literature circle transcripts from the entire year. I 

noticed that the preserv ice teachers" talk was similar during both semesters: for this 

quesiion I only used the spring 2001 semester's transcripts. The data that informed this 

question were thirty literature circle transcripts, the preservice teachers* free writes, 

papers, journals, eight interv iew transcripts and my teaching journal. The analysis for 

this question was ongoing throughout the research as I listened to the transcripts and 

coded what the participants shared in the discussions. Initial coding categories included: 

initiating discussion, conversation maintenance, active listening, questions, clarifying, 

personal connections, personal reactions, retellings, new insights and literary elements. 

After the study had been completed the analysis continued as I reread the 

transcripts several times marking off sections of the transcripts where the children spoke, 

where the preservice teachers spoke, where a child asked a question and only the 

preservice teachers answered and where the preservice teachers dominated the 

discussions. These marked areas became tentative topics. I compared the literature circle 

transcripts with the interview transcripts, my journal entries and the participant's free 

writes. I kept reading, looking over the data, reflecting, triangulating and being skeptical. 

Eventually these topics were organized into five sections: preservice teachers initiated 

and facilitated discussion, preservice teachers asked and answered questions, preservice 

teachers dominated discussion, preservice teachers listened, supported and explored 

children's talk and preservice teachers shared personal connections and responded as a 
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reader. Portions of this chapter were shared with a couple of preservice teachers to make 

sure that I analyzed and shared their experiences accurately. 

In this chapter each of the five sections are explained through examples from the 

five literature sets. In order to see the differences between the college students* talk and 

the children's talk in the transcripts, the pre.service teachers" talk will be in italics. At the 

close of this chapter the journeys of two preser\ ice teachers' will be explored concluding 

with a final reflection. 

The Preservice Teachers Initiated and Facilitated the Discussions 

1 felt like I had to say something—lead the discussion. But I didn't want to feel or 
have anyone else feel like I was in charge of the discussion or 1 was trying to take 
control. So. when the group got more involved. I stopped talking for a little bit. I 
think someone needed to know how to start the conversation and no one really 
did. (Kristi. Free write 1, 2001) 

Beach (1993) states that readers adopt certain social roles in groups—leader, 

facilitator, devil's advocate or outsider—that may entail certain ways of responding. The 

leader may respond in ways that guide the directions of the discussion. Cazden {1988) 

suggests that many teachers direct discussions, resulting in exchanges that are highly 

centralized around the teacher's participation. Many preservice teachers in this research 

took on the role of initiating and facilitating the literature circles with children, which 

centered the discussions on them. Although we didn't assign roles for the literature 

circles, these just happened. 

In the first literature set the preservice teachers initiated and facilitated most of the 

discussions. A couple of preservice teachers mentioned in their free writes that they took 

charge of the conversation, because no one el.se was talking and they wanted to make sure 
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the discussion kept moving, .\fter introducing themselves the presen ice teachers in each 

group asked: "What did you guys think about The Circuity (The Circuit 4. p. 1 and The 

Circuit 6. p. 1) or "How did you guys like the book?" (The Circuit 1. p. 1). In this first 

literature set no children initiated the discussion. Two literature circles began with, 

"Let's go ahead and get started by talking about what we felt in the first chapter" (The 

Circuit 5. p. 1) or "Start here and go around. Ever\'body give their own interpretation" 

(The Circuit 2. p. 3). 

Since this was the first book that the college students had ever discussed with 

children, it made sen.se that these literature circles started off this way. The two groups 

that began their discussions moving from chapter to chapter and from participant to 

participant seemed to be thinking about their previous experiences in di.scussing books in 

English clas.ses or college courses. Half way through the discussion in a different 

literature circle, a college student suggested. "We should go around the room. That way 

everybody says something" (The Circuit 4. p. 14). These three literature groups may 

have done this to make sure everyone spoke and there was some order to the discussion. 

Usually the preservice teachers who initiated the discussions at the beginning of 

the literature circles al.so moved the conversation along, when there was a pause in the 

discussion by asking questions such as "Did you guys have a favorite part at all?" (The 

Circuit 1. p. 19) or "Do you have any feelings about the part in the book where their dad 

meets the man named Gabriel, and the man tries to make him be like a hor.se or a mule?" 

(The Circuit 2. p. 7). 
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There was a lot of retelling and sharing of personal reactions towards the book in 

the first set. The preser\ ice teachers missed some teachable moments and comments that 

children wanted and needed to know more about such as: 

Lauren: Well, in the end if that's the same teacher who was moving up into classes 
or whatever, do you think [that] would be racism also, because she doesn't 
like him because he was speaking Spanish, or was she jealous that he 
could speak it and she couldn't? 

Nancy: Could he. 

Shannon: I'm not sure. 

(The Circuit 5. Februarv' 6, 2001. p. 16) 

The college students weren't sure what to say about Lauren's insightful question. 

Discussing how a teacher treats a child and whether it could be racism or not is a difficult 

topic and perhaps something that these preservice teachers hadn't thought about before. 

Possibly the college students were so occupied with initiating and facilitating the 

discussions, that they didn't see these teachable moments. Eeds and Wells (1989) noted 

in their research that one teacher focused so much on maintaining the conversation that 

she missed opportunities to pick up on what the children were discussing. 

During the second literature set discussing historical fiction books, the preserv ice 

teachers noticeably were learning children's names and becoming comfortable with the 

literature circle process. In two literature circles the children began the discussions. 

"Okay, we're reading Sadako and the Thousand Paper Cranes. Does anybody want to 

share first?" (p. 1) and "Now who wants to start?" (Lily's Crossing, p. 1). This was a 

change from the previous literature set, where only preservice teachers initiated the 

discussions. Beach (1993) explains that children often adopt the role of teachers. Some 
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children facilitated parts of the discussions by asking, "Do you want to share the war 

weaving? iNumber the Stars, p. 16) and "Do you want to do bookmarks?" {Snow 

Treasure, p. 14). Some of the facilitating discussion comments made by preservice 

teachers were. "Anybody else have any bookmarks they want to share?" (Lily's Crossing. 

p. 9), "Have you got a favorite part?" (Twenty and Ten, p. 17) and "I was wondering did 

anybody have a moment in the book, where they were really scared or worried?" 

(Number the Stars, p. 20). These questions invited children and preservice teachers to 

talk and respond, but the college students were running the majority of the literature 

circles. Maybe the college students thought they had to facilitate the discussions, because 

they were the adults in the groups. I know they did not do this on purpose, but it was 

their natural roles as the older participants. 

During the next literature set. Overcoming Challenges, children initiated two of 

the discussions. "Okay, like what did everybody think of the book?" (Tangerine, p. I) 

and "What do you guys think if you're like sleeping and you guys woke up and your 

mom was gone?" (Monkey Island, p. 1). In the other four circles the preservice teachers 

initiated the discussions, a connection was found between initiating and facilitating. The 

literature circles where the children were given the opportunity to initiate the discussions, 

they also facilitated much of the discussions. When the college students initiated the 

di.scussions. they tended to facilitate them throughout. However, in The Music of 

Dolphins (Hesse, 1996) circle, the children didn't initiate the discussion, but they had a 

pan in facilitating. "Do you guys want to share some more post-it notes" (p. 9) and "Do 

you have anything you want to say?" (p. 13). Some college students were comfortable 
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with allowing the children to facilitate the discussions, while others thought it was their 

role as teachers to facilitate. 

The second Overcoming Challenges literature set had three circles where 

preserv ice teachers facilitated the discussions. These preserv ice teachers may have taken 

this facilitator role because they wanted to control any repeat behavior issues that 

happened in the previous literature circles. Two discussions began this way: 

Mindy: Now let s just talk about this first, about our plan. Remember everybody's 
got to listen. Everyone has to get a chance to speak. OK? First of all we 
need to respect that. Make sure that everybody listens to what everybody 
is saying. Don't change the subject when someone is already talking 
about something and you have an idea. Make sure you comment on the 
subject, you know, talk about it. Then if the subject dies down bring 
something else up. The big thing here is respect I think. We all need to 
respect everybody else's job. You need to make sure that you respect 
when they're speaking and that vva\' of course you 'II get respected too. I 
think that's the primary thing. 

(Just Call Me Stupid 2. April 3. 2001. p. 1) 

Looking closely at the transcripts of the preserx ice teachers who thought children were 

interrupting and not listening at the last discussion, they were remembering the closing of 

the circles when everyone was Webbing What's on My Mind. During that time some 

children and preservice teachers called out ideas and wrote them down on chart paper. 

There was some interrupting and disrespect during this webbing but very little in the 

literature discussions. It is important to stale goals and guidelines for literature circles, 

but it might be better to create them with children. The preser\ ice teachers didn't think 

about asking the children to reflect on the last literature circle, when they brainstormed 

and discussed why they were meeting in this literature circle. I know that together the 

participants could have come up with a "plan" or "rules" for the discussion. I was 
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reminded again that the college students were still learning to talk with children and 

negotiate facilitation in the discussions. 

In two other literature circles some preservice teachers felt that they had to 

facilitate the discussions, because they themselves came unprepared to share passages in 

their book on the major issue. The children were prepared and had ample Post-it Notes to 

share. The first couple of times that I read the transcripts I noted that the college students 

were permitting the fourth graders to discuss and talk during the literature circles. As I 

reread the transcripts. I noticed that some preservice teachers did not have anything to 

share, because they said. "Skip me because I didn't do any post-it notes" {Just Call Me 

Stupid 2. p. 11) or "Well. 1 forgot too" {Just Call Me Stupid 2. p. 10). In two literature 

circles preservice teachers did not share any Post-it Notes on the major issues; instead 

they made comments on what the children expressed and clarified students' questions 

while facilitating the discussion. These preservice teachers were not equal participants in 

the literature circles. 

The discussions where preservice teachers were facilitators and not participants 

were choppy and lacked a discussion flow. The college students directed the children to 

share one Post-it Note after another by saying. "What else." or "Do you want to go." An 

example is as follows: 

Ashley: Do you want to go? 

Rachel: OK. Paul's lEP for school. 

Roger; I put it on every page. 

Ashley: We noticed. 
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Rachel: On page 61 there's the part about the lEP. 

Ashley: OK. 

Rebecca: lEP. Individual Education Plan. 

Ashley: Good. What else ? Noah, did you have one? 

(Tangerine 2. April 3. 2001. p. 2) 

There was no. "Why did you mark that?" or "Can you explain what that means?" The 

children followed what the preservice teachers asked which was for them to say 

something, but the college students didn't work at understanding why or what the child 

was thinking. McMahon (1996) states that this procedural approach leads to orderliness, 

yet fosters participation from children. They can make comments when it is their turn, 

but are not required to listen to one another, build on another's ideas, clarify the thinking 

for others or make explicit connections between their comment and the text. Some 

literature circles went on like this for much of the discussion, but eventually the college 

students seemed to settle in and began to let the children discuss their Post-it Notes more. 

However, some preser\ ice teachers continued to not involve themselves or the children in 

the discussions. 

Preservice teachers in the groups Just Call Me Stupid (BiTds,eye. 1993) and 

Running Out of Time (Haddix. 1995) directed everyone to share Post-it Notes in a 

circular fashion, clockw ise around the circle or beginning with the first page and moving 

through the book. These preserv ice teachers seemed to want to make sure there was 

some order to the literature circles or maybe they were trying to make sure there weren't 

any repeat behavior problems. Here is one example; 
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Nancy: I have a page 12. 

Kitty: I have a page 6. 

Courtney: Page 5. 5 and 6. 

Heidi: I've got a page. I have one page on 19. Five and 6. anyone got 5 and 6? 

Courtney: I have one on 5 and 6. 

Kitty: I have one on 5. 

Jessica; I've got one on. 

{Running Out of Time 2. April 3. 2001. p. 3). 

There was much time spent on who was going to talk, but going in order backfired 

because some of the children and adults didn't pay attention and interrupted. Children 

who had to wait for ever>'one to share in the circle before it was their turn to talk lost 

interest and began playing around. This literature circle stopped and reevaluated what 

they were doing: 

Kitty: You know what ' Let 's refocus here maybe a little hit. Rather than just 
going chronologically like we are doing. I think what's happening is we 're 
getting sort of like the same thing with the basket where we got sort of 
obsessed with pulling something out. and it's kind of affecting I think the 
discussion a tiny bit. 

Nancy: We 're not really discussing the reading. Is there anything that anybody 
wants to add to what Ellen said? 

Kitty: We can go through it and you can look at what you have hut 

Nancy: Yeah, there's nothing wrong with throwing something out there but maybe 
H i' shouldn 't just he going straight in order. 

(Running Out of Time 2. April 3. 2001. p. 7). 
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The college students realized that going in order wasn't working and stopped this 

behavior. Borko and Putnam (1996) explain that less knowledgeable teachers sometimes 

tend to emphasize facts, rules, and procedures to stick closely to detailed lesson plans or 

the text, missing opportunities to emphasize important ideas or connections among ideas. 

This certainly could have been the case in some of these literature circles where college 

students facilitated most of the conversations, which in turn caused the discussions to be 

stilted and uninteresting. 

In the fourth literature set I read comments in the transcripts such as. "Why don't 

we finish talking on, speaking and commenting on Jacqueline's Post-it Note, before we 

move on to the next one? Is that a good idea?" (Just Call Me Stupid, p. 12) and "Were 

we done talking about the Mike Castillo Post-It Note? I wasn't done" (Tangerine, p. 

11). The preservice teachers and the children were making sure that they thoroughly 

discussed each thought or question. They were trying not to rush and hurry the 

di.scussion. This was the first time it was noticeable that the preservice teachers and 

children were exploring and understanding the books together. 

During the final literature set on picture books with social issues, a couple of the 

literature circles were only sharing groups: 

I thought that tonight's literature circle was probably the worst one I've been in. 
Everyone was all over the place, and we definitely weren't organized and ready to 
go. Things went pretty well during the sketch to stretch, but then when we were 
sharing them there was no discussion at all. We jumped from person to person 
and told everyone eLse about our sketch. After that we went around and said what 
we liked about the book. I felt like this was a "sharing" group, because there was 
no discussion. (Katie. Free write 5. 2001) 
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In a different literature circle a college student commented. The kids" ideas were great 

and their Post-it Notes were well written, but that was the main focus—what was on the 

Post-it Notes. They would read them and go on to the next one" (Rebecca. Free write 5. 

2001). This sharing without discussion may have occurred, because in these groups a 

couple of preservice teachers took control as directors or facilitators of the discussion. 

For example, the participants who discussed A Day's Work (Bunting. 1994) had to keep 

sharing one thing after another because two preservice teachers said things like. "Your 

turn." "He'll go." and "You go." In the group Friends from the Other Side (Anzaldua. 

1993) a child suggested that they share some of their Post-it Notes, but a college student 

responded. "Oh we have to discuss what we thought of the book and how we felt about it 

and not do Post-it Notes" (p. 5). These kinds of comments discouraged children from 

discussing. 

Katie shared at the end of her free write. "I am so burnt out on school that it is not 

a big deal to me." There were other preservice teachers who shared similar feelings. "I 

think everyone was beginning to get tired of our meeting in literature circles. I know I 

was! We all seemed to have more on our minds other than the book" (Stefani. Free write 

5. 2001). Angela wrote. "I'm tired and sick and looking forward to summer" (Free write 

5. 2001). This final set happened one month before the end of the semester. Granted the 

preserv ice teachers were working on final projects for classes, but this let down of the 

end of the semester was reflected in the discussions. Maybe the preservice teachers 

facilitated these literature circles as sharing groups, because they were tired. They did 
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not put much effort into moving the groups beyond sharing the sketches, so therefore 

there wasn't much dialogue about the books. 

The Presen ice Teachers Asked and Answered Questions 

I noticed that I asked different questions as the semester wore on that provoked 
more than just a yes or no answer. I also tried asking questions of other 
participants in the literature circles rather than just of Carina [pen pal]. I also 
noticed that outside of the class I was watching the way that kids read books in 
the classrooms that I was observing and asking them questions about their books 
other than "did you like it." (Lindsey. Paper. 2001) 

In traditional reading groups the teachers major role is to ask comprehension 

questions to test whether or not the students have read a selection in the same way he or 

she has. In literature circles questions with predetermined correct answers are not asked. 

Eeds and Peterson (1991) suggest instead that. "The teacher is a participant in a book 

group, a fellow reader who shares joys and difficulties, insights and speculations, and 

asks only those questions she or he genuinely wonders about" (p. 119). Hanssen (1998) 

explains that. "Our students tend to do what we ask them. We need to be conscious of 

what we are asking them to do in literature discu.ssions...answer our questions, or 

complete our tasks" (p. 357). She goes on to state that literature discussion groups are to 

help students raise their own questions about literature. In every literature set the 

presers ice teachers encouraged children to raise their own questions. Sometimes only the 

college students answered these questions, and as the semester progressed the children 

were given opportunities to ponder and think about questions. This section takes a close 

look at the asking and answering of questions by preser\'ice teachers and children. 

During the first literature set while discussing The Circuit (Jimenez, 1997) the 

college students asked a number of questions in four of the literature circle groups. In 
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these literature circles the college students answered their own questions, not giving an 

opportunity for the children to answer. In every literature circle children asked questions, 

but in most cases the preservice teachers answered these questions. 

The questions the college students asked tended to be closed-ended. Maybe the 

preservice teachers asked these types of questions because they thought they could keep 

the discussion moving, and maybe they subtly wanted to find out if the children had read 

the book. Some examples of these questions were: "What was the name of the guy?" 

(The Circuit 2. p. 7). "And then what did Francisco do? Does anyone remember?" (The 

Circuit 5. p. 14) and "Who remembers what happens in the end?" {The Circuit 2. p. 3). 

The college students possibly asked these questions because this was the teaching 

behavior that they had previously observed as participants in classrooms, where their 

teachers asked many questions. Villaume, Worden, Williams, Hopkins and Rosenblatt 

(1994) note that if our discussions are comprehension checks consisting primarily of 

teacher questions and student answers, children will read only to remember information. 

A few of the questions the preservice teachers asked were open-ended which were 

more helpful in involving the children and in finding out the children's thinking such as: 

"What did you guys think about their poverty? Do you think you could move around all 

the time like that and just live in a tent—your whole family?" (The Circuit 1. p. 4), "Does 

anybody have a favorite part? Jacqueline, what was your favorite part throughout the 

whole book?" (The Circuit 2. p. 5) and "How did you feel when the house burned 

down?" (The Circuit 4. p. 12). One interesting question that was asked in different ways, 

in four of the six literature circles—was, "Did you guys have any problems reading it in 
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Spanish at all?" {The Circuit I. p. 4). There are Spanish phrases within the English 

version of The Circuit. Reading Spanish phrases seemed to be more problematic for the 

preserv ice teachers than for the children. The fourth graders who answered this query 

expressed that they could read Spanish, or they had friends who helf)ed them translate. 

In all six literature circles the preserv ice teachers answered many of their own 

questions. Sometimes a preserv ice teacher shared something she wondered about and 

gave her own feelings. Other preserv ice teachers made comments, but no children were 

given an opportunity to respond. This happened numerous times in this first literature 

set. For example: 

Ashley: Did anybody think at the end of the book that they were going to, this is 
what I thought, that they were going to like live happily ever after? 

Anna: That 's what I thought. 

Ashley: That they were going to get a house and they were going to be, they were 
going to have money. Did you guys think that? 

Theresa: It was funny that the last chapter starts out that way. They go back to 
where they started from and they're happier, and he's going back to 
school. 

Theresa: And they got a house, and then there you go at the end he's in the 
classroom, and they pull him out 

(The Circuit 2. February 6. 2001. p. 4) 

This discu.ssion continued on for another page. The children could have shared their 

thoughts about the ending of the book but were not given the opportunity. 

In the literature circles children often had questions and comments about the 

book. In this first literature set when a child made a comment or asked a question, the 
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preserv ice teachers responded first. Thus, the children did not have a chance to respond 

to each other, like in this instance: 

Maddy; Yeah. Torito. I just found out that it was true and I thought he was going 
to die. 

Liz: / thoiighl so too. 

Ellen: I thought he n as too. 

Meghan: I was wondering what he had. like they didn 7 say what he had. 

Ellen: They didn 7. They don 7 really say. But they took too long or .something 
the doctor told them. 

Brittney: I thought it was weird though that the mom was hiding what was going on. 

Liz: Yeah, she probably just didn 7 want them to worry about it. 

(The Circuit 1. Februarv' 6. 2001. p. 2) 

Preserv ice teachers talked frequently and did not give the children an opportunity to 

express w hat they thought. At first I thought the children were directing their questions 

and thoughts to the adults in the literature circles, because in traditional reading groups 

children tend to do this. During the first semester literature circles the children directed 

quite a few questions to the preservice teachers. In these literature circles though I 

observed children directing the questions to everyone. I also listened to the conversations 

on the audiotapes paying close attention to when children asked a question. It is 

noticeable that they were directing their comments to the entire group and not just the 

adults. 

Being involved in literature circles was a new experience for the preservice 

teachers. They were having fun discussing and understanding the book. They did not 



208 

intentionally direct their questions towards the children. It appears that some presen ice 

teachers may have asked questions to keep the discussion going or to keep students on 

track. The college students also didn't intentionally answer each question, thought or 

idea. It is possible that they thought the children could not adequately voice their 

opinions: and therefore, felt they had to answer the questions. This asking and answering 

of questions showed the college students naiveness in working with children and 

literature circles. 

In the second literature set with historical fiction books, the children and 

pre.service teachers asked many questions. Some of these questions were leading 

questions asked by the preservice teachers such as. "What was Albert's lie?" (Lily's 

Crossing, p. 9) and "Then what happened in the story?" (Sadako and the Thousand Paper 

Cranes, p. 9). 

The fourth graders asked many historical questions, such as. "If they found out 

that you were trying to hide them, would they take you to the concentration camp too?" 

{Number the Stars, p. 11) or "What's a ration card?" (Twenty and Ten. p. 2). The 

preservice teachers answered most of these questions, possibly because they felt they had 

more experience with history. From the six transcripts there were 68 questions asked by 

the college students or the children. The preservice teachers answered 37 of these 

questions. It seems that the children did not have an opportunity to answer their own 

questions or answer other children's questions. The fourth graders were able to discuss 

their thoughts and feelings regarding the other 31 questions. Interestingly when the 

preservice teachers asked questions, it was usually a blending of the preservice teachers 
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and children discussing the question. Sometimes the preser\ ice teachers would ask a 

question, and only they answered. 

Some of the questions that children asked were questions that other children in the 

group could have answered, but they where not given that opportunity. For example one 

child's question was; 

Maddy: Yeah. I have a question. What is a kimono? 

Brittney: .4 kimono is like a Japanese dress that wraps. I'm not exactly sure. I know 
it's made of silk and you wrap it around. 

Kitty: It s kind of like a robe and it ties. 

Ana: It 's made of silk. And it goes all the way to the ground. 

Ross: I think they were very much ceremonial. Mainly they just used them for 
special things like weddings and death. They had ordinary ones but they 
also had very special ones that they would wear on those occasions. 

Kitty: Like what she was saying about how her mom thought she needed one now 
that she was getting older. She was a young woman now instead of so 
maybe a rite of passage almost too or Just being a woman, you know. 

Ross: Special occasions. 

Kitty: It's this on the front [of the book J. 

Maddy: Oh. 

(Sadako and the Thou.sand Paper Cranes. February 27. 2001. p. 12) 

The other children in this group probably knew what a kimono was. but the adults 

answered the question and did not invite or ask the children if they could answer 

Maddy"s question. The preser\ ice teachers seemed to be excited about discussing books 

and didn't realize they were not allowing the children enough time or opportunities to 

answer each other's questions. The questions were factual, so therefore the college 
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students may have felt that they needed to provide the background information. The 

college students also didn't think about inviting Maddy to look back at the text to figure 

out what a kimono was. 

Monique asked a question to which the preservice teachers responded: 

Monique: I can't remember but the guy that didn't want to, who was talking to Uncle 
Victor and Peter, was he really telling the truth about everything he said? 

Connie: Jan. 

Angela: Oh. the one who was Polish and he was supposed to he a .soldier ? 

Monique: Yeah. Was that story he told true? Or did he just want information? 

Angela: Well, what does everyone think? Was Jan telling the truth? 

.Ashley: I think so. 

.Angela: I think so too. Because I've seen some movies about World War II and 
tho.se things he talked about in his story they happened. They did those 
things to people. 

.Ashley: .And you know if he did get information, any information he would have 
like taken back to them if he was a traitor, you know. But he didn 't. 
Nothing ever really happens. 

Angela: And he .saved Peter. If he was a traitor he wouldn't have bothered. 

Ashley: Exactly. 

Courtney: He wouldn 7 risk getting caught again. He must have wanted to go to 
.America so badly to go back there and risk being caught. 

Angela: They would have killed him for sure. 

{Snow Treasure. February 27. 2001. Page 2 1) 

Monique was trying to figure out the truth. Angela, a preservice teacher, asked. "Well 

what does everyone think? Was Jan telling the truth?" trying to get the children to 
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answer Monique's question, but then only the preservice teachers answered. They didn't 

give the children an opportunity to look back at the book and try to answer this question 

either. 

Initially I was shocked to notice that the preservice teachers answered more than 

half of the questions. I know that they did not do this intentionally. The college students 

responded according to how many teachers in their own lives had done—when a child 

asks a question, an adult answers it. 

During the next literature sets, the Overcoming Challenges books, three groups 

Monkey Island (Fox. 1991), The Music of Dolphins and Running Out of Time shared 

Post-it Notes and responded to them much like they had done in past literature circles, 

where the preservice teachers appeared to need to play "teacher" by asking questions. 

The college students answered questions the children asked. Preservice teachers didn't 

think about giving children opportunities to answer questions or to talk for any length of 

time: 

AJ: 1 was wondering what that one little stuff right there was and I was 
wondering if that was dolphin skin growing on her? 

Liz: No. that's seaweed. 

Angela: I think that's the shadow of the water. Oh. no. like those things hanging off 
her arrns'.' 

Liz: Yeah. I think that is seaweed. 

Alex: But it says that they found her and her body was covered in seaweed and 
everything. 

Angela: Yeah, and she had salt in her hair from the ocean waters. 

{The Music of Dolphins I. March 20, 2001. p. 9). 



The discussion of Mila's hair goes on for half a page more with only the preservice 

teachers talking. No one thought to ask the children what they thought about Mila's hair 

and finding her covered in seaweed. 

There were some presen ice teachers in this set who did not immediately answer a 

child's question. They gave the children opportunities to discuss a question before they 

gave their input. I found examples of this in the transcripts from Tangerine (Bloor. 

1997). Jusi Call Me Stupid, and Holes (Sachar. 1998). One example is as follows: 

Noah: OK. I think I'll find a post-it note from the basket. Someone said. "I am 
so sad Eric put spray paint in Paul's eyes." I agree too. 

Roger: 1 know. It's sad. 

Noah. It's very cruel to do something like that. 

Roger: I know. How could a brother do it? 

Noah: I know. They're family. What made him do that? 

Roger: Because he was a friend and he got in trouble. 

Trisha: He thought that he told on them, he told on Eric and Victor for something 
but he didn't do it. 

Kristi: Eric has more problems than you think. 

Rebecca: I can 7 believe his parents let him get away with it. They pretended. 

Kri.sti: And they always. I feel like they never, like / knew they didn't really see 
who he u rt.v hut they didn't want to deal with it. So they just kind of like 
let it go and they wouldn 't pay attention. 

[Tangerine 1. March 20. 2001. p. 10) 

There were many instances in these literature sets on Overcoming Challenges, 

where the preservice teachers gave the question back to the children and had the children 



discuss their own question. The preserv ice teachers in the literature circle Just Call Me 

Stupid did this 12 times throughout the discussion: 

Connor: Why would Patrick be mad about winning at the end an award? 

MC: Oh. yeah. 

Shannon: Oh, why do you think ? That's a good question. 

Connor: Maybe because Selena promised she would never show anybody this 
storv. and then she turned it into the contest. I wouldn't be mad. I would 
be happy. 

{Just Call Me Stupid 1. March 20. 2001. p. 9). 

In the final literature .set. in two literature circles the preservice teachers 

questioning dealt with moving the discussion along. These college students wanted the 

children to share their sketches in an organized manner. In the other four literature 

circles there wasn't the asking of questions by college students as was seen at the 

beginning of the semester. The preserv ice teachers questions pertained to exploring the 

children's thinking or ideas further. For example in the Wilma Unlimited (Krull. 1996) 

literature circle a child shared a story about her sister. One college student continued 

exploring this story until everyone figured out what Lauren meant: 

Lauren: I guess. I also have a connection. This reminds me of my sister. She 
loved school but now she doesn't like it as much. In preschool she's like I 
love school so much, and then she was like, she would always be like I 
can't wait until I'm in kindergarten and stuff. And I said you won't want 
to. and she said yes 1 will. Now she's, like not liking school. 

Lisa: Why is that, just because she's six? 

Lauren: No. 

Lisa: How come she doesn 't like it'.' 
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She doesn't like it. She says the teacher is boring. 

Do you think that because Wibna 's brothers and sisters went to school she 
wanted to go too. I mean as far as like because she watched them leave to 
school every day and she was just left behind. And maybe that's why her 
little sister wanted to go so much to school. Now that she's there. 

People make fun of my little sister because she has a cleft lip and palate 
and it makes me really mad when people make fun of her and stuff. 
That's why this page reminds me of her. Whenever people make fun of 
people that really ticks me off because I just think that's not right for 
people to make fun of people for what they look like and stuff. They 
should just be, like they should, just on the outside it doesn't matter. It's 
like on the inside that counts. That's what I have for my sister. 

(Wilma Unlimited. April 17, 2001, p. 5) 

The college students in this group were amazed that a fourth grader could express her 

dislike for people who judge others by how they look. Without the persistence of trying 

to figure out why Lauren's sister disliked school, the participants would not have learned 

the real reason. 

The Preserx ice Teachers Dominated the Talk 

Once again the college students were jumping in to add our fair share of info and 
dominating the conversation. I get rubbed the wrong way when this happens and 
I thought, "To hell with it. I'll talk as much as anyone else." I tend to talk a lot 
anyway and actively try to add pertinent pieces to conversation. I also work on 
letting others speak, even though this is hard for me. It is hard for most of us in 
this group. (Nancy, Free write 4, 2001) 

Some preservice teachers dominated the talk in the literature circles with children. Often 

these college students realized their domination and mentioned it in their free writes or in 

their papers upon analyzing the discussion transcripts. 

Rosenblatt (1938) notes that teachers need to see their philosophy as only one of 

the possible approaches to life, from which his/her students should be given the 

Lauren: 

Lisa: 

Lauren: 
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opportunity to select for themselves. As a class we discussed Peterson and Eeds (1990) 

who share the role of the teacher in literature circles: 

Let your expertise trickle out as needed, but avoid domination. Your goal is to 
evoke, not direct, to focus attention on ideas that are laden with meaning. You act 
as guide, naming elements in the context of the conversation as they arise, and 
"shoot arrows" of literary insight at appropriate moments for the children's 
consideration, (p. 62) 

In the first literature set discussing The Circuit there were instances where the 

preservice teachers dominated the literature discussions. Some college students stated. "I 

would have liked to hear what the kids said about this" (Katrina. Free write 1. 2001). 

Discussing books was a new experience for the preservice teachers, which may have 

caused them to forget to include the children. In one discussion, the preservice teachers 

talked much more than the children, and they did not try to involve the children in the 

discussion. The college students in this group consistently answered children's questions 

or comments and didn't give the children many chances to discuss portions of the book. 

The children were not invited to talk and didn't seem to be comfortable interrupting the 

preservice teachers. The children in this group were not passive students, because they 

had talked freely in previous literature circles. The children tried to participate but were 

not given the opportunity: 

Rebecca: What about, do you think she was cry ing because of what the dad gave 
her? Do you remember what he gave her? 

Blaze: No. 

Angela: But that happened after 

Rebecca: After she was crying ? 
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Angela: When she was wrapping the presents she was crying. Tears were rolling 
down her cheeks. 

Rebecca: That's true. 

Kittx: I think every mother wants to give their children the best life that they can 
and make them happy. I think she probably felt bad that she coiildn't do 
more. 

AJ: Yeah. That's what I was trying to say but I 

Kitt^•: No. that's e.xactlx what \oii said. 

Rebecca: That's it. Yeah. 

Kitt\-: I just kind of rephrased it. 

Rebecca: You got that out good. 

(The Circuit 6. February 6. 2001, Page 8) 

AJ and Blaze did not have a chance to share why the mother was crying, when she 

opened the Christmas presents. Even though the preservice teachers said they rephrased 

AJ's comment, he actually didn't say anything. Angela, AJ's college pen pal mentioned 

this domination, "I and two other college students did quite a bit of the talking. I felt bad 

about that too. because I know the kids are the ones who should be given free reign" 

(Free write 1. 2001). I presume this happened because the preservice teachers lacked 

experience working with children and literature circles. When a group of adults and 

children get together, it is normal for adults to overshadow children when they haven't 

worked much with them before. 

During the second literature set with historical fiction books, the preservice 

teachers monopolized the conversations in all six literature circles. There were plenty of 

examples from the tran.scripts that illustrated the preservice teachers dominating the 
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conversation and not allowing the children to talk. This example is from Snow Treasure 

(McSwigan. 1942); 

Angela: Right. I remember that. But I couldn't figure out why snoMmen? Why not 
just put a stick there but then that made sense to me. because it was easier 
to find in the dark. 

Ashley: Plus if they just put a stick there that would be kind of. you know if they 
just put something. 

Courtney: Suspicious. 

Angela: So that s true. It s obvious. Hello. 

.\shley: But it s their game like a little kid making snowmen. 

Connie: Going down there to play every day. That's what I got out of it. 

Angela: That s a good point. I should have thought of that. 

Ashley: Another thing that I thought about was OK how would the snowman be 
gone the next day. You know they went there every day. So somebody had 
to be there, or the people that took the gold maybe knocked over the 
snowman but it just weird that every day their snowman was gone. 
I'd he suspicious if I was a German. And every day build a snowman and 
every morning it was gone. 

Angela: Unless they never went over there. I don't think they went over there at all 
until the end of the book. 

Ashley: That's right. That's true. 

(Snow Treasure. February. 27. 2001. Page 15) 

I know that the children could have talked about the snowmen, but they were not 

included in the conversation. This conversational monopolization was even noted by the 

preser\'ice teachers in their free writes. "Mostly the big kids talked and our pen pals 

listened. We should improve on that" (Lindsey. Free write 2. 2001). One college student 
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stated. "I was trv ing to hold back and give the kids more of a chance to talk" (Carie. Free 

write 2. 2001). 

In the Lily 's Crossing (Giff. 1997) literature circle within this same set. the 

preserv ice teachers completely dominated the discussion. Pages and pages of the 

transcript have very few children participating in the discussion. When a child talked or 

shared a favorite passage, the college students seemed to take over and not give the 

children ver>" many opportunities to share or elaborate, such as in this instance: 

Rachel: My second favorite part was. what was it? When Gram. 

Nancy: I loved that part. 

Rebecca: Me too. 

Nancy: Was Grandma stem, as she seemed? 

Rebecca: No. 

Ellen: I think .she was trying to raise them. 

Nancy: She was trying to be brave. She was being a mother. 

Ellen: She was just, you know like everything she does for Lilly it took me so 
back to my mom because I love playing the piano now. it's like a big 
escape for me, but when I was younger. I didn 't want to. And / 'd sit there 
and do the same thing. 

Nancy: My daughter's like that right now. Go practice the piano and I hear her 
going bang. bang. bang. She s nine and I sat and / told her that part and 
n £' laughed about it because I said that Lilly reminded me of her. 

Ellen: Well it's also the same thing as when she s rolling away, she's like la. la. 
you know. Like I'd do the same thing, I'd be walking out. 

(Lily's Crossing. Februar)' 27, 2001. p. 13). 
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Most of the presen ice teachers in this group didn't even realize that they were doing this. 

One observant college student shared: 

1 am confused because I know the college students are supposed to participate, but 
how much? I fell one and maybe two college students were monopolizing the 
discussion...Next time 1 would like to discuss more, but I hope I am in a group 
that will allow my pen pal and me to talk. (Jen. Free write 2. 2001) 

This domination in the second set may have happened, because the preservice 

teachers felt they had to be the leaders of the circles since they were the adults. Possibly 

the college students also thought they needed to help the children discuss these books. 

because the children couldn't fully discuss historical fiction. Another idea may be that 

the preservice teachers were so excited about discussing these books that they forgot to 

involve the children. 

After listening to the audiotapes and reading the preservice teachers free writes I 

began to worry about the college students who were dominating the talk. Research 

discusses how teachers can easily centralize conversations around themselves (Cazden. 

1988; O'Flahavan. 1994/1995). Au and Raphael (1998) suggest participating is a form of 

literature instruction, in which the teacher engages in the same activities as students being 

careful not to dominate. The preserv ice teachers certainly were participating, but many 

were dominating. I remember discussing with the preservice teachers that a teacher can 

be a participant in a literature circle—sharing and asking questions that she/he is 

genuinely wondering about and reminding them that our goal was for everyone to 

participate not just the adults. The preservice teachers had a chance to read the 

tran.scripts from this literature set two weeks after the discussions to reflect and analyze 
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them. A few college students noticed how much they talked and began consciously 

trying to rectify this. 

In the next literature set using the Overcoming Challenges books, there was only 

one group in which the preservice teachers monopolized the discussions. In the Running 

Out of Time literature circle some preserv ice teachers became competitive with each 

other and forgot to invite the children into the discussion: 

Courtney: She might have to Jo positive/negative consequences for the rest of her life 
too. She's seen the consequences of giving her trust up to people. When 
she gives her trust up to Mr. Needy she gets into a situation where she 
almost gets killed. So then for the rest of her life now it's almost like she 
has to be contemplating, deciding in her head all the time is it worth it for 
me to trust this person or is it not worth it. 

Melissa: That's bad. 

Kittv: And the only time she had a trust issue where she felt this trust, her whole 
life fell apart and changed. 

Nancy: Right. 

Kittx: So that would be a good reason not to trust ever again if you do trust and 
then something that horrible happens like your whole life is different and 
you 're at this school with all these weird people. 

Melissa: On page 25 at the bottom she is talking to her mom and says, "Well you 
always did tell us that God saw everything we did." And then like her 
mom says. "Yeah we tried to emphasize that. Would you have obeyed any 
better if we said God and lots of people you don't know." Like she 
already started to like question her mom and everything .she taught her. 

Kittv: I was also noticing too. Did anyone else write this about how when .she 
first got out she thought, there was some part where she thought about is 
God important out here '.' She didn 't know God hy/.9 real. She didn 't know 
if God was a real 

Courtney: That's sad. 

Kitty: Everything that she has been taught wasn't real. 



Melissa: Everything she was taught by her own family was all like not there any 
more. She just knew of it. 

Ellen: I forgot about that. 

Kitty: And so the trust of 

Ellen: Like she doesn 't believe that 

Kitty: She didn 't trust in God either. 

Ellen: Her world went flip, you know she doesn't know what's important in that 
world so it's hard for her to trust anything. 

(Running Out of Time 2. April 3, 2001. p. 9) 

The children in this literature circle had many Post-it Notes on the issue of trust, but 

didn't get to share very many. Fonunately one college student finally stated in the 

transcript. "All right I think big people are talking too much. We're talking too much" 

(p. 10). For a couple of pages the children then got an opportunity to talk and share some 

of their Post-it Notes, but by page 15 the preserv ice teachers were monopolizing the 

conversation and hampering interaction. As the opening quote to this category testified, 

the college students mentioned that they dominated the talk in their free writes. 

In the final literature set with picture books there was not the domination of 

conversation that was seen in the previous literature circles. Some preservice teachers 

facilitated or controlled the literature circles though, which was a form of 

monopolization. For example, in A Day's Work two college students facilitated the 

discussion and kept the children talking with comments like. "Your turn." "He'll go" and 

"Who's next?" These same preservice teachers responded after the children shared with, 

"Good." "That was great" and "Good job." These preser\'ice teachers caused the talk to 



revolve around them; consequently there was little dialogue. The college students did not 

try to understand the participants" sketches. Post-it Notes or thoughts about the books in 

two of the literature circles. 

Presen ice Teachers Listened, Supported and Explored Children s Talk 

Everyone participated, had enough time to share, and was very respectful of 
others and did not interrupt. Lauren made some good connections when we were 
discussing the specific theme of friendship. She continues to relate many things 
to her own life experiences. She is also not afraid to ask questions—she had a 
few tonight. I am glad she is so comfortable with these circles. I. on the other 
hand, felt I did not participate very much. I listened, as usual, and tried to respond 
to other's remarks. (Lisa. Free write 4. 2001) 

Many preservice teachers listened, supported and e.xplored children's talk as Lisa 

shared. Even though Lisa stated that she just "listened" and "responded to other's 

remarks." this was an important role for her to play in the literature circles. Rosenblatt 

(1938) suggests that individuals need to work out their own principles and hierarchy of 

values. "The task of education is to supply him [the student] with the knowledge, the 

mental habits, and the emotional impetus that will enable him to independently solve his 

problems..." (p. 125). She believes that a successful teacher of literature makes the 

classroom a place for critical sharing of personal responses and helps students in these 

literary experiences. Wollman-Bonilla (1993) shares that teacher's need to model 

exploratory, collaborative talk, where they think aloud, listen with interest and respond to 

children's comments with their own opinions or observations giving helpful feedback. 

Teachers demonstrate. "That collaborators respect one another's ideas and question and 

challenge one another intellectually, not personally" (p. 51) 
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During the first literature set discussing The Circuit, in two literature circles the 

children spoke much more than the preservice teachers. Discussing children's literature 

was a brand new experience for the preservice teachers; whereas, the children had 

experienced literature circles the previous semester. The children talked continuously. 

asking questions and sharing many personal connections. The preservice teachers sat 

back and listened to the children talk and sometimes gave their own input. I believe the 

preservice teachers were shocked at how the children were able to begin talking about a 

book. One college student commented: 

I was so surprised at my literature circle. This was my first lime in a literature 
circle, so it was a new experience for me. The fourth graders really knew what 
they were talking about—I think they talked more than the college students. 
(Heather. Free write 1. 2001) 

The following is an example of the children talking and the preservice teachers listening: 

Melanie: I would have been really angry if. because he had that big penny 
collection. I would have been really angry if my sister did that just to buy 
gum. I know that Indian penny was from his best friend. 

Hannah: It talked about how family is more important than pennies. 

Noah: Yeah. 

Hannah: Or money. 

Noah: Right. 

Hannah: And she was telling him the rat story, the rat and mou.se story. 

Melanie: Yeah, if you're kind of like an immigrant then I think that would be really 
special to you. because then you wouldn't really get many things because 
your parents might not be able to have that good of a job and you might 
not set that manv thinas. 
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Fredi: If they just stayed in Mexico, they wouldn't be in this much trouble. 

(The Circuit 3. February 6. 2001. p. 4). 

Only in these two literature circles did the college students let the children talk freely and 

discuss the book. The.se preservice teachers listened to the children discussing the book. 

I believe this happened because, discussing books was a new experience for the college 

students. 

Katie, a college student, helped children figure out their own questions. She 

supported the children's talk in this discussion of The Circuit. Amazingly she did this 

from the very beginning of the semester. For example: 

Jeff: How did the border patrol find out that they were there? I mean they 
passed that security guard in the beginning. 

Katie: How do you think? How do you think the border patrol might have found 
out? 

(The Circuit 4. February' 6. 2001. p. 4) 

A few pages later in the transcript Katie helped the children figure out parts of the story. 

She gave the children opportunities to talk: 

Katie: Jeff, what did you like or what did you not like about the chapter of Death 
Forgiven? 

Jeff: How the parrot got crushed. 

Katie: that surprising to you that the dad would do that? 

Jeff: Yeah. I mean he was in a bad mood. What could he do? 

Katie: Why do you think the dad was in a bad mood? What might make him do 
that? 

Jeff: He was just in a bad mood. It just started out like that. It just said Papa 
was in a bad mood. 
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Katharina: And he hated toys. 

Katie: Did the papa kind of get kind of grumpier and angry throughout the story ? 
What do you guys think? What could have made him get grumpier and 
angrier? 

Carina; Actually it said that he was angry because he was worried that they 
weren't going to get a job and that's why he's angry, and then the noise of 
the parrot just aggravated him more. 

Katie: Yeah. I think you 're right. I think / remember reading it. 

Lindsey: Maybe the dad was too stressed. 

Katie: Stressed about not knowing where they were going next or. you know. 
nen-ous and worrying that they might get caught. You know they had a 
pretty big family, didn 't they, with all those kids. They had to feed them, 
and I'm sure he worried a lot about that. 

{The Circuit-i. February 6. 2001. p. 8) 

Two college students who were in this literature circle learned from Katie's 

demonstrations and went on to support children's talk in future literature circles. I 

believe Katie was good at supporting children's talk, because she had more experience 

working with children and was going to be student teaching the following semester. The 

remainder of my students were in the beginning phases of their education courses. 

Preservice teachers began to support children's talk more in the second set of 

literature circles. In the historical fiction transcripts, it was noticeable that the preservice 

teachers were beginning to help the children express themselves. Children who had been 

cut off by someone else or who looked as if they wanted to share something were 

encouraged by. "What were you going to say?" (Twenty and Ten. p. 10). "Did you 
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remember what you were going to say?" (Number the Stars, p. 2) or "Do you want to go 

ahead. Maddy?" (Sadako and the Thousand Paper Cranes, p. 5). 

Within the six transcripts 1 found five examples where preservice teachers asked 

children to rethink their personal responses and expand on their responses such as. "And 

why did you like that part? (Snow Treasure, p. 16). "Because it was exciting or why did 

you like it? (Devil's Arithmetic, p. 2) and "Why do you think that it's the hardest to 

make?" (Sadako and the Thousand Paper Cranes, p. 21). This was an improvement 

because I had not heard many college students in the first set trying to get the children to 

extend or expand on their ideas. 

There was much conversational maintenance from the preservice teachers, such 

as: "Good job". "Very cool", "That's cute". "Me too" and "I think everybody did a very 

nice job" that was not revealed in the transcripts from the first literature set. Even active 

listening comments such as: "Oh. yeah." "Yeah, good thing." and "That's right" 

happened in this literature set. The college students were talking more and praising the 

fourth graders. Short and Kauffman (1995) share that these active listening remarks may 

cue children to the teacher. These comments from the preservice teachers may not have 

been supportive even though they sounded like they were. 

Before the third literature set the preservice teachers created a strategy to support 

talk in the literature circles called "Post-it Note Bowl." As a class we did a lot of 

reflection and thinking about how to improve the discussions. During one of these 

brainstorming sessions a group of college students developed this strategy and shared it 
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with the remainder of the class. Many preservice teachers were excited about trying a 

new strategy to support discussion. 

Before the literature circles began, each group member put two Post-it Notes into 

a bowl. During the discussions when there was a lag in the conversation, someone in the 

group took out a Post-it Note and read it to begin the discussion again. The Post-it Note 

Bowl sometimes limited the discussion to the specific Post-it Notes, and there wasn't any 

further discussion. In a couple of literature circles the Post-it Note Bowl was a novelty 

for the children, and they wanted to keep pulling Post-it Notes and reading them. In other 

literature circles when a child read a Post-it Note, other children responded with possible 

answers. With the Post-it Note bowl preservice teachers didn't seem to jump in to 

answer the questions or make comments. In other cases there was more conversation and 

even personal connections after someone read a Post-it Note, such as in this example: 

Lauren: I loved how Stanford was teaching Zero how to read and write even 
though he was so tired [reading from Post-it Note]. 

Katie: I just thought, uoiv. nhat a great kid. I mean after working so hard out 
digging in his holes from the beginning and how they said, you know, the 
first ones are hardest, no your second one is. your third one. I thought 
that was. you know, gosh and how he still took the time to teach him and 
used his stationery that he had brought to write home. 

Lauren: Didn't they make a bet though like I'll teach you how to read and you've 
got to dig one of my holes? 

Katie: Yeah. And then when, what was the guy's name. X-ray got all mad at him 
and then he wasn't digging holes. I think he was still teaching him, which 
I thought was neat because he really wasn't getting anything in return 
except for like the satisfaction, whatever. 

Adam: He didn't dig one of his holes. He would just dig for an hour so Stanley 
could teach him for an hour. 
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That's how they traded. 

I would sort of feel bad if someone starts to do something, you know like 
if you were supposed to be doing something and someone else did it 
before you. you sort of sometimes you feel bad because, you know, you 
sort of feel good that it's done and you don't have to do it. 

But you feel guilty. 

Yeah, you feel guilty. 

There n the part in there, I had like a Post-it Note on it, where he 
started to feel guilty and where he was saying how he could have still been 
able to teach him and dig his own hole or something. He was feeling bad 
that he was taking advantage of Zero, and I was thinking like that's how I 
would feel, just like how you said, that when someone else is doing 
something that you 're supposed to be doing and when you should have, 
you know he was feeling that he should have just been nice and just did it 
because if someone doesn 't know how to read and they want to learn, you, 
shouldn't be like well what are you going to do for me. You should want 
to help them. 

(Holes 1. March 20. 2001. p. 10) 

There were other examples like this excerpt from Holes where a child shared a Post-it 

Note, and then the person who wrote the note explained it. Participants gave personal 

responses and piggybacked off of other responses. 

The preservice teachers felt ownership and were proud of creating a strategy that 

supported discussion. They learned how valuable strategies can be in helping involve 

children in literature circles and how they can sometimes strangle a conversation, "i was 

a bit disappointed with our literature circle today—1 felt like the group was too controlled 

by the idea that we had to use the Post-it Notes" (Shannon. Free Write 3. 2001). 

In the Overcoming Challenges literature sets there were more efforts made by 

college students to involve everyone in the discussion, but a couple of groups didn't seem 

Katie: 

Katharina: 

Lauren: 

Katharina: 

Lisa: 
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to be as concerned with the children sharing in the discussions. In Tangerine and Holes. 

the children talked much more than the preserv ice teachers. The children initiated the 

discussion at the beginning and then stated throughout the discussion. "OK. like what did 

everybody think of the book?" (Tangerine, p. 1). "Trisha why don't you read one" 

(Tangerine, p. 6) and "Anybody have anything else to say?" (Holes, p. 9). The 

preser\ ice teachers in this discussion were active listeners and cleared up anything the 

children were unable to figure out, but for the most pan they stayed in the background 

and did not talk as much as they had in the past. 

There was one discussion where the preservice teachers were particularly 

effective in exploring the children's thinking as they discussed Just Call Me Stupid. One 

child. Connor, was honest in his feelings about what being stupid meant to him. The 

preser\ ice teachers handled the situation very well, and it resulted in a conversation 

where they explored children's thinking: 

Connor: But Patrick was really mean and then Selena was trying to be his friend 
and he didn't want to be. 

Candy: Why do you think he didn 't want to be her friend? 

Connor: Because he's stupid and he didn't want someone to make fun of him. 

Meghan: Did you think he vrc/5 stupid '.' 

Connor: Yeah. 1 have a journal entry on that. 

Meghan: Do you really? What did you write? Read it. 

Connor: I think Patrick is stupid. I think he is illiterate because he can't read or 
write. It was puzzling to me when they send him to Resource. If you ask 
me, he needs more than a stupid helping class called Resource. 

Meghan: Oh wow! What do you think he would need to help him out more? 
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Connor: I don't know. Like he needs to go to school more than 6 hours. 

Mindy: What if someone were to ask you to do something and you couldn 't do it? 
Would that make you stupid? Or would that make you need more help ? 

Connor: Need more help. 

Mindy: So what does Patrick need? 

Connor: More help. 

Mindy: Exactly. Just because, if I give you a math problem that you don't know 
how to do. that doesn 't necessarily mean someone's stupid just because 
they don't know how to do something. It just means they might need an 
extra hit of help and some extra attention. 

Connor: More help. 

Meghan: And he was trying. It n'fl.v obvious that he iir/.v trying. 

MC: Yeah. Connor, he's trying. 

Connor: He's trying at the end. 

(Ju.st Call Me Stupid 1, March 20, 2001. p. 6) 

What is powerful about this and other portions of this di.scussion is that the 

preserv ice teachers were asking the children. "What did you write?" and "What do you 

think?" The college students were trying to figure out what Connor was thinking about. 

The members of this literature circle encouraged the children to talk and share their 

feelings. The children opened up about how they felt about the word "stupid" and their 

personal experiences of attending a resource class. This conversation continued in the 

second discussion of this book where the children decided that the title of the book Just 

Call Me Stupid should be changed to Ju.st Call Me Special. 



For the first time I noticed presen ice teachers directing questions from one child 

to another child whom they thought might know the answer in this third literature set: 

Lauren: I did not get the end exactly...like. "If only, if only, the moon speaks no 
reply, reflecting the sun and all that's gone by. Be strong my weary wolf 
and turn around boldly, flown high my baby bird, my angel, my only." 

Stefani: I think Adam knows. 

Adam: Well if you don't get the song, the song that Stanley knows is the first part 
to that song. That's the end because when the wolf cries to the moon, the 
woodpecker's on the tree, and then that's the very ending. 

{Holes 2. April 3. 2001. p. 6) 

College students were also encouraging children to talk and explore their thoughts further 

by asking questions such as. "When did you start thinking that way?" (Just Call Me 

Stupid 2. p. 13) or "Were you thinking the .same?" (Holes 2. p. 8). All of these types of 

questions helped involve children more into the discussion. 

If the college students didn't understand a child's question, they also tried to 

clarify the question by asking, "Or are you talking about when they went to have dinner 

at the church?" (Monkey Island 2, p. 4). In most of the literature circles college students 

attempted to involve the children in the discussion, but in two literature circles. Holes and 

Monkey Island, members were outstanding at involving the children in the discussion. 

One college student, Katie constantly retumed questions to children who asked them in 

the literature circles. She al.so tried to help children think deeper and expand on their 

thoughts with questions like: "What was good about it?" (Holes, p. 7) "So what do you 

guys think about that? Would you be able to do that?" (Holes, p. 8), and "OK, what else 

did you think?" (Holes, p. 20). 



In past literature circles a couple of preserv ice teachers complained that some 

children shared long personal stories that didn't seem to go along with the book 

discussion. Eeds and Wells (1989) call these "Idiosyncratic allusions." We discussed 

these stories or irrelevant remarks during class, where I suggested that the college 

students ask the children how the stories or connections pertained to the discussion. I 

wrote on preservice teachers' free writes this same advice. In this example, Lauren's 

personal connection to smoking became clearer, because a preservice teacher asked her 

why she shared the story while they were discussing Holes: 

Lauren: I don't know why I wrote it, but whenever you like go to something or 
something you're not allowed, I don't think it's proper, whatever to smoke 
around people, like children, because that's just annoying or whatever. I 
have to take an inhaler, and whenever I get by people that smoke I like I 
cough and I can't breathe. So I have to like get out of the restaurant or 
whatever. 

Lisa: What made you think about that ? 

Lauren: About the smoking? Because when they're smoking. Mr. Sir takes out a 
cigarette or something, and that just reminded me of that. 

(Holes 1, March 20, 2001, p. 9) 

The college students were learning that if a child said something that they didn't 

understand or they felt didn't match the story line and discussion, then they needed to ask 

the child about the connection. 

In the last literature set discussing picture books concerning social issues, there 

were four groups. Smoky Night (Bunting, 1994). Richard Wright and the Library Card 

(Miller. 1997). Wilma Unlimited and Fly Away Home (Bunting. 1991) that supported 

children's talk and explored children's talk. One example. Richard Wright and the 
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Library Card, had two college students, who listened to the children talk. When there 

was a pause in the conversation, or when they wanted to learn more from the children 

they asked. "So how does that make you feel, knowing that it used to be like that?" (p. 3) 

"Why do you think it's unfair?" (p. 4), "Tell me about that" (p. 5) and "Have you ever 

been in a situation, where you felt people were being unfair to you? Tell me about it? (p. 

9). The children were stretched to talk more about their thoughts on racism, prejudice 

and fairness. Together the group explored the civil rights movement, Ku Klux Klan, 

grumpy librarians, quiet libraries, friendship, literacy and the illustrations in detail. The 

preservice teachers in these groups definitely supported the children and wanted to 

explore the children's interests. 

Preservice Teachers Shared Personal Connections and Responded as a Reader 

We all had interesting things to say and I learned some new perspectives on the 
book [Snow Treasure). I hadn't thought much about the blackout that was 
mentioned in the book, but we started discussing this and came up with a good 
question. Why don't the Germans just bomb places during the day? We all 
vowed to look and find out. While we were all talking I thought about the book in 
a new way and added details that 1 hadn't picked up before. (Courtney, Free write 
2, 2001) 

Rosenblatt (1938) suggests that teachers need to respond as readers showing that 

they are live persons who have examined their own attitudes and assumptions and who 

state them frankly and honestly. She explains that teachers don't have to possess all of 

the answers. She encourages teachers to admit their own uncertainties and perplexities 

that will stimulate children to join them in the ta.sk of seeking the knowledge that may 

clarify these problems. In each literature set some preservice teachers responded as 
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readers. Many had true wonderings that they shared with their groups and desired help in 

understanding them. 

Rosenblatt (1938) discusses that readers draw on their past experiences of life and 

language to elicit meaning from the printed words. Through these words the reader 

attains new understanding. She states that readers bring to a text their. "Personality traits, 

memories of past events, present needs and preoccupations, a particular mood of the 

moment, and a particular physical condition" (p. 30). She believes that discussing 

personal responses of texts gives rise to inductive studies of literature, which cause a 

"lived through" experience. Some college students in this study shared their pjersonal 

connections within the literature circles. 

While discussing The Circuit the children were very honest with their feelings and 

emotions in the circles. According to Beach (1993) many readers experience the 

"language of emotions" where anger, sadness, pity, envy, grief, fear, sympathy, love, 

shame are intensified. The fourth graders told the preservice teachers when they were 

sad. "This is my favorite Post-it Note. Is Torito going to die? I want to know so I won't 

cry. Well, what if he did? I would feel heartbroken like if my brother would die" (The 

Circuit 2. p. 2). After hearing Kali's Post-it Note, one preservice teacher answered. 

"Yeah" and that was the end of the discussion on her Post-it Note. I believe the 

preserv ice teachers were surprised at how the children readily shared their feelings about 

the book. They didn't know how to answer when a child was sharing vivid emotions. 

Another fourth grader stated in this same literature circle. "I didn't have a favorite part. I 

think it was all sad" {The Circuit 2. p. 6). This child's pen pal then said. "It was all sad? 
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My favorite part was when ..." This college student went on to explain a happy moment 

in the book and didn't discuss any of the sadness. It was almost like the preservice 

teacher had to emphasize the happy parts in the book, because she couldn't handle 

discussing any of the sadness with the children. 

In another literature circle when preservice teachers asked. "What did you think 

about the book?" children responded with "I felt like happy and sad." The college 

students commented in disbelief, "You felt happy and sad?" or "You thought it was sad?" 

(The Circuit 3. p. I). The college students answered the children with traditional teacher 

behaviors "Right" or "Yeah" after they explained their sadness. 

One example of a child who shared her sadness in a literature circle: 

Katharina; OK. I put four post-it notes there because it made me, it was sad, because 
it felt like my heart stopped beating. I was sad and scared. 

Lindsey: Which chapter? 

Mindy: Death Forgiven. 

Katharina: Death Forgiven. The very last page. 

Katie: The last page. 

Katharina: No, in the book. 

Lindsey: Oh. 

Katharina: Yeah. And it was sad and I was sort of. it was sort of almost exciting 
because it was like sort of a different part from all the rest of the story. 

Lindsey: Which part '.' 

Katharina: The very last page in Death Forgiven. 

Lindsey: I like that he didn 't stay mad at his dad, that he forgave his dad pretty 
quick. 
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Katharina: Yeah. I like that part. 

Katie: That was probably important. 

LinJ.se w Yes. it was. 

Katie: You know. In their circumstances. 

Carina: You know the cat. Katharina. that's why the bird was squawking because 
he liked that cat a lot and whenever she didn't come over he'd squawk and 
squawk and squawk. And if the cat would have come over, he wouldn't 
have squawked and he wouldn't have died. 

Katie: Probablx not. huh ? 

Lindsey: Good point. 

(The Circuit 4. February 6. 2001. Page 8) 

The preservice teachers spent a lot of time trying to figure out which chapter and page 

Katharina was talking about. One college student remarked about what Katharina said, 

"That was probably important." Finally a child. Carina, helped Katharina understand 

why the father threw the parrot. The college students seemed to be completely surprised 

with how open the children were with their feelings. 

The preservice teachers appeared to not know how to react to children who shared 

their emotions and feelings. The college students did remark in their free writes that the 

children shared their feelings. "These kids had sympathy and empathy for the characters 

in the story" (Carie. Free write 1. 2001). In this same literature circle after a child 

expressed. "I must have used two tissues" and continued to share why she used them, a 

couple of preservice teachers admitted that this book was "sad." Carie. a college student 
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said she cried as she read the entire book. These were some of the few comments made 

by preser\ ice teachers, who shared their own emotions towards the hook. 

During the historical fiction literature set a few college students began sharing 

personal connections and responding as readers. For example. Ashley shared a personal 

connection she had with one of the characters in the book Snow Treasure: 

Ashley: OK. one of mine was when it said my bones say you stop mocking me. He 
shook his fist at her. I thought that ua.? pretty fimny but I never knew. It 
rains 10 months out of the year in Seattle. And so until / moved to Arizona 
I didn 't realize that my body does that all the time too. So like I can tell, I 
guess it's just like joints, and thex get tied up and tighten or whatever 
when it's cold and so you can tell in like your knees and stuff like that. So 
I never really knew that until I moved to Arizona. But that was pretty cool 
and I thought that was funny because they 're like kids like me or whatever. 

(5novr Treasure. February 27. 2001. p. 22). 

Another literature circle. Lily's Crossing, discussed more personal connections than any 

of the other historical fiction books. The children didn't have much opportunity to share 

their own connections, but the college students did. They discussed learning how to play 

the piano, telling lies and having close friends. In the other literature circles. Twenty and 

Ten (Bishop. 1952). Number the Stars (Lowry. 1989) and Sadako and the Thousand 

Paper Cranes (Coerr. 1977) the children were able to share their personal connections 

including connections to movies and other books. The college students in these groups 

didn't share very many personal connections possibly because they didn't have much 

experience with sharing connections or thought that their connections were inappropriate 

considering the age gap. The college students may have seen their role as questioners 

and not sharers. 



In every literature circle during this second set there were a few college students 

who were trying to figure out the books. Some of their thoughts included. "I was 

confused, why wouldn't they let her brush the fly off of her face, and why get so mad at 

her?" (Devil's Arithmetic, p. 10) or "I was surprised how Bunny just kind of popped up. 

and they never said if it was a boy or a girl or anything like that" [Snow Treasure, p. 23). 

When the college students shared their thoughts, the children weren't given an 

opportunity to answer or talk about them. The other adults in the groups discussed these 

queries. 

In the third literature set discussing Overcoming Challenges books, in the Just 

Call Me Stupid literature circle, some preser\'ice teachers encouraged Melanie. a fourth 

grader, to share her personal connections. Their questions included. "How do you feel?" 

and "You have a lot of connections..." which then led Meghan, a preservice teacher, to 

make a connection, too: 

Melanie; I had a connection with the book because like he has to go to Resource 
and so do I. I have to go to Language Resource. 

Meghan: Oh. OK. 

Mindy: And how do you feel when you 're there? 

Melanie: Well, the walls don't close around me. 

Mindy: That's good. 

Melanie: But I don't really like my teacher that much. I like Mrs. Day. 

Mindy: But you .said you have a lot of connections then to this book, right'.' 

Melanie: Yeah. Because I kind of know how he felt because a lot of pressure was 
on him.. That kind of happens to me when I'm very stressed. 
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Meghan: Wow! I remember when I was in. I can't remember what grade that was 
in. but math na5 really hard for me at the beginning. It still is, but and I 
would just look at the numbers and they wouldn 't make any sense, and I'd 
just stare at them. I didn 't know what to do with them. I just remembered 
just not knowing what to do. I was afraid to ask for help because I didn't 
want to be the only one that didn't understand. 

MC: Same with me. 

Shannon: So what happened then? Did you give up fighting it? 

Meghan: No. it was just in the beginning. I'm fine now but before I think I would 
get myself so worked up. kind of like Patrick does with reading, like he 
gets so nervous that he can't think straight, and that was just what 
happened with me, especially on tests. If I got a math test. I couldn 't 
think. It just made me so nerx'ous. 

(Just Call Me Stupid 1. March 20. 2001. p. 6) 

Meghan hadn't .shared a personal story until this discussion. The data shows that 

Melanie's connection about attending language resource triggered Meghan into 

remembering how learning math affected her. More and more preservice teachers shared 

personal connections and stories within the.se literature circles. 

College students who had pen pals that shared many personal connections began 

sharing more personal stories in this literature set. One example from Monkey Island 

cau.sed two preservice teachers to make text connections: 

Jeff: Another thing reminded me of The Circuit. Another thing, the Monkey 
Island to The Circuit. Clay is all cold and shivering and in The Circuit his 
lips were cold and all blue and stuff like that. 

Lindsey: I guess another way to relate it is because in The Circuit they didn't really 
have a home. They kind of had a makeshift home. And Clay had a 
makeshift home in the park with these and had his own separate little 
family. 
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Carie: The difference between the two though is that in The Circuit they were still 
together. 

(Monkey Island, March 20. 2001. p. 10) 

The presen ice teachers began to truly wonder and think about the books they 

were reading and discussing in the third and fourth literature sets. The children were 

constantly working out situations in the literature circles, but discussing the Overcoming 

Challenges books cau.sed preservice teachers to authentically ask questions too. The 

college students were responding to the books naturally and sharing how they felt versus 

asking question after question to the children. For example, some preservice teachers 

asked. "Did they [sink holes] really exist? Does anybody know?" (Tangerine, p. 6), "Is 

[Florida] really like that?" {Tangerine, p. 17) and "They had to have been in a desperate 

state, but still...why didn't she [mother] take Clay with her when .she had to leave?" 

(Monkey Island, p. 6). The college students were beginning to try to understand the 

books by taking a participant role versus a facilitator role. The second time the 

participants discussed the Overcoming Challenges books, there were very little sharing of 

personal connections becau.se everyone was di.scussing the main issues and themes they 

had found. 

In two literature circles. Monkey Island and Holes, where the children facilitated 

and ran the discussions, the preservice teachers and children were participating as 

readers. In these di.scussions there was much sharing, dialogue and working together to 

understand the book. For example the group that discussed Monkey Island shared 

passages in the book about homelessness: 
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Carina: OK. Anyone? OK. how about you. Christian? 

Christian; I was thinking why didn't those people if they were smart enough instead 
of just breaking the crate they could have just tried to do something with 
it. But they just destroyed it because they didn't know what to do. 

Carie: That's the saddest part about it. huh? They were just doing it to be mean. 
They didn't even pick up anything, they just wanted to break it. 

Darryl: Yeah. I was just going to say that part where they're starting Monkey 
Island. 

Jeff: Yeah. 

Darryl: And like how they destroyed the crate. I don't think they should have 
done that even if they were rich or poor. They're probably rich anyways. 
And if they would have done that, but what's the point of destroying 
someone's home? 

Jen: Why do you think some people do that? 

DanA'l: 1 don't know. 

Carina: Maybe they're mean, just plain mean. 

Staci: Because they 're just mean. 

Lindsey: Didn't n t' say last time that they were angry? 

Darryl: Maybe they're like in a gang. 

Mom: They re not thinking of others as people. 

f Monkey Island 2. April 3. 2001. p. 6) 

In the conversations where children were facilitators and helped move the discussion 

along, the preservice teachers and children both had opportunities to share and talk. The 

conversations were much more natural. The children and college students participated as 

readers and thinkers. 



In the final literature set with social issue books, the preserv ice teachers were 

participants in the literature circles with the children in these circles; Fly Away Home. 

Smoky Night. Wilma Unlimited and Richard Wright and the Library Card. These 

discussions were the opposite of the other two literature circles in this set. which were 

only sharing groups. Children felt comfortable asking questions, children and college 

students had many wonderings and there was true dialogue in these discussions. It was 

obvious that the preservice teachers in these two groups wanted to leam about the book 

as much as the children. In reaction to Fly Away Home the children had wonderings. 

such as could people can live in malls, because there are so many people shopping. 

Another child wondered why the dad didn't work at the airport, because he could save 

money on bus fare and he would have a reason for living there. These wonderings 

caused a diverse and interesting discussion that was supported by the college students. 

Discussing picture books invited many children and preservice teachers to share 

personal connections. There were more personal connections in this final literature set 

than in any of the other literature circles. Preservice teachers and children who hadn't 

shared personal connections before shared them in this eighth literature set. The sharing 

of personal connections may have happened, because these picture books easily related to 

the participants' lives. Possibly they finally learned that sharing personal connections 

added to the discussions (Rosenblatt. 1938). Some shared how polio and other 

disabilities affected them and how they had overcome challenges and obstacles in their 

own lives. Others shared how they had spent the night in airports, lied to their parents, 

watched riots on television and been in unfair situations. There were many text 
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connections in this set too. such as to the Mildred D. Taylor books. The Circuit, the 

American Girl series and other books. One college student shared her personal 

connection: 

Kitty: This reminded me of one time: the page where, it says Francisco sighed. 
The lie had taken the chorizos too. He was so excited to he able to have 
that good meal that his mom was going to cook. It reminded me of one 
lime. I don't remember what I lied about, but I lied about something like I 
.stayed on the phone too late or .something like that. My mom had told me 
to get off and I wasn 't listening to her. I remember getting in trouble and 
I couldn 't go to the school dance. I wanted to go so badly and she said 
well you lied to me and you shouldn 7 have done that. So it made me think 
of that with the consequences of what happens if you lie. If you do 
.something bad it comes back to you. And the .same with doing something 
good, at the end when, he s saying oh you have a job every day now. 

(/\ Day 's Work. April 17. 2001. p. 7) 

These picture books brought out many emotions for some participants. Wilma 

Unlimited. Richard Wright and the Library Card. Fly Away Home, and A Day's Work 

di.scussions shared how the books touched them in .some way: 

Darrv'l: On the second to the last page I thought that was the saddest page in the 
book. 

Staci: Why'.' 

Darryl; Because he just wanted to run up and ask why do you guys have a home 
and we don't. Why are you guys so special? And it's so sad. 

Staci: Uh hm. 

Shannon: I think you 're right. I think the saddest line in that book is "I think dad 
and I will be here forever. " He thinks he will never be able to get away. 

Staci: Get a home. 
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Connor; But it's just that his dad. well like, let's see if I can find it. like he's 
looking through the trash and newspapers and to see if they can find an 
apartment. His dad always rushes to the phone, picks it up and calls. 
Then he always comes back sad. 

Brittney: Just hope eventually they'll find one they can afford. 

(Fly Away Home. April 17. 2001. p. 18) 

Interesting conversation resulted when some of the preservice teachers were 

curious to leara how others would resolve some of the problems in the picture books. 

The book Smoky Night focu.ses on the Los Angeles racial riots. At the close of the 

discussion a pre.service teacher asked: 

Nancy: How could they have responded to this in a different hy/v.'̂  

Monique: On TV there's this girl who lets out her anger when she hates .someone. 
she has this little dummy hanging up and says. I hate you. 1 hate you. I 
hate you. 

Nancy: Does she feel better afterwards'.' 

Monique: Yeah. 

Nancy: Are there examples that you can think of. of how people have changed 
things that made them unhappy without violence, or anybody who 
advocated that. 

Heidi: Who would riot just because they're angry .' They should just draw a 
picture of it and punch it or make a person out of it and punch it like a 
beanbag. Then they'll be happy again. Or they could just move to another 
town and be mad for the rest of their lives. 

Carie: When she .said that was a terrible thing and she couldn 't understand why 
people do it and stuff, and it was horrible but the cool thing about it at the 
end is that some people did leam from the riot. Some people did finally 
change. Like when she started talking to others, and at the end when Mrs. 
Kim and her started talking to each other. That's something good that did 
come from it. And I think if something bad like this happens, if it can 
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change our attitude and change our thinking, then it's not always bad. If 
we can learn from it. then it's something that we can grow from. 

{Smoky Night. April 17. 2001. p. 17) 

The literature circles revealed how literature provides a way for readers to know more 

about social and cultural tensions (Klassen, 1993). Other groups discussed how they 

could help homeless people {Fly Away Home) and how people need to be treated equally 

(Wilma Unlimited and Richard Wright and the Library Card). These literature circles 

helped children think about changing their world. 

This chapter will now explore two preservice teachers whose talk changed 

throughout one semester. 

Individual Preservice Teachers Whose Talk Changed 

Over the course of the semester there were a couple of preservice teachers w ho 

made it their goal to work on how they interacted and spoke in the literature circles. I 

chose to highlight two students who demonstrated some of the subcategories discussed in 

this chapter thus far. Both Lisa's and Shannon's talk changed throughout the five 

literature circles, and this progression will be shared. 

Lisa 

With dancing eyes and long brown hair. Lisa smiled and listened to her pen pal in 

the discussions (Figure 5.1). Lisa was shy and reserved in many class discussions. I 

chose to look at how Lisa's talk changed throughout the semester, because she expressed 

often that Lauren, her fourth grade pen pal, was helping her talk more. I was interested in 

studying this further. 



Figure 5.1. Lisa and pen pal Lauren. 

After the first literature circle with children Lisa wrote: 

I wasn't sure what to e.xpect. The children had such wonderful ideas and stories. 
1 really felt they read the book and understood what was going on. When they 
didn't know something, they asked. We talked a lot and laughed a lot, too. It was 
great. I was proud of myself for talking, but I need to do more of it. I can't wait 
until ne.\t time. (Free write 1. February 6, 2001) 

Lisa slated in an interv iew that she didn't talk much during that first literature circle 

because. "I was so nervous, and I think that's just kind of what she [her pen pal] got from 

me. 1 didn't want to communicate with her or something because I am shy anyway" 

(2001). In Lauren and Lisa's pen pal journal Lisa shared: 

Meeting you this past Tuesday was so great! 1 was very nervous—as you could 
probably tell because I wasn't talking very much! I will get better as I learn more 
about you—that's why this journal is so great. (2001) 

Lisa seemed to judge herself a little harshly and compared herself to her talkative fourth 

grade pen pal. From Lisa's free write and letters it sounds like she didn't talk in the first 

literature circle, but this wasn't the case. She was one of the few college students who 

shared a personal connection discussing The Circuit. Lisa communicated that her 

grandfather came from Mexico illegally and discussed how her mother adjusted: 
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Lisa: ...She would have to take care of her little siblings. You know she'd be 
like ten \ ears old taking care of like so many like little tiny kids and she 
didn 7 know what she was doing, yet she just had to do it. Then you had to 
wait until you were sixteen I guess to go work in the fields, so she 
remembered working in the fields... 

(The Circuit 5. February 6. 2001. p. 9) 

Lisa was an outstanding listener to the children's talk in the first literature circle. She let 

the children talk, maybe because she felt insecure. 

One of Lisa's goals for the semester was fo talk more in the literature circles. She 

expressed that it was a "good little thing" that both Lauren and she had Hispanic 

backgrounds. She felt that she had a connection with Lauren. This connection 

encouraged Lisa to talk more. Lisa admitted that she felt better about literature circles 

because of Lauren's presence. "I think it was a lot easier for me just to know at least one 

person, one other person in the group, so it wasn't as if 1 was totally by myself 

(Interv iew. 2001). 

In the second literature set when we discussed historical fiction books, Lisa 

shared some personal reactions to the book. One of them was in response to a child's 

wondering: 

Darr}'l: What would you think if there was a war and we had to hide 10 Jewish 
children at your school? 

Li.sa: I was thinking about that and I was thinking how like I wouldn 7 know 
what to do. Like I don't even, it makes me glad that I didn 7 have to go 
through something like that and I've never had to really go through 
anything like that because I honestly don 7 know if I would be able to be as 
strong as those kids. They seemed like they were just, OK we 'II take care 
of these kids because that's what we need to do. Not that I wouldn 'tfeel 
that way. hut / would just be totally scared about how to go about doing it. 

(Twenty and Ten. February' 27. 2001. p. 4) 
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In this same literature circle Lisa encouraged Lauren to talk. "Did you remember what 

you were going to say?" (p. 10) and "Lauren?" (p. 15). In an interview Lisa explained 

that her pen pal helped her to talk, "She would look over at me and say. "Do you want to 

say something?' I'm like. 'Okay, let me think'" (2001). Lisa reflected on this second 

discussion: 

Lauren started the discussion, just like last time. I think it is so awesome that she 
always volunteers to go first. It helps me to be ready to start talking, because I am 
shy and she gives me the extra push I need. Thanks to Lauren! 1 was proud that I 
spoke up more during this discussion—though the book was really short and I felt 
I didn't have much to say. (Free write 2. February 27. 2001) 

In the third literature set discussing Holes, Lisa talked more than she had ever 

done in the past, it might have helped that there weren't as many preservice teachers in 

the literature circle. Lisa asked many questions like. "What page are you on?" (p. 4) and 

"Related to whom? (p. 16) to clarify and understand what the children were sharing. Lisa 

explored the children's thinking by asking. "Why do you think that they would say that?" 

(p. 8). "What made you think about that?" (p. 9) and "What do you think was important?" 

(p. 19). Lisa had her own wonderings and thoughts in the discussion, participating as a 

reader. "Is that how onions grow?" (p. 6) and "I wanted him to get away and go get him" 

(p. 4). Overall Lisa made huge strides in her talk in this literature circle where she was a 

participant with the children, an active listener and a facilitator. 

In the last literature circle discussing Wihmi Unlimited, both Lisa and Lauren 

shared many personal connections. Lisa was an active listener listening to the children. 

She also tried to explore the children's thinking by asking, "Why is that?" (p. 5) and 
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"How come?" (p. 5). Both the college students and children participated as readers and 

thinkers in this literature circle. 

The large patterns of growth that occurred in Lisa's talk within the literature 

circles evolved over the course of one semester. Lisa definitely became more 

comfortable with literature circles. During The Circuit she spoke ten times and in 

contrast, sixty-three times in one of the Holes discussions. Lisa credited her fourth grade 

pen pal for helping her to become comfortable with the literature circle process, "1 

learned more from Lauren I think. That's what circles are all about, to learn more" 

(Interview. 2001). Lisa was one of the few preservice teachers who shared personal 

connections in every literature circle. This may have been in part, because her fourth 

grade pen pal also shared numerous personal stories. Lisa learned the role of a teacher in 

literature circles. In the last two discussions of the semester she was a participant with 

the children, an active listener and a facilitator. 

Shannon 

Another preservice teacher who throughout the semester showed changes in her 

talk with the children was Shannon. Shannon, with light brown hair and creamy white 

skin, stated a new goal in her free writes after every literature circle (Figure 5.2). She 

was the only college student who shared a new goal, and I was interested in seeing if she 

accomplished these objectives. 
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Figure 5.2. Photograph of Shannon and Connor. 

In the first literature circle. The Circuit. Shannon supported children's talk and 

actively listened to children by responding with eleven "Yeahs" throughout the transcript. 

She tended to repeat or reaffirm what a child said which may have happened because 

discussing books was a new experience for her; 

Heidi; Because back then for a lot of people a dollar was like S100 back then. It 
was a lot back then. 

Shannon: Yeah. Thing.s n eren 't as expensive back then. 

(The Circuit 5. February 6. 2001. p. 5) 

Shannon supported and helped children talk in the discussion by asking. "Did you have 

something. Christian?" (p. 3) and "What were you thinking" (p. 6). In her first free write 

Shannon mentioned that she noticed that the children were sharing many personal 

connections: 

I was impressed with the way the fourth graders connected this book with their 
own personal stories and remembrances. As I was listening. I made a mental note 
to try to recall specific people and/or events in my life to the literature. (Free 
write 1. 2001) 

Shannon's first goal was to share more personal connections. She began 

practicing this in her second literature circle with the book Number the Stars and the 

remaining literature circles; 
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Shannon: Something that was interesting to me is I have a great aunt who lived in 
France when the Nazis were there. She was a little girl at the time, just 
like in the story. And she always told us stories about how the Nazis 
would come in and they were e.xactly like story. They were just mean 
nasty people and if they saw kids having fun. they 'd go and make them 
stop and all that kind of stuff, walk around with guns. 

{Number the Stars, February 27. 2001. p. 3) 

Shannon also encouraged her pen paJ and other children. "What were you going to say. 

Connor? (p. 2) and "What did you write about it? (p. 7). As a way to stay involved in the 

literature circle Shannon tended to say many, "Yeahs" and "Uh hms." Shannon 

discussed this literature circle: 

1 felt like I might have interrupted too much. I was trying to be a good listener, 
but sometimes I found myself starting to talk while someone else was talking. I 
think that next time I will be more aware of this. (Free write 2, February 27. 
2001) 

Looking at the transcript I could not tell that Shannon was interrupting, but after listening 

to the tape again it sounded like many of the group members were doing this. 

Shannon analyzed the Number the Stars transcript and made another goal for 

herself: 

I think 1 am going to focus on helping Connor to share his personal reaction[s] to 
the literature in future literature circles. One of the things I could do is to ask him 
how he feels about a book in our pen pal journal, and to write about it whenever 
we send e-mails back and forth. I am also planning to visit him at school and I 
think I will try to incorporate something into the visit, where he can share with me 
the personal reactions he has to a piece of literature. (Paper, 2001) 

Shannon consistently had a desire to help Connor in the literature circles. In the next 

discussion. Just Call Me Stupid. Shannon didn't interrupt anyone and again was a good 

listener. She shared many personal connections and thoughts in this discussion. She was 

also outstanding in exploring children's thinking by asking them. "What made you think 
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of that?" (p. 3). "Which part was that?" (p. 4) and "What did you write?" (p. 4). She 

encouraged Connor to share more by asking, "What were you going to say. Connor? (p. 

7) and "Oh. why do you think? That's a good question (p. 9). She was helping Connor 

answer his own questions. Shannon shared in her free write: 

I was happy with Connor. He willingly spoke in the group and made some very 
thoughtful comments. I never heard him speak in the group so much before!...! 
hope to encourage Connor to keep participating in the circle like he did today. 
(Free write 3. 2001) 

In the last literature circle Shannon took on the role of the facilitator saying things 

like. "Do you want to start by sharing these?" (p. 15) and "Let's start talking about the 

book" (p. 17). This was a different role for her. Shannon also shared some personal 

connections, in hopes of helping her pen pal do the same. She began many of her 

comments with. "I wonder..." (p. 22) and "I think..." (p. 24) which was also a change for 

her. Shannon was acting like a true participant in the literature circle as she wondered 

about homelessness. She continued to say many "Yeahs" and felt she had to reaffirm 

what children were saying by ending their comments with. "That's true." 

Shannon wrote in a reflective paper about how her talk changed throughout the 

semester: 

Over this semester 1 was very aware of the kinds of comments and questions I 
asked in the circles. I was careful to avoid close-ended questions. I also wanted 
to make sure that I never interrupted another person who wa.s trying to speak. I 
think the largest way that I changed during this semester was the awareness I 
gained in my interruptions. After the first couple of literature circles. 1 felt that I 
interrupted other people too much. For the remainder of the semester. I tried very 
hard to wait my turn and make sure that other people finished their comments 
before I jumped in. (Paper. 2(301) 
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The large patterns of growth in Shannon's talk occurred, because she consciously set a 

new goal for herself in each literature set. Shannon was the only preserv ice teacher who 

made new goals after each literature circle. She accomplished these goals: to share 

personal connections, to stop interrupting others and to help her pen pal share his feelings 

more. Shannon was an outstanding listener of children's talk in each literature circle, but 

maybe too much with all of the "Yeahs." Shannon encouraged and supported the 

children's talk throughout the five literature circles where she participated. In the final 

literature circle Shannon took on the role of facilitator, and she began participating as a 

reader sharing more of her own wonderings. These new roles happened because Shannon 

put so much effort into trying to improve the discussions and her talk. 

Conclusion and Reflection 

It is important to emphasize that literature discussions can be "complex adaptive 

systems" (Patterson. Gotten. Kimbell-Lopez. Povonetti and Van Horn. 1998) where the 

organization changes, meaning making occurs, similarities and patterns happen across 

time and relationships grow between learners and teachers collaborating together. The 

conversations between college students and children in the literature circles were a 

complex adaptive system. Therefore, it makes sense that the preservice teachers talk 

evolved over time. The major categories that occurred in the data will be shared 

including the shifts in these categories. 

The Preservice Teachers Initiated and Facilitated Discussion 

Hanssen (1990) suggests that instead of the teacher generating the questions, 

deciding on the focus of the discussion or gradually giving the children control of the 
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literature circles, participants should come prepared to discuss. Having every participant 

share a free write that they prepared ahead of time or brainstorming possible issues for 

discussion will help children initiate and facilitate discussion. In this research these ideas 

were suggested throughout the year to help begin discussions. Many preservice teachers 

initiated and facilitated the beginning discussions, and gradually the children began to 

take on this role. Hanssen (1990) indicates that teachers "Should always be geared 

toward helping the students better prepare to initiate and introduce their own thinking 

into the discussion" (p. 203). 

Preservice teachers initiated and facilitated discussions in the First set. because 

this was a new exjjerience for them and they wanted to keep the discussions moving. 

Three groups discussed the books in a circular fashion or from chapter to chapter because 

they wanted to give everyone an opportunity to talk. Teachable moments were missed 

during this set. because preservice teachers were focusing on maintaining the 

conversation and were unable to pick up on what the children were discussing. Eeds and 

Wells (1989) and McMahon (1996) had similar Findings in their research. During the 

second literature set discussing historical Fiction books, some children had an opportunity 

to begin two literature circles, but the college students facilitated much of these 

discussions. 

In the third set there was a connection between initiating and facilitating the 

discussions. Whoever initiated the discussion, the children or the preser\ ice teachers. 

also facilitated the majority of the discussion. Letting children begin the discussion 

empowered them to facilitate the discussion also. The second time the participants 
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discussed the Overcoming Challenges books, a few preservice teachers who took on the 

role of the leaders of the groups did not share any Post-it Notes on the major issues. 

Discussions were choppy and uninteresting. The preservice teachers seemed to be so 

preoccupied with everyone sharing that controlling the groups meant ideas and 

connections were lost. Borko and Putnam (1996) suggest that this often occurs with 

beginning teachers. 

In the final literature set a couple of the literature circles were only sharing groups 

because some of the preservice teachers controlled the di.scussions as facilitators. The 

other four literature circles were facilitated by both the children and the college students 

and were much more natural discussions. 

The initiating and facilitating of the di.scussions changed some during the 

.semester, but for the most part the college students facilitated the discussions. They may 

have taken on this role, becau.se as teachers, they thought this was their responsibility. 

Di.scussions where the children initiated and facilitated enabled the children to explore 

and talk more. Some college students felt comfortable letting the children initiate and 

facilitate the discussions; whereas, other preserv ice teachers weren't comfortable giving 

up this control. 

The Preservice Teachers Asked and Answered Many Qiiesrions 

Sheppard (1990) .states that the teacher's role in helping children talk in literature 

circles is to. "Wait, and then to listen, and then to hear in such a way that he or she may 

synthesize the group's comments, that they may lead to further questions, answers, and 

understanding by all the persons involved" (p. 74). Most pre.ser\'ice teachers did not wait 
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and listen to the children, but rather asked questions and answered their own questions. 

The way teachers use questions is an issue of thinking, knowledge and power, state Cox 

and Boyd-Batstone (1997). The extent to which children are heard and responded to 

indicates how these issues are shared in the classroom. These same authors explain; 

It is an issue of thinking because it concerns inquiry into the ideas of all students; 
of knowledge—of whose knowledge is invited into the classroom setting and 
whose knowledge is silenced at school; and of power—of who has the power to 
affect the instruction in the classroom, (p. 172) 

Slowly as the semester progressed the preservice teachers grew in the types of questions 

they asked; they listened to the conversations and encouraged children to answer their 

own questions. 

In the first literature .set. T/ie Circuit, the college students asked many questions 

including closed-ended questions. They may have asked these questions, because they 

subtly wanted to find out if the children had read the book. The preserv ice teachers 

initiated the talk with questions and expected the children to answer. Past teachers may 

have modeled the role of "asker of questions" to them and they imitated this role. When 

a child made a comment or asked a question in these literature circles, the presen ice 

teachers responded first. They possibly thought the children could not adequately answer 

the questions, that this was their role as teachers—to answer the children's questions or 

perhaps they didn't want to put the children on the spot to answer the questions. 

During the historical fiction literature set. the closed-ended questioning decreased. 

The college students asked many more open-ended questions. In this set the fourth 

graders asked historical questions, which may have caused the college students to think 

that they had to answer the questions, since they were more knowledgeable about history. 



The college students clarified some historical details. These literature circles seemed to 

be just question after question, similar to what Eeds and Weils (1989) called gentle 

inquisition. The children were not invited to answer or discuss many of these questions 

even though they knew some of this information. Kamowski (1997) suggests that 

teachers need to trust the literature and stop thinking that they must teach and discuss 

every detail in a book. 

During the Overcoming Challenges literature circles, a few preservice teachers 

began to not ask as many questions. Finally some of the questioning seemed to be more 

authentic, where the preservice teachers really had a question or something they 

wondered about. The college students also didn't immediately answer every child's 

question as they had done in the past. They gave the children opportunities to discuss a 

question or thought before providing their input. In order to encourage the children to 

think college students directed questions back to the children who asked them. A few 

preservice teachers continued prodding and asking the children questions. 

Smith (1990) explains that as a teacher she does not try to teach kids how to ask 

questions, but rather she demonstrates to children how to talk about literature. As a 

teacher she consciously works on not asking so many questions and instead shares her 

own responses and wonderings. Some preser\ ice teachers in this research stopped the 

probing and asking of questions during the final literature sets. They began looking back 

at the texts and sharing their own responses. 

As the semester progressed, consequently, some of the college students became 

more aware of the questions they asked and answered. Many preservice teachers grew in 
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the types of open-ended questions they asked children. The college students learned to 

encourage children to answer their own questions. 

The Presenice Teachers Dominated the Talk 

In every literature set there was at least one literature circle where the preservice 

teachers dominated the talk. We read research (Short. 1997; Eeds and Wells, 1989; Short 

and Klassen. 1993; Peterson and Eeds, 1990) on the role of teachers in literature circles. 

We discussed being a participant and a group member in the literature circles in our class 

discussions, but in some cases the preser\'ice teachers still felt that they had to guide the 

di.scussions. This sometimes caused them to ignore the children and dominate the talk. 

In the first literature set. The Circuit, one group of preservice teachers dominated 

the conversation. They didn't invite the children to talk. Possibly this happened because 

it was a new experience for them, and they wanted to make sure they gave their input. 

Maybe the college students thought the children were unable to discuss the book or 

needed to make sure the children understood The Circuit. 

During the second literature set the preservice teachers clearly monopolized the 

conversations. They may have dominated these discussions, because they thought the 

children were not capable of discussing historical fiction. I believe that the preservice 

teachers may have been so excited about discussing books that they did not realize that 

the children were excluded. They forgot to "demonstrate without dominating" (Peterson 

& Eeds. 1990). A few preservice teachers noticed this domination when they analyzed 

the transcripts. 
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As the semester progressed, some of the college students worked on involving the 

children in the discussions. In the Overcoming Challenges literature set. in four literature 

circles the pre.sers ice teachers acted as they had done in the past—controlling the 

discussion and dominating the talk. Three of these literature circles tried to turn around 

their discussions when they discussed their Overcoming Challenge's books the second 

time. In two literature circles the children had many opportunities to talk, because the 

college students came unprepared. A connection between facilitation and domination 

was found. The preservice teachers who initiated and facilitated the literature circles also 

dominated the discussions. In the literature circles where the children initiated and 

facilitated the discussions, no monopolization occurred. One group. Running Out of 

Time, had some competitive college students who were unable to include the children in 

their conversation. 

The domination didn't seem to improve over the course of the semester. Some of 

the preserv ice teachers who dominated the discussions in the second literature set were 

doing it in the last literature set. A few college students realized they were monopolizing 

and commented on it in their free writes and even in the transcripts, but still had a 

difficult time correcting this domination. As Barnes (1975) states. "It is teachers who 

determine what classroom relations shall be and exercise power over their pupils" (p. 

1 1 1 ) .  

Some logical reasons why the preservice teachers dominated the discussions were 

because they were the teachers and they thought that was their position. Maybe it was 

difficult for the preservice teachers to be equal participants in the discussions because this 
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was a new experience and they assumed they had to be the teacher in the discussions. 

College students may have recalled the role that their past teachers had played in 

discussions and were following in those footsteps. Possibly they didn't think that the 

children could discuss some of the details in the books, or they wanted to direct the 

content of the discussion. A few of the college students had controlling personalities and 

enjoyed talking. Perhaps there were too many college students in the literature circles. 

With five preservice teachers and five children in a group, adults could easily overpower 

the children. It is feasible that the preservice teachers weren't able to trust the children to 

talk without them. Spiegel (1996) points out that teacher trust of students is made most 

evident, when teachers feel confident enough in their students to share control of the 

classroom with them. Maybe the college students were afraid that they would lose 

control, that they might damage this research and reveal failure in the transcripts. 

Peterson and Eeds (1990) state that. "Teachers must be listeners who avoid domination 

and act collaboratively. They must trust that by collaborating, students will not only 

learn about literature, but also practice a process of acting and reflecting—making 

inquiries and critiquing—that will help them leam how to leam" (p. 21). 

The Preservice Teachers Listened. Supported and Explored Children's Talk 

We need to listen to students" responses as they begin to be more insightful so 
that we can illuminate their richness for others' consideration. And we need to be 
patient, knowing that all students will get there, but they will get there in their 
own time and fashion. (Smith. 1990. p. 28) 

The preservice teachers in this study grew in how they listened, supported and 

explored children's talk within the literature circles. Right from the beginning there was 

one college student who supported and explored children's talk. Katie demonstrated to 
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other preservice teachers how to support children's talk. During the second set a couple 

more college students began supporting children's talk. They would notice when a child 

was cut off or they encouraged children to talk, but this support was still minimal. 

During the Overcoming Challenges literature set, more college students began 

attempting to explore children's thinking. One literature circle. Just Call Me Stupid, did 

an outstanding job of figuring out what stupid meant to the children. For the first time I 

noticed preservice teachers directing questions from one child to another child, who they 

thought might know the answer. They were also asking encouraging questions to help 

children explore their ideas. 

This support and exploration of children's thoughts continued into the last 

literature set. Interestingly in the discussion Smoky Night some college students asked 

the children to think about different ways to respond to problems. Other college students 

supported children's talk by discussing how not all people are treated equally and how 

they could help homeless people. 

Overall, some preservice teachers did improve in how they listened to children 

and supported the children's talk. The preserv ice teachers were working together with 

the children to construct meaning, share interpretations and initiate responses. In the last 

literature circles four groups were interested in exploring children's thinking. 

The Preservice Teachers Shared Personal Connections and Responded as a Reader 

"Dialogue really comes to life when children draw on their own experiences and 

ba.se their response on their own lives" (Peterson & Eeds. 1990. p. 23). The preservice 

teachers had not been a part of literature circles, where they could discuss their feelings. 
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thoughts and connections. For many this was the first time that they were invited to share 

personal connections while discussing literature. The data suggests that the children 

helped the preservice teachers in this process. The children immediately shared personal 

connections in the first literature circles, and the college students slowly began to share 

them in the following discussions. Very few college students responded as readers in the 

first literature circles either. Slowly as the semester progressed the preservice teachers 

began to ask questions when they were genuinely puzzled instead of asking questions 

towards the children. 

During the historical fiction literature set a few college students began sharing 

personal connections as they monopolized the conversations, but the majority of the 

preservice teachers didn't share connections, possibly because they were still not used to 

this practice. Maybe they thought their connections were inappropriate for children to 

hear. Possibly the college students may have still seen their roles as asker of questions 

versus sharing connections. A few college students had genuine questions in the 

historical fiction set. whereas the other adults in the groups answered the questions 

instead of giving the children opportunity to answer or talk about them. 

In the Overcoming Challenge literature set additional college students shared 

personal connections and asked authentic questions. Perhaps these books caused the 

presers ice teachers to think and wonder more than the previous books. Many college 

students acted as participants in the circles, trying to understand what was happening in 

the book versus facilitating the discussions. In two discussions where the children were 

facilitators and helped move the discussion along, the preservice teachers and children 
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both had opportunities to share and talk. These conversations were much more natural 

and everyone participated as readers and thinkers. 

In the final literature set many college students shared personal connections, even 

those who hadn't shared a personal connection the entire semester. They shared how 

they had spent the night in airports, lied to their parents, watched riots or been in unfair 

situations. In four literature circles the preservice teachers were participants with the 

children in the literature circles, where they responded as readers. 

Research data would conclude that the preservice teachers grew in their sharing of 

personal connections and responding as a reader. The children helped the preservice 

teachers to share their personal stories and connections. Some college students had 

inquiries that helped them to grow in their understandings of the books they discussed. 

Reflection 

The preser\ ice teachers' responses in this research were similar to the teacher 

responses reported by Smith (1993). In her study she attended to students as meaning 

makers, attended to students' meaning and engaged students in interactions. Ross and I 

attended to the children as meaning makers in our class discussions where we 

recommended strategies, previewed books and shared our learning processes. The 

preservice teachers addressed children's questions, worked as being co-participants in the 

literature circles, and extended children's understandings during the five literature sets. 

By being active listeners the college students were especially good at validating 

children's understanding. The last theme Smith discussed were areas that the college 

students worked on during the semester, such as positioning children to take the lead. 
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taking the lead themselves and supporting children's leads. In a few literature 

discussions the preservice teachers possibly took the lead too much. With more 

experience in literature circles with other children, the preser\ ice teachers will be able to 

help their students develop their ideas and understandings and move the conversation 

from sharing to dialogue (Eeds & Peterson. 1991). 

Another study by McMahon (1996) suggests that teachers hamper student 

interaction in three ways: deciding when and where to begin a discussion, determining 

turn-taking and emphasizing particular curricular goals. These three factors restrict 

students' language use and their thinking related to the texts they are reading. In this 

present research the preservice teachers stifled children's talk in the same three ways. 

McMahon suggests that teachers need to reeducate themselves so that they can 

effectively support student participation in groups. Cazden (1988) argues that the only 

way to change dominant interactional pattern and roles is to include more peer groups. 

One possible solution to the monopolization of talk that occurred could be sharing 

more audiotapes or videotapes of the children discussing books, revealing how they were 

capable of talking without teachers. The preservice teachers knew that the children did 

mini literature circles on their own about the books. Sharing more of these discussions 

may have helped. Reading research that discusses peer-led discussions and teacher-led 

di.scussions may ha\e been helpful to the preservice teachers too (e.g., Wiencek & 

O'Flahavan. 1994; Almasi, 1995). 

Another solution could have been encouraging the preservice teachers to take 

more kidwatching notes during the literature circles. Interestingly, I noticed that the 
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preserv ice teachers who took thorough kidwatching notes did not dominate or 

overshadow the children in the literature circles. Maybe they were so busy taking notes 

that they didn't have a chance to dominate the discussions (Short & Kauffman. 1995; 

Samway & Whang. 1996). Another possibility is that I should have shared more 

professional literature on the role of teachers in literature circles, especially on "teacher-

watching" (e.g.. Freedman. 1993; Spiegel. 1996; Short et al.. 1999). Rowe (1998) states 

that our actions as teachers can discourage rather than support children and I believe that 

this happened in some of the literature circles, when the college students controlled the 

discussions. 

Samway and Whang (1996) explain that teacher domination progresses through 

stages as teachers become increasingly familiar with literature circles: 

At first, they [teachers] continue to dominate the discussion. Then they remain 
silent throughout the discussion, assuming that they shouldn't say anything. 
Finally, a more balanced stage evolves, where teachers listen and follow the 
discussion, but also offer their insights, reactions, and opinions, (p. 62) 

Many preservice teachers in this research progressed through these exact same stages 

during the semester, other college students stayed in the dominant stage or silent stage. 

Peterson and Eeds (1990) remind me that good teaching takes time, "We must be patient 

w ith ourselves as well as with our students as we make our way. We are all learners" (p. 

24). I know that it takes time and practice to develop the knowledge of talking with 

children. These preservice teachers were given an opportunity to talk and work with 

children that w ill hopefully help them progress to a more "balanced stage" of talking in 

their future literature circles with children. 
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The changes that occurred in the literature circles came about, because the 

preservice teachers were critical and thoughtful in their free writes, kidwatching notes 

and papers. There was a broader context that influenced this change such as the 

children's talk, the different texts and my own perspectives as an educator, but the 

reflections that the college students made influenced the talk dramatically. Through these 

reflections preservice teachers discussed problems or concems which enabled us to 

redesign or rethink the literature circles, come up with ideas to help individual children or 

college students and to strive to have the best possible discussions. One assignment, 

analyzing a literature circle transcript, was extremely helpful to the preservice teachers. 

This analyzing and reflection was crucial, because it required them to look at what their 

fourth grade pen pal was saying and to think about their own involvement in the literature 

circles. Some of the talkative college students noticed how much they dominated the 

discussions; some tried to rectify this, and others had a difficult time changing roles. By 

analyzing the transcripts the preservice teachers thought about how they could help their 

fourth grade pen pals in the next literature circles. 

1 have learned much from analyzing these transcripts and taking a close look at 

the preservice teachers" talk. I know that in the future classes 1 teach that 1 will need to 

help pre-service teachers examine their talk in literature circles more thoroughly and think 

about their beliefs and practices. I can use the transcripts from this research to share with 

my future students. I can show them how easy it is for teachers to facilitate and dominate 

the talk in a literature circle. I can share examples where we can involve children in the 

discussion, participate as readers with the children, support the children's talk and ask 
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inquiry' questions. These transcripts have taught me and will definitely teach future 

preservice teachers. I am thankful to know that there is always another literature circle 

and another semester of working with preserv ice teachers. 

This chapter closes with some excerpts from the literature circles, where the 

preservice teachers discussed teaching and teachers in the children's book that they were 

reading, and how they themselves hoped to teach some day. This is from the Just Call 

Me Stupid literature circle: 

Melanie: Actually earlier in the book it said that he was interested in reading books 
but then Ms. Nickel turned him off to it because she was pressuring him 
too hard. So I think that you need to give a kid not so much pressure and 
to gradually help him. 

Shannon: That's an interesting comment about the teachers that he had and stuff. A 
lot of us here, the college students, are studying to be teachers. That's 
something that I think about because I don't ever want to accidentally say 
something that makes somebody not want to read or not want to do 
something in school. 

[Just Call Me Stupid 2. April 3. 2001. p. 7) 

From the group that discussed Monkey Island, a couple of preserv ice teachers 

mentioned how they wanted to make sure they observed their future students closely. 

They didn't want be like Clay's teacher and not recognize when a student was having 

family problems; 

Jen: I wonder if the school was letting the police and social services know that 
Clay hadn 't shown up for awhile. 

Staci: You re supposed to kind of notice that kind of thing. 

Lindsey: Yeah. I hope so. 

Staci: OK. Clay's walking in like completely dirty and 
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Jen: And he stopped going to school altogether, too. 

Staci: Yeah, he just stopped. 

Lindsey: I think the biggest thing for me, as a future teacher is another thing, that 
he wasn 't daydreaming in the beginning. He vi as so worried about what 
was going on at home that maybe we as future teachers can say hey 

Jen: Instead of scold him. 

Lindsey: Yeah, maybe this kid isn 't daydreaming or staring off into space. Maybe 
there s something really wrong with him and they need to talk. 

(Monkey Island 1. March 20, 2001. p. 12) 

Lastly, one preserv ice teacher shared her favorite part from The Circuit. 

Theresa: My favorite part was the part where he got to go into class and he met a 
really good teacher who would relate to him. That struck out at me most 
because I'm going to be a teacher and there is a teacher that really went 
all out to help him learn to speak English and then push and prod him 
when he first asked him to read. Did you read that part? They asked him 
to read and he was too shy because he didn't know how to read, and that's 
what happens to a lot of kids. They can 7 read English. So I n really 
happy for him that he had a teacher who went out of his way to take him 
aside and teach him and want to teach him music and get him involved in 
school. That was the best part for me. 

(The Circuit 2. Februar\' 6. 2001. Page 6) 
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Chapter 6 

"My Pen Pal Encouraged Me to Read": The Perceptions of Preservice Teachers Towards 
Literature Circles 

I enjoyed this experience immensely. The children had so many great ideas, some 
I had not thought of. and they expressed them so freely. It was great to listen to 
everyone's views. Since we all have different pasts, we connected to the story in 
different ways for different reasons...The literature circle flowed very well. 
There were no moments of silence, and ever>' one contributed. They were all 
polite to each other too. Maybe the fact that they did this before helped a little. 
Literature circles are great: you get ideas from others and share ideas of your own. 
You all build on each other's perspective. It helps you see things in different 
ways. 1 do know it's so much better than having a child read a book and then 
write a book repon. This is much more meaningful. (Kitty. Free write 1. 
February 6. 2(301) 

The college students had many different perspectives about their experiences in 

the literature circles with children. In this chapter the preservice teachers' perceptions are 

explored through the research question: What are the perceptions of preservice teachers 

about literature circles with children? 

The majority of the college students stated that participating in literature circles 

was a new experience for them. "This class was the first time I've heard about literature 

circles. I had no idea what they were" (Erin, Interview. 2(XX)). Another student shared 

similar thoughts, "When 1 was in school we did reading groups which are quite different. 

I mean it was like you read the book, but we didn't really have time to discuss it" (Lisa, 

Inter\ iew, 2000). Only a few preserv ice teachers had heard of literature circles: 

In Block 1 of the professional program we learned about literature circles and 
open-ended questions. I remember while I was learning about them. I was 
skeptical. I thought children would start goofing off or not pay attention during 
the discussion portion. Overall. 1 thought children would be disinterested. I was 
wrong. (Shannon. Journal. 2001) 
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In a beginning-of-ihe-semester information sheet, one preservice teacher 

mentioned participating in literature circles with adults. When the semester began, there 

were very few perceptions about literature circles with children due to a lack of 

experience. 

There is very little research on preservice teachers' perceptions of literature 

circles with children. In one study by Finke and Edwards (1997) nineteen college 

students read and discussed one book with eight elementary children. These authors 

called the preservice teachers perceptions "insights." The five themes included: 

metacognitive awareness, instructional strategies, collaboration in a learning community, 

children as learners and celebration in the classroom community. Another study by 

Lehman and Scharer (1996) involved preservice teachers reading Sarah Plain and Tall 

(MacLachlan. 1985) and collecting one child's comments about the book in written 

and/or verbal form. They did not have literature circles with the children, but still gained 

some perspectives on how children thought and felt about books in the following areas: 

focus, feelings, experience and background, analysis and interpretation and evaluation. 

As this chapter unfolds, the themes from Finke and Edwards and Lehman and Scharer 

will be discussed in relation to the preservice teachers' perceptions of this research. 

The data that was used for this question included the preserv ice teachers' journals, 

free writes, midterm and final self-evaluations, written papers and eight interview 

transcripts. As part of each semester's final self-evaluation I had students fill out a 

sur\ ey to help me assess the class. One section of the survey asked them to rate the 

leaching techniques that were beneficial to their learning, one of these being the literature 
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circles with the fourth graders. They were asked to rank the techniques with a one used 

to denote least beneficial to a five being most. 1 combined the tabulations from the 

surveys for both semesters (Figure 6.1). The majority of the preservice teachers ranked 

the experience of literature circles with children as a five. No college students ranked the 

literature circles with children a one or a two. 

0  5  1 0  1 5  2 0  2 5  3 0  3 5  

Number of .students 

Figure 6.1. Rate literature circles with children. 

I used these rankings to determine whom I would interview to gain further 

perceptions of the literature circles. I interviewed two college students who rated the 

literature circles a four, and both said they were more comfortable in the literature circles 

with their peers: 
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I was much more relaxed when it was the teachers, because I didn't have to have 
half of my brain connected to AJ. Because in the first literature circle I kind of 
ignored him. not intentionally, but it was all so new all I could think about was 
panicipating and I didn't think about him. It was only after the fact that 1 was like 
dam it. I didn't include him at all. So from then on half of my brain was always 
connected to AJ so I was working extra hard, but in the literature circles with just 
the teachers I was much more relaxed. I could just enjoy talking about the book. 
(Angela. Interview. 2001) 

I also interviewed two college students who ranked the literature circles a three. 

One stated that she made a mistake. "I probably rated it as a three because I looked at the 

wrong words. I'm not sure I learned a ton from the kids. I learned a ton from the 

literature circles themselves" (Kerry. Interxiew. 2000). The other preservice teacher 

stated: 

Literature circles with preservice teachers were organized and everybody 
participated, everybody made an effort. And when you're working with children 
sometimes they don't. Everybody didn't participate as well. It was a little more 
disorganized. That might just be me that I like things organized. When we had to 
add children into it. [it] wasn't. (Mojo. Interview. 2000) 

Some of the college students may have ranked the literature circles with children as 

three's and four's because they were comparing them to the literature circles with their 

peers. A few college students seemed to get more out of the discussions with fellow 

classmates than children. Preservice teachers remarked that sometimes the children 

didn't understand the time period as in the historical fiction set. "At some points it was 

hard to discuss because the college students and myself knew that the children didn't 

fully understand the reality of this cruel and painful time" (Alex. Free write 2. 2001). In 

addition, the literature circles with children were much more work than the literature 

circles w ith their peers. 
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The analysis for this chapter involved typing every piece of data that discussed 

the presers ice teachers" perceptions into my computer. I then arranged data into possible 

groupings and used a constant comparison method of analysis as described by Glaser and 

Strauss (1967). I looked for patterns and connections between the data. These 

comparisons led to tentative categories, that I compared even further. I found that I 

needed to visualize how my categories were working together and made a diagram where 

I put the categories into circles. I moved the categories around within the circles trying to 

create the main categories and sub categories. Over time I turned similar categories into 

one category. Eventually I had my three main categories regarding the perceptions of 

preservice teachers about literature circles with children; what they learned about 

children within the literature circles, what they learned about how to do literature circles 

and what they learned about the value of literature circles for children. These three 

categories and the subcategories shown in Figure 6.2 are explored in this chapter. 
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What preservice 
teachers learned about 

children within the 
literature circles 

What preservice teachers 
learned about how to do 

literature circles 

What preser>'ice teachers 
learned about the value 
of literature circles for 

children 
*Children are smarter 
than we thought 

^Children can voice their 
opinions 

^Children can teach 
adults 

*Children are insightful 
about their reading 

*Children can encourage 
preservice teachers 

*The role of the teacher 

*The types of questions 
that work best 

*The children's literature 
that invites discussion 

*The discussion strategies 
that facilitate response 

*The logistics of 
organizing these small 
groups 

*Literature circles built 
self-confidence in children 
*Literature circles taught 
children to respect other 

opinions 
*Literature circles 
encouraged children to 
share personal feelings, 
connections and to ask 
questions 
*Literature circles 

enhanced student 

participation 
*Literature circles 
facilitated exploration of 

the literary elements 
*Literature circles excited 
children about reading 
*Literature circles 
encouraged children to be 
prepared 
*Literature circles helped 
children understand a book 
*Literature circles 
influenced children to 
investigate difficult issues 

Figure 6.2. Three themes and subcategories. 

The three major categories have been organized into three sections in this chapter. 

In each section I will briefly share how the theme emerged and explain the individual 

subcategories. Because of the large amount of data concerning preservice teachers" 

perceptions of literature circles with children. I share the strongest examples including 

quotes from preservice teachers and any available negative or contrasting data. In 



275 

addition, a few children's perceptions of the literature circles are included. A final 

summary and discussion close this chapter. 

What Presen ice Teachers Learned About Children Within the Literature Circles 

I think this literacy experience has really opened my eyes to the intelligence and 
observational powers of children. The fourth graders in our groups constantly 
showed a mature understanding of the issues of our books. I learned how to listen 
more carefully to people, and to respond to their comments with a clarification 
question or responsive comment. As a learner, I found myself a more responsive 
member of a group. I learned the value of coming to literature circles prepared, 
and the reality that all members of a group are critical to the success of a literature 
circle. 1 also learned to be more aware of the things I say and how I participate in 
a group. (Shannon. Paper. 2001) 

The preservice teachers often admitted that they learned much about children 

within the literature circles. Throughout the year the preservice teachers commented on 

what they were learning about children in their free writes and other course reflections so 

this theme consequently emerged from the data. Using a constant comparative method 

(Glaser & Strauss. 1967) the following subcategories evolved: children are smarter than 

we thought, children can voice their opinions, children can teach adults, children are 

insightful about their reading and children can encourage preservice teachers. 

Children are Smarter Than We Thought 

Children are much smarter than I thought. When I read our books I thought, oh, 
they might not get that part or understand that. When we came to talk about it 
[the book) they totally got it! Kids are such good observers and interpreters. 
They understand things in society, interpersonal relationships, friendships, death, 
etc. So many things. (Dawn, Midterm, 2000) 

Most of the preservice teachers commented on the children's ability to think and 

how smart they were. When the college students and children discussed literature 

together, the preservice teachers noticed the children's intelligence. "They do know a lot. 
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sometimes more than we do" (Ellen. Paper. 2001). Other times they mentioned the 

vocabular}' that the fourth graders used or the way in which they phra.sed their thoughts. 

"They say things and words that even I have a hard time understanding" (Staci. Paper, 

2001). Angela stated. "When we did the literature circles I was impressed that the kids 

were able to make 'adult' comments about the book and about ideas in the book" 

(Interview. 2001). 

One college student shared that she changed her thoughts about children. "I used 

to think that children were not mature enough to look realistically at things. As we talked 

during the semester I looked at children differently, and this helped me to be more 

productive in my own literature circles" (Theresa. Paper. 2001). Another preservice 

teacher explained that children live up to our expectations; 

The most important thing that I learned about children from taking this class is 
that they are as capable as you believe them to be. Children live up to the 
expectations that you set for them. If you think they can only handle filling out 
dull worksheets that touch on only the small details of a book such as the setting 
of the storv'. then that is all that they will produce. On the contrary, if you give 
them the opportunity to have deep, meaningful discussions about literature, and 
value their opinions and ideas, they will exceed your expectations and often even 
amaze you with their insight. (Kitty. Paper, 2001) 

A college student commented that she wanted to make sure she shared with 

children how intelligent they are, "I want my students to know that as their teacher. I look 

upon them as being thoughtful, intelligent, interesting and that they have a lot of insight 

into books" (Melody. Final. 2000). 

Preserv ice teachers concluded that children were knowledgeable thinkers, "I 

noticed tonight that he is a very smart young boy. He was comprehending the stor>' 

better than some of us college students" (Stefani, Free write 4. 2001). Finke and Edwards 
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(1997) heard similar comments from their preserv ice teachers about how shocked or 

surprised they were about the adult-like thoughts and responses from children in literature 

circles. 

Children Can Voice Their Opinions 

My pen pal would always respond positively by sharing her thoughts, comments, 
and questions. She was very insightful and reflected well on different issues. 
Jessica does not just read the books, she takes it all in. She was rarely shy and 
was always willing to voice her opinions. She loves acting out the issues of the 
book as a way to express her thoughts. (Ellen. Paper. 2001) 

Preservice teachers shared that the children enjoyed voicing their opinions and 

thoughts and how well they verbalized these ideas. "They are incredibly profound and 

thoughtful in the fourth grade" (Lindsey. Paper. 2001). College students mentioned that 

maybe the reason the children were so good at talking about their ideas was because they 

connected to the books that they read. "Children like to communicate with others and 

find that they have the same connection with the book" (Connie, Paper. 2001). 

Lisa observed within the literature circles that participants could go beyond basic 

comments, "It was neat to go deeper than the "I liked it" and see why. By allowing time 

for discussion in groups, the kids were not scared to share their opinions or pressured to 

finish in a hurry" (Final, 2000). Another college student discu.ssed: 

One thing that surprised me a lot was how much the kids had to say about the 
story and how they felt about it. How they thought they might deal with a similar 
situation, what made them angry, happy, nervous, and stuff like that. (Jennifer. 
Free write 1, 2(X)0) 

Possibly the children were good at voicing their ideas because as one child 

remarked, "What I like about literature circles is that we just talk all the time" (Trisha). 
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Through participating in the literature circles and the reading of transcripts, college 

students saw that children can and want to voice their opinions. 

Children Can Teach Adults 

I was surprised to see that children can even teach adults. There were times when 
the children mentioned something in a book that we had read, that the adults in 
our literature circle did not see. Their perspectives can be compared and 
contra.sted to ours. (Stefani. Paper. 2001) 

The preservice teachers found that the children had important viewpoints to share 

in the literature circles that could teach them as adults. The college students learned from 

the children about books and what they had in common with each other. 

\ couple of college students shared that their pen pals taught them about many 

books. "My pen pal had such an interest in them [books], that he gave me that interest. 

He shed a whole new light on books. I learned reading could be contagious" (Staci, 

Paper. 2001). College students discovered book titles from their pen pals. The 

preservice teachers often took their pen pals" advice and read the books they 

recommended. "I am reading Walk Two Moons by Sharon Creech right now . 1 wanted to 

read it because you said it was your favorite book" (Lindsey. Journal. 2001). 

Several preser\'ice teachers revealed that they learned they had much more in 

common with children than they thought. "Mistakenly. I felt that we'd have completely 

opposite opinions of these books, but this couldn't be further from the truth. The children 

were insightful and phrased their thoughts and questions quite intelligently" (Kevin. 

Final. 2000). Some college students stated that the children could think on the same level 

as adults. Kar\'n shared in her final reflection. "I like that even though there was a big 

age gap. we could still relate to and learn from each other. Their opinions and insights 
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were often parallel to my own. At the same time, the insights shared were ones that I 

hadn't thought of" (Final. 2000). Staci learned that her pen pal's thoughts were similar to 

her own. "Daniel and I were on the same wave length every single time. Even though 

there is such an age gap. we can still think alike. He had the main ideas, and 1 helped him 

expand upon them" (Free write. 2001). 

Preservice teachers discussed that they grew in their respect of children's ideas, "I 

am much more likely to respect their opinions about books, even when they differ from 

mine. I am also more open to learning from younger readers because of the literature 

circles" (Kelly. Final. 2000). Another college student remarked. "I am now more open to 

new thoughts and ideas, and realize that children have wonderful, refreshing 

perspectives" (Kristi, Paper. 2001). Finke and Edwards (1997) stated that their college 

students found that the children were learners in their research. I would argue that both 

the children and the adults found they were learners in this research. 

Children are Insightful About Their Reading 

"Children are often more insightful in their reading than I am!" (Kelly. Midterm, 

2(XX)). Preservice teachers indicated that the children shared details about the books they 

were reading, because they carefully considered these stories. The children helped the 

college students think differently about books. The college students didn't expect the 

fourth graders to be able to do this. "They pay attention to little details in the book that I 

would overlook" (Nadine. Midterm, 2000). Another said. "The children in my groups 

noticed parts of the book that I flew past without thinking about" (Kerry, Final, 2000). 
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During an interv iew. Brenda recalled a literature circle where she discussed Belle 

Prater's Boy {While. 1996), 

I remember when Mark said, "Oh who is the mysterious lady in that car?" It's 
true I had read about it, but I hadn't gone beyond that. Everybody started coming 
up with their own ideas. "Oh, it's his new girlfriend." or "His mom is probably in 
the car." So everybody started connecting with, you know, points that we 
probably would never have even talked about, but the kids did. They were like, 
they remembered like those little pieces. (2000) 

Sometimes the children knew more about the book than the college students, "A 

few times they [children] even had to correct us. I was amazed at every little detail the 

younger .students remarked on" (Stefani, Free write I, 2001). Interestingly the college 

students realized that, "They remembered the little details off hand when I had to refer to 

my notes and journal" (Connie. Free write 1, 2001). One preservice teacher offered an 

explanation, "The kids are really detail oriented and we're more theoretically oriented. It 

offered a lot of group di.scussion" (Rebecca. Free write 1. 2001). Fourth graders often 

would bring up the important issues that their college pen pals had found in their own 

preparation. "I thought it was ironic that every thing I had marked with a post-it note was 

discussed. I only mentioned one. and the students [children] brought up the rest" 

(Charlene, Free write 2. 2000). 

One college student mentioned that because of the children she began looking at 

the illustrations instead of just the text: 

I can remember them saying, you know that picture where she's holding the knife 
or whatever. But. I hadn't even looked at it. I just completely read the whole 
book and just skipped over the illu.strations...I've just now started to like looking 
at the illustrations. (Kerry. Inter\'iew. 2(XX)) 
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The children carefully reflected on their reading and found particular items that 

the adults did not notice. Likewise. Finke and Edwards (1997) and Lehman and Scharer 

(1996) mentioned how their college students noticed children saying things that they 

hadn't ever thought about before and did less analysis and interpretation of the books 

than adults. The fourth graders in this research helped the preservice teachers look at 

books in new ways. "He thought beyond the book in a couple of places and even asked 

questions why couldn't they do this, and I liked that because he wasn't just reading the 

book then" (Angela. Interview, 2001). 

Children Can Encourage Preservice Teachers 

"1 love the fact that my pen pal loves to read, it makes me want to read too" 

(Nadine. Midterm. 2000). After the first exchange of pen pal journals each semester. I 

heard many comments from preservice teachers who shared that their child encouraged 

them to read more children's literature, to be prepared for literature circles and to get 

involved in literature circles. Some college students developed a greater love for reading 

because they were sharing the experiences with children. "I have become a better reader 

so that I could share experiences in reading with my pen pal" (Jamie, Paper. 2000). 

Danielle commented. "When my pen pal is eager to read it motivates me to read" 

(Journal. 2000). Other college students shared how their pen pals helped them to begin 

talking in literature circles; 

Lauren started the di.scussion. just like last time. I think it is so awesome that she 
always volunteers to go first. It helps me to be ready to start talking, because I am 
shy and she gives me the extra push 1 need. Thanks to Lauren. (Lisa. Free write 
2.2001) 
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A couple of the college students, in their interviews, shared that the children 

motivated them to read and discuss the books at a greater depth than when they discussed 

books with other preservice teachers or adults. When discussing books with their peers, 

"We'd shoot the breeze" (Angela. 2001). Another said. "1 honestly don't think we were 

really that motivated about it...I feel bad saying it. kind of like we were slackers" (Lisa, 

Inter\ iew. 2001). The children seemed to keep the college students on the topic of the 

books: 

Well, when you're with a bunch of college students, you talk about the book and 
then you go on to what you did over the weekend...Whereas when we're with the 
kids I think we wanted to stay on topic. I think when we were with just the 
preservice teachers we didn't go quite as much in depth. The kids found things to 
talk about that we would have probably never talked about. (Kerry, Interview, 
2000) 

The preserv ice teachers were also much more motivated to attend class when they 

knew the fourth graders would be visiting to discuss books. There was a noticeable 

discrepancy in the preparation level of the college students on the days the children were 

present versus the days they weren't: 

I focused on doing my Post-it Notes when I was with the kids. I did them most of 
the time, but I focused on them more when I knew I was going to be with the kids 
because I knew they'd be eager to look at them. Whereas, with the adults we 
would have never looked at them. (Kerry, Interview, 2000) 

The preser\ ice teachers testified that the fourth graders motivated them to read and talk in 

the literature circles. The circles were much more stimulating when the children were 

present. 
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What Presen ice Teachers Learned About How to Do Literature Circles 

I learned about literature circles more from the kids. The kids are going to 
approach literature circles a little bit differently than we are and I saw that and 
that's going to help me as a teacher definitely because I have to know how to. talk 
to my kids and explain literature circles. I actually learned how they talk about 
books. (Kerry. Interv iew. 2000) 

Preservice teachers stated that they learned how to do literature circles through 

their involvement in literature circles with children. Many preservice teachers 

communicated, "The circles have given me an actual experience to base my literature 

circles upon, when I am teaching in my own classroom (Charlene. Midterm. 2000) and "1 

learned how to run a literature circle. I will run literature circles in my classroom 

because I have seen the benefit of them. I completely know how to run one and am 

totally comfortable with that" (Dawn. Final. 2001). 

The pre.service teachers mentioned in their journals, free writes and papers 

throughout both semesters that they were learning how to organize and participate in 

literature circles. In particular, the college students learned about the role of the teacher, 

the types of questions that work best, children's literature that invites discussion, 

discussion strategies that facilitate response and the logistics of organizing these small 

groups. 

The Role of the Teacher 

"1 need to participate as a group member working with the children to construct 

meaning rather than acting as an all-knowing interpreter of the text" (Melody. Midterm. 

2000). At the beginning of each semester the preservice teachers were concerned with 

their role as teacher in the literature circles. The reading of research was helpful for 
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students (e.g.. Short. 1997; Eeds & Wells. 1989; Short & Klassen. 1993). Peterson and 

Eeds (1990) state. "Teachers work alongside their students, negotiate meaning with 

them...must be listeners who avoid domination and act collaboratively" (p. 21). Our 

class discussions brought up the differences between "gentle inquisition" and "grand 

conversation" (Peterson & Eeds. 1990). We discussed that teachers need to listen more, 

talk less and not pretend to be experts (Wollman-Bonilla. 1993). Many college students 

reflected on their roles in the literature circles. "When I am helping students I need to let 

them reach their own conclusions and solve their own problems" (Kerry. Midterm, 2000). 

Another stated. "One big thing that I learned...is to make sure every student it involved 

and that they feel comfortable with sharing in the literature circles" (Kristi. Paper. 2001). 

A few college students struggled with the role of the teacher. "Just trying to find that 

balance between teacher and adult and still be a participant in the conversation. Because 

you don't assume that role when you're with your peers" (Sarah. Interview. 2000). 

Initially, the preservice teachers spent most of their time addressing their own pen 

pal in the literature circles, but gradually changed this behavior throughout the semester. 

"I also noticed that I started to talk more to the other founh graders as well and not just to 

my own pen pal" (Meghan. Paper. 2001). Courtney began asking children to share more. 

"I am more comfortable talking to kids now about book topics, and asking them to clarify 

what they mean. For example, if a child gave a vague response. I would not hesitate (like 

1 did at the beginning of the semester) to ask the child to describe more in detail what he 

or she meant to say" (Paper. 2001). Another college student learned that a teacher needs 

to listen and reflect on what children say in literature circles. "I have changed the way I 
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interact with older elementary students. I don't think I valued what they said. 1 would 

listen, comment and move on. Now I listen, comment and reflect on what they have 

said" (Rebecca. Paper. 2001). 

The college students learned that. "When teachers are members of a literature 

group, they are participants who contribute to the discussion" (Short. 1990. p. 76). Katie 

commented. "I have realized how important it is for me, as a teacher, to participate with 

my students in the literature circles and during reading time" (Paper. 2001). One 

undergraduate student reflected on being part of the community in a literature circle: 

This experience taught me that I really am a learner as well as a teacher. I leamed 
and grew along with the fourth graders, they helped me to learn and grow by 
sharing their unique ideas with me. I could not have benefited from this 
experience as much as I have if I took on the role of TEACHER. I must always 
remember to be a part of the community, not the leader of it. I must always 
remember to reflect and analyze mvself so that I stav a member. (Kittv. Paper. 
2001) 

The reading of professional literature on the roles of teachers in literature circles 

was valuable to the preserv ice teachers. The college students leamed the importance of 

teachers as participants versus all-knowing teachers within the literature circles. 

The Types of Questions That Work Best 

Before I would ask the kids questions, but these were like teacher-directed 
questions, like how many whatever did you see during the reading or what is he 
doing now. nothing to generate anything beyond that...I didn't know otherwise. 
(Brenda, Interv iew. 2001) 

Preservice teachers thought about the type of questions to ask in the literature 

circles. We spent class time discussing the questions that work best in literature circles 

and read professional literature. Peterson and Beds (1990) suggest giving time to allow 

comments from students and simply asking. "What did you think?" (p. 51). Short (1997) 
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proposes. "What's on your mind?" (p. 73). Kelly mentioned in her final reflection that 

she learned the types of questions that work best in literature circles such as: What did 

you think about the book? How did you feel about the book? Why do you feel that way? 

Was there a part of the book you could connect with? (2000). One undergraduate student 

commented: 

Over this semester. I was very aware of the kinds of comments and questions I 
asked in the circles. I was careful to avoid close-ended questions. I also wanted 
to make sure that I never interrupted another person who was trying to speak. 
(Shannon. Paper. 2001) 

Other preservice teachers reflected on the questions some of their peers asked in 

literature circles. When discussing On My Honor {Bauer. 1986) this college student 

shared: 

A couple of kids thought he should be punished. They thought the boy who knew 
about the drowning should be punished and so a lot of the college students 
focused on that. They said, "Don't you think he got punished enough?" Say 
[They should have said], "What do you think? Should he be punished or not?" 
And it was almost like they were tr^'ing to change the kids' minds... well if you 
use those words you're right away saying, well this is how you should be 
thinking. I'm the adult and this is how it should be. (Kerry, Interview, 2(XX)) 

The preserv ice teachers were interested in learning how to encourage 

conversation with questions, because they wanted to be better teachers. It was difficult 

for some to transition from asking closed-ended questions to open-ended questions, but 

many were tr\'ing. The awareness of different kinds of questioning was useful for the 

college students. Some even learned that, "Preplanned questions limit thinking" (Kitty, 

Paper. 2001). 
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Children s Literature TJuit Invites Discussion 

"A powerful book for me this semester was Fly Away Home, because I was able 

to see the pain that the children felt and how this book really touched them" (Brittney. 

Final. 2001). Because of the literature circles, the preservice teachers remarked how they 

learned about the importance of literature in children's lives and the types of children's 

literature to use in literature circles. Karyn wrote in her midterm, "The literature circles 

helped me look at literature in a different light" (2000). 

Many observed that being able to choose which book to read for literature circles 

was significant. "To have successful literature circles it is so important to choose books 

that can entice all learners. In my readings it was emphasized how important it is to let 

children choose their own literature, because reading it becomes their responsibility" 

(Danielle. Final. 2000). .Another college student wrote. "I want all of my future students 

to choose books for themselves. When I am a teacher. I will make sure that I have many 

kinds of books available for my students to choose from for literature circles" (Shannon, 

Journal. 2001). 

The college students indicated using quality literature in the discussions as 

important. Short and Klassen (1993) state that the central criterion should be. "That the 

literature chosen creates powerful story worlds with issues and connections that invite 

discussion for particular readers at a particular time" (p. 72). Noe and Johnson (1999) 

share that a good literature circle book touches something within the reader's heart and 

mind and compels response. During an interview Sarah mentioned quality literature: 
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The Stuart Little literature circle. I felt that one was a little shallow, but that 
w asn't because of the group of the kids. It was just because of the book. It's not 
really a good book to discuss. I mean it's a fun book to read and it's very cute 
and very humorous, but there's not much meat to it. That literature circle mainly 
centered around. "Oh I love this part because it was a lot of fun." But we didn't 
really get to talk about issues of morality or any deeper kind of topics. So that 
made me understand why it really is important to pick good quality books. 
(Interview. 2000) 

Other college students discussed that children do not need easy books. "I learned that 

certain books do not need to be "dumbed down' for children. They are quite capable of 

comprehending such materials" (Kevin. Final. 2000). 

Some preservice teachers mentioned that the literature circles helped them to 

become more open minded and flexible in the books they would consider for literature 

circles. "I felt that some books were too mature for this age group. I felt very strongly 

about what books kids should not be reading. In general I can see that kids can handle 

more than I thought they could" (Rebecca, Paper, 2001). Another preservice teacher 

shared: 

I have a completely different view on books like Monkey Island and The Circuit. 
Before this class, I probably wouldn't have used those books in my classroom. I 
was like the teachers in some of the first articles that wanted to completely shelter 
children from real life issues...we rob them of learning more about real life so 
that they won't have the background and knowledge to make good decisions. 
(Carie, Final, 2001) 

One college student discussed a book he wouldn't use in literature circles, "The 

book Wringer was not a good read. This week's literature circle sucked. The animal 

cruelty and the general dementia of Beans turned me off. The kids seemed to like it" 

(Mojo, Free write 2, 2000). When I interviewed this college student, I shared that 

sometimes we may not agree with everything in a book, but that doesn't necessarily mean 
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that it isn't a good book for literature discussion. Another preserx ice teacher discussed 

this same book: 

When I read it. I ended up liking the book, but the first part of the book, animal 
cruelty. I hated. 1 thought the kids would have an opinion about that. I think that 
they knew it was "just" a book and I wasn't making that connection, but they did 
get it and they did understand why it had to happen...I learned that there are 
books that have touchy issues that they understand it and they like them. I've 
learned that it isn't the point of whether or not you like the book. Did you learn 
something from it? Is there something that you can take away from the book that 
you didn't originally have? (Kerr>', Inter\'iew. 2000) 

We discussed at length the best books for literature circles. I shared professional 

literature that suggested children's literature and copied off lists of titles (e.g.. Noe & 

Johnson. 1999: Hill. Johnson & Noe, 1995). Samway and Whang (1996) select books 

that will lead to good discussions that have rich language, interesting plots and developed 

characters. These authors also consider their student's interests, which may be humor, 

action, dilemmas, romance or culture. A few children commented on the best books for 

literature circles. "1 like chapter books better becau.se they tell more about what went on 

in their lives—more details. Picture books are too short! (Kali. Free write 9. 2001). 

Another fourth grader shared her feelings about Snow Treasure (McSwigan. 1942): 

1 don't think I liked the book too much. It was a little too predictable...! mean, 
the story is good, but the way the author wrote it. well, let's just say it wasn't the 
best. Mrs. Day, why waste your lime reading something you don't like when you 
could read something you absolutely love? (Monique, Free write 5. 2001) 

Preservice teachers were interested in finding and learning about the children's 

literature that invites discussion. After mini book celebrations preservice teachers wrote 

down book titles for later reference. College students mentioned that the articles and 
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textbooks they read would come in handy when looking for quality books to use in future 

literature circles. 

The Discussion Strategies That Facilitate Response 

"The post-it notes were my favorite. It makes sense to write the thought as soon 

as you have it. Then you can go back to the exact page and remember what you meant by 

your note" (Kitty. Paper. 2001). Undergraduate students remarked that they hadn't 

experienced discussion strategies that allowed them to become more involved in their 

own reading, strategies such as Post-it Notes, bookmarks and writing in a journal. Other 

strategies to support talk were introduced: Say Something. Save the Last Word for Me. 

Webbing. Written Conversation. Graffiti Board and Anomalies (Short. Harste. Burke. 

1996). A preservice teacher shared, "I understand how it works, the strategy helps you 

think about the book and helps you talk about the book when you have a literature circle" 

(Angela, Interview. 2001). Another commented. "I have learned that notes taken 

throughout the book help to keep the circle discussion moving rapidly" (Jennifer. Final. 

2000). Other college students cited, "The journals that children fill out when reading are 

very important, because these open ended writings capture lots of real knowledge and 

personal connections" (Nancy. Paper. 20«D1). 

Preservice teachers shared how the strategies helped the literature circles with 

children: 

With the bookmarks. I mean we went around the circle and we found places in 
the book, and then one person would bring that up and then another person would 
go. "Oh I have the same one." We'd talk about why that one was important to us 
and why we would have chosen it. (Kerry. Interview, 2000) 
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Throughout the year preservice teachers participated in some creative 

engagements to facilitate talk such as Sketch to Stretch and war weaving. When 

preservice teachers tried sketches one wrote, "The sketch/pictures were awesome! 

Ever>'one of us had almost the same exact things, but they did not mean the same thing to 

all of us" (Rebecca, Free write 5.2001). Another college student commented: 

The war weaving was a fun strategy, and each child really enjoyed showing it off 
to us. 1 will definitely steal that idea and use it in my classroom. The war 
weavings really helped us stay on task and discuss important ideas with each 
other. (Angela, Paper. 2001) 

After literature circles, we had everyone do a quick free write to help students 

quickly express how they felt and thought about a book and the literature circle: 

I enjoyed the time we had to free write. I think I will use this strategy as part of 
my classroom. This will give students an opportunity to voice their questions, 
concerns, and frustrations about new concepts taught in class or about anything 
that happened in class. 1 think I will use pictures as part of free writes also. 
(Marcia. Journal, 2000) 

Another undergraduate student commented about free writes. "I want to use the free 

writes in my classroom after we finish a book as a class or in literature circles. 1 think 

writing is very important for children because it can help me know what children think" 

(Erin, Paper, 2000). 

According to Finke and Edwards (1997) their college students learned the 

instructional strategies poetry and music to enhance literature circles. Throughout both 

semesters in this present research, preservice teachers participated in different discussion 

strategies weekly, so that they could get a sense of how to enhance literature circle 

conversations. Having the children participate in the same strategies helped the 
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preservice teachers get a bigger picture of how these strategies worked and the ways in 

which they could be beneficial. 

The Logistics of Organizing These Small Groups 

"I learned that you do not really need to force the conversation. This is something 

that comes automatically when the group has read the book and feels comfortable 

discussing with other members in the group" (Jennifer, Final. 2000). The preservice 

teachers mentioned that they learned the logistics and many techniques on how to 

organize and run literature circles. The college students learned to allow free 

conversations. "I was impressed with their ability to just let the conversation flow and 

how well they transitioned from one topic to the next" (Nadine. Free write 2. 2001). 

Research points out that in collaborative communities learning is a shared 

responsibility where inquiry is the central focus of the group (Dewey. 1938; Short, 1990). 

In learning how to do literature circles, some preservice teachers realized that learning 

had to be a shared responsibility where there was trust and commitment from everyone. 

Slowly in both semesters the college students began to trust the children in the literature 

circles by showing them respect. Preservice teachers commented on this: 

There are certain rules of etiquette that need to be learned if literature circles are 
going to be successful. For instance, you always have to respect what other 
people in the group are saying and you always need to be courteous in your 
listening and talking skills. (Jennifer. Final. 2000) 

Other preservice teachers ob.served how professional literature taught them about 

literature circles: 
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I like how this chapter [Short. 1997. Chapter 4] gave tips to slowly integrate the 
students into literature circles. Introducing literature circles by having the class 
read the same book in pairs, and stopping after several paragraphs to discuss, 
allows the students to become familiar with the process. (Heather. Journal. 2001) 

The college students learned being prepared would be helpful. "One of the things 1 must 

do to be prepared is to have already read the books myself! I especially want the books 

to be rich and something that lends itself to a good conversation" (Shannon. Journal. 

2001). 

Research indicates group membership and size in literature circles (Short & 

Klassen. 1993; Hanssen. 1990; Short. Harste & Burke. 1996) and so did the preservice 

teachers. "Literature circles in general are very cozy. I would definitely go for smaller 

groups" (Angela. Interview. 2001). Another college student mentioned: 

I've learned that with younger children the groups should be smaller, yet older 
children can be in larger groups. I like the solution of pairing a student with a 
better reader so the student can have the book read with some help. (Courtney, 
Journal. 2001) 

This subcategory of learning the logistics of literature circles was a natural focus 

for the preservice teachers since they were involved in weekly literature circles with their 

peers and monthly circles with children. The understanding of how conversations flow 

and transition, that individuals need to respect each other, teachers need to be prepared 

and the group size for literature circles was worthwhile for the college students. 

What Preservice Teachers Learned About The Value of Literature Circles 
For Children 

I will use literature circles in my classroom...They are such a positive, higher 
level thinking activity that allows ever>'one to participate in the discussion of a 
book. Literature circles promote community, active learning, love of reading, and 
the notion that books teach us about life. (Nancy, Paper, 2001) 
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Throughout two semesters the tlfty-five preservice teachers came to appreciate 

literature circles for children as they participated in them with the fourth graders. 

College students stated that. "Literature circles are very important because they give a 

voice to each child to present how they feel about a book and what they think about a 

book" (Marcia. Final. 2000). The college students discovered that literature circles built 

self-confidence in children, taught children to respect other opinions, encouraged children 

to share personal feelings, connections, and ask questions, enhanced student participation, 

facilitated the exploration of the literary elements, excited children about reading, 

encouraged children to be prepared, helped children to understand a book and influenced 

children to investigate difficult issues. 

Literature Circles Built Self-Confidence in Children 

"Literature circles bring upon self-confidence and self-worth especially for 

children who may be at a lower level in reading. It also doesn't segregate children into 

reading groups and attach a stigma to them" (Kristi. Paper. 2001). After the first 

literature circles some preser\'ice teachers commented how surprised they were at how 

confident the children were in sharing and talking in their small literature circles. Pierce 

(1990) shares that classroom teachers have seen how discussion groups are a "natural" 

way of building self-esteem and acceptance of others. 

Preserv ice teachers stated one of their favorite things about literature circles was, 

"The students" positive development in public speaking and self-esteem building. 

because in circles no answer is a wrong answer" (Mindy. Final. 2001). Other college 

students voiced similar thoughts. "I feel he gained a lot of self-confidence in terms of 
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speaking in front of people" (Courtney. Paper. 2001). One undergraduate student 

discussed the confidence in children; 

The nine and ten year olds had confidence in running the literature circles. They 
liked to share different leader roles, like wanting to be the first one to record, the 
tirst one to speak, and by making sure that everyone had an opportunity to voice 
their opinion—that was the most important part and I was amazed. (Brenda. 
Final. 2000) 

Meghan felt literature circles benefited children because. "Students that are 

struggling with reading [literature circles] were made to feel more comfortable about 

their reading skills" (Paper. 2001). The college students came to see that children could 

participate in literature circles. "I have learned that everyone is capable of participating in 

literature circles, regardless of their academic ability and level" (Katie. Paper. 2001). 

Self-confidence was built through the literature experiences children had in the 

circles. Children had a supportive older adult who cared about them, so their self-

confidence improved. Inviting children to talk and valuing their comments helped build 

their self-confidence. One child shared how her self-confidence grew. "I felt nervous 

when I first got into the groups, but once I start[ed] the group and we get [got] going. I 

start[ed] to feel more comfortable. What's neat is that every time you meet in a group for 

a different book, you get better" (Carina. Journal. 2001). 

Literature Circles Taught Children to Respect Other Opinions 

My p>en pal. AJ. began to cry when we discussed the ending, when Nipper was 
shot and asked us not to talk about the "sad parts." I think we were all touched by 
the sensitivity of AJ. but what amazed me even more was the fact that no one 
laughed or made fun of him. (Kevin. Free write 2. 2000) 

Preservice teachers often discussed how the children respected other participant's 

opinions. The literature circles helped build community in both classrooms where the 
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children and preserv ice teachers got to know each other quite well from the open-ended 

discussions. This supportive classroom environment let students know that it was okay to 

share concerns, worries and fears with each other (Samway and Whang. 1996). Another 

preser\'ice teacher shared that her pen pal wanted to hear from other children. "My pen 

pal is very considerate of others in her circle. She has many times relinquished the floor 

to other peers who have something to add" (Rebecca. Paper. 2001). Respecting others' 

opinions may have happened because. "Children and preservice teachers encourage one 

another's views and opinions" (Danielle. Free write 1. 2000). 

In one interview a college student stated that children respected taking turns: 

There were some kids who were quiet. When they would say something it 
surprised me. They had something to say. but they just, it took them a long time 
to want to share it. The kids were always kind when it came to taking turns and 
respecting each other's opinions. (Brenda. 2000) 

Another preser\ ice teacher stated. "It is great to see the children being respectful to each 

other when others are talking. That can carry over into the classroom as well or maybe it 

is the other way around" (Kitty. Midterm. 2001). 

Finke and Edwards (1997) found that preservice teachers learned what it means to 

be a part of a community of learners when they worked with children in literature circles. 

Together they explored ideas and beliefs, thought critically and listened to a variety of 

perspectives. In this research the college students and children collaborated together in a 

learning community exploring the same issues where they learned to respect other's 

opinions. 
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Literature Circles Encouraged Children to Share Personal Feelings. Connections, and to 
Ask Questions 

"Literature circles offer a wonderful, non-threatening environment for students to 

express their feelings and the questions they have about their reading" (Amber. Final. 

2000). The college students mentioned that the literamre circles encouraged children to 

share their personal feelings and connections, and to ask questions in their journals, free 

writes and papers. Peterson and Eeds (1990) share that our memories, our hopes, our 

beliefs and our attitudes shape the meaning we make. The fourth graders connected text 

to their lives, to other books, to movies and to experiences, which helped them make 

meaning. Many classroom studies have found that children make personal connections 

and ask questions (Gilles. 1990; Pierce. 1990; Crawford & Hoopingamer. 1993; Roller & 

Beed. 1994). 

At the beginning of each semester the preservice teachers were amazed at the 

willingness of the fourth graders to share their personal feelings and connections. "I was 

impressed with the way the fourth graders connected this book with their own personal 

stories and remembrances" (Shannon. Free write 1. 2001). Alex wrote in a final paper. "I 

was surprised most at the children's ability to interpret some parts of the various books 

and how they so easily related this subject matter to their own lives" (2001). The college 

students realized that they enjoyed hearing the personal stories: 

I like hearing all the personal stories the books bring about. I think it really helps 
the children to understand things better when they can apply some sort of real life 
meaning to them. Even if they cannot specifically relate to a story or situation in 
the story. I can still see the emotions the books evoke in them through these 
circles. (Lisa. Midterm. 2001) 
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Manmez-Roldan's and Lopez-Robertson's (1999/2000) research showed that children 

made connections to other books and life experiences through the sharing of {personal 

stories. Likewise, in this research fourth graders shared detailed stories about their lives 

in the literature circles and their pen pal journals with preservice teachers. 

College students noticed. "Children almost always place themselves in the book 

and explain why they would feel a cenain way if in that situation" (Alex. Mid term. 

2001). Another preservice teacher talked about a conversation where children related to a 

character. "They related themselves to Lily who told lies about their own lives and lies 

they may have told" (Rebecca. Free write 2. 2001). Melody stated that. "They can agree 

and disagree with each other. listening to how each student makes connections between 

the book, other books and their life experiences" (Final. 2000). 

College students stated that the children brought up many questions in the 

literature circles. "Quite often it was the kids who brought up the most interesting and 

thought provoking questions" (Lisa. Final. 2000). Another preser\'ice teacher discus.sed 

some of these questions. "There were kids in our group who asked good questions like: 

Why did they need to take the gold to the cave first? and Why don't the Germans just 

bomb places during the day?" (Courtney. Free write 2. 2001). One preservice teacher 

shared about her pen pal. "I believe Monique is bright, because she asked questions that I 

didn't even question, nor could I answer. She is an in-depth thinker" (Connie. Free write 

2. 2001). College students stated that literature circles encourage children to ask 

questions. "Children have a great curiosity and a real thirst for knowledge. They ask 

many questions and want to know the answers" (Ellen. Paper. 2001). 
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Finke and Edwards' (1997) and Lehman and Scharer's (1996) preservice teachers 

echoed these same comments about children sharing personal connections and asking 

questions. Without the experience of participating in literature circles with children, few 

college students in this research would have known that children share personal feelings, 

connections and questions in these circles. The children even encouraged the preservice 

teachers in this study to share their own personal feelings and connections. One child 

shared why he liked literature circles. "I like sharing my book with people in a group. I 

also like sharing my Post-it Notes. You get to tell things that you like and your feelings 

and any connections. It is fun" (Noah. Journal. 2000). 

Literature Circles Enhanced Student Participation 

"They were excited about talking. That's a positive sign because kids won't 

bother talking if they're bored. I mean who wants to talk if they're bored. The kids 

wanted to talk. That shows me that they're into it" (Angela. Inter\'iew. 2001). Preservice 

teachers noted that the literature circles enhanced student participation. Lisa wrote. "By 

using literature circles I think you invite children to speak about things that may never be 

brought up during a whole class discussion or by doing comprehension worksheets" 

(Paper. 2001). Another college student stated. "In small literature circles there are less 

people and everyone gets a chance to voice their opinions and thoughts on a book" 

(Danielle. Free write 1. 2000). 

In most literature circles everyone took an active part. "I was astounded that 

everyone panicipated. The cooperation and the flow of everything was really cool" 

(Carie. Free write 1. 2001). In contrast one preservice teacher wrote. "A couple of kids in 
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our group did not participate that much" (Dawn. Free write 3. 2000). Another college 

student noticed. "I think that there may be certain combinations of children that should be 

avoided (Kevin. Free write 3. 2000). Possible reasons some of the children didn't 

participate as much were. "The kids were so excited which made it hard to keep a real 

discussion going" (Katie. Free write 4. 2001). Maybe the children were interrupted 

during sharing. "During the literature circles I noticed that the kids would interrupt each 

other. They were excited about talking and they'd interrupt. I caught myself doing it" 

(Angela. Interview. 2001). 

Courtney had a revelation when Greg, her pen pal. began talking in the literature 

circles. She learned that it takes time for children to feel comfortable and to join in, "I 

really thought he would never start sharing and participating in our groups. I think 1 

wasn't considering how he was so new to this whole process" (Paper, 2001). 

When children and preservice teachers were given opportunities to talk in the 

literature circles, most contributed. The preservice teachers noted that everyone 

participated on his or her own level, and that the involvement grew with each literature 

circle. A fourth grader shared her view. "I like how once we get going, we really don't 

stop. 1 also like how we never overlap what we're saying" (Carina, Journal, 2000). 

Literature Circles Facilitated Exploration of the Literary Elements 

"Although they talked a lot about plot, they also got into the bigger themes 

without any prompting from adults" (Sarah. Final. 2000). The preservice teachers 

mentioned that in their literature circles the literary elements were explored. Peterson 

and Eeds (1990) believe that the awareness of literary elements and their function in 
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stories nurtures the development of children's ability to respond imaginatively to texts. 

One college student indicated that the children. "Were able to identify a lot of under

lying themes in the book, which I really wasn't expecting for kids in their age group" 

(Liz. Free write I. 2001). After reading a chapter in Peterson and Eeds (1990) Shannon 

commented: 

One thing I have noticed in our literature circles is that literary elements often 
come up during our conversations. We don't have to resort to traditional 
questions for children to talk about plot, mood or characters. I think grand 
conversations are a good way to teach literary elements in a real-world context. 
(Journal. 2001) 

In literature circles panicipants identified with the characters. "Children really 

connect to the characters, feeling their anger, joys, and pain" (Amber. Midterm. 2000). 

Another preservice teacher shared how her pen pal brought the books to life: 

She told me on many occasions that after reading certain parts in the books we 
were reading, generally sections about cruelty, poverty or other gut wrenching 
emotions, she would then go share that section with her mother and tell her how 
bad she felt for the character, or how angry that part made her. (Lindsey. Paper. 
2001) 

Preserv ice teachers communicated that in literature circles children discussed the 

major themes. "Our experiences helped me to see that kids really are capable of 

understanding the big concepts and relating to literature on their own terms. It's just a 

matter of whether or not we let them" (Sarah. Final. 2000). 

The elements of literature were discussed throughout the year in the children's 

and preserv ice teachers di.scussions. They retold what happened within the plot, reacted 

to characters, explained who said what, discussed where the story happened, how long 
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the story lasted, the message of the books, the style of the text and how the events 

affected them (Peterson & Eeds. 1990). 

Literature Circles Excited Children About Reading 

It was a bit surprising (although it should not have been) to see how excited the 
students were about reading and learning. Many of the classrooms 1 have visited 
are full of students who look disinterested and are just dying to go to recess. It 
was wonderful to see that it is possible to get children excited about reading and 
writing. (Kitty. Paper. 2(X) 1) 

Many preservice teachers remarked that they saw children excited about reading. 

They noticed in particular that the fourth graders were enthusiastic and eager to discuss 

children's literature in the literature circles. Peterson and Eeds (1990) explain that one of 

our foremost goals in teaching about literature is to involve children in story and to see 

that they find enjoyment—"that they take in joy through story" (p. 70). Roller and Reed 

(1994) believe that when children are enthusiastic about something, they are engaged and 

want to leam. 

College students noticed that the literature circles encouraged this excitement 

towards reading. Brenda commented in an interview." These kids enjoy reading if they 

know they are going to discuss the book in a literature circle" (2000). The children may 

have also been excited, because they were sharing the experience with their pen pals, "I 

learned that kids can get excited about reading if they know that they're going to share 

that experience with someone else" (Sarah. Final. 2000). 

Even after a long day of school the fourth graders rarely passed up the opportunity 

to di.scuss books. "The children are eager to participate in grand conversations and 

discussions" (Shannon. Paper. 2001). Nancy stated. "I am surprised that the children 
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enjoyed the activity as much as they did. In every literature circle I participated in. the 

kids really had a good time talking about the books" (Paper. 2001). 

The fourth graders may have been excited about reading because they loved 

reading. "Those kids shed a whole new light on books. They really have a love for 

reading and enjoy talking about it" (Staci. Free write. 2001). The literature circles gave 

an opportunity for children to share: 

I have learned how much children really enjoy books and reading if they are given 
the opportunity to express their feelings about a book and also to extend the book 
and it's meaning rather than simply reading the book and moving on to the next 
one. (Meghan. Paper. 2(X)1) 

One undergraduate student mentioned that both her pen pal and she learned to 

love reading. "We both developed a greater love for reading. I have become a better 

reader so that I could share experiences in reading with my pen pal" (Jamie. Paper. 2000). 

Other preservice teachers stated that literature circles develop a life-long love of reading; 

1 believe that literature circles allow children to relate new concepts to their own 
lives, and then allow them the opportunity to use that new information to shape 
their world. I am convinced that children who participate in literature circles will 
develop a life-long love of reading. (Shannon. Paper, 2001) 

In their free writes the fourth graders mentioned sixty-two times that the literature 

circles were fun. "Being in the literature circles is always fun" (Jessica, Free write 4, 

2(301). Another child said. "Everything we did at the university I thought was very fun" 

(Noah. Free write 2. 2000). During the entire year children seemed to be excited about 

reading. Giving the children an opportunity to be in literature circles with their college 

pen pals helped keep this enthusiasm alive. 
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Literature Circles Encouraged Children to be Prepared 

The biggest thing that surprised me during the last few months was the amount of 
effort that the children, including my pen pal put into getting ready for the 
literature circles. Every child had a huge number of Post-it Notes, and their 
journals were filled with their thoughts and feelings. Often, the children were 
more prepared and had more materials to share than the college students. 
(Shannon. Final. 2001) 

The preservice teachers found that their pen pals were prepared for the literature 

circles. Kelly stated that. "Literature circles hold the children accountable to their peers 

for the reading and preparation of their thoughts, questions and comments about the 

book" (Final. 2000). Another college student explained. "In all of the groups I 

participated in. all of the children had read the book, prepared their strategies, and were 

eager to participate in the conversation" (Nancy. Final, 2000). In contrast some 

preservice teachers admitted. "My pen pal said he didn't finish the book, but he 

participated in the discussion" (Courtnie. Free write 2. 2000). There were a couple of 

students who struggled throughout the year in completing their reading and preparing for 

the discussion. 

Preser\'ice teachers mentioned that they noticed that the children read the 

literature circle books. In an interview Angela stated: 

Well one thing that I noticed, and it always impres.sed me. is that the kids actually 
read the books. Because when I was in school kids would cheat and they'd read a 
couple chapters. I remember my teachers telling them that their book reports 
were pathetic. But in the literature circles I don't think I remember one time 
when the kids hadn't read the book, and I could tell because they were making 
interesting comments. (2001) 

Another college student mentioned that this experience showed her what she has 

to look forward to: 
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I was surprised that the students came prepared to literature circle discussions 
every time. It seemed like they had more to say about the books than we did. I 
was surprised to see how many Post-it Notes and journal entries they contributed 
to the discussion. They went all out and beyond! This definitely has taught me 
that I need to be on my toes when I'm a teacher. (Connie. Paper, 2001) 

The preservice teachers" comments in the pen pal journals and within the literature circles 

encouraged children to be ready to discuss the books. The fourth graders wanted to 

please their pen pals and show that they were organized and ready. The opportunity to 

discuss the books with older adults compelled the children to be prepared. 

Literature Circles Helped Children Understand a Book 

Literature circles are a great way for children to learn from each other and to get 
more opinions and also to talk more in depth about their book. Just from our 
literature circles. I end up realizing things about the book that I never really knew 
1 felt until I just say it in the circle. Our conversations bring up elements in the 
book that we never would have looked into further had we not had the opportunity 
to talk about it. (Dawn, Journal. 2000) 

The undergraduate students realized that the children were the makers of meaning 

(Peterson & Eeds, 1990). Short and Klassen (1993) state that children "Bring their 

tentative understandings of the books they read to a literature circle where they share 

their e.xperiences with one another. As they talk, they examine their differing 

interpretations of the books they have read and come to new and deeper understandings 

of them" (p. 67). The preservice teachers and children came together to share their 

experiences and gain new and deeper interpretations. College students noticed that the 

literature circles, "Helped me a couple of times with things that 1 did not understand in 

the book" (Keri, Final, 2000). 

Preservice teachers observed that in literature circles many opinions and 

interpretations were shared which helped children understand the book further: 
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I think literature circles are very useful and are good ways of hearing different 
interpretations of books. That is what makes reading so interesting to me. that 
someone can read the same book I'm reading and completely interpret it so 
differently in ways I never thought. (Nadine. Final. 2000) 

Another presen ice teacher mentioned, "As a result of this experience I have learned that 

there is not always one clear answer. There can be many answers" {Heather, Paper. 

2001). 

Through the literature circles preserv ice teachers gained that. "Kids understand a 

lot more than 1 ever expected. They can discuss literature in a meaningful way. and not 

just talk about text" (Staci. Paper. 2001). Sometimes the children taught the college 

students. "There were many times that the children's insight surprised me in my 

literature circle. They had perspectives that I had not thought of (Kitty, Journal, 2001). 

If the fourth graders didn't understand parts of a book, they asked questions or 

tried to figure them out: 

1 find that the children are curious and don't have a problem asking questions. It 
makes me realize that when I am a teacher. I need to be aware, becau.se the 
students can come up with any question that connects to the lesson. (Connie. 
Midterm. 2001) 

Finke and Edwards' (1997) preservice teachers noticed "people interpret things 

differently" and "understand the story." The preserv ice teachers in this present study 

shared these similar comments where children and preservice teachers made meaning 

together. 

The children agreed that the literature circles helped them understand the books, 

"Being in literature circles is always fun. We can all share our feelings about the book. I 
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learned a lot about immigrants in the book. Francisco must have had a hard life" (Jessica, 

Free write 4. 2001). 

Literature Circles Influenced Children to Investif^ate Difficult Issues 

It made me realize that when I'm a teacher of my [own] fourth graders. I 
definitely will talk about things like that in a book and know that they can talk 
about that and they can handle it and it's not like it's a big secret that the boy 
died. (Erin. Interview. 2001) 

The preservice teachers learned that literature circles influence children to 

investigate issues such as death, discrimination, homelessness or poverty. Research in 

elementary classrooms has revealed similar discoveries (Egawa. 1998; Klassen. 1993). 

Leland. Harste. Ociepka. Lewison and Vasquez (1999) noted that critical literacy 

curriculum focuses on building students' awareness of how systems of meaning and 

power affect people and the lives they lead. Social, cultural and political issues played a 

major role in the discussions with Martmez-Roldan and Lopez-Robertson's (1999/2(XX)) 

first graders where the children discussed poverty and racial identity. The children in this 

present research also discussed power and poverty. 

At the beginning of each semester the preservice teachers weren't sure about 

discussing or using books with social, cultural and political issues with children. After 

discussing the books in literature circles with the fourth graders they changed their minds. 

Nancy shared that the fourth graders understood these difficult issues: 

These kids completely understand the content and controversies contained in this 
novel. I think we adults need to start giving kids credit for what they are capable 
of understanding. This was not just a recitation of what happened; these kids 
connected it to real events in their lives and took away real learning from this 
book. (Nancy. Free write 1, 2001) 
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Klassen's (19931 research showed how children's literature provided a way for 

readers to know more about social and cultural tensions. The children and preservice 

teachers in this present research gained knowledge about similar tensions as they read 

The Circuit and the picture books on social issues. Within the literature circles the 

preservice teachers learned that children want to know more about the.se issues and have 

many wonderings: 

The main thing that I learned during this experience w as that children are aware 
of complex issues in books, regardless of what adults might think. I was often 
surpri.sed by children's comments and thoughts presented during our literature 
circles. For example, when we read Vie Circuit. I was surprised at the amount of 
time we spent discussing illegal immigration, and how one could become a citizen 
of the United States. I didn't think that children would ask about the process of 
becoming a member of this country. (Shannon. Paper. 2001) 

Another college student realized how valuable literature circles about difficult 

issues are for children: 

Until tonight I wondered why Ms. Day had children and us reading such 
depressing and serious issues. Now I know that there is so much to be learned in 
this book. It is a great way to address character issues and values that are 
sometimes "iffy" topics to discuss as a teacher. I would never have thought that 
this book could be so uplifting and positive until after tonight. The.se kids had 
sympathy and empathy for the characters in the story. They were able to 
recognize family and learn what life is all about; that it's what keeps the 
immigrants going. I felt like everyone learned a lot tonight—teachers, parents, 
children and students. (Carie. Free write 1. 2001) 

The preserv ice teachers learned how literature circles influence children to 

investigate difficult issues. Without being in literature circles with children, this topic 

would have been overlooked and passed by. The college students gained children's 

thoughts and understandings on hunger and poverty in Monkey Island (Fox, 1991) and 
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racism in The Gold Cadillac, (Taylor. 1987) which helped them see that these books are 

beneficial for children. 

Conclusion and Discussion 

I have had such an awesome experience and am glad we had the chance to work 
in groups with actual children! A teacher can only tell someone how to do things 
so much and sometimes things get lost. But working with the fourth graders, we 
got to see the what. how. and most importantly, the why of things. We are being 
taught what we should do. I will mi.ss Lauren [pen pal] and reading books with 
her. (Li.sa. Free write 5. 2001) 

The perceptions of preservice teachers about literature circles with children were 

shared throughout this chapter. There is very little research that discus.ses preservice 

teacher's perceptions of literature circles with children. In contrast there is much 

research where preservice teachers have participated in literature circles in their college 

clas.srooms with peers (e.g.. Kla.ssen. 1993; Mathi.s, 1994; Wedman. Smith & Jared. 

1994; Wilkinson & Kido; 1997; Roberts. Jensen & Hadjiyianni. 1997; Roberts. 1998). 

One of the goals of the university course on elementary school curriculum and 

children's literature was to understand the principles and practices of literature circles and 

learn to implement such .studies by participating in them. This objective was addressed 

and met as suggested by the different categories discus.sed in this chapter. Another goal 

of this course was for the pre.service teachers to leam to converse with children about 

literature in ways that foster dialogue and meaning construction. This goal was met when 

the college students discussed how they learned about the role of the teacher in literature 

circles, the types of questions that work best in literature circles and how literature circles 

help children understand a book. The following themes reflected in the data will be 

di.scus.sed. 
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What Preservice Teachers Learned About Children Within the Literature Circles 

Everv' college student discussed children's books with children in three to five 

literature circles. Consequently, the preservice teachers learned about children because 

they were working with children. College students commented that they underestimated 

children before discussing books with them. They learned that children are much smarter 

than they thought they were. Finke and Edwards (1997) heard similar comments from 

their preservice teachers. The college students in this study were surprised at the 

vocabulary and grown up points of view that children made. What impressed the 

preservice teachers most were the children's understandings of the books. 

Preservice teachers noticed that children voice their opinions. Mistakenly, they 

thought that the children would be re.served. but the fourth graders enjoyed sharing 

personal stories and connections to books and giving their input. 

The college students found that children can even teach adults. In Wolf. 

Ballentine and Hill's (2000) research, the preser\ice teachers goal was to learn from the 

child they were observing and tutoring. The child was the teacher, instead of the other 

way around. In this present research, the college students noticed that the children had 

important viewpoints and opinions that helped them understand books further. Preservice 

teachers gained knowledge of book titles, an interest in books and children's perspectives 

that parallel their own. Indeed the children were teaching the college students. 

Within the literature circles the preserv ice teachers indicated that children were 

insightful about their reading. Finke and Edwards (1997) and Lehman and Scharer 

(1996) heard similar reactions from their college students. In this present research the 



311 

preserv ice teachers noticed that the children paid close attention to "little details" in the 

books that adults would often ignore and pass over. The college students mentioned that 

the children carefully reflected on their reading and offered insights to the group 

discussions. 

A number of preserv ice teachers commented that the children encouraged them to 

become better readers and to read more often. College students found that they discussed 

books in greater depth when they participated in literature circles with children because 

the children motivated them. 

I want to promote the idea that none of these findings would have been explored 

in a children's literature course without the opportunity of participating with children in 

the discussions. In other college courses that I have taught, preservice teachers were 

involved in weekly literature circles with their peers, but their learning about or with 

children was practically nonexistent. 

What Preservice Teachers Learned About How to do Literature Circles 

The preservice teachers in this research learned how to engage in literature circles 

by participating in discussions with children and with their peers. The college students 

truly learned how to do literature circles because they experienced them with children. 

The preservice teachers v\ ould not have fully understood the role a teacher plays, the 

types of questions or the logistics of literature circles without participating in them with 

children. The college students in this study may have learned about the types of 

children's literature and the discussion strategies to use in literature circles by 



participating in circles with their peers only, but I would argue that their understandings 

were much greater because they were constructed with children. 

Preserv ice teachers reflected on their role as teacher in literature circles. They 

discus.sed the differences between participating as a group member or as an all-knowing 

teacher. Some college students in this study struggled with the role of "teacher" because 

this was their first time assuming this role. The preserv ice teachers learned how to talk to 

children and how to ask them "why" they felt a particular way. They commented that 

they learned to listen to children and respect what they had to offer. The college students 

were al.so interested in learning how to encourage conversation with open-ended 

questions. We spent time di.scussing the questions that work best in literature circles and 

referred to professional literature. One college student in Finke and Edwards" (1997) 

study mentioned learning about closed-ended questions; whereas, in this research many 

preserv ice teachers discussed their understandings of open-ended questions and the role 

of teachers in literature circles. 

The preserv ice teachers remarked that they learned many titles of children's 

literature that invite talk and discussion strategies that facilitate response. Many observed 

that being able to choose which book one wanted to read out of a selection of books 

enticed learners. Others commented that their views on the types of books to use in 

literature circles changed because they saw that children could handle more than they 

thought they could. Undergraduate students remarked that the discussion strategies 

helped everyone discuss important ideas in the literature circles. The college students 
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experienced numerous strategies with children, whereas Finke and Edwards" (1997) 

college students expanded their literature circle experience with two strategies. 

College students gained understanding on the logistics of organizing small 

literature circles as they participated in them. They commented on learning how easy 

conversations flow, on how important it is that everyone respects individuals in a group 

and the size of literature circles. Lehman and Scharer (1996) noted that their college 

students discovered ways to talk about books with children. The preservice teachers in 

this present research reflected on this same idea as suggested by the subcategories, the 

role of the teacher in literature circles, the types of questions that work best in literature 

circles, the discussion strategies to use in literature circles and the logistics of literature 

circles. 

What Preserx ice Teachers Learned About the Value of Literature Circles for Children 

Throughout the two semesters the preservice teachers learned the importance of 

literature circles. Without children in the discussions the college students probably 

would not have discovered that literature circles build self-confidence in children, teach 

children to learn to obser\ e other comments, excite children about reading or motivate 

children to be prepared. The college students in this study definitely experienced the 

value of literature circles. 

Preservice teachers stated that children's self-confidence was built within the 

circles because they weren't segregated by reading levels and every answer was 

welcomed. They commented that children developed confidence in speaking in front of 
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others and helped those who were struggling with reading because they were in a 

comfortable environment to talk and learn more about books. 

College students remarked that the literature circles taught children to respect 

other opinions. Everyone encouraged one another's view and opinions by taking turns. 

Finke and Edwards' (1997) preservice teachers learned what it means to be a part of a 

community. In this research both the college students and the children collaborated in a 

learning community where opinions were respected. 

The college students indicated that the literature circles encouraged children to 

share personal feelings, connections and questions. Many were surprised at how children 

could relate the books to their own lives and shared personal stories. Children were not 

afraid to ask questions and try to figure out a story much like Finke and Edwards (1997) 

and Lehman and Scharer (1996) noted. 

Literature circles enhanced student participation observed the preservice teachers. 

In most of the circles ever>'one participated and grew in their participation as the semester 

progressed. College students communicated that the literature circles facilitated 

e.xploration of the literary elements without any prompting from the adults. Children 

identified themselves with characters and themes. 

The children's excitement towards reading was noticed by the college students. 

Many remarked that the children were eager and enthusiastic about reading and 

discussing books in the literature circles. The preservice teachers also found that most 

children were prepared for the discussions and that the literature circles encouraged this 
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preparation. This excitement and preparation may have occurred because each fourth 

grader had an older college student to please. 

The preservice teachers learned that literature circles help children understand a 

book. Through talking, listening and questioning new meanings were made. Both 

college students and children came to new and deeper understandings in the literature 

circles much like the preservice teachers in Finke and Edward's (1997) research. The 

college students learned that children like to investigate difficult issues such as death, 

discrimination or homelessness. Many gained knowledge that children do understand 

these issues and want the opportunity to talk about them. 

Out of the nine areas in this category, the only one that the college students 

possibly would have learned about without participating in literature circles with 

children, but with peers only, may have been exploring literary elements. The other eight 

subcategories would not have been present. The preservice teachers needed to be 

involved in literature circles with children in order for them to see that they are valuable 

for children. Because the college students experienced literature circles with children I'm 

suggesting that they will be more likely to try them in their future classrooms. Preservice 

teachers shared that. "Reading about a teaching strategy, and actually participating in the 

activity first hand are two totally different things" (Kitty. 2001). Another college student 

commented in a paper; 

...I have talked with people in pa.st Children's Literature classes, and they all said 
that they had to practice the literature circle as elementary school students. I 
didn't like the idea of pretending to be a fourth grader, and trying to figure out 
what insight a fourth grader could have gotten out of a certain book. Because to 
my understanding now. fourth graders are a lot more insightful than I would have 
ever guessed before. (Kristi. 2001) 
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The college students learned about children, learned how to do literature circles with 

children and learned the value of literature circles for children by participating in the 

literature circles with the fourth graders. This was evidenced by the data shared in this 

chapter. 

Angela shared in an interview. "As far as learning about children. I wished we 

had had more time. I feel like I just started to learn about children. 1 feel that just 

because of the time constraints of the class we couldn't do more" (2001). These 

preser\ ice teachers were just beginning their journey of learning about children. The 

preservice teachers will learn more when they begin teaching in their own classrooms. 

This experience gave them "first hand" knowledge, which will hopefully be beneficial in 

their future classrooms. This chapter closes with the voices of some of the presers ice 

teachers. 

I will definitely teach reading with literature circles in my classroom. It is a 
positive experience for students, because it's a great way to practice socialization 
skills and to learn about the other opinions that peers contribute, plus it enables a 
student to form new or to consider other opinions given by students. Literature 
circles let students express their emotions toward books which allows the student 
to take an in depth path into the book. (Connie. Paper. 2001) 

I see that they [literature circles] are beneficial, especially because I've done 
them. It's not just what research says or this book I read says. I sat there, I did 
them with kids my age. and then I did them with a mixed group and you see how 
you learn so much more just by listening to other people. Then especially when 
you do tho.se groups and then meet back up with the whole group again, things 
just kept coming out and ever>'body participated. (Lisa. Interview. 2000) 
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Chapter 7 

"A Taste of College": How the Literature Experience Influenced the Children 

I looked forward to going to the university for a long time. It was fun with Aaron 
to talk to someone who likes Star Wars as extreme as I do. I learned a full view 
from another person's perspective and also how my views related with other 
persons. I gained great confidence in talking and sharing my ideas and interests 
with people e.xceeding my miniscule age. (Christian. Journal, 2001) 

In this yearlong study the children were influenced by the correspondences with 

preservice teachers in pen pal journals and conversations with them in literature circles. 

The fourth graders visited the university campus five times for literature circles and had 

three circles at their elementary school with their pen pals. Within these literature circles 

the children felt supported and comfortable to discuss books. Many of the children 

developed friendships and spent additional time with their college pen pals. The children 

looked up to the preservice teachers and aspired to become young adults. This chapter 

will take a close look at the research question: How did the literature experience with 

preservice teachers influence the children? 

According to Vygotsky (1978) learning occurs and is developed when children 

are interacting in their environment and in cooperation with more knowledgeable others. 

Vygotsky defines the zone of proximal development as. "The distance between the actual 

development 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). The shared inquiry that occurred during 

the literature circles became the context in which the children and the preservice teachers 

were raised to new levels of understanding by more knowledgeable peers or preservice 
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teachers. The zone of proximal development between the children and the adults was 

greater during the second semester because the children had a semester of experience 

with literature circles. The children's experience and familiarity with literature circles 

made them more knowledgeable. The children helped teach the preservice teachers how 

to discuss children's book in the literature circles. The children demonstrated to the 

college students how to begin a discussion, to share personal stories or connections, to 

listen and encourage other group members to talk, to keep a discussion moving and how 

to ask true wonderings. 

The fourth grader's classroom was a rich literacy environment. Children were 

read aloud to and had silent reading every day. The fourth graders interacted together 

daily in small groups. While this literacy environment contributed to the children's 

growth, only the experiences with their college pen pals are discussed in this chapter. 

The data used to help answer this question were the children's free writes from 

each literature circle, the children's journals, the pen pal journals, my teaching journal, 

the preservice teachers' free writes, kidwatching notes, papers, literature circle 

transcripts, the parent surveys, e-mails and three interviews with the classroom teacher 

Ross. As I read all of this data thoroughly. I attached florescent colored flags when it 

pertained to how the literature experience influenced the children. I arranged marked 

data into possible themes and compared items within these themes. These comparisons 

led to tentative categories that I shared with my advisor Kathy Short. My analysis 

revealed six themes on how this experience influenced the children: the children had a 

significant relationship with young adults, the children managed literature circles, the 
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children considered different fjerspectives and issues, the children gained confidence in 

their ability to talk to young adults, the children gained perspectives on college and the 

children had a personal advocate. These six themes will be discussed, concluding with 

two case studies that demonstrate how the children's relationships with their college pen 

pals were influential. 

The Children had a Significant Relationship with Young Adults 

"I know I had a friendship with my pen pal because we still e-mail each other and 

because she was so nice to me" (Jessica. Journal. 2001). The children formed a 

significant friendship with two different college pen pals over the course of one academic 

year. After their first correspondence and literature circles many children commented, "I 

really like my pen pal" (Heidi. 2(XX)). "I liked Kevin. He was nice" (AJ. 2000) and "1 

just loved my pen pal because she was so nice to me" (Jacqueline. 2000). 

Research has established the importance of personal relationships between 

teachers and children (Rankin. 1992). Noddings (1984) suggests that good teaching starts 

with the construction of a caring and trusting relationship. She explains that the essential 

elements of caring are located in the relation between the one-caring and the cared-for. 

Caring involves stepping out of one's own personal frame of reference into the others. 

When we care, we consider the other's point of view, his objective needs, and 
what he expects of us. Our attention, our mental engrossment is on the cared-for. 
not on ourselves. Our reasons for acting, then, have to do with the other's wants 
and desires and with the objective elements of his problematic situation, (p. 24) 

Noddings goes on to explain that the one-caring accepts, embraces, questions. 

responds, sympathizes and challenges the cared-for. She suggests that for caring to be 

successful, the cared-for needs to acknowledge and " receive" the caring. The 
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interactions between the preservice teachers and the children in this present study 

involved a mutual caring for one another. 

In a one-on-one tutoring program. Worthy and Patterson (2001) found that 

preservice teachers began working with students from an ethical caring stance and then 

moved into a caring relationship, because they were responsible for teaching the child. 

They observed that through the relationships, the children were motivated in their 

learning, which helped the preservice teachers to learn to care and respect students. The 

researchers concluded. "The increased levels of comfort, trust and closeness that occur 

when learners relate personally with their teachers seem to enhance learning and 

motivation for the learner" (p. 304). The preservice teachers in this present research first 

cared about their pen pais and then moved into feeling responsible for their child in the 

literature circles. 

The children continually shared their feelings about their college pen pals. "I 

absolutely love my pen pal and the other pen pals in my group. We had a great time. 1 

think my pen pal did too. I love my pen pal—she rocks!" (Katharina. Free write 5. 

2001). Children expressed how they felt around their college pen pal. "Li.sa is so much 

fun. I love her for a pen pal. I feel very comfortable around her. 1 feel like she's a 

sister" (Lauren. Free write 7, 2001). The children considered the college students as 

friends. "I have a lot of best friends and you are one of them" (Jacqueline. Journal. 2001). 

Even preservice teachers mentioned the children in similar ways. "I feel like I am talking 

with friends" (Staci. Free write 2. 2001). The fourth graders enjoyed hearing about their 

pen pals' lives, "The pen pal I liked the most was Trina because she told me almost 
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everything she did" (Trisha. Journal. 2001). Many children shared. "You feel very good 

with older kids" (Maddy, Journal. 2000). The children's relationships with the college 

students grew through the use of the pen pal journals, out of class visits and the literature 

circles. 

Pen Pal Journals 

The children and preservice teachers' friendship was partly built by their 

correspondence with each other. Pen pal letters between young children and preservice 

teachers have been found to be engaging, motivating and instructional for both education 

majors and children (Rankin, 1992; Nistler, 1998; Austin, 2000; Moore, 2000). Berrill 

and Gall (1999) learned that pen pal correspondences provide a safe forum for the 

celebration and valuing of human relationships. Beach and Anson (in press) found in 

peer dialogue journals that students initially established a social relationship, where they 

disclosed their own experiences, feelings or attitudes. In this present study the children 

and college students began their pen pal journals much the same way as they wrote about 

their families, cultures, friends, pets, birthdays, vacations, hobbies, health and current 

events. Many shared photographs, illustrations and stories about their lives. Eventually 

in the journals the participants began to explore their responses to the children's books 

they were reading and to reflect on their participation in the discussions. Both children 

and preservice teachers discussed their favorite books, authors, genres and the best places 

to read. The personal knowledge they gained about each other led to a relationship 

together. 
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In the pen pal journals preservice teachers often complemented the children. "I 

have to tell you that I am impressed with how smart, beautiful and sweet you are" (Ana, 

2001). Kitty shared with Nick. "You did a great job in the presentation on Tuesday, and 

you made a lot of interesting comments in the literature circle. Keep up the good work" 

(2001). Another college student wrote. "Jeff, I'm so glad you are my pen pal! You did 

such a good job making up that rap. I'm gonna have to say we were the best ones" 

(Carrie. 2001). These kind words were helpful in building friendships and inspired the 

children to work harder in the literature circles. 

Some preservice teachers also corresponded with their pen pals via e-mail and by 

telephone. A few of the fourth graders had home computers and welcomed receiving e-

mail messages. "After I got home I e-mailed her and told her all of the fun I had with her. 

It was true. I did have fun with her" (Jessica. Free write 6. 2001). Some preservice 

teachers and children printed their e-mail messages and gave them to me. such as the 

following one: 

Roger. 
I just thought that since I will not be seeing you for so long I would write you. So 
how has it been going? How was your weekend? Did you do anything fun? 
Mine was pretty busy. I am moving tomorrow so I spent most of it packing. I did 
go to the university baseball game though, they played Louisiana State and they 
are really good. Do you like baseball? I love it...Did you pick our next book yet? 
I hope you get the one you told me you wanted...I look forward to hearing back 
from you. 
Your Pen Pal. Ashley 

(E-mail message. 2(X)1) 
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Out of Class Visits 

Part of the preservice teachers" participation in the project included visiting their 

pen pal's classroom at the elementary school. Twenty-eight preservice teachers visited 

the school once, and twenty-six visited their pen pals twice. The children looked forward 

to proudly showing their pen pals around their classroom and school. Seeing each other 

in different settings was helpful in learning about each other and building close 

relationships. Children felt very special after these visits. Monique shared: 

On Wednesday my pen pal came to visit me. I was in the nurse's office. I had a 
really bad sore throat and cough. Candy and I talked a lot anyways. Most of the 
time we couldn't stop talking. I had a strong feeling that I was talking about 
weird and boring subjects. She asked me about other things. We weren't able to 
talk about everything we wanted to cause Mrs. Bast [school nurse] interrupted our 
conversation. (Free write. February' 25. 2001) 

When preserv ice teachers visited the elementary school, a few brought fast food 

to their pen pals for lunch, and they ate together. Others took their pen pal to the school 

library and read books with them or played on the playground. Sometimes Ross and I 

would hear about their time together such as in this instance. "Jacqueline. I really enjoyed 

the time we spent together on Monday at your .school. I am proud of you and how well 

you read. 1 also enjoyed visiting all the science displays and reading about and 

discussing them" (Ana. Pen Pal Journal. 2001). Other college students even attended 

dance recitals, music concens and our schools' talent show to support their child pen pal. 

"it was good to get to go to your talent show and see how talented you are" (Ashley. Pen 

Pal Journal, 2001). The effort the college students put into seeing and being with the 

children only improved their relationships. 
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Some preserv ice teachers visited the homes of their pen pais. Noah expres.sed to 

Carly. a pre.serx ice teacher, in his final letter. "You were a great pen pal. 1 enjoyed 

talking about books with you. What I liked the most was when you came to my house 

and shared poems with me. It wa.s very fun. You will be a great teacher. Good luck!" 

(Pen Pal Journal. 2000). Heidi shared a special outing she had with her pen pal: 

.Me and my pen pal went to a really fun play called the Ugly Duckling. It was 
much different from the book. I thought it was even better. Nancy bought me 
some cotton candy for the play. My favorite part was when the hawk told the 
ugly duckling the story of her birth. It was like the kids were professional actors, 
h was awesome. Nancy's daughters didn't play leading parts, they played the 
duckling sisters. At the end they wore beautiful costumes. My mom and my 
sister didn't come (what a relief). I think my pen pal Nancy is the best pen pal 
ever. (Heidi. Journal. 2(X)1) 

Noah's letter and Heidi's story indicate how much the children appreciated the 

individual time their college pen pals devoted to them. This quality time of preservice 

teacher and child together helped the child to feel important and develop more rapport 

with an adult. Such support helped the children to feel comfortable talking in literature 

circles. 

Literature Circles 

Relationships were also built in the monthly literature circles. Before each 

literature circle, the preservice teachers and children had quality time with each other to 

talk and catch up on each other's lives. The college students requested this one on one 

time at the beginning of this inquiry, so we continued this throughout the year. Pen pals 

shared snacks, read the pen pal journals and even began to di.scuss the books together. In 

the second semester, the college students used some of this time before the literature 
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circles to read their individual child's Post-it Notes and journal entries, so that they would 

be able to better support their child in the literature circle. 

Within the discussions the college students and children shared personal 

connections or stories, their thoughts and ideas, wonderings, questions and what they 

learned from a book. Community was built between the college students and the children 

as they learned about each other. Discussing books together naturally helped the pen pal 

pairings to form a bond. The college students and children usually sat next to each other 

in the circles, where they could encourage and support each other. The children 

exclaimed that the literature circle experiences were enhanced by the preserv ice teachers, 

"When we went to the university, I thought it was very fun because I think that when we 

have older kids in our discussion everyone stays on the subject and everyone gets along 

better, and 1 liked that a lot" (Rachel. Free write 1. 2000). 

When a preservice teacher was absent from the literature circles, the children 

were devastated: 

My pen pal wasn't there this time. I don't know why but she wasn't. I missed her 
a lot. I wanted to see how it was going with her and I wanted to see what she 
thought of the book. (Trisha, Free write 7, 200 U 

Another child shared. "1 AM SO SAD! My pen pal was only there for two minutes. She 

said she was going out to get her stuff, but she never came back! 1 didn't even get my 

pen pal journal" (Monique. Free write 7. 2001). Dependability on the part of the 

preservice teachers was critical when the children had developed a friendship with them. 

The last letters that the children and preservice teachers wrote in the journals 

revealed the relationships between children and college students. 
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Darryl. 
I am so glad that we got to be pen pals! I really loved discussing our books 
together. I thought it was cool when you got to come to our school. I also liked 
to come [going] to your school and seeing where you spend your days. You 
taught me about what kinds of books fourth graders like! You also showed me 
that you are totally capable of discussing literature intelligently! You guys really 
know how to run your literature circles! You are an awesome kid and I think 
some day you will go to this university and maybe you will be a pen pal to a little 
kid! I hope you have a good Christmas and keep reading! I'll miss you! 
Dawn 

(Pen Pal Journal. December 2000) 

Children commented on their pen pal relationship. "I had a good relationship with 

my pen pal. I say that if we didn't write back to each other we wouldn't have [had] much 

of a relationship. Also we were so excited to see each other every time" (Roger. Journal. 

2001). The friendships the children had with the young adult preservice teachers highly 

influenced them. Ross and I observed that the children worked harder when they knew 

they were going to see their pen pal soon. Consequently, some children put more effort 

into reading the literature circle books and preparing for the discussions. 

Communicating by e-mail, telephone and the pen pal journals assisted the 

preser\ ice teachers and children to develop a caring relationship with each other. 

Meeting outside the literature circles also encouraged and built friendships, which 

enabled the preservice teachers to better understand children. By getting to know the 

children, the preservice teachers were able to support and help them in the literature 

circles. The pen pal journals and the other types of communication helped make the 

literature circles better. The caring relationships, that the preservice teachers established 

helped their own confidence and learning. One preserv ice teacher shared. "Everything 

that I ever learned through books in my education classes had no meaning until I had the 
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chance to apply them in a classroom setting, leaching or tutoring children" (Melody. 

Journal. 2000). 

At the close of each semester a few tears were shed when pen pals said goodbye 

to each other. "Last nights literature circle was really fun. but sad. It was like. 'I'll never 

see you again'" (Jeff. Free write 9,2001). Another child shared. "I thought it was really 

sad because this was the last time we see our pen pals. Even if we do miss them, we'll 

never miss them in our hearts" (Fredi. Free write 9. 2001). 

The Children Managed the Literature Circles 

I learned to do literature circles by practicing in class. Our [college] pen pals 
weren't able to do literature circles until we explained it to them. We also put the 
questions in a way so you can [could] see [talk] about all of them. We answered 
as many as possible. [We] Gave details to others about other books. We added 
many details that helped us understand better. (Roger. Journal. 2001) 

Since the fourth graders were involved in literature circles for an entire school 

year, it was natural for them to learn how to support and manage the literature circles. 

The children were in a total of eight literature circles with their college pen pals, some at 

school and one with their families. Children also had many discussions about books that 

were read aloud to them. These opportunities to discuss books helped the children to 

learn how^ to create and direct the literature circles. Research has shown that children can 

participate in and run student-led groups (Villaume. Worden. Williams. Hopkins & 

Rosenblatt. 1994; McMahon & Goatley. 1995; Evans. 1996). The children were 

definitely able to manage the literature circles with preservice teachers and with their 

peers. 
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It should be noted that some of the fourth graders participated in "Chat and 

Chew" when they were in third grade. In this program they read books with parent 

helpers and sometimes di.scus.sed the books. However, before fourth grade the children 

did not have previous experience in managing literature circles. 

A few children discussed managing literature circles in their journals and free 

writes. "I learned how to run literature circles. You have to start a good conversation. 

You also make sure the tape recorder is on. You should also ask questions. Don't be 

afraid to say things" (Trisha. Journal. 2001). This same child mentioned that in literature 

circles. "You sit in [at] a table and talk, what it was about" (Trisha. 2001). Kali wrote in 

her pen pal journal why she enjoyed the literature circles. "I like how you can share your 

feelings about the book whoever you are with" (2000). 

A couple of cliildren learned the importance of listening to other group members 

in literature circles. "I learned to not talk so much and how to agree with other peoples 

opinion.s" (Katharina. Journal. 2001). Sometimes children would argue over who would 

be in charge of the tape recorder or who would share next, "I learned how to solve 

problems and fights in the literature circles" (Jessica, Journal. 2001). In a conversation 

with Jessica, I asked her how she solved the problems in her literature circles, and she 

told me that her group would choose a student to talk and then the conversation would 

continue. One fourth grader commented. "It was hard to talk because someone would 

always change the subject really fast so you wouldn't have enough time. It would always 

switch around to a different thing. 1 didn't talk that much" (Adam. Free write 4. February 
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6. 2001). Some children learned that they could influence the conversation and return the 

talk to what they were interested in discussing. 

At least half of the fourth graders described in their free writes or journals that 

they were teaching the preservice teachers how to do literature circles. "We taught them 

how to do literature circles. We were the people who taught the pen pals each time" 

(Jessica. Journal. 2001). Carina shared similar feelings: 

I often felt like I was running the literature circles, because I had to remind the 
college students to do things and I usually got everyone started by asking 
questions. I guess I just gradually learned. I also got it all set up with folders and 
tape recorder. (Carina. Journal. 2001) 

The children often remarked how much they loved literature circles. The children 

referred to literature circles as "fun." Having fun may have helped them learn to manage 

the literature circles: 

.My literature circle was fabulous! We all share [d] our feelings. We also had the 
same feelings—that's what I thought was cool. My literature circle went well. 
We all took turns. We shared our comments. We shared our questions. We 
shared our journals. (Jacqueline. Free write 3. 2000) 

Because of the literature circles the children were able to share their feelings and 

personal connections, gain understanding about the books and learn how to run literature 

circles. The children did not manage the literature circles as much in the first three 

literature sets, probably because literature circles were new to them, and perhaps the 

presen ice teachers did not give them the opportunity. During the second semester the 

children managed more of the literature circles becau.se they were more experienced. The 

fourth graders often began the discussions with. "Now who wants to start? (Heidi. Lily's 

Cro.ssinf>, p. 1) and "OK. like what did everybody think of the book? (Monique. 
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Tangerine, p. I). The children helped the discussion move along by stating. "Can we 

share our Post-it Notes because I have a lot? (Kali. The Circuit 2. p. 8) or asked. "Do you 

want to do bookmarks?" (AJ. Snow Treasure, p. 14). The fourth graders also asked other 

children if they had something to share. "Christian, do you want to go?" (Heidi. Lily's 

Crossing, p. 2) and "Anybody have anything else to say?" (Lauren. Holes, p. 9). The 

children even reminded their groups. "Do we want to share our war strips? (Blaze. 

Devil's Arithmetic, p. 5) and "Guys, it's 6:(X) and we're supposed to begin webbing how 

to share this major issue with all of the students at the celebration" (Carina. Monkey-

I s l a n d ,  1 3 ) .  

The children definitely got better after a few literature circles and learned to 

handle the discussions. The preservice teachers, parents and children observed that 

children could run the literature circles. One parent told us. "He feels confident 

discussing books now and often has good insight to share. I think he's becoming a life 

long reader" (Parent sur\ey. 2(300). Ross stated in his second interview: 

I was surpri.sed. I wasn't expecting it, how they did improve. They got more into 
it and they became more confident. They knew the ropes and they knew what to 
say. and they knew how to sort or delve into the story to find things. (2001) 

The Children Considered Different Perspectives and Issues 

"I learned a grown up way of thinking in books" (Connor. Journal. 2(X)1). The 

children heard their peers' and adults' perspectives, thoughts and inquiries in the 

literature circles, which helped them consider different viewpoints. Rosenblatt's 

transactional model (1938.1978) was mirrored in this process. The social interaction 

between preservice teachers and children encouraged them to share their thoughts about 
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the books they were reading, which reflected a transaction between reader and text. Each 

reader brought different perspectives such as age. gender, ethnicity or language to the 

reading experience. Rosenblatt (1978) states that the selection and organization of 

responses to some degree hinge on the assumptions, the expectations or sense of possible 

structures, that one brings out of the stream of life. Within these literature circles the 

dialogical exchange between college students and children encouraged each to listen and 

think about others" perspectives and consider other points of view where each negotiated 

and created their own meaning. 

Even though there seemed to be more emphasis on the readers in the literature 

circle experience, the texts were an active element in this reading process. The children's 

literature was the stimulus, where the symbols, images, objects, ideas and relationships, 

helped the readers think about their past experiences. The text helped children and 

preservice teachers hypothesis, reject and order what was important to them (Ro.senblatt. 

1978). 

The day after the experiences the children shared what they learned in the 

literature circles in our whole group discussions or in their free writes. M.C.'s words 

were reiterated often. "1 learned a lot more about the book with literature circles" (MC. 

Free write 9. 2001). After each literature set many children chose to write about what 

they learned from the discussion. One example is from Connor: 

And 1 learned that if you want to visit another country for just a couple of months, 
you have to bring your birth certificate. I also learned that people in Mexico 
come to the United States for a couple of months and make money and then go 
back to Mexico to support their family. (Free write 4. 2001) 
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Children gained what the other members of their literature circle thought about similar 

issues. After reading Tangerine (Bloor. 1997) Monique shared. "I learned more about the 

book, like other people's thought[s] on anger about Erik and how they would feel if they 

were in Paul's place. It's amazing what other people think" (Free write 7. 2001). 

Fourth graders commented that they learned vocabulary. "I think that when we do 

our literature circles, it increases my vocabulary because all of the college pen pals use 

big words. By what else they say in the sentence I can figure out what that one word 

means" (Carina, Free write 9, 2(X)1). 

The children shared that the college students helped them understand the literature 

circle books. One child wrote. "They made it more clear and they explained it better" 

(Trisha. Journal, 2(X)1). The preservice teachers answered questions. "If you don't 

understand parts of the book, they can explain" (Darryl, Free write 9, 2001). Another 

child stated, "My pen pal did explain some things to me that I didn't understand" 

(Hannah, Journal, 2(X)I). Having college students in every literature circle helped the 

children to understand the books more thoroughly. 

Social issues in our society, such as homelessness and poverty were revealed to 

the fourth graders. Kali wrote, "I learned that being homeless is a hard thing because you 

need food, shelter and clothes, and most of the homeless don't have those three things! 

We are lucky for what we have!" (Free write 6, 2001). Another child thought about life 

differently. "I learned that there is hoj)e for everything and don't let others determine the 

outcome of your life. That was one of our sentences, but it did teach me something" 

(Rachel, Free write 9, 2001). 
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The children learned about different perspectives on issues such as disabilities. 

juvenile court and racism. The preservice teachers were able to share about their own 

experiences; whereas, the children had not had a chance to have many experiences in 

their short lifetimes. The following transcript is from Fly Away Home (Bunting. 1991): 

Connor; I have another Post-it Note on that page. Why doesn't the dad work at the 
airport? He can get more money than a janitor in an office. And he has to 
go further away and pay a dollar on the bus. 

Darryl: Yeah. 

Connor: But he could stay at the airport and look for jobs at the airport. 

Brittney: Do you think he'd be noticed? 

Staci: Yeah but if he works at the airport people would notice him more often. It 
would make more sense. 

Maddy: I know but then he would have a reason for staying there. 

Darryl: Yeah. Ooh! 

Courtney: Sometimes it's hard to get jobs too. So many people don't have, for 
certain jobs you have to have a certain education and they won't give you 
a job unless you already have e.xperience, and how can you get experience 
if you can never get the job. Say if you wanted to become a waitress or a 
waiter, if you want to get that job they'll say well have you ever done this 
before ? And then you say no and they say well we can'/ hire you. But 
then how are you ever supposed to get the experience to get the job? So 
it's not as easy, it's just hard sometimes to get a job. It's really not that 
easy. 

(Discussion got off the subject, but continued a couple of lines down) 

Connor: Well like before they were living in an apartment and like I think like 
maybe he was like getting like, maybe he went to college so he could like. 
I wonder if he has any cards, I am like anything to like get a job. 

Courtney: Good point. Like if he has a degree in something. 
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Connor: Yeah. 

Darryl: But how hard would it be to work in a gift shop? Easy. 

Courtney: Maybe that position is already filled. Maybe he goes in there and says 
can / have a job and they say sorry we already have someone that's been 
working here for 5 years. 

Connor: Yeah there's a sign that says like needs help or something. 

Darryl: Now hiring. 

Shannon: I think it's also hard for people to find jobs if you don't have an address. 

Courtney: That's a very good point. 

Shannon: I think a lot of people wouldn 't hire you if they said OK well where's your 
address and you didn 't have one. 

Connor: Weil, what if you lied about it. 

Shannon: I guess you could lie about it. And maybe some people do. 

Darryl: They'll probably find out. 

Brittney: They don't have a phone number either. Well what if someone's like well 
let me get back to you and let you know if you have a job. 

( F l y  A w a y  H o m e ,  April 17, 2001, p. 24) 

The children discovered from the preservice teachers that finding a job is not easy and 

that homeless people may have a difficult time gaining employment, because they do not 

have an address or phone number. Without the perspectives of the college students, the 

children wouldn't have heard as many different thoughts and ideas. 

Another example of the preservice teachers helping children consider other 

perspectives was in this literature circle discussing The Circuit (Jimenez, 1997): 
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Ashley: Did anybody else think that, / would have thought they would have just 
stopped having kids, you know? They obviously couldn 't help it but 

John: They don't have any money and they have like 20 kids and no money. 

Roger: And they have to work more hard when they get more children because 
they have to provide food for more kids and they have to take care of 
them. 

Ashley: Exactly. If they only maybe had two kids, then maybe they could have got 
a house a lot sooner or been a lot better but they kept having kids. 

Roger; They'd have got more education too. 

Ashlex: Uh hm. 

Theresa: But maybe there's another way to look at that too. They only had each 
other. I think they were more family oriented than they were money 
oriented. Sometimes in life you have to look at it that way. Money's great 
but 

Jacqueline: What I thought was it's better having. I would rather have a family. 
because you can't replace it. But you can replace money, so I would have 
a family more than money. 

( T h e  C i r c u i t  2. February 6. 2001. p. 9) 

College students and children both learned a different perspective on family in this 

di.scussion. The college students' perspectives were valuable to the literature circle 

viewpoints. Ross commented in an interv iew: 

The children ended up with the ability to interpret a book in depth that would not 
be possible in any other fashion. 1 think children saw that true learning is not a 
fill-in activity but a concentrated effort requiring many levels of investigation. 
(Interview 3. 2001) 

The fourth graders knew that they were learning different perspectives from the 

college students, "i love going to the university and meeting new people to see what the 

difference in what the college students think instead of just us" (Rachel. Journal. 2000). 
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The Children Gained Confidence in the Ability to Talk to Young Adults 

"At the beginning of the year. I was shy and at the end of the year. I was not at all 

shy" (Jessica. Journal. 2001). Fourth graders gained confidence in talking to young 

adults and their peers in the literature circles. Some children noticed. "I really did gain 

confidence in talking not only to college students but talking in general. At first I was 

really shy and now I'm a chatter-box (sort of)" (Carina. Journal. 2001). Another child 

shared. "I have more confidence speaking my mind, but I don't talk too much though" 

(Rachel. Journal. 2001). 

The fourth graders had many opportunities to gain confidence in talking to young 

adults, because there were many different experiences, such as the pen pal journals, 

literature circles, e-mail, phone conversations and classroom visits. 

There were some children who were different kids in the literature circles than 

they were in the regular classroom setting. In Heidi's first free write she shared. "I 

thought when we went to the university that I would be shy. I wasn't shy at all. I felt 

kinda shy...I was surprised [at] how much I talked about Mississippi Bridge" (Heidi. 

2000). Ross observed Heidi's literature circle and was shocked at how much she spoke 

in the discussion. He remarked. "She was like a different child" (Teaching Journal. 

2(300). During school Heidi was soft spoken and didn't contribute much to class 

discussions. Literature circles were a different avenue for Heidi, and because she was 

prepared, she shined. Having college pen pals probably helped Heidi's experience. In an 

interview Ross mentioned: 
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Heidi is pretty quiet and I don't know if her responses became more mature. Her 
participation became more animated, more intense, and more involved than 
before. I think she would have said what she had to say. but maybe not. because 
she's so quiet. I think maybe some of the things just sparked her... I don't know if 
she ever would have said something if she hadn't been in the circle[s]. (Interv iew 
2.2001) 

Heidi w^as comfortable talking in the literature circles, because the small discussions may 

have been less threatening than the whole class discussions. A couple of times we had to 

remind Heidi to listen and give other children a chance to talk in the literature circles. 

Another child who gained confidence in communicating in the literature circles. 

but was quiet in the regular classroom, was Carina. During the second semester Carina 

took it upon herself to lead many of the literature discussions. Carina even knew that she 

did this. "I learned how to keep the discussion going and I got good at it" (Carina. Free 

write 6. 2001). Carina's pen pal expressed similar reactions: 

I was very impressed with Carina in this literature circle. She had a take-charge 
attitude and took it upon herself to keep us on task. She was definitely a leader of 
this literature circle, and I was both surprised and impressed to see her take 
control. (Lindsey. Free write 5. 2(301) 

Carina shared in another free write. "What an excellent last literature circle I had 

last night." (Free write 8. 2001). Carina's mother also noticed Carina's confidence: 

I think this helped her communication skills the most. It helped her learn how to 
express her thoughts in an open discussion format. I saw her grow as a person in 
the way she took charge of her literature circle and led the conversation on several 
occasions. (Parent sur\ey. 2001) 

The children's confidence in communicating with adults was evidenced by 

everyone. Other factors that may have helped this communication were the size of the 

literature circles and the preparation on the part of the children for the discussions. Ross 

mentioned how the preservice teachers helped the fourth graders. "The children need[ed] 
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the validation from the preservice teachers. They needed to know that what they said was 

good. This encouraged them to give thoughtful responses" (Inter\ iew 3. 2001). 

The Children Gained Perspectives on College 

"I think college will be fun. but too much homework. I will go some day and 

when I go to college I am going to be a doctor" (Rachel. Journal. 2001). At least 20 

children commented in their journals, free writes or in conversations with Ross and me 

that they planned on going to college. "I definitely want to go to college. It seems so 

fun" (Jessica. Journal. 2(X)1). Several mentioned that they didn't need to go to college 

because. "What I wanna [want to] be when I grow up I don't really need to go there" 

(Jeff. Journal, 2(X)1). 

The fourth graders visited the university campus for five literature sets. The 

children shared their amazement after the first visit. "I was surprised when we were in 

our pen pals' school. It was huge. I thought the university would be small but it was like 

a small city" (Darryl. Free write 1. 2000). Another child commented. "The college was 

one of the biggest places I've ever been to. besides the airport" (Carina. Free write 1, 

2000). For one fourth grader discussing books was no problem. "The hardest part of the 

trip was going to the university. We had to go on the freeway" (Mark. Free write 1. 

2000). 

Some children told Ross and me that they watched the clock during the day 

anticipating the last bell to ring signaling it was time for us to leave for the university. 

Every child was excited about visiting a college campus, to see their pen pals and to 

discuss books. "In the van I kept saying in my head. 'I can't wait to meet my buddy"" 
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(Monique. Free write 1. 2000). Children learned that college is different from elementary 

school, "i love how they have different teachers. I would like to go to college but in 

California or New Jersey" (Katharina. Journal. 2001). 

In October 2000 before our second literature set with our college pen pals, we 

went on a walking tour and scavenger hunt around the university. Children looked for 

the university's mascot Sparky's favorite things. We found his books in the library, his 

pet snake in the science building, his favorite spicy food at Taco Bell in the student 

union, and checked his e-mail at the computer commons. This tour enabled the children 

to see the university campus. Many children wrote about this tour in their free writes: 

We got to go on a tour. What we did on the tour was we had to help Sparky get 
his mind back because he got hit in the head. I think he got hit in the head with a 
football. The best one was the building with the snakes. It was real cool there. 
We had to find Sparky's pet snake and we did. (Connor. Free write 2. October 
20. 2000) 

For weeks afterwards the children reminisced about looking for Sparky. 

A parent shared with me what she overheard while transporting children to the 

university for the literature circles: 

These kids are already thinking about going to college. Adam and MC have 
planned where they will eat dinner each night of the week when they go to 
college. MC says that he's going to play football, so Adam will have to get his 
dinner for him on game nights. He also said that he'd cook once in a while when 
their girlfriends come over. They are seeing themselves as college students 
already. (Parent e-mail, 2001) 

A common topic for the preservice teachers to write about in the pen pal journals 

was their college life, "College is ver>' fun, especially my freshman year. I lived on 

campus in the dorms. It was a great time. College is still fun. 1 am just very busy now" 

(Erin). Preservice teachers wrote about their classes, homework and exams in the pen pal 
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journals, which definitely informed the children about college. The college students 

shared the differences between college and elementary school. "At our university we 

don't have recess, but if we arrange our classes correctly we can have breaks and/or time 

for lunch" (Brenda). The children were amazed to learn that college students had 

different teachers, walked from class to class and had a lot of homework. "School is 

getting hard. Right now we have what are called midterms. They are a bunch of tests. 

So I have been busy studying and finishing projects and homework" (Lisa). The children 

gave stress balls, chocolate and good luck messages for their pen pals who were fatigued. 

When finals were scheduled preservice teachers wrote about it. "I have been busy with 

school and work. I am starting to become a little stressed out because our finals are 

coming up" (Alex). A few children worried about attending college in the future because 

it might be too hard; preservice teachers reported. "College is hard, but all of my classes 

are so interesting, that the homework doesn't really seem like work" (Jennifer). 

A couple of parents communicated that the children were gaining perspectives on 

college. "The first time he went to the university he came home and said. 'I want to go to 

college!' I hope he continues wanting to!" (Parent survey. May 2001). The children 

seemed to see college as an inviting place to attend some day. "Going to college made me 

feel like a 17 year old" (Kali. Free write 1. 2(XK)). Two months later after three literature 

circles Kali wrote. "1 really want to go to college. It seems fun" (Free write 3. 2(XK)). 

Visiting a university campus had a huge impact on these children. Ross shared about the 

fourth graders' perspectives on college. "The children felt important and special, because 
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they had this opportunity to visit the campus and to be involved in an exchange. A vision 

of themselves as college students was common" (Inter\ iew 3. 2001). 

The Children had a Personal Advocate 

I really enjoyed the discussion this week. Christian and I were able to participate 
more in the discussion. Before we started 1 told Christian that whenever he had 
something to say he didn't have to raise his hand, he could just say it. I think this 
helped because he participated more. As long as I watched Christian and 
reminded him to speak up. he was an active participant in the discussion. (Jen, 
Free write 3, 200!) 

The fourth graders had their own coach and/or adult friend in the literature circles. 

In most of the discussions the college students were very supportive of the children, 

urging them to share their opinions and feelings about the book and helping them in 

many ways. In several cases the preser\ ice teachers had to calm down their pen pals so 

they would speak slowly. Some fourth graders needed visual support. "He kept turning 

to me during our class discussion, which I liked because it shows that he is beginning a 

connection with me" (Angela, Free write 2, 2001). Other preservice teachers learned that 

if they asked their own pen pal a question, they could get him/her to talk. Many children 

felt good about them.selves in the literature circles, because they had a college pen pal 

who encouraged and supported them. 

Noddings (1984) suggests that a caring teacher must learn to see things through 

the eyes of the student. The preserv ice teachers in this study strived to take the 

perspective of their fourth grade pen pals. Many asked, "How does my pen pal feel about 

the literature circles?" and "How can I help my pen pal?" Noddings indicates that the 

signs of caring include the action for the cared-for and the characteristics of the one-
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caring. The pre.sen ice teachers" actions and signs of caring and advocacy will be 

discussed in this section. 

Worthy and Patterson (2001) found that once preserv ice teachers got over their 

feelings of inadequacies in tutoring or teaching a child, they began to look through the 

child's point of view and became more interested in meeting the child's instructional 

needs. Interactions that involved mutual caring lead to increased engagement and a 

desire to continue learning. The preservice teachers in this present study began much the 

same way. In the beginning, many felt that they weren't capable of helping children in 

literature circles or even discussing books together. When they got to know their pen pal 

through the journals and the literature circles, they put much more effort into advocating 

for their child. 

Bruner (1978) discusses "scaffolding" to show children how to make sense of 

literature and to help them to become actively engaged in meaning making. In 

scaffolding an adult takes the child's ideas, thinks through what the child is trying to 

communicate, allows the child to move ahead when capable of doing so and supports the 

child when the child seems to need help. The college students in this present study were 

able to help many children within the literature circles through scaffolding. 

One particular child who received support was Jose who had moved in August 

from Ecuador to the United States. This was his first experience in American cla.ssrooms 

and learning English. There were six other children in our class who spoke Spanish. 

They often translated to Jose' what was occurring in our class and in the literature circles. 

His pen pals during both semesters were supportive in helping him to understand what 
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was being discussed in the hterature circles and encouraged him to talk. Mindy. Jose's 

pen pa! asked. "You have a sticky note on chapter seven while we are discussing Death 

Forgiven. What did you write on there? (The Circuit, p. 11). She then would translate 

this prompt in Spanish to help him understand what she asked. For most of the school 

year Jose spoke in Spanish in the literature circles. Jose's pen pal. Mindy shared after 

The Circuit: 

First of all. we had many fourth graders who were very open and talkative in our 
group. Second. I think the language barrier played a part in Jose's ability to 
discu.ss certain points of view. So 1 would ask him questions in English and 
translate them to Spanish so we would be able to comment on what Jose would 
say...the toughest part about the literature circles was to try to keep my pen pal 
included, without having to cut off the other students who were speaking non-stop 
and give him the opportunity to share. (Free write 1. 2001) 

As time passed Jose became more comfortable in the literature circles, and 

children offered him more opportunities to talk: 

This time everything went much smoother. Jose' was a bit more comfortable. He 
is a very shy boy, but I think as time goes by he might begin to open up a little bit 
more. It's tough for me to get him to speak because he doesn't say much, nor 
does he comment during the circles...I'm trying whatever I can do to make sure 
this is a good experience for myself and for Jose. (Mindy. Free write 2, 2001) 

Jose was thankful for the support he received from his pen pals. He mentioned to Ross 

and me that he liked his pen pals and enjoyed the literature circles. "I think last night was 

very good with my pen pal and my mom. I am working and sharing with my friends my 

bookmark[sl. I talked with my friends and pen pal and I had fun" (Jose'. Free write 5. 

2001). 

Part of the class structure was for the preservice teachers to watch children and 

take kidwatching notes on their pen pals during literature circles or when they met 
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outside of class. The college students observed, interpreted and reflected on these 

occasions and paid close attention to what their pen pals discussed. Even the children 

noticed that the college students were watching them. "It was a wonderful trip to the 

university. I noticed that some of the college students in my group were writing in 

notebooks! What was that? It was very unusual" (Carina, Free write 4. 2001). 

The kidwatching notes that the preservice teachers took were uniquely different. 

Some preservice teachers used notebook paper, and others used a describe, interpret, 

reflection form I provided. For example the kidwatching notes Staci took on her pen pal 

are shown in Figure 7.1. Staci's reflective notes shared: 

I had so much more fun this time. He was so much more open and honest. He 
needed no probing. He likes to talk, and sometimes it is hard for him to let others 
speak. But he can be very polite. He is a funny guy and has a great sense of 
humor. 1 could not have picked a better pen pal. (Kidwatching notes. 2001) 

Describe Interpret 
lore talkative 
m give another turn to someone else. 
2 strays off on to another subject other 
than what we are talking about, 

rcastic 
to him, he was very polite in letting 
others talk. 

11 with the other kids. 
transitioning to other subjects. 

me now 
0 say and wants to say it right away. He 
likes to participate. 

s of connections to real life. There is 
nothing wrong with that. 

d sense of humor. 
11 and follows directions 

Figure 7.1. Kidwatching notes. 

These kidwatching notes helped preservice teachers get to know their pen pals while they 

learned their child's reading habits, observed their attention in the discussions, listened 

for how much they contributed in the discussions and noticed their body language. For 

example, one preservice teacher commented in her kidwatching notes: 
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Rachel is very responsive to literature circles. She reads the books completely, 
has her Post-it Notes and journal ready and just waits for the discussion to start. 
She shares what she was thinking while reading and what the book made her feel. 
She gets really involved with presenting her thoughts. She offers intelligent and 
relevant comments about the book. I don't think we have ever had to bring 
Rachel back from a rabbit trail. She states her thought, relates it to her life or her 
opinion and moves on to listen to her peers. Rachel is very considerate of others 
in her circle. Rachel also frequently asks if anyone else has a comment on the 
current topic before she would let the group move on. (Rebecca, Kidwatching 
Notes. 2001) 

College students explained in their kidwatching notes how they would support 

their pen pal in the next literature circles. For example. Kitty mentioned: 

He was very quiet and polite. He did seem to be following the conversation. 
When he did respond, he did not use complete thoughts or complete sentences. 
He may have been nervous. 1 am going to make an effort to ask him what he 
thinks before the literature circles. I will also ask him questions in the pen pal 
journal to help him out. (Kitty, Kidwatching notes, 2001) 

Preserv'ice teachers consciously worked on helping their child in the literature circles; 

kidwatching notes helped them do this. 

Another way the preservice teachers were able to advocate for the children was 

through the pen pal journals. The children and preservice teachers had written 

conversations about the books they were reading in their pen pal journals before they 

discussed them orally in the circles. I counted over 50 instances in the pen pal journals 

where preserv ice teachers or children wrote about the books they were reading and 

planning to discuss in upcoming literature circles. These prior conversations helped the 

preser\ ice teachers know what their pen pals felt or thought about the book, which helped 

them to be ready to respond and encourage their child in the literature circles. The 

children asked questions about the books they were reading and sometimes asked these 
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same questions and/or prompts in the literature circles. "What do you think...?" and 

"How would you feel...?" (Mark). This prior knowledge of the questions and thoughts 

of their child pen pals enabled the college students to be more supportive. One example 

is from Jessica who wrote in her pen pal journal: 

Do you like the book The Circuit! I think it's cool. I think they should have 
childcare at the cotton field so Francisco could pick too and they could get more 
money. Do you think that? It was wrong of Francisco to leave Trampita alone, 
but his heart was in the right place. (Jessica. 2001) 

During the literature discussion. Jessica brought up the issue of childcare and about 

Francisco leaving his brother in the car alone. Ellen was able to support Jessica s 

comments since she knew ahead of time how Jessica felt about the book. 

Two case studies that demonstrate how the children's relationships with their 

college pen pals were influential will conclude this chapter. 

Two Children with Personal Advocates 

Two children who received tremendous support from their college pen pals were 

Greg and Maddy. I chose to highlight these two children because many of the six themes 

discussed in this chapter are represented in their growth. Both grew because of the 

support they received from their college pen pals. 

Greg. 

Blonde, freckle face Greg (Figure 7.2) was brand new to literature circles the 

second semester when he moved to our neighborhood school during winter vacation. 

Ross' classroom was like a foreign environment for Greg, because the other children felt 

very comfortable talking together and managing literature circles. Greg shared with me 

that he hadn't heard of literature circles and that he hadn't read a book in a long time. It 
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was obvious that Greg was a little shy and uncomfortable with our reading and language 

arts block. 

Figure 7.1. Greg with pen pal Courtney 

After Greg's first literature circle (Fourth literature set) he wrote: 

The only reason I didn't talk [was] because I was impressed, but I still talked a 
little. My pen pal talked a lot...I also learned something. I didn't know what 
racism meant until my pen pal told me. It means like if you don't like someone 
because of his or her color or where there [they're) bom. (Free write I, 2001) 

Greg was an engaged listener paying attention to the entire conversation. Greg 

immediately felt comfortable with his pen pal because the first sentence from his free 

write stated, "I really like my pen pal. She was really talkative... we have a lot of things 

in common" (2001). Being comfortable helped Greg ask Courtney what racism meant. 

He was also learning different perspectives and issues that the college pen pals and 

children brought up in the discussion about racism. This was the beginning of Greg and 

Courtney's friendship. 

Greg slowly gained confidence in talking to his pen pal and with others in the 

literature circles. Courtney encouraged Greg to look at her when he wanted to talk or to 

let her know when he had something to say. Interestingly, in the transcripts Greg usually 
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spoke right after Courtney spoke. She urged Greg to talk by asking. "Greg, what do you 

have ?" or "What does yours say ?" Courtney shared how the next literature circle went; 

Today we had a much more successful discussion than in the past. I've realized 
that 1 can get Greg to talk as long as I prompt him and help him to feel 
comfortable. He can really start talking freely if he is talking with just me 
(because he feels comfortable)...! think the best thing I've learned about tonight 
is that Greg isn't just sitting there being uncooperative or not thinking—he's just 
really shy and needs to feel comfortable to say what he is feeling. (Courtney. 
Free write 3. 2001) 

Greg was still quiet and spent much of the time observ ing the others discussing Running 

Out of Time (Hsiddix, 1995). 

Both Courtney and I noticed that Greg had over 40 Post-it Notes full of questions 

such as. "What is a corridor?". "What is authentic?" and "Is outlandish like out of area?" 

Greg wasn't comfortable sharing the Post-it Notes in his literature circle, but enjoyed 

sharing them with Courtney. He wrote journal entries after he read each chapter where 

he made connections and shared how he felt about the book. "It must be a really bad 

sickness! I just had pneumonia for three weeks. It does really stink when your sick" 

(Journal. 2001). Greg shared about this same literature circle: 

I really had fun yesterday. I liked seeing my pen pal. She is really nice. Oh and I 
liked the idea of the Post-it Note bowl. That worked out. I think I talked better, 
but our group still needs to improve on people interrupting because they think 
[others] are done talking. That was really the best book we've done all year. I 
wish that I had that book for myself. (Free write 3. 2001) 

Greg reflected on his significant relationship with his college pen pal. he shared in 

a letter he wrote describing his feelings: 
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Dear Courtney. 
1 really had fun on Wednesday. Don't you think I talked better? I do. I really 
think our group talked belter, don't you? We didn't interrupt as much like once or 
twice but that was the best book we have read all year. But it was fun just talking 
about the book. Next time you come to my school I think we could talk a little 
more especially me. I'm dying to see you again. 
Your Pen Pal Greg 

(Pen Pal Journal, 2001) 

The second time that everyone met to discuss the Overcoming Challenges book 

Running Out of Time. Greg surprisingly shared Post-it Notes on the issue of trust. "The 

mom trusted her that she would go out there and be careful" (p.2). "She trusted the kids 

not to say shut up" (p. 5) and "It's on page 54. She didn't really trust those teenagers" (p. 

10). Greg even answered a question that a child asked about what Mr. Neely put in a 

drink. "Drugs. He put drugs in the water" (p. 12). Greg was a little worried about doing 

a skit for their celebration. He commented that he wanted to be an extra so that he 

wouldn't have to talk. Courtney made Greg feel comfortable by telling him. "You'll be 

fine. You know everybody here. It's going to be fine" (p. 18). Greg wrote in his free 

write about the experience: 

Last night I really had fun. I was the narrator for our skit. It was so much fun. 
The food was great. When it was time to leave I introduced Courtney to my mom 
and sisters. Then once I got home I e-mailed her. She hasn't written me back yet. 
1 hope that wasn't our last time seeing each other. (Free write 4. 2001) 

Courtney was an advocate for Greg by sending him e-mails and assuring him that 

he was doing a fabulous job in the literature circles. These e-mails helped Greg to feel 

encouraged; 
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Dear Greg. 
I looked at our schedule, and Fm pretty sure that we are getting together one more 
time. I've been so busy since I last saw you. 1 have a research paper to write, and 
a ton of homework. I had a good time on Tuesday night, and I think we had the 
best presentation out of all the groups. The most fun was preparing for it. I 
thought that was so funny that you thought the narrator had a small pan. and it 
ended up being the biggest part! I can't believe you were so nervous about it 
because you did such a good job. I was so proud of you. Next time you can be 
narrator again—just kidding! Anyway. I better get going, and I'm pretty sure Til 
see you soon. Take care. 
Your Pen Pal, Courtney 

(E-mail. April 2001) 

In the last literature circle on Fly Away Home. Greg shared his thoughts and 

expressed what he thought was symbolic in the story, when he shared his Sketch to 

Stretch: 

Greg: OK, I did a face with an airplane body and these are the issues, and he's 
sad and it shows tears. These are the doors when the bird got out. And 
then I wrote their homelessness or the thing and then, oh it's thinking that 
they didn't have any food really there. They had to buy milk cartons and 
other stuff like that. And they didn't have that much comfort, just like the 
seats, and they didn't have like any showers or anything to wash up. And 
then when the mom died they didn't have as much but a grave there with a 
heart on it. 

(Fly Away Home. April 17. 2001. p. 15) 

Courtney wrote. "He did a really good job of explaining what his pictures were all about 

(in relation to the book) to him. I was really happy with his involvement" (Courtney. 

Free write 9. April 17. 2001). 

Courtney's efforts in encouraging Greg to become comfortable and relaxed 

helped Greg transition from being an active li.stener to a participating learner who talked 

and became more involved in the literature circles. Courtney expressed this in a final 

paper; 
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I've learned that if you're working with children who have never done literature 
circles or critical thinking about a book, it will take time to acclimate them to 
feeling comfortable and to want to really participate...That Greg would actually 
get involved was my biggest revelation. I really thought that he would never start 
sharing and participating in our groups. I think I wasn't considering how he was 
so new to this whole process...Every time we got together. I felt like he opened 
up more and more. 1 think he learned that he does have important things to say, 
and I also feel like he gained a lot of self-confidence in terms of speaking in front 
of people. (Courtney. Paper. 2001) 

Courtney was a supportive pen pal for Greg. They both formed a relationship 

with each other through their many correspondences and visits with each other. 

Throughout the semester Greg became more familiar with literature circles and began to 

share his thoughts and questions. He learned and considered different perspectives and 

issues from the college students. Greg's confidence in discussing books grew, as did his 

ability to talk to young adults. A letter that Greg wrote to me during teacher appreciation 

week shared about his pen pal experience: 

Dear Mrs. Day. 
Thank you for everything you taught me this year in reading. It was really fun 
having pen pals. I've never had a pen pal from a university before and I really 
liked how we would go to the campus and have a group discussion and it was fun 
when they came to our school and we had dinner with them. You are the best 
reading teacher I've ever had. 
From Greg 

Although Greg had room to grow in feeling comfortable and participating in 

literature circles, he came a long way from the boy who only observed and watched 

literature circles. His major growth occurred in the Overcoming Challenges literature 

sets. He had many Post-it Notes and a filled journal with his reflections. During the 

second discussion of Running Out of Time he shared thoughts on the theme of "trust" and 

even answered a child's question. Greg made progress in a few short months. 



Maddv. 

Straight brown hair with a lopsided smile. Maddy told us she disliked reading 

(Figure 7.4). I had worked with Maddy the previous year, when she was in third grade. 

becau.se she was having some reading difficulties. It was a daily struggle during the year 

to get Maddy to read the book that she had chosen for literature circles. Often Ross and I 

read with Maddy to help motivate her. Maddy spent many lunch periods inside the 

classroom catching up on her reading and other homework assignments. 

Figure 7.3. Maddy with pen pal Brittney. 

During the first semester Maddy enjoyed writing back and forth in her pen pal 

journal and spending time with her college pen pal. but she didn't seem to put much 

effort into reading her literature circle book. Maddy was quiet in the first three literature 

circles and made very few contributions to the discussions. For example, in the Bridge to 

Terabitfiia (Paterson. 1977) literature circle. Maddy made one comment while ever\'one 

was discussing the ending. Out of the blue Maddy tried to change the subject to 

something el.se; 

(There is one page of the transcript about the ending before this portion of the transcript 
begins). 
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Katharina; Like maybe they both had to go and so it one didn't well then they 
wouldn't be able to go to Terabithia. May Belle she followed Jess 
to Terabithia. But it was also real brave because she was afraid he 
was going to get hurt because she thought his friend died and she 
was afraid it was going to kill him. 

Charlene: One of my favorite parts though was when he shared with her at 
the end and like he made her Queen of Terabithia after Leslie died. 
I thought that was, you know, he had accepted her death and he 
realized he had grown and now he could bring her into that and 
she could experience what they had together. 

Katharina; They had to grow up. Maybe Terabithia was like a sort of. like it 
was magic and it helped people grow up. and then after you grew 
up you wouldn't have to come back and then someone else could 
grow up. 

Maddy: I thought it was funny that Jess liked Mrs. Evans and how they like 
described her. like she's like flipping her hair back. 

(Bridge to Terabithia, October 10. 2000. p. 16) 

This transcript suggests that Maddy knew she was supposed to participate, so she did 

even if she was changing the subject. No one paid attention to her. because the group 

continued talking about the ending. Ross commented: 

What's good about the.se groups is that there's no wrong answer. For Maddy. I 
mean there are answers that aren't as good but there's not a wrong answer, and for 
her she needed that security and that safety net that she could just say what came 
out. (Interview 2. 2001) 

Maddy was growing in her understanding of how to listen and contribute to a di.scussion. 

Maddy shared in her free write. "I think I talked a lot more this time. I thought it was so 

sad that the girl died. She was only in the fifth grade. This book was funny and it made 

you very sad. 1 love going to the university" (Free write 2. 2000). 

In January Maddy immediately liked her new pen pal. She wrote on her 

notebooks and desk. "Brittney is the best pen pal in the world" or "Brittney + the 
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university". Brittney wrote encouraging letters to Maddy and showered her with little 

gifts. Maddy expres.sed that she had a friendship with her pen pal, because they wrote 

back and forth in the pen pal journals and "because we e-mailed" (Journal. 2001). 

Maddy shared more in The Circuit (Jimenez. 1997) discussion then she had done in the 

three previous literature circles. Many of her comments were active listening such as. 

"Yeah" (p. 4) and "What about that part" (p. 22). Maddy aLso reworded other children's 

comments to make her own remarks, which allowed her to make contributions to the 

di.scussion: 

MC: I like the beginning when they just got across the border and Roberto and 
Franci.sco were really happy and they were playing on the train track. I 
kind of liked that part. 

Maddy: Well I liked the beginning becau.se like that was just a lot of adventure. 
and the beginning was like they were sneaking across the border and then 
just I liked the beginning. 

(The Circuit 1, February 6, 2001. p. 21) 

In the fifth literature set with historical fiction books Maddy's pen pal Brittney 

wrote: 

I tried a lot more to get Maddy to talk and be involved, but all I could get was for 
her to ask questions about the book. Though I do know that she read the book 
because her war strip was great. However, again, she would not talk unless 
prompted and even then it would only be yes or no answers. I think she's an 
active listener. She is just quiet and shy. She opened up to me more when we 
were walking around the school. (Brittney. Free write 2, 2001) 

Maddy made si.x comments in this literature circle and asked two questions. She wanted 

to know what a kimono was and what the author meant by "the paper smelled like candy" 

(Sadako and a Thousand paper Cranes. Coerr. 1977). Maddy was progressing, because 
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small groups with college students. 

During the sixth and seventh literature sets. Maddy began to transform. Brittney 

shared, "Maddy was a lot more talkative in today's literature circle. She also was the 

only girl. I think that helped, because she felt more comfortable speaking up when the 

others weren't constantly talking" (Free write 3. 2001). Even another preservice teacher 

mentioned in her free write about Maddy, "The other time that I sat with Maddy was for 

The Circuit. She didn't really say much during that discussion. At the time, I just 

thought she was a quiet girl, but today she talked a lot and made many more comments" 

(Liz, Free write 3, 2001). 

I found in The Music Of Dolphins (Hesse, 1996) transcript that Maddy spoke 51 

times. Some of her comments were active listening and personal reactions, but for the 

first time Maddy initiated the discussion and tried to keep the discussion flowing. "Do 

you guys want to share some more Post-it Notes?" (p. 9) or "Do you want to share some 

journal entries?" (p. 5). Maddy shared personal connections, "I thought when she learned 

how to play the recorder, that was just when I was learning how to play" (p. 16). Maddy 

helped other children understand the story by answering their questions. She initiated a 

discussion on how the font sizes changed throughout the book. "I notice that there's no 

quotes" (p. 10). This transformation occurred because Maddy found a book that she 

couldn't put down. This was the first time that Maddy read quickly without Ross and me 

having to read with her to finish. Maddy was excited about The Music of Dolphins, "I 

want everyone to read the book and all of it because they are missing out on a very good 
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book" (Maddy. Free write 6. 2001). She also wrote. "I really want to write to the person 

who made the book. The Music of Dolphins was my best literature circle" (Free write 7. 

2001). 

Maddy had a supportive college pen pal who cared about her. "Last night my pen 

pal Brittney called. She is going to come to my school on Friday. I am soooo happy" 

(Journal. 2001). Brittney helped Maddy understand what she was reading. "She told me 

what parts of the books meant. There were a few words that I did not know and she told 

me" (Maddy. Journal. 2001). Within the literature circles Brittney encouraged Maddy to 

talk. "Go ahead Maddy" (The Music of Dolphins, p. 12) or "Did you want to say 

something. Maddy?" (p. 10). If Brittney didn't understand something that Maddy said, 

she would ask. "You think she's what?" (p. 12). Brittney listened carefully to everything 

Maddy shared. 

In the eighth literature set. we discussed picture books on social issues and Maddy 

again was growing, "Maddy did really well. She did not need to be prompted. She 

answered questions and asked questions all on her own...! was really proud of Maddy. 

She has come a long way on her own" (Brittney. Free write 5, 2001). During the Fly 

Away Home discussion Maddy shared a couple of personal connections, "I missed my 

plane one time, and I had to stay overnight at an airport, and there were some people that 

laid down" (p. 28). In the transcript Maddy expressed her empathy towards homeless 

people: 
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Maddy; Some people like they don't have a lot of money but like they're not poor 
but like they don't have, he probably doesn't make a lot of money and I 
wonder if they get to eat every day. They probably don't. If I found out 
that. I would just try to help their lives be better. 

{Fly Away Home, April 17. 2001. p. 22) 

This fourth grader brought up an interesting topic in the literature circle, which 

caused the participants to discuss different places where homeless people live: 

Maddy: I wonder if like people live in the mall but like the mall wouldn't be as 
good as the airport because there's like benches and stuff, but that would 
kind of be better because like there is security there, they probably 
wouldn't even notice because there's just so many people there all the 
time. 

(Fly Away Home. April 17. 2001. p. 19) 

Ross. Brittney and I were amazed at Maddy"s development. Maddy had blossomed and 

become an active participant in our literature circles. 

The support Maddy received from Brittney helped her gain confidence in reading 

and encouraged her to be more actively involved in the literature circles. Brittney was an 

advocate for Maddy by encouraging her to share in the literature circles and to finish 

reading her books. Maddy wrote in her last free write. "She was the best pen pal I ever 

had. I love Brittney" (2001). Brittney was a wonderful supportive f)en pal for Maddy. 

smiling at her and telling her she could do anything. Sometimes it takes children longer 

to feel comfortable with the literature circle process, and we were grateful that Brittney 

didn't give up on Maddy. This fourth grader also gained a perspective on college. "I do 

want to go to college, but I want to go to NAU" (Maddy. Journal. 2001). Maddy's 

mother e-mailed me when her daughter was a fifth grader. "Thank you for all your 
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efforts. 1 think last year's literature circles and the college pen pals helped Maddy "get 

over the hump" of her struggle with reading" (Parent e-mail. 2001). Maddy grew to love 

reading as this end of the school year letter testifies. "Dear Mrs. Day. Thank you for 

everv'thing. now Ilove to read. Thank you, Maddy" (2001). 

Maddy progressed from stating "out of the blue" comments to being a reflective 

and active participant in the literature circles. Her growth was slow during the first 

semester, but she progressed rapidly in the second semester when she flourished. A 

turning point in Maddy's talk w as during The Music of Dolphins literature circles. She 

shared personal connections, initiated some of the discussion and kept the discussion 

going. Maddy continued this progress to the last literature set. 

Brittney and Courtney were advocates for both Maddy and Greg. They formed a 

relationship with each other through their pen pal journals, e-mails, phone calls and visits 

with each other. Throughout the year Maddy became more familiar with literature circles 

and began to share her thoughts, to ask questions and to learn how to manage literature 

circles. Greg entered our classroom in January, so it was natural that he felt like an 

outsider, but he grew in sharing his questions and feelings about what he read. Both 

Maddy and Greg learned different perspectives and issues from the college students and 

gained courage to discuss books in the literature circles. Once Greg's and Maddy's 

confidence grew they began to talk more freely to the preser\ ice teachers and fellow 

children. 

Greg and Maddy were not the only children who gained support from their pen 

pals. Every child was kindly supported and cared for by the college pen pals. Parents 
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recognized this when they observed the literature circles. "I think the college students 

did a good job of including the children in the discussions. They directed specific 

questions to their pen pals to encourage the children to share" (Parent Note. 2000). 

Ross stated often that the pen pal confirmation and verification was important: 

...They [children) would want to do a better job. because they would want to 
impress their pen pal or to show their pen pal that they were doing their part and 
not let the pen pal down on the discussion. I think that was probably the most 
motivating factor in all the circles. (Interview 2. 2(X)l) 

Conclusion and Reflection 

I think what Mrs. Day did has probably helped the college students and us 
because that gives them a taste of teaching and us a taste of college at least for 
me. I'm definitely, well at least probably going to [go to J college. (Rachel, Free 
write I, 2000) 

Rachel's words of wisdom from the beginning of the year share how this research 

influenced the participants. The thirty children, who averaged nine in age. were paired 

with two different preservice teachers (one per semester) to correspond back and forth in 

a pen pal journal and discuss children's literature in eight separate literature circles. The 

children had significant relationships with young adults. They became friends with their 

college pen pals and looked up to them; in fact, they grew to love their pen pals. The 

children also spent one-on-one time with their pen pals at the elementary school reading 

books or eating lunch together. The children learned to skillfully manage literature 

circles. Many learned how to initiate discussions and to keep everyone on track. The 

children considered different perspectives and issues. Being a part of literature circles 

with preservice teachers revealed to the children what they thought and felt. The children 

gained confidence in their ability to talk to young adults, and they gained insights on 
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college life. They imagined thai they were college students, because they visited a 

university campus and experienced a college class. Each child had a personal advocate 

who praised them and told them that they were a great kid. The preservice teachers 

encouraged and helped their pen pals to talk in the literature circles. 

These experiences helped the children to see reading as fun. The fourth graders 

mentioned sixty-two times in their free writes that the literature circles were fun. The 

children looked forward to choosing the next book, reading the book and then discussing 

it in the literature circles with their pen pals. Very few children were absent on the days 

we drove to the university or remained at the elementary school to discuss books. 

Discussing the literature circle books was highly anticipated by everyone. The children 

complemented the literature circles. "T think our discussion was wonderful" (Heidi. Free 

write 4. 2001). 

During the school year many children were excited about reading. Each time I 

put the new selected titles on the chalk tray and began book talks, the children bounced in 

their .seats and had a difficult time controlling their excitement, because it was time for a 

new book and a new literature set. Ross mentioned this anticipation. "As the quarter 

.semester passed I saw a willingness to begin a new book partly due to a successful 

previous book. The students became engaged more quickly and had a greater enthusiasm 

toward the selection" {Interview 3. 2001). Ross and I believe that the children's 

enthusiasm was partly due to the new understandings they gained in the literature circles 

(Roller & Beed. 1994). 
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We saw their love for reading when they fought over who would read a book after 

Ross read aloud a picture book. We knew they were enjoying reading, when half the 

classroom was in tears after reading parts of Vie Circuit, and when it was time for music 

and everyone sighed. "Naaahhh" and the children took forever to close their books to line 

up to leave the classroom. They also enjoyed reading when they told us they had stayed 

up past midnight to finish their literature circle book on the very day they had begun to 

read it. A few children mentioned in their pen pal journals, "I love books. I love all 

kinds of books" (Jacqueline, 2001). 

Parents testified to how this research influenced their children. "Now when my 

daughter has any extra time she picks up a book to read. I think that she has always 

enjoyed books but not as much as she does now" (Parent survey, 2000). A couple of 

parents expressed that the literature circles, "...provided a reason for doing the reading 

and writing" (Parent survey, 2001). Another mother shared that her daughter was even 

discussing the books at home: 

Our daughter has grown to be a better reader in different areas, such as in 
understanding what she's reading. When she read at home, she wanted to share 
the book with us about what she was reading and what she liked about the story. 
She now likes to read different kinds of books. (Parent survey. 2001) 

One parent commented on how this experience affected her child: 

My child has grown as a reader from this experience. So many new aspects to 
reading were addressed. He will never look at a book the same way again. This 
opportunity gave my son tools to experience richness to each book and greater 
appreciation. (Parent survey. 2001) 

Lastly. Connor a fourth grader, wrote in his final free write about what he did 

after each literature circle and expressed his growth in reading: 
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Each time we did a literature circle I wanted to go home and read more and more. 
Now I really like to read. I never thought I would be able to read Tlie True 
Confessions of Charlotte Doyle, and now I'm reading it. (Free write 8. 2001) 

Connor's mother agreed with his new found love of reading: 

I have seen a lot of growth in Connor as a reader this year, and I am so pleased! 
He used to think of reading as a chore and now I see him reading frequently for 
pleasure. He has been asking his 9"' grade sister to pick out books that she 
enjoyed at his age. (Parent survey. 2001) 



363 

Chapter 8 

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

Because of this experience, along with reading the books and articles for this 
class. I feel that literature circles are the most important strategy for teaching 
children to understand our world and for creating life long learners. I truly 
enjoyed this experience and I can now see how valuable literature circles can be. 
While read alouds. literature focus units, reader's workshop, and other language 
arts activities are also very important. I am partial to the benefits of literature 
circles, because I have seen the growth that students experience first hand [italics 
added]. They are the best way to delve into serious issues that could otherwise 
not be touched. (Kitty. Paper. 2001) 

The purpose of this qualitative teacher research study was to explore the 

characteristics of literature circles with preservice teachers and children. The study was 

conducted in a children's literature course and in a fourth grade classroom. Based on 

Vygotsky's (1978) sociocultural theory and Rosenblatt's (1938) transactional reader 

response theory, this study explored the conversations of preservice teachers and children 

in literature circles over time and the preservice teachers' perceptions about literature 

circles with children. The first section reviews the study including the research questions 

and methodology. Next is a review of the major findings for each question. Finally the 

findings will be discussed along with the implications for teacher education and research. 

Overview of the Study 

Thirty children and fifty-five preservice teachers corresponded in pen pal journals 

and participated together in three to five literature circles together for two semesters. 

This study began in August 2000 and ended in June 2001. Specific questions that guided 

this exploration were as follows: 
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1. What are the characteristics of literature circles with preservice teachers and 

children, and how do these characteristics evolve over lime? 

2. How does the talk of preservice teachers in literature circles with children 

evolve over time? 

3. What are the perceptions of preservice teachers about literature circles with 

children? 

4. How did the literature experience with preservice teachers influence the 

children? 

The professional literature and research that framed this study included reader 

response theory, literature discussion, teaching preservice teachers, teaching children's 

literature and literature circles with preservice teachers. The primar\' data sources 

included a teaching journal, transcripts from the literature circles, interviews with 

preservice teachers and classroom teacher and free writes from the preservice teachers 

and children. Secondary sources of data included photographs, journals, written artifacts, 

pen pal journals, preservice teachers'journals, midterm and final self-evaluations plus 

parent surveys and correspondence. 

Initial analysis was ongoing throughout the year, which influenced the planning, 

and instruction. Other methods of analysis consisted of coding, visual markers, constant 

comparison and diagrams with tables. I immersed myself in the data as suggested by 

Rossman and Railis (1998). "Let the data "stew' on the back burner of your mind" (p. 

176). The analysis intensified when I began writing and revising. Patterns and themes 

were identified as the study proceeded and were verified by revisiting the data and 
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sharing chapters with some participants. Trustworthiness was established through 

Merriam's (1998) strategies—triangulation. member checks, long-term observation, peer 

examination and researchers' biases and theoretical orientation. 

Major Results and Implications 

There were four questions that framed this research. Question one looked at the 

characteristics of literature circles with children and preser\'ice teachers over time and 

how these characteristics evolved. Four major patterns occurred as the literature circles 

progressed. The college students and children had many choices on how the literature 

circles were organized and they needed to participate in the decision making about their 

learning experiences. Participants needed a place to organize their thoughts. 

communicate their opinions and leam different perspectives, through structures that 

supported the process of thinking and responding to a book. Both the preservice teachers 

and the children were collaborators in this study. Together everyone evaluated the 

literature circles and planned how to improve them. A community of learners was built 

within the literature circles and the classrooms. Through mini-celebrations preservice 

teachers and children found ways to celebrate their learning. 

Question two examined how the talk of preservice teachers in the literature circles 

with children evolved over time. Five findings were found within the literature circles. 

First, the preservice teachers initiated and facilitated most of the discussions. Some 

became more comfortable in allowing the children to initiate and facilitate the discussions 

as the semester progressed. Second, the college students asked and answered many 

questions in the literature circles. Slowly with each discussion they changed their 
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questions, listened to the conversations and encouraged children to figure out other 

children's wonderings. Third, the preser\ ice teachers dominated some of the talk in the 

literature circles. Some noticed this domination and worked on involving the children in 

the discussions. Fourth, the college students developed in how they listened, supported 

and explored children's talk within the literature circles. They encouraged children to 

share, directed questions to other children and helped children answer their own 

questions. Lastly, the preservice teacher learned to share personal connections to books 

and to respond as a reader. The children helped the college students in this process. The 

preservice teachers became participants in some of the circles as they tried to understand 

the books with the children. 

The third question explored preservice teachers' perceptions of the literature 

circles with children. Three major themes were found. The preservice teachers learned 

about children in the literature circles. They learned that children are smarter than they 

thought, can voice their opinions, can teach adults, are insightful and can even encourage 

college students to enjoy literature. The next major finding was that preservice teachers 

gained information on how to do literature circles. They indicated that they learned the 

teacher's role in discussions, the best types of questions to use. the types of children's 

literature that invites talk, the discussion strategies that facilitate responsse and the 

logistics of organizing literature circles with children. Finally the preservice teachers 

learned about the value of literature circles for children. According to the college 

students, literature circles build self-confidence in children, teach children to respect 

other's opinions, encourage children to share personal feelings and connections, motivate 
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children to be prepared and to participate, facilitate exploration of the literar\' elements, 

excite children about reading, help children understand a book further and influence 

children to investigate difficuh issues. 

The final question looked at how the literature experience with preservice 

teachers influenced the children. The children had significant relationships with young 

adults that were built through the pen pal journals, literature circles and visits with each 

other. They became friends with their college pen pals and looked up to them. The 

children skillfully learned how to manage the literature circles with the college students. 

Many discovered how to initiate a discussion and to keep the talk moving. The children 

considered different perspectives and issues in the literature circles, especially those of 

the preservice teachers. The fourth graders gained confidence in their ability to talk to 

young adults and gained perspectives on college life. Many imagined that they were 

college students, because they visited a university campus and experienced a college 

class. Each child had a personal advocate who encouraged them to talk, cared about 

them and helped them in their literacy growth. 

Although the results of the study may be viewed according to the four research 

questions, it made sense to address the major findings through three areas of importance 

that cut across the questions and findings: the value of preservice teachers participating 

in literature discussions, university classrooms as democratic learning environments and 

partnerships between universities and public schools. First the finding will be discussed, 

followed with the implications for that finding. 
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The Value of Presennce Teachers Participating in Literature Discussions 

This research study demonstrates the importance of literature discussions in 

college classrooms. In many education courses preservice teachers are consumers of 

knowledge. Talk in these classrooms is limited to short answers that require little critical 

thinking or understanding. In contrast, the talk and discussion were quite different in this 

study. 

The preservice teachers in this research used literature circles as a place to 

communicate and think about children's literature. Talking about a book helped college 

students organize their thoughts, try out new ideas, receive responses, discover different 

perspectives and information and collaboratively solve issues or questions which helped 

them develop their own understandings (Rosenblatt. 1938). Through these 

collaborations, preservice teachers were able to think about perspectives they had 

previously not considered and to think about the world (Shon & Klassen. 1993). 

A number of researchers suggest that it is valuable for preservice teachers to 

participate in literature discussions. Mathis (1994) found that literature discussion groups 

help preservice teachers to develop a greater knowledge of children's literature and it's 

use. Carpenter (1997) learned that preservice teachers' perceptions of themselves as 

readers change through the use of small literature group discussions. Klassen (1993) 

notes in her research that college students repeatedly referred to literature circles as the 

most useful course experience. A study by Wedman, Smith and Jared (1994) indicates 

that by participating in literature circles college students learn the benefits of discussion 

groups, such as developing oral language, enhancing understanding and stimulating 
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thinking. 

Implications 

The implications for teaching are that preservice teachers need opportunities to 

discuss children's literature. The college students emphasized the value of this practice, 

which was similar to the findings of KJassen (1993), Mathis (1994) and Carpenter (1997). 

Rosenblatt (1993) shares that if reading is presented as a meaningful activity and te.xts are 

presented in meaningful situations, efferent and aesthetic stances will naturally emerge. 

Sharing responses to literature in discussion groups is valuable interchange for readers as 

suggested by Peterson and Eeds (1990). Short (1990) and Barnes (1993). Preservice 

teachers can discover that others have different responses, notice areas that were 

overlooked and make alternative interpretations that lead to self-awareness and self-

criticism (Rosenblatt. 1993). Talking about books and developing their own 

understandings help preservice teachers envision the possibilities of using children's 

literature in their future classrooms. College students need to explore and experience an 

aesthetic stance, focusing on their own feelings present and past, so that they can see 

these types of experiences as beneficial and helpful for their future students. Preservice 

teachers need to understand that pre-packaged literature units do not address the needs of 

children who have their own questions and concerns about life and literature. 

There are many different ways to implement small group literature circles with 

preserv ice teachers. The following are my recommendations for those educators 

interested in organizing literature circles with college students based on my experiences 

in this study; 
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• Have preserv ice teachers participate in small group literature circles the first night 

of class and/or the first week of class. If we want college students to understand 

the process and importance of literature circles, they need to be involved in them 

weekly. Think about having literature circles around the genre or class topic that 

is being discussed. Give book talks on the children's literature available for the 

literature circles and allow the college students to choose the books they want to 

read for homework. Preservice teachers are much more willing to read and 

prepare for a book they were able to choose. 

• Use read aloud to support the kind of talk you want to encourage in small 

literature circles. Read aloud one picture book at each class session and ask. 

"What do you think?" or "How do you feel about this book?" As a whole class 

discuss the read aloud books to demonstrate how to talk about a book. Discussing 

the read aloud books also helps the preservice teachers see how they can do this 

with children. 

• Implement different discussion strategies as a way to help preservice teachers 

prepare for and discuss their books in the literature circles. Strategies we used 

were Sketch to Stretch. Anomalies. Graffiti Board. Save the Last Word For Me 

and Webbing What's On My Mind (See Short. Harste & Burke. 1996). When I 

gave the book talks. 1 explained the strategy they would be using for the next 

discussion. Another possibility is to invite presen'ice teachers to choose the 

strategies they desire to u.se in their discussions. 
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• Preservice teachers need opportunities to reflect on the literature circles that 

involve them. They can fill out a checklist or write a free write. At the close of 

their discussions, they can orally reflect on the discussion with their group. 

• College students need to think about the different dynamics and the roles of 

participants in the literature circles. Have one preservice teacher sit back and 

observe a group of college students discussing a book and take notes. This 

observer can note who is participating or not. the topics being discussed, the 

questions asked, who initiates and facilitates the discussion and the personal 

connections shared, etc. This note taker Than reports back to the group what 

she/he ob.served. 

• Provide transcripts of children's respon.ses to the same books the preservice 

teachers are discussing. Understanding how and what children have talked about 

with the same books is very informative for college students. Other possibilities 

include journal entries from children or the discussion strategies children have 

used on the .same book college students are discussing. The preserv ice teachers 

can read the transcripts and compare and contrast what they talked about versus 

the children. 

University Classrooms as Democratic Learning Environments 

The preser\ ice teachers panicipated in a democratic community. The participants 

in class were involved in many small group interactions including the literature circles. 

The classroom environment invited preserv ice teachers to talk, share their thoughts and 

questions and to give responses to me as the teacher. Everyone's voices were encouraged 
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and supported. Within the literature circles college students were empowered to talk, 

because their responses were invited. The literature circles provided the development of 

more democratic relationships. 

The preservice teachers contributed to the development of the pen pal journals, 

the literature circles and the structure of the classroom. Organizing and working together 

produced a feeling of responsibility for the participants (Dewey. 1938). The college 

students" suggestions created much of the literature circle schedule and the discussion 

strategies that were used. The other decisions they made included how they discussed the 

book and how they chose to share their book with the rest of the class. Shannon (1993) 

suggests that educators' commitment to social forms of knowing and learning enhance 

our chances to build a compassionate society, to level power relationships between and 

among students and teachers, and to explore the social realities and political possibilities 

of empowerment. Preservice teachers' and the children's ideas were important 

contributions for learning and change in this study. They were part of the decision

making in this research. Ideas that could have expanded this research further would have 

been to allow the presen'ice teachers to decide on the book titles they wanted to read 

intensively and to discuss. 

Implications 

Preservice teachers deserve a learning environment where they can talk and know 

that their responses are accepted and respected. Teacher educators can develop 

democratic clas^srooms by first assessing the needs of preservice teachers and then 

creating the syllabus where textbooks and professional readings can be determined. By 
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giving college students opportunities to decide on the curriculum topics, the course 

schedule and their own individual inquiry projects, they are helped to see themselves as 

decision makers. Negotiating the curriculum provides choice, which can empower 

students in their own learning. The opportunity to participate in a democratic atmosphere 

gives the preservice teachers hands-on experience for establishing this type of community 

in their future classrooms. 

The following are recommendations for educators who are interested in initiating 

and organizing democratic classrooms with preservice teachers and democratic research 

projects: 

• Establish what the preservice teachers want to leam and gain from this 

class—their goals. College students can work in small groups or individually on 

their particular goals throughout the semester. 

• Get to know your college students. Have them write literacy autobiographies, 

bring in memory boxes or take photographs of their lives and write the stories that 

go with these. Share these experiences and build a democratic classroom. 

• Have many choices for preservice teachers—choices in class projects and 

pre.sentations. Be willing to compromise. 

• Negotiate projects. When you notice that a project is much more time consuming 

than you thought, change the due date for later. Some assignments or projects do 

not turn out as planned so accept them as they are. 

• Invite college students to be collaborators in research. Together you can question 

practice, collect data and modify curriculum based on what everj'one is 
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discovering. 

• Explain that everyone is both a learner and a teacher in the classroom, including 

you. Value your student's voices and really listen. 

• Ask your preservice teachers for their opinions and ideas. For example, invite 

them to choose the book to be read aloud and the books for literature circles. 

Participants can help develop the pen paJ journals, the organization of the 

literature circles, the discussion strategies and the method of evaluating the 

discussions. 

• In the literature circles the college students need to make decisions on how they 

will discuss the book and how long they wish to talk. Other decisions include 

how they will share their book and discussions with the rest of the class. 

Partnerships Between Universities and Public Schools 

The partnership between the university and the public school was beneficial for 

both the children and the preservice teachers. This partnership was much like that 

discussed by Eeds and Wells (1989) and Finke and Edwards (1997). Each college 

student was paired with a fourth grade child to correspond in a weekly pen pal journal 

and to read children's literature to discuss in literature circles. The participants met in 

literature circles up to five times at a university or an elementary school to discuss the 

literature. In addition, the preser%'ice teachers visited the elementary school at least once 

to observe and spend time with their pen pals. 

Borko and Putnam (1996) suggest that for knowledge to be useful for teaching, it 

must be integrally linked to or situated in the contexts in which it is to be used. 
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Preserv ice teachers must see the connections between theory and practice. The college 

students in this study were required to read professional literature and theory on literature 

circles. Weekly, they participated in small group and whole group discussions to talk 

about the professional literature. College students kept journals where they responded to 

the professional readings and reflected on what they were learning. The reading of 

theory was integral to helping the college students learn about children's literature, 

literature circles and the role of being a teacher. Preservice teachers were given the 

opponunity to practice and explore what they read with children in this pannership 

between the university and the elementary school. 

In addition, the preservice teachers looked at their personal theories, beliefs and 

wrote literacy autobiographies. Pajares (1992) and Richardson (1996) state that prior 

beliefs about learning and teaching can influence the learning experiences for college 

students. These authors suggest that preservice teachers retlect on the theory they are 

reading and learning about, so that they may be assured that this new knowledge works. 

The college students in this study were also given an opportunity to experience 

the theory they read about in the literature circles with the children and then reflect on 

these discussions. Preservice teachers must be involved in education that integrates 

reading theory and application. 

This partnership gave the preservice teachers an opportunity to practice discussing 

books with children, to practice being a teacher and to practice observing and reflecting. 

Within this same partnership the children also gained a relationship with a young adult 

and a personal advocate. 
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Preserx ice Teachers Discuss Books With Children. 

The college students in this study had the opportunity to discuss books with 

children in literature circles. In this partnership the preservice teachers were able to work 

with children and con.sequently learn about children. Initially, the college students had 

low expectations for children. They did not expect them to be able to voice their 

opinions or to be competent meaning makers. They learned that children are much 

smarter than first anticipated and that children could share their thoughts and feelings. 

The preser% ice teachers found that children could even teach adults. College students 

gained knowledge of book titles, plus an interest in books and learned that children's 

perspectives often parallel their own. Many were reminded of what it is like to be a child 

and began to think about life through the eyes of a child. Within the literature circles the 

children showed the preservice teachers that they were insightful about books, were 

prepared to talk and enjoyed participating in the discussions. 

By working with children, the preser\ ice teachers learned how to effectively 

construct literature circles. For many this was the first time they had heard about and 

participated in literature discussions. College students took the role of 

leamer/panicipant: they learned the logistics of organizing small literature circles. They 

were interested in encouraging conversation with open-ended questions. The preservice 

teachers learned many titles in children's literature that invite talk and discussion 

strategies to enhance response. They gained an understanding of how to initiate and 

facilitate a discussion, how to listen, suppon and explore children's talk and to respond as 

a reader. The fourth graders were instrumental in helping the preservice teachers 
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understand this process. 

The preserv ice teachers observed the children's self-confidence and how children 

learned to respect others" opinions. The college students indicated that the literature 

circles encouraged children to share personal feelings and connections and to ask 

questions. Literature discussions also enhanced student participation. 

Preser\'ice teachers communicated that the literature circles facilitated exploration 

of the literary elements without any prompting from them. The children's excitement 

towards reading was noticeable through their eagerness and enthusiasm in most of the 

circles. They also commented that the discussions helped children to understand books. 

Through talking, listening and questioning, new meanings were gained. The preserv ice 

teachers learned that children like to investigate difficult issues such as death, 

discrimination or homelessness. Many realized that children understand these issues and 

want the opportunity to talk about them. The data suggests that preservice teachers 

needed to be involved in literature circles with children in order for them to see that such 

discussions are valuable for children. 

Some of the literature discussions consisted of personal connections or stories told 

amongst the group members. Rosenblatt's (1938) aesthetic stance was encouraged. In an 

aesthetic reading. "The child must learn to draw on more of the experiential matrix... the 

personal, the qualitative, kinesthetic, sensuous inner resonances of the words" 

(Rosenblatt, 1993. p. 12). In one discussion. Jtm Ca//Me (Birdseye. 1993). a 

couple of participants discussed being in a resource class and the struggles of learning to 

read or how to multiply numbers. These personal experiences allowed children and 
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preserv ice teachers to think about past experiences with current understandings. 

When the preservice teachers and the children read and discussed The Circuit 

(Jimenez. 1997). many began to critically think about immigration laws and the 

discrimination and poor conditions that migrant workers experience. Literature circles 

have been found to be an excellent place for children to discuss critical issues (e.g.. 

Klassen. 1993: Samway & Whang. 1996; Martmez-Roldan & Lopez-Robertson 

1999/2000). The literature circles offered the preser\ ice teachers a safe place to talk 

about their experiences and helped them examine these experiences in the context of 

what has happened to others. The discussions enabled the children and preservice 

teachers to take a stance on issues such as homelessness and racism and evaluate them. 

Often times it was the children who were the experts in the literature circles, 

especially during the second semester. Harste. Woodward and Burke (1984) explain that 

experience affects the kinds and qualities of thinking children are capable of doing. 

Because the children had more experience with literature circles than the older preservice 

teachers they were very comfortable with the process and readily shared their thoughts 

and feelings about the books. One example was that the children shared personal stories 

and connections in the first literature sets; whereas, the preservice teachers gradually 

began to share personal stories in the remaining circles as they observed the children. 

Organizing literature circles for preserv ice teachers and children to discuss books 

together is time consuming and costly. Many hours were spent planning how to transport 

children to the university for discussions, reserving the classrooms, organizing both 

classroom schedules, choosing books for the discussions, writing parent letters and 
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planning with the classroom teacher Ross. In addition, the preservice teachers spent 

considerable time observing the children, taking kidwatching notes, reflecting on the 

literature circles, writing to their pen pals, observing them in their classroom setting, 

reading the transcripts and analyzing one transcript. 

Implications. 

College students deserve opportunities to learn with children in order to validate 

what they have read. Wolf, Carey and Mieras (1996) state that, "Learning about 

children's responses to literature must be done with children. Lectures, readings, class 

activities, and professional expertise can support but can not replace, what children have 

to tell us and show us in the context of literary interaction" (p. 133). 

This research found that college students were much more engaged in the 

literature circle experience when they were with children. The college students stated 

that they spent more time preparing for the literature circles because they knew they were 

going to be sharing Post-it Notes with the fourth graders. In literature circles with their 

own peers, they admitted that they would just "shoot the breeze," were "slackers" and 

would "talk about the book and then...go on to what [they] did over the weekend." 

When the preservice teachers discussed books with children and assumed the role of 

teacher and participant, they were much more involved in the discussions, so they stayed 

on the topic and discussed the books in greater depth. My recommendations for 

educators who want to organize literature circles with preservice teachers and children 

include; 
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• First, become widely read on literature circles and consider how the literature 

circles will be beneficial to both college students and children. 

• Find a classroom teacher who has the same learning beliefs as you. Get to know 

this teacher and spend time observing in their classroom. Both parties need to 

effectively plan and meet together. Remain flexible and compromise as part of 

the collaborative process. 

• U.se read aloud or story time in both classrooms to support the kind of talk you 

want to encourage in the small groups. Support the students in these class 

discussions as they try to understand the text. 

• Allow the literature circles to evolve. Be cognizant of time and materials. Invite 

the participants to be collaborators in the research. Give the preservice teachers 

and children opportunities to plan the literature circle schedules, the discussion 

strategies, the celebration activities, etc. 

• Remember everyone's responses are valued in literature circles. There isn't a 

definite way to talk about a book. Participants make the decisions about what 

they want to discuss. Use different ways such as art and drama to help 

participants respond to the literature. 

• Allow preser\'ice teachers and children to practice literature circles with their 

peers before doing them with each other. This practice helps them understand the 

literature circle process and prepares them for the circles with each other. 

Children and preservice teachers also should be involved in other literature circles 

with their peers. 
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• Have presen ice teachers read research on literature circles. Discuss topics such 

as closed-ended versus open-ended questions, the teacher's role in the discussions 

and help for every child to participate in the discussions. 

• Discuss more than three books together so that college students and children can 

gain from the literature circle experience together. Ideally preservice teachers 

need to see different possibilities for literature circles: the use of picture books, 

chapter books, whole group book, discussing a book a couple of times, etc. 

• Be aware that organizing literature circles for preservice teachers and children is 

time consuming and costly. Think about applying for grants to cover the expense 

of children's books, tape recorders, microphones and transcription. 

• Reflect on the literature circles to improve the discussions. Participants need to 

reflect in a free write, journal or in a class discussion. Reflection helps children 

and college students to think about the experience, to wonder what they can 

change and to plan for the next literature circle. 

• College students need to read the literature circle transcripts following the 

discussions and analyze at least one transcript closely. This reflection is crucial in 

order for them to see their role and their child pen pal's role in the discussion and 

areas that they need to work on in the future circles. 

Presen ice Teachers Engage in the Art of Being a Teacher. 

In the literature circles, the preservice teachers assumed the role of teacher/learner 

for the first time. Linking preservice teachers' professional education with meaningful 

classroom experience has been shown to be important (Zeek. Walker & Fleener. 1997; 
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Cox. Fang. Carriveau. Dillon. Hopkins & Nierstheimer. 1998; Moore. 2000). The 

opportunities for preservice teachers to be involved in elementary settings and to have 

hands-on experience in classrooms are excellent practice (Donovan, 1999). 

The transition from student to participant to teacher was not easy for the college 

students. Many were comforted by the fact that they were not the "only teacher" in the 

literature circles, because they were with three or four other preservice teachers. These 

college students needed to practice being teachers in order to leam about children, to 

learn how to do literature circles and to see the importance of the discussions. The 

college students used the professional literature as a reference to help them be teachers in 

the literature circles, to analyze the literature circles and to leam how to take kidwatching 

notes. 

By practicing being a teacher in the literature circles, the college students learned 

how to begin and organize them. During both semesters the preservice teachers learned 

to initiate and facilitate the discussions. As the semesters progressed, the children began 

to take on this role. At the beginning of each semester college students asked many 

closed-ended questions, but gradually they progressed to asking open-ended questions 

that advanced the conversations. In addition, the college students began listening more to 

the conversations rather than asking questions. They also had more authentic questions 

and wonderings. The college students began to encourage children to answer their own 

questions. 

In every literature set there was at least one literature circle where the preservice 

teachers dominated the talk. Even though the college students forgot to invite the 
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children to talk and sometimes forgot to "demonstrate without dominating" (Peterson & 

Eeds. 1990) this domination was a learning experience for some of the college students. 

A few preservice teachers noticed this domination during their reflection and analysis of 

the transcripts and consciously began working on this problem for the remainder of the 

literature circles. Even though it was difficult for some of the college students to be 

equal participants with the children in the discussions, we were able to discuss this issue 

in whole group discussions and read research covering teachers" roles. Since the 

preservice teachers are aware of how easy it is to dominate a literature circle with 

children, hopefully they will not dominate their future literature circles. 

Because the college students were given an opportunity to engage in being a 

teacher in the literature circles, they grew in how they listened and supported children's 

talk within the literature circles. The preservice teachers began to notice when a child 

was cut off in a discussion and they encouraged children to talk more in the discussions. 

As the semesters progressed, the college students asked more encouraging questions to 

help children explore their thoughts in the discussions. 

Practicing being a teacher helped college students learn to respond as readers in 

the discussions. Slowly the preservice teachers began to ask questions that genuinely 

puzzled them. From this practice the college students obser\'ed children sharing personal 

stories and connections. The preser\ ice teachers also grew in their sharing of personal 

connections and stories as the semesters progressed. 

Each college student in this study had an opportunity to engage in being a teacher 

as they participated in the literature circles, wrote to his or her child in the pen pal 
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journals and observed the children learning. The preservice teachers gained experience 

encouraging children to talk in the disicussions. figuring out why a child felt a certain way 

and resolving behavior problems during discussions. Some preservice teachers 

acknowledged that this time with children as a teacher was important in preparing them 

for their future teaching. 

Implications. 

In the last five years, research shows that preservice teachers are working more 

with children in their methods courses, but this isn't universal. This present research 

shows how valuable it is for education courses, even a children's literature course, to 

involve children and have college students participate as teachers. It would prove 

beneficial for education courses to involve children in some capacity to give 

opportunities for college students to be teachers. Also, one-on-one tutoring programs 

described by Wolf et al. (2000) and Worthy and Paterson (2001) provide field experience 

and contribute to college students' growth. 

This research challenges the notion of the practicum that many preservice 

teachers experience in their education programs. These practicums are meant to help 

preservice teachers get involved in a classroom and begin working with children. The 

college students in this research practiced being teachers in their college classroom. 

becau.se the children came to the university. The preservice teachers were involved in 

three to five literature circles with children and wrote biweekly in a pen pal journal. The 

college students did observe and/or meet their child pen pal one or two times at their 

elementary school. The preservice teachers gained practicum experience within this 
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college class without being in an elementary classroom. 

College courses that meet at an elementary school, where the preserv ice teachers 

can experience the school setting on a weekly and/or daily basis, are advantageous for 

preservice teachers. Field experiences for the preservice teachers would allow them to 

watch literature circles first hand in classroom settings and follow up with interviews 

with the teachers about their curriculum decisions towards using literature circles. 

The following ideas helped me in the process of organizing and allowing 

preservice teachers the opportunities to practice being teachers: 

• Give preservice teachers opportunities to be with other college students when they 

work with children. Having peers in the circles helped the college students to 

discuss the books together and they had each other to assist them in becoming a 

reflective practitioner. Within the circles preservice teachers need to observe their 

peers who ask open-ended questions or encourage children to figure out their own 

question. 

• When preser\'ice teachers work with children, one must stifle the urge to help 

them. Many times I wanted to help them be teachers during the literature circles. 

They need to work out various issues without their college educator looming over 

them. During class discussions and reflection. I was able to ask them questions 

and/or give ihem ideas to think about things differently. 

• Be available to college students. Practicing being a teacher is a "scary" thing for 

some preservice teachers and they need to know that their instructor is available 

for them to talk through what they are learning and accomplishing. Many 
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preservice teachers e-tnailed me. met with me after class or called me at home to 

discuss their practice. 

• With practice there must be reflection. Have college students take kidwatching 

notes and/or keep a professional journal. I read and reflected on their responses 

giving feedback and further ideas. College students need to listen to the 

audiotapes or read the transcripts from the literature circles. This reflection will 

help them rethink their role in the literature circles and help them determine the 

areas where more work is needed. 

• Discussion is imperative. College students need to talk about their "first 

teaching" experiences in small group and whole group discussions. Other 

preservice teachers gain ideas and realize they are not alone in their learning 

journey. 

Preservice Teachers Engage in Obsen ing and Reflecting 

A strong theme that emerged from the data is that the preser\'ice teachers were 

given opportunities to observe children and reflect on these experiences. Nieto (2000) 

suggests that teachers need to be "students of their students" (p. 184). Swafford, Peters 

and Lee (1998) indicate that college students need to engage in active learning, classroom 

observation and reflection, which may lead the preservice teacher to question previously 

held beliefs. The preserv ice teachers in this present research were engaged in active 

learning with children. They observed their child pen pal in the literature circles, in the 

classroom setting and sometimes outside the school environment. The college students 

reflected on everv' experience with children. 
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As the preserv ice teachers observed the fourth grade students, they took 

kidwatching notes reflecting on what they noticed. Watching closely was instrumental in 

helping them to learn about children. These preservice teachers became reflective 

practitioners concerning their own pen pals. They learned about who their pen pals were, 

their strengths and how best to support them in the literature circles. 

Through observation the preservice teachers reflected on and self-evaluated the 

experience with children. After each literature circle, participants evaluated their 

preparation and participation in the discussion using a checklist. Both the preservice 

teachers and the children wrote reflective free writes about the literature circle 

experience. These free writes were valuable in helping them to think about the literature 

circles and to improve the future discussions. In each classroom we had a group 

discussion where individuals shared some of their free writes and we reflected on the 

literature circles. College students and children shared problems or concerns in these 

discussions, which enabled us to redesign and rethink the literature circles. We discussed 

what went well and the changes everyone wanted to make for the next literature set. 

The preser\'ice teachers did additional reflection in their journals on the 

professional readings, in the midterm and final-self evaluations, in short reflective papers 

and on their inquiry projects. The college students closely examined and reflected on the 

literature circles by reading the transcripts and analyzing one transcript with their peers. 

Through the analysis of one transcript, the preservice teachers noticed what their pen pal 

said, and then they thought about their own personal involvement. They determined what 

they had learned and how they could help their child pen pal in the next literature circles. 
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The process of reading research, taking kidwatching notes, reading the literature circles 

transcripts and analyzing one transcript helped the preserv ice teachers closely examine 

and evaluate the literature circles. This reflection was crucial for the betterment of the 

discussions. 

Ross and I also were reflecting on our daily teaching and the literature circles with 

preservice teachers and children. I shared my teaching journal with the participants, in 

which I evaluated the day's events. The college students and children observed me 

carrying a clipboard, taking notes, reflecting, writing a free write with them and thinking 

about the literature circles in the class discussions. Before school and on weekends Ross 

and I met to discuss the lessons we had taught. We discussed the progress of the 

literature circles and examined what needed improvement. The preservice teachers and 

the children saw reflective teachers in action. 

Implications. 

Reflection needs to be a part of preservice courses. Encouraging preservice 

teachers to reflect on their learning and thinking has been found to be helpful 

(Hollingsworth. 1989; Zeichner. 1992; Kasten & Padak. 1997). Through reflection, 

participants are empowered to think about their learning. In their journals college 

students can com.ment on how assigned readings have affected or changed their ideas. 

Through kidwatching notes they can investigate how a child leams and explore 

possibilities for growth. Through written autobiographies they can discuss how their past 

and present experiences have affected their learning and teaching. 

Being reflective is an important feature of being a successful teacher. Through 
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reflection college students begin to question their original beliefs and assumptions about 

teaching children and school practices. Heichel and Miller (1993) found that through the 

process of writing and/or reflecting, preservice teachers had time to think deeply, think 

more critically, gain broader perspectives and create possible solutions to problems. 

These authors learned that preservice teachers need to revisit their journals over time and 

analyze their own thinking. Likewise, the college students in this present research 

experienced this same process and ultimately became more reflective about the child pen 

pals they were working with and their role in preparing them for the future. 

Observation and reflection must be a focus in teacher education programs 

allowing preservice teachers to see themselves as teacher researchers. Further 

possibilities for observation include creating environments for college students to observe 

children in different ways such as individually, in small groups and whole groups. Case 

study projects encourage observation and reflection that can easily become an integral 

part of education courses. 

Effective strategies that encourage reflection in my research include: 

• Use multiple forms of reflection, such as free writes, dialogue journals, papers, 

kidwatching notes, inquiry projects, small group discussions and whole group 

discussions plus midterm and final self-evaluations. 

• Invite preservice teachers to read literature circle transcripts following each 

literature circle. Through this reading they can relive the discussion and think 

about it in a different way. College students need to analyze one transcript in 

order to consider their own role and their child pen pal's role within the literature 
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circles. Reflecting on transcripts is imperative for the discussions to improve. 

• Demonstrate reflection. Take kidwatching notes, keep a teaching journal and 

share these with preservice teachers. 

• Read and comment on preservice teachers" reflections and give them responses. I 

collected my college students' professional journals five times during a .semester 

and their free writes after every literature circle. Preservice teachers stated that 

the most useful responses were: positive comments, giving them other ways to 

think about an idea or situation and referring them to research or children's 

literature that they could use. 

Children Gained a Personal Relationship and an Advocate. 

Through this university and public school partnership, the fourth graders gained a 

personal relationship with college students, who also became their advocates. The 

relationship between children and preservice teachers was built through the pen pal 

journals, e-mails, phone calls, school visits and the literature circles. The value of 

personal relationships between teachers and children has been found to be important in a 

child's learning (Nodding. 1984; Worthy & Patterson. 2001). The fourth graders looked 

up to these college students and shared their lives with them. The first time they met 

their college pen pal. some children were shy and reserved, but as the semester 

progres.sed they became more comfortable and talked to the preservice teachers as 

friends. 

Each child had a personal advocate who observed, reflected, cared and 

encouraged them in the literature circles and in their learning. The children gained an 
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adult perspective about topics discussed in the literature circles. This would not have 

been possible in literature circles of only their peers. Also children gained confidence in 

communicating effectively with adults and peers during the discussions. Signs of 

advocacy included college students spending one-on-one time with their pen pals as part 

of each discussion. Together they reviewed Post-it Notes and helped each other prepare 

for the discussion. A few preservice teachers translated the literature discussions to 

Spanish so that a bilingual child would understand the conversation. Other college 

students asked open-ended questions to encourage dialogue with children. After the 

literature circles the preservice teachers wrote positive comments about the experience in 

the pen pal journals and free writes assuring the children that they were important and 

that the discussion went well. 

Implications. 

The importance of this finding is that college students need opportunities to build 

relationships with children and to advocate for children. Preservice teachers need to see 

how important relationships are in helping children learn and how influential advocating 

for them can be to their growth and learning. Building a relationship and advocating for 

a child can be integrated easily into education courses with the use of pen pal journals 

and case studies. Suggestions based on this study that promote advocacy and building 

personal relationships include: 

• Invite preserv ice teachers to use the following modes of communication with 

children: to write in pen pal journals, use e-mail, make phone calls and 

participate in school visits. These ideas are instrumental in helping preservice 
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teachers and children create a caring relationship. 

• Encourage preservice teachers to provide support in terms of talk through verbal 

affirmations, choice of language and gestures that include body language. 

• Provide time for college students to collect artifacts that could include 

kidwatching notes and written reflective papers. 

• Give opportunities for college students to accompany children to special areas 

such as art and physical education. Encourage them to watch children in their 

honors or resource classes. Additionally, they can visit children in their homes 

and interview their parents. 

• Create photo histories (stories explaining the photographs) to help participants 

learn about each other, thus building personal relationships that will help 

preservice teachers to be advocates for their child pen pal. 

More partnerships between universities and elementary schools are warranted. 

College educators need to think about how partnerships could be beneficial for preservice 

teachers and children alike. Teacher educators spend much time talking about reading, 

learning and teaching with preservice teachers and sometimes they give them 

opportunities to practice reading, writing, learning and teaching with their peers (Short. 

1993). Learning is a social process that is more powerful when learners are encouraged 

to interact and think with others (Vygotsky. 1938). Practicing with peers can be 

beneficial, but giving college students opportunities to experience reading, writing, 

learning and teaching with children is even more powerful. As was noted earlier. 

preserv ice teachers are more engaged in their learning when it involves children. They 
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are able to observ e children learning and to reflect on the experience, which can 

encourage even further learning. 

Further Research 

The research described in this dissertation indicates that further study with 

preservice teachers and children is warranted. Many preservice teachers mentioned using 

literature circles in the future: 

I will definitely teach reading with literature circles in my classroom. It is a 
positive experience for students because it's a great way to practice socialization 
skills, learn about the other opinions that peers contribute, and enables a student 
to form new thoughts or consider opinions given by other students. Literature 
circles let students express their emotions toward books which allows the student 
to take an in depth path into the book. (Connie. Paper. 2001) 

Just because some of the college students expressed that they will use literature circles in 

their future classrooms doesn't mean that they actually will. Research suggests that 

teachers tend to teach the way they were taught. Longitudinal studies need to be done 

that follow preservice teachers into their first, second and third years of teaching. 

observing their teaching practices. .Additional questions could include: How did the 

opportunity of learning with children in literature circles affect what/how the preservice 

teachers teach in their future classrooms? How do teachers support their students with 

children's literature? How do teachers implement the theory and practice they learned 

and participated in as a preservice teacher in their own classrooms? 

During the inter\ iews with a couple of preservice teachers. I found that I was 

mentoring and helping some of them to make decisions about using literature and 

literature circles in their cooperating teachers' classrooms. Two college students shared 

that the school districts where they were working were "strict about curriculum" or "want 
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you to do it the way they want you to do it." These students were afraid that they would 

not be able to use the "great techniques" they had learned and participated in with our 

class. I began questioning whether universities are collaborating with school districts. 

Should college educators mentor preservice teachers beyond their undergraduate 

degrees? Does there need to be collaborative support groups or mentoring networks for 

beginning teachers where they can keep in contact with their university teachers? 

Both Burda (2000) and Gilbert (2000) taught at a professional development site 

for a university where they were able to dialogue regularly with their former professors 

about what they were doing in their classrooms. Both of these teachers felt that this 

continued contact was vital in supporting their growing knowledge. Would it be 

beneficial if college educators supported their students during their first years of 

teaching? Would teachers be more comfortable implementing the theory and practices 

they learned in their undergraduate classes if they were being mentored? 

Implications 

There is a need for further research involving preservice teachers and children in 

literature circles. My recommendations for further research include: 

• Follow preservice teachers into their student teaching and their first or second 

years of teaching, observing their teaching practice. A longitudinal study could 

determine if college students implement the theory that they learn in their 

undergraduate courses. Do college students who participate in literature circles 

with children actually implement literature circles in their future classrooms? Are 

teachers who are mentored or have continued contact with their college educators 
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more likely to carry out the theory and practices they learned in their 

undergraduate classes? 

• Examine the children's talk within the literature circles with college students. 

This research looked clo.sely at the preservice teachers" talk in the discussions 

with fourth graders but the data of this study could also be u.sed to examine the 

talk of the children and their growth over time. 

• Look closely at the discussion strategies of the participants and compare and 

contrast them to the literature circle tran.scripts. How did the different strategies 

influence the talk within the circles? The children filled their di.scussion journals 

and had multiple Post-it Notes or bookmarks on the books they read. How did 

they choose which to share and discuss? 

• Trace the development of children and preservice teachers" discussions over time 

using different children's books, smaller discussion groups and different 

populations of students. 

Final Reflection 

The literature discussions in this research were a place for the children and the 

college students to make meaning together. They shared personal stories, connected to 

other texts and asked many questions. The literature circles gave children and preservice 

teachers a place to think critically, formulate ideas and talk through these thoughts. The 

discussions were a safe place for participants' voices to be heard. The literature circles 

allowed the preserv ice teachers the opportunity to participate with children in several 

reading experiences. The college students experienced supporting and challenging 
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children's thoughts within the literature circles. 

The preservice teachers" growth in learning about literature circles, children's 

literature, teaching reading with literature circles and about children all went together. 

They cannot be easily separated. The words and actions of the preserv ice teachers in this 

study provided strong evidence that the literature circles and pen pal journals with the 

children helped them not only to solidify their knowledge of literature circles but also to 

become more attuned to children as valuable individuals. This experience will go beyond 

individual children and the literature circles they were involved with. These future 

teachers will continue to remember the importance of literature circles and building 

relationships with children when they are responsible for a classroom of students. 

Another significance of this study is how it changed my own teaching practice. 

The college students and children's views and reflections of their own learning enhanced 

my perceptions of my students' learning and informed this research. 1 gained the 

preservice teachers' and children's perspectives on books, thoughts about literature 

circles with each other and much more. I have realized that having college students 

participate in literature circles with children is invaluable. If we want teachers to engage 

children in conversations about books, then they need to have conversations with children 

in teacher education classes. The preserv ice teachers learned how books actually affect 

the children by hearing their voices in the pen pal journals, literature circles and free 

writes. 

1 have learned that I have to teach what my students need to leam. They want to 

learn about how literature might be useful in their future classrooms. They need to see 
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and hear children's voices about children's literature. They need to see many examples 

of how teachers use children's literature in classrooms. They desire to hear how teachers 

from different grade levels implement literamre circles. College students must critically 

analyze the literature circles that involve them and think about their own philosophy of 

teaching reading and using literature circles. 

Wolf. Ballentine and Hill (2000) found that when preservice teachers worked with 

children they looked within, looked about and looked beyond. The preservice teachers in 

this present research learned about children because of the literature experiences. Being 

matched with a fourth grader for correspondence in a pen pal journal and then discussing 

books in literature circles with children helped them to learn about children. The college 

students in this research looked within, when they wrote their literacy memories to 

discuss their personal histories and experiences with printed works. They also looked 

within when they analyzed the transcripts and thought about their roles in the literature 

circles and how to help the children in the discussions. Preservice teachers looked about 

as they observed and wrote kidwatching notes on their child pen pals and reflected on 

their experiences with these children in free writes and other papers. The college 

students looked beyond in this study when they discussed their pedagogical beliefs and 

shared their thoughts on using literature circles in the future. 
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APPENDIX A 

Elementary School Curriculum and Children's Literature 
EED/REX} 334 

Spring 2001 Tuesday 4:40-7:30 Room 222 

Deanna Day Office Hours: 
965-3711 messages 7:30-8:00 Tuesday 
daywiff@earthlink.net and by appointment 
Mailbox room 316 

Course Description: 
Selecting and using children's literature in various curriculum areas in elementar>' school 
classrooms with diverse student populations. 

In this course class members will have an opportunity to read, enjoy, ponder and discuss 
a variety of excellent children's books. Also participants will become familiar with 
various authors, poets and illustrators of children's books and become familiar with the 
resources available on children's literature in the elementary classroom. 

Course Goals/Objectives: 
1. Develop familiarity with quality literature for children, including knowledge 

of genre, outstanding authors and widely acclaimed books. 
2. Learn to select literature for children according to literary quality, authenticity 

and appropriateness. 
3. Understand a view of curriculum as supported by literature and developed 

through literature. 
4. Become familiar with professional publications related to children's literature. 
5. Develop an awareness an understanding of issues reflected in children's 

literature (i.e. censorship, racism, sexism) and the ways they present 
themselves in elementary classrooms as literature is used. 

6. Read aloud to children, encouraging child involvement in such a way as to 
facilitate growth in meaning making and literary awareness. 

7. Understand principles and practices of literature circles, and learn to 
implement such studies by participating in them. 

8. Learn to converse with children about literature in ways that foster dialogue 
and meaning construction. 

The primary learning intent of this course is to facilitate your exploration of literature for 
children in a way that is personally meaningful for you. I will provide a basic framework 
for the course and strategies for using literature, but what you learn and how much you 
learn will depend on the choices you make during each class period and in your 
independent reading and learning projects. 
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APPENDIX A—Continued 

Required Reading: 
1. Many children's books. 
2. Literature as a Wic/y of Knowing by Kathy G. Short. Please purchase from the 

University bookstore. 
3. Grand Conversations by Raiph Peterson and Maryann Eeds. Purchase from the 

University bookstore. 
4. Packet of articles. Please purchase from Alternative Copy Center. 
5. The Giver by Lois Lowr>'. Please purchase from a local bookstore. 
6. Your pen pal will choose one of the following text sets. You and your pen pal 

will read the same book and then discuss the book together. Please purchase or 
borrow the book from a library. 

Text Set #1 Multicultural (February 6,2001) at the university 
The Circuit (Jimenez) 

Text Set #2 Historical Fiction (February 27,2001) at the elementary school 
The Devils Arithmetic (Yolen) 
Snow (McSwigan) 
Sadako and the Thousand Paper Cranes (Coerr) 
Twenty and Ten (Bishop) 
Lily's Crossing (Giff) 
Number the Stars (Lowry) 

Text Set #3 Overcoming Challenges (March 20,2001) at the university (April 3, 
2001) at the elementary school 

Holes (Sachar) 
Running Out of Time (Haddix) 
Monkey Island (Fox) 
Tangerine (Bloor) 
Just Call Me Stupid (Birdseye) 
The Music of Dolphins (Hesse) 

Text Set #4 Critical Literacy (April 17, 2001) at the elementary school 
Richard Wright and the Library Card (Miller) 
Smoky Night (Bunting) 
Wilma Unlimited (Krull) 
A Day's Wor/t (Bunting) 
Friends From the Other Side (Anzaldua) 
Fly Away Home (Bunting) 
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APPENDIX A—Continued 

Resources for children's books: 
1. Books provided for checkout to be read for small group literature circles. 
2. Public Libraries. 
3. University Library—First floor in the curriculum section. 
4. Monthly book club orders that offer books at reduced prices are an e.xcellent 

opportunity for you to begin or add to your personal collection. 

Expectations and Requirements: 

Participation and Attendance: While participation styles will vary, preparation for and 
active participation in class and small group discussions are essential to the learning 
process. Full participation will require reading the articles, textbook chapters and 
children's books for small group discussions. 

Everyone will select children's literature to read for small literature circles weekly 
throughout the semester. You must come prepared to share your thoughts and reflections 
with others, actively offering your ideas and encouraging responses from others. 
Different literature circle strategies will be used to begin and enhance these discussions. 
The literature circle strategy will be shared at the end of class when you choose the book 
you wish to read. Plea.se purchase some 3-inch post-it notes. 

Part of participation is working together as a collaborative group. Lots of preparation 
goes into this class and everyone needs to work together to help this class run smoothly. 
Please choose a class job that you will participate in throughout the semester. A list of 
possible jobs will be shared. 

Both attendance and participation are essential for this class. More than one absence, 
habitual tardiness, and or leaving early will lower your final grade. One absence will 
allow for any emergency situations, but please notify me. If you must miss a class 
session, please talk with me after our next class session or email me about your reasons 
for the absence and your plans for keeping up with the work for the course. 

Papers and Projects: All assignments should be type written and double spaced with 
the exception of the pen pal journal, kidwatching notes and reading record. 

Small Learning Projects: 

IJournal: Rellection is an important element in learning, and your journal provides an 
opportunity for you to reflect, respond, question or just comment informally in writing 
about the articles and chapters we are reading. Prior to each class session you need to 
make an entry in your joumal. Please respond to what you are learning from the chapter 
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In the textbooks and articles. Make this journal something you may reference in the 
future. You will hand in your journal five times to me throughout the semester on 
Februarv' 6. February 20. March 27, April 10, and May 1. 

2.Literacy Memory: One way to understand our feelings about literature and reading is 
to reflect upon our own personal histories and experiences with print. As we examine our 
feelings towards literacy, we become better able to understand ourselves as learners. 
What memories do you have of stories, literature, reading, or literacy? Were you read to 
as a child? Did your family tell stories? How did you learn to read? Describe your 
literacy memories in a one page autobiographical piece. Your literacy memor\' is due 
January 30 to be published in a class book. 

3.Book Share: Each student will bring three children's books according to the selected 
genre theme each week to share with the entire class. Be prepared to talk about the books 
and/or read portions of the books and share how they speak to you as a reader in small 
groups. We will display all books for everyone to browse through. 

4.Professional Experience: To help in the transition of student to professional teacher 
everyone will attend one professional conference or workshop where literature is a focus. 
Write up a reflection of this experience after you have completed it; include questions, 
insights and connections you have as a result of this experience. This professional 
experience write up is due April 24, but can be turned in earlier. 

5.Resource Portfolio: The purpose of this portfolio is to gather and organize all the 
materials from this class. In organizing your ponfolio, think about how you will best be 
able to use this resource when you are teaching. Your portfolio can include outside 
resources that you feel will be helpful to you as you use children's literature in your own 
classroom. A table of contents page would give you easy access later. Resource 
Portfolios are due May 1. All the learning projects should be a part of your notebook. 

Major Learning Projects 

A.Reading Record: One of the primary focuses of this course is the reading of 
children's books. It is expected that you will read 50 books in a combination of picture 
(40) and chapter books (10). Chapter books should have more than 100 pages. Please 
only read books that you consider high quality and potentiidly useful in your future 
teaching. Make sure you read from all genres and sample some award winning books. 
Your reading record needs to be in a way that will be helpful for your future use. It could 
be on note cards, a typed form, or a database. Your reading record is due twice during 
the .semester on February 27 (20 books read) and April 17 (50 books read). Your 
reading record needs to include the following: 
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Bibliographic information: author, title, illustrator, publisher, copyright date, number of 
pages, and genre. 

Brief summary of the book. 
Description of the illustrations. 
Brief personal response to the book, strengths, rating system. 
Potential discussions or uses in the classroom, connections to other books, or 
themes. 

B.Pen Pal Inquiry: This research inquiry is to help you understand how children learn 
to read and discuss books. During these projects you need to keep kidwatching notes 
about what happened, your interpretations, and your reflections in a log. Also include in 
this log what you are learning from our literature circles with your pen pal. Your log is 
due March 6(1" visit with pen pal) and April 10 (2""^ visit with pen pal). A culminating 
analytical paper about what you learned is due May 8. These are three aspects of this 
inquiry. 

1. Pen Pal Journal: You will be paired with an elementary student to share favorite 
book titles, reactions, connections, strengths and weaknesses of books you are 
reading. A minimum of seven correspondences will be spread throughout the 
semester beginning January 30. Plea.se purchase a roll of film or a disposable 
camera to make a photo essay of your life to put in your pen pal journal. 

2. Visits with Pen Pal: You need to meet with your pen pal at least two separate 
times (outside of our class) and do something that involves literacy with them. 
One of these get togethers must be a personal contact with your pen pal. but the 
second could be via email or phone. You must visit the elementary school at least 
once where you can observe reading time, read with your pen pal, read to the 
entire class, or observe your pen pal in their school setting. Other suggestions 
could include: interview pen pal, visit pen pals home, read aloud to pen pal over 
the phone, meet pen pal at a library or bookstore, and/or others. The first visit 
needs to be done by March 6 and the second by April 10. 

3. Analyze Transcript: After the first or second literature circle you will need to 
meet outside of class with the other members of your group and analyze the 
transcript of one literature circle discussion. You will pay close attention to what 
your pen pal shares in the discussion. This transcript project needs to be done by 
April 10 included in you pen pal log. 

C.Literacy Inquiry Study: This is an in depth inquiry where you will choose some 
aspect of children's literature to examine more closely and develop as a project. This is 
your final project and should reflect your learning. Use at least three different sources 
such as a web site, reference book, or journal article. Everyone will do a fifteen-minute 
presentation on his or her project. You will need to submit an inquiry plan on February 
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20 explaining what you plan to explore, why it is important, what do you want to learn, 
what resources you will use. time line of project and what the final project will look like. 
Possible projects could be: 

Author, illustrator, or poet study 
Poetry Collection 
Write a research paper on a topic important in children's literature such as 
censorship, right to write, award winning books, etc. 
Genre study 
Thematic text-set 
Create a web site 
Write an article for a journal on children's literature 
Write a children's book 

We will have our celebration of literacy inquiry studies April 24. You need to develop a 
2-page handout that includes a bibliography. Please make enough copies for everyone in 
our class. Represent your project with either a visual display poster or overheads, which 
should involve photographs, quotations from books and messages. A collection of books 
must also be displayed. A 2-3-page reflection of your project and what you have learned 
is due on May 1 within your final reflection. 

Evaluation: Self-evaluation is an integral part of this course. On the first day of class 
you will write your initial statement of goals for this course. Part of your journal should 
reflect your work and progress in this course. At mid-term you will write an evaluation 
of your learning and participation for this course due March 6 (Please provide two 
copies). At the end of the semester, you will write an overall self-evaluation of your 
learning throughout the course due with your portfolio on May I (Two copies). Focus 
questions will be provided. 

Your final course grade will be based on both your meeting and e.xceeding the minimum 
standards and requirements of the above learning experiences (attendance, participation, 
preparation for the class, quality of work, etc). Talking and/or writing about your 
progress in your journal will help you and me evaluate what you have learned. 

Tentative Daily Schedule 

Announcements/Read Aloud 
Presentations/Discussions/Demonstrations 
Browsing/Literature Circles/Presentations 

Workshop Time 
Sharing/Reflection 
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Date Topic Required Reading Assignments 
1/16 Introduction 

Old Favorites 
1/23 Overv iew of 

Children's Literature 
Award Winning 
Books 

Syllabus 
Literature Circle Book + 
Strategy 
Wollman-Bonilla Article 
Davis Article 

Information Sheet 
Goals 
Learn Best 
Journal 

1/30 Literature Circles 
Transactional Theory 

Literature Circle Book + 
Strategy 
Eeds Article 
Short Article 

Literacy Memory 
Journal 
Pen Pal Journal 

2/6 Multicultural 
Literature Circles 

The Circuit by Jimenez + 
Strategy 
(Text Set #1) 
Martinez Article 
O'Keefe Article 

**Joumal 
Bring 3 books to share 

2/13 Traditional Literature Literature Circle Book + 
Strategy 
Literacy Memory Book 
Short Chapter I 
Peterson Chapter 1,2 

Journal 
Bring 3 books to share 
Pen Pal Journal 

2/20 Censorship versus 
Selection 

Literature Circle Book + 
Strategy 
Lehr Article 
Blume Article 

Inquiry Plan for Study 
**Joumal 
Bring 3 books to share 

im Historical Fiction 
Literature Circle 

Literature Circle Book + 
Strategy (Text Set #2) 
Peterson Chapter 3 
Crowell Article 

Reading Record (20) 
Journal 
Bring 3 books to share 
Pen Pal Journal 

3/6 Poetrv' Literature Circle Book + 
Strategy 
Peterson Chapter 4 
Roller Article 

Mid-term Reflection 
Pen Pal Inquiry Log 
Journal 
Bring 3 books to share 

3/13 Spring Break Read Read Read 
3/20 Realistic Fiction 

Literature Circle 
Literature Circle Book + 
Strategy (Text Set #3) 
Peterson Chapter 5 
Tvson Article 

Journal 
Bring 3 books to share 
Pen Pal Journal 

3/27 Picture Book Literature Circle Book + 
Strategy 

**Joumal 
Bring 3 books to share 
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Short Chapter 2 
Giorgis Article 

4/3 Literature Circle Literature Circle Book + 
Strategy (Text Set #3) 
Short Chapter 3 
Lionetti Article 

Journal 
Pen Pal Journal 

4/ 10 Fantasy and Science 
Fiction 

The Giver by Lowry + 
Strategy 
Short Chapter 4 
Lowry Article 

Pen Pal Inquiry Log 
** Journal 
Bring 3 books to share 

AIM Critical Literacy 
Literature Circle 

Literature Circle Book + 
Strategy (Test Set #4) 
Leland Article 
Creighton Article 

Reading Record (50) 
Journal 
Pen Pal Journal 

4/24 Final Literacy Inquiry 
Sharing 

Presentations 
Professional 
Experience 

5/1 Information and 
Biographies 

Short Chapter 5 Resource Portfolio 
Final Self Reflection 
** Journal 

5/8 Readers" Theatre 
Celebration 

Readers" Theatre Book Pen Pal Inquiry Paper 
Personal Text Set (5 
books) 
Self Addressed 
Envelope 
Treat to Share 



406 

APPENDIX B 

Preser\'ice Teacher Consent Form 
Dear Preser\ ice Teachers. 

You are being invited to voluntarily participate in a research study. I would like to 
develop this research in our class Elementary School Curriculum and Children's 
Literature EED/RDG 334. I am interested in looking at the characteristics of 
intergenerational literature circles and how they evolve over time. I would like to audio 
and videotape literature circles, take photographs, make notes, copy journal entries, and 
ask for feedback. I will need to interview several students to find out their learning in the 
literature circles. I also welcome any students who would be interested in planning the 
literature circles and analyzing transcribed conversations to help me understand the 
literature circles better. 

The benefits of this study will be the increased understanding of how to best teach 
preservice teachers and how to encourage literacy growth. The information that is gained 
will be valuable to other teachers. Therefore, I hope to use this research for my 
dissertation and possible presentations at conferences. 

If you agree to participate in this study your personal name will not be used unless you 
give permission. All records that are collected will be kept strictly confidential. Your 
participation is voluntary and will not impact your grade in any way. You will be able to 
review a draft of the finished research and make suggestions and any changes if you 
choose to do so. 

I have read and understand the above information; my signature indicates I agree to 
participate in this research study. 

Please check the following: 

I prefer that you use my name (You would be identified by first name only). 

I prefer a pseudonym instead. 

Name (Plea.se Print) Date 

Signature 
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Dear Families. August 16. 2000 

I am excited about working in your child's classroom this year. I will use my 
daily forty-minute teacher preparation time to be in your child's classroom. Mr. 
McKinley and I plan to co-teach and collaborate during the reading block. We will be 
planning all reading lessons together. Our goals are to follow the state Standards, to use 
our school districts adopted Scholastic reading text, and to use sets of high quality 
literature. 

Allow me to introduce myself. I was bom and raised in Tucson. Arizona and all 
of my immediate family still lives there. I remember my mother daily reading to me as a 
child. Dr. Seuss wrote my favorite books. When I was in the third grade I had a difficult 
time progressing in reading. I struggled as I sounded out words and couldn't remember 
what I had read. I went to several reading tutors and summer school programs to 
improve my reading. When I was in the fifth grade I finally felt successful when I read 
the entire series of the Little House books by Laura Ingalls Wilder. During college I 
taught swimming at summer camps to make extra money and found that teaching was 
very natural for me. My first degree was in fine art, however I had a strong desire to 
become a teacher, so I earned a post baccalaureate in elementary education. Additional 
personal interests include traveling and wildlife. 

During the past twelve years I have taught kindergarten, first grade, second grade, 
middle school art. honor students grades 3-6. and undergraduate college students. In 
1992 I received my master's degree in reading and became a reading specialist working 
with grades K-6. 

I have been working toward my doctorate degree in reading for six years at a local 
university. I took a leave of absence for a year and a half from our school district to 
accomplish my residency in Tucson and to teach three semesters of children's literature. 
I returned in January to teach at this elementary school. Ross McKinley and 1 have 
known each other for several years and have always shared a passion for children's 
literature and reading. It makes sense for me to do my dissertation research in a 
classroom with a teacher who loves reading and literature as much as he does. I am 
thankful that Mr. McKinley is willing to learn along with me. At the curriculum night on 
August 30. 2000 I will briefly share the research we are doing this year. 

Please take a moment to tell us the hi.story of your child and family. We believe it 
is important to know the families and the children we will be working with. We are 
better teachers when we understand our students. 

Sincerely. Deanna Day 
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Family Information Sheet 
Child's Name 

Please tell us about your child. Discuss your child's growth as a learner. In what ways 
does your child learn best? What concerns (if any) do you have about your child's 
learning? 

Share your perspectives on literacy or your beliefs about learning. What kind of reader or 
student do you want your child to become? 

What are your hopes and dreams for your child (Non-academic)? 

Tell us about your family. What do you do together as a family? What are your 
interests/hobbies? 

Please tell us anything else that will help us work with your child. Use the back. 
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Fourth Graders" Consent Form 

I sive Deanna - • - I •• ^ 

Day my consent to do her dissertation research in my classroom. 

I understand she will photograph, videotape, audiotape, photocopy 
journal entries, interview and take notes during literature circle 
conversations. 

I understand that my participation in this research will not affect 
my grade. I will be given the opportunity to read transcripts and 
portions of this research for verification. 

Signature w- Date 



410 

APPENDIX E 

Parent Letter and Consent Form 
Dear Families. September 8. 2000 

I am in the midst of my doctoral studies at a university within our state where I 
am researching the characteristics of literature circles and how they evolve over time. 
Literature circles, book clubs, or literature discussions are when a small group of people 
meets together to discuss a piece of literature in depth. Oprah Winfrey, internet web 
sites, and bookstores have all initiated literature circles where participants are talking 
about books. 

I am interested in developing intergenerational literature circles where parents and 
undergraduate students read the same books as children and then discuss the books once a 
month. Literacy learning is a social practice to be enjoyed and shared with families and 
friends. Talking about what we have read is an important part of learning to read. There 
are three aspects of this research. 

First. I am working in your child's classroom during reading everyday. Ross 
McKinley and I are collaboratively planning and teaching together. Your child will be 
reading our school district's newly adopted Scholastic reading textbook and outstanding 
children's literature. We will be discussing children's books in literature circles. 

Second. I am teaching a children's literature course to undergraduate students at a 
local university. Your child will be reading three books during school and will be invited 
to attend this university class to discuss the books with these college students. We will 
be leaving after school on a Tuesday in September. October, and November. Your child 
will also be a pen pal with these undergraduate students. 

Third. I am interested in building a home-school partnership through 
intergenerational literature circles during the months of January. February, and March. 
Would you like to read three of the same books as your child and meet with us to discuss 
them? Meeting times will be adjusted to meet your schedules for one hour each month. 
Grandparents. Aunts and Uncles, guardians, older siblings, and other family members are 
invited to join in the discussions if they are interested in reading the books. 

I am asking for your permission to learn from your child by studying their 
conversations around books. I want to tape record and video tape these literature circles. 
I may photocopy entries from your child's literature log. interview and photograph your 
child, and collect other artifacts that deal with literature circles. All records collected will 
be kept strictly confidential. To protect your child I can also use pseudonyms. 

Through literature circles we can leara about important issues that might not have 
come up had we not read the books together. You and your child will learn from other 
children and adults gaining meaning at the same time. Literature circles help children get 
to know their other classmates, become critical readers and thinkers, understand a text 
more deeply, and respond to books in different ways. 

The information gained from this study will be valuable for other elementary 
teachers who are interested in literature circles. This study will also help undergraduate 
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students in their feelings about children's literature. 
It is my belief that there are no foreseen risks for your child because they are 

simply helping me to learn about literature circles. All students will be required to read 
the books as part of our reading program. Participating in the literature circles with 
undergraduate students and families is optional. Your child's participation or 
nonparticipation will not affect their reading grade. 

I appreciate your interest and your consent to use your child's work and ideas. At 
the curriculum night on August 30. 2000 I will share more about this research, give you 
an opportunity to see some of the children's books that we may read, and to discuss any 
concerns that you might have. If you would like me to call you at home to talk about this 
further, plea.se let me know. 

Sincerely. 
Deanna Day 

Deanna Day has my permission to use my child's work in her study on literature circles. 

I understand my child's name will be changed if I so choose, and no risk or recourse will 
result because of the use of my child's work. 

I may also review the information Deanna Day uses in her research. 

Signature of Legal Guardian Date 

Child's name 

Plea.se check the following: 

I prefer that you use my child's name (Only first names will be used). 

I prefer that you use a pseudonym instead. 
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