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ABSTRACT 

Located within the framework of qualitative research 

(Bogdan & Biklin, 1992; Erickson, 1986), the primary purpose 

of this study was to describe the characteristics and 

significant issues related to moving toward a literature-

based classroom in a middle school context. More 

specifically, this study interpreted and analyzed the 

perceptions of the classroom teacher and her students of the 

significant aspects of moving toward a literature-based 

classroom and described the issues and problems related to 

making that move. 

A process of observing, interviewing, and audiotaping, 

videotaping, and participating in classroom events occurred 

throughout the two phases of this study. The major data 

sources include field notes and interviews. Secondary 

sources include students' journals, inquiry booklets and 

inquiry project artifacts, audiotapings, videotapings, and 

other related artifacts. Data analysis was based on Glaser 

and Strauss's (1967) method of constant conparison. Data 

were analyzed for categories and themes. As these emerged, 

the data were coded and placed in the corresponding 

categories and themes. This in turn led to the development 

and exploration of trends related to this classroom. The 

analysis was used to develop a "thick description" of the 
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characteristics and issues involved in moving toward a 

literature-based classroom within a middle school setting. 

Interpretations of the data include the teacher's 

understandings of reading and literature, beliefs about 

teacher as learner, understandings about the inquiry group 

process and its connections to research; the students' 

understandings of reading and literature, responding to the 

literature, making connections with the literature, and 

participating in inquiry groups; and the problems and issues 

related to this move, including the emerging role of the 

teacher, the use of children's and adolescent literature with 

the students, the students' responses to the literature, and 

the powerful role of the inquiry groups. 

Six iirplications can be drawn from this research. These 

inplications include the characteristics of this particular 

classroom in moving toward literature-based instruction; the 

teacher and students as curriculum designers; the teacher, 

students, and university researcher learning together and 

individually; the voice of the participants as vital 

corrponents in research; aspects of literature-based research; 

and tenporal aspects of research methodology. 
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CHAPTER 1 

EMPOWERING READERS 

Literature not only has the power to change a 
reader, but it contains the power to help children 
become readers. (Huck, 1990, p. 3) 

While literature does have the power to change a reader 

and to help students become readers, it also has the power to 

change classrooms into environments full of language, 

stories, and inquiry. This stuc^ is about one such 

classroom. It docxjments the journey of one eighth grade 

English teacher and her students as they move toward a 

literature-based context. 

Learning to Leam 

I am a reader. I cannot remember a time when I did not 

read or like to read. I will read almost anything, any 

chance I get. My idea of a perfect vacation includes a stack 

of reading materials and uninterrupted reading time, idea 

of a perfect classroom includes the wide use of texts— 

students' writings and artwork, children's and adolescent 

literature, magazines, newspapers, music, posters, videos, 

etc. memories of school revolve around classroom 
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libraries as well as the school library. Personal reading of 

literature and the teachers' read-alouds were not limited to 

free time, but were integrated throughout the day. The 

writing of our own texts was also eirphasized. In short, iiy 

early and adolescent school years revolved aroiind a rich, 

literate environment. 

During irty 10 years of pijblic school teaching, five of 

those at the junior high and high school levels, I tried to 

evoke the same feelings toward reading from rty students - For 

many of these students, the opportunity to read children's 

and adolescent literature (also known as trade books) had 

been limited to snatches of free reading time, usually after 

their "real" schoolwork had been coirpleted. I decided to 

provide rr^ students with as many reading opportunities as 

possible and to read aloud to them nearly every day. I 

filled my classrooms with all kinds of reading materials and 

invited the students to read what they wanted as much as they 

wanted. We entered into contracts. I required a minimum of 

two books per quarter (nine weeks) and they chose whatever 

else they wanted to include in the contract. Fridays were 

reading days and conference days. Students read whatever 

th^ chose. For the first fifteen minutes or so of each 

hour, I conferenced with students individually. We talked 

about what they were reading and noted the conference and 

title on the contract. At the end of the quarter, students 
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conpleting their contract received 100 points. Only once did 

a student not receive her 100 points. She had contracted for 

fourteen books, but only read thirteen. I had to rethink the 

contract business after that incident. The contracts and 

Friday reading days may have been a naive approach to 

providing opportunity as well as motivation to read, but it 

worked. I will not go so far as to say all ny students grew 

to love reading, but I can say many of them began to embrace 

reading with a new exuberance, sharing, trading, and talking 

about the books they read. 

As I moved around the Midwest, teaching a variety of 

subjects and grade levels, I found students were provided 

little opportunity to read trade books and for the most part, 

did not like to read. So I would begin anew in each school, 

making shifts based on what I had learned in previous years. 

I was always left wondering, why do so many kids not like to 

read? How can I provide them with more authentic 

opportunities to read? Questions like these about reading 

and literature enticed me to return to graduate school at the 

University of Arizona. 

I took a number of courses related to literacy and the 

use of literature. The History of Literacy Seminar gave me 

the opportunity to read about the history of reading 

instruction, find my own place within the differing 

philosophies regarding instruction (Fitzgerald, 1990; 



Goodman, 1986; Sniith, 1988), and to explore rry own interest 

in invented spelling (Gentry, 1987; Wilde, 1992). Language 

Acquisition and Development exposed me to researchers such as 

Wells (1986), Heath (1983), Barnes (1975), Halliday (1975), 

and Britton (1970) . Reading their works helped me understand 

the developmental nature of language, gain new understandings 

of the interrelatedness of reading, writing, speaking and 

listening, and recognize the importance of students making 

connections and meanings for themselves. Goodman (1986), 

Taylor (1983) , and Ferreiro and TeberosJQ^ (1979) demonstrated 

the importance of a rich literate environment for early 

literacy development. 

Reading Atwell (1987), Gere (1987), Graves (1989), and 

others showed me the equally important role of writing across 

the curriculum and how reading and writing support the 

curriculxmi. Classes such as The History of Children's 

Literature, Reader Response, Children's Literature in the 

Classroom, Literature Discussions, Literature for 

Adolescents, and Children's Literature in Social Studies and 

Science made me aware of the importance of integrating a 

variety of texts throughout the curriculum, engaging students 

in responding to text, and exploring the role text can play 

in inquiry for all grades (Cullinan, 1987; Huck, Hepler, & 

Hickman, 1987; Rosenblatt, 1938 [1983]; Short & Burke, 1991; 

Short & Pierce, 1990; Smith, 1988). I also learned the 
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importance of extensive (wide) reading and intensive (deep) 

reading (Peterson & Eeds, 1990) . Wide reading, which I had 

encouraged iry students to do, is important, but it is not 

enough. Students also need opportiinities to read deeply, 

respond in a variety of formats to their reading, push their 

inquiry, and celebrate that inquiry in a public way. 

In addition to the literacy courses, I took classes such 

as Staff Development, Curriculum Theory and Policy, Recent 

Research in Teaching and Schools, and The Middle 

School/Junior High. These courses introduced me to research 

by Wideen and Andrews (1989), Grossman, (1990), Lieberman 

(1990), and Schon (1983). These researchers helped me make 

connections between the broader context of schooling and what 

I was learning from literacy research. Lazerson, McLaughlin, 

McPherson, and Bailey (1990) noted, "Students who leam 

engage in making meaning for themselves. . . . How to help 

and guide students to leam to make that meaning is the 

central issue for schools" (p. 80) . I re-examined my notions 

of curriculum: Who makes the decisions of what to include 

and exclude in a school' s curriculxom? Who decides what 

knowledge is of most worth? New understandings about 

students, teachers, and schools, and the role of researchers 

began to emerge. Ify thoughts were once again opened to new 

directions, thinking about the broader educational picture 

rather than just rty experiences. 
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I also attended professional conferences at the local, 

state, and national levels. Presenting papers at these 

conferences allowed me to collaborate with ity professors and 

colleagues, pushed itty scholarly writing, and provided me with 

opportunities to meet other researchers with similar 

interests. These conferences helped me to gain further 

insight into the research community and develop a research 

agenda. 

Further, I had opportunities for professional 

experiences inside and outside the university setting that 

continued to have impact on my research agenda. Two of these 

were collaborative writing projects, Anders and Pritchard 

(1993) and Short et al. (1995). These authentic experiences 

in writing for publication taught me much about scholarly 

writing and collaboration. For the first project, I was 

forced to take a stance on rty views about adolescents and 

their educational needs; and for the second, I delved deeply 

into the research on the role and place of literature in the 

classroom. Supervising student teachers and teaching 

language arts methods courses gave me a view of the 

educational needs of preservice teachers, their instructional 

histories, expectations as future educators, and my 

responsibilities as a teacher educator. Those understandings 

were pushed when I spent a semester with three middle school 

teachers labeled as "hopeless" by their principal. We formed 



a study group addressing their concerns and I learned about 

the educational needs of middle school teachers with limited 

opportunities for staff development. The workplace 

environment had a profoxand effect on these teachers. I was 

also a teaching assistant in a course where I learned not 

only more about the content (adolescent literature), but also 

the responsibilities involved with teaching a graduate level 

course. Along with these experiences, I worked on three 

research projects with professors and colleagues. From these 

I learned how to conduct research in the field, analyze data, 

and prepare papers for conference presentations. Most 

inportantly, from one of these, I met Joan. It is in her 

classroom that my experiences all come together and ny 

research agenda begins. 

Graduate school helped me begin to sort out the answers 

to my questions, and like all good inquiry processes, raised 

many more. I think I had a pretty good idea why iry students 

did not like to read and I essentially answered ny question 

by offering them more opportunities to read. However, it was 

a simplistic solution, one treating the syrtptom and not the 

real problem. Through course work, contacts with other 

teachers, professional readings, conferences, and university 

related experiences, I have come to believe there is a 

fundamental misunderstanding of the place of trade books and 

their value within the curriculum for many intermediate. 
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middle school, and high school professionals. Errphasis has 

been placed on the sole use of textbooks and anthologies as 

the source for teaching reading and other content areas. The 

reading of trade books and other texts are often thought of 

in terms of supplemental reading or enrichment to the 

textbook. 

Through ity academic, professional, and personal 

experiences, I have come to believe in the power of 

children's and adolescent literature in the classroom. 

Literature-based instruction, instruction with its roots in 

reading and responding to children's and adolescent 

literature across the curriculum, has the power and 

opportunity to nurture a love of reading and a critical 

perspective toward that literature (Scharer, 1993; Huck, 

1990; Short & Pierce, 1990) . In a literature-based 

classroom, students have daily opportunities to read the 

literature. They read both extensively and intensively. In 

other words, they read widely as well as deeply and 

critically (Watson & Davis, 1988). Reading is a social 

activity where the classroom becomes a community of readers 

sharing their thoughts and ideas about what they are reading 

and drawing connections to their own lives. Through their 

reading within a rich literate environment, students are free 

to explore their own inquiry and discover places, people, and 

events they might not otherwise know (Huck, 1990) . 
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Integrated throughout the content areas, literature can 

provide opportunities for learning that goes beyond what is 

possible with a textbook. So, why are there students, 

particularly adolescents, who do not like to read? Maybe it 

is because what they are asked to read in their classrooms 

and how th^ are asked to respond to those readings do not 

match their interests or questions. Maybe part of the answer 

can be foxind by taking a closer look at classrooms moving 

toward literature-based instruction. That is the purpose of 

this stu<ty, to describe from their perspectives, how one 

eighth grade English teacher and her students began using 

children's and adolescent literature for teaching and 

learning. 

The Context 

In January of 1990, I had the opportunity to work with a 

university researcher and an eighth grade teacher as they 

developed and implemented a conputer writing tool. Through 

this project, the Writing Partner 2 (Salomon et al., 1992), I 

was introduced to Joan Vandertie^, an English teacher at 

South Middle School. As Joan and I worked closely together 

over the next two years designing and iirplementing the 

instructional guide to accoiipany Writing Partner 2 (Pritchard 

^ Joan does not have a pseudonym. However, her school, students, and colleagues have 
been assigned pseudonyms, as well as Annie, the social studies teacher frcm a 
different middle school. 



& Vandertie, 1992), we discovered we had many similarities. 

Both of us come from a family of teachers, we love to read 

and read widely, and we believe literature needs to play an 

iirportant role in the school setting. We had long 

conversations about our philosophies of teaching, 

particularly concerning the use of literature and the writing 

process. 

After nearly two years with the Writing Partner 2 

project, I decided to pursue other interests. Joan and I 

continued to meet on a regular basis, even throughout the 

summers, to talk about what was happening in our professional 

lives. These informal talks began to gel into something more 

concrete. We began to form "what if" questions and these 

questions became the focus of our next two years of 

collaboration. Joan was raising questions about the teaching 

of writing and the potential use of literature in her 

classroom. Her questions centered on how to incorporate 

writing across the content areas and how to make greater use 

of literature, other than through an anthology, in her 

classroom. Up to this point, Joan's curriculum consisted of 

teaching writing and related skills; her use of literature 

was relegated to a form of silent reading time—RIBET, 

Reading Is Bringing Everyone Together. 

While Joan was beginning her inquiry, two inportant 

events were happening for me. The first event involved the 
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social studies teacher from Joan's teaching team. Jim and I 

were in a graduate class together. We teamed up with another 

student and used Jim's teaching content to coirplete a class 

project. The second event involved another collaborative 

class project. This time I teamed up with Annie, also a 

middle school social studies teacher, but from a different 

middle school than Joan and Jim. Based partly on the first 

project, Annie and I iirplemented a literature discussion 

group in her classroom. The collaboration on these two class 

projects further fueled rty interest in studying the use of 

literature for instruction in a content area classroom such 

as social studies or English. As time drew near to locate a 

classroom for ity dissertation, Joan suggested using her 

classroom. Knowing IIY interest in studying the use of 

literature across content areas and her interest in 

interdisciplinary teaching, Joan suggested using Jim's social 

studies content as a springboard for implementing literature-

based instruction in her classroom. It seemed a logical 

course to put our interests together. So in the Spring of 

1992, we began our planning. 

Although we considered several alternatives, Joan and I 

felt by tapping into the social studies content, we would 

provide a context for literature instruction, create a 

further opportunity for interdisciplinary instruction, and at 

the same time be able to take the students' interests into 
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account. We looked at Jim's yearly instructional plan to 

target potential themes. After careful consideration, 

particularly in terms of when Joan's schedule would allow 

time to depart from her typical teaching events, we decided 

to build literature units around Jim's study of the Civil 

Rights Movement and the Vietnam War Era. Our plan was to 

form a community of learners in Joan's eighth grade classroom 

following a literature discussion/inquiry group model of 

curriculum (Short & Burke, 1991). 

The Questions 

At the onset of this study the major focus was to 

describe the process of establishing literature-based 

instruction in an eighth grade English classroom. Second, 

only as they related to the primary focus, the following 

questions were to serve as a guide: Why does Joan want to 

use literature for instruction? Does Joan's view of herself 

as a reader of literature and as a teacher of literature 

change? What are the characteristics of an eighth-grade 

literature-based classroom in terms of the physical 

environment and the logistical aspects of the curriculum? 

What instructional strategies are used in this first attempt 

at creating a literature-based classroom? Which strategies 

seem to be the most successful in engaging the students with 

the literature? How do the students view themselves as 
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readers? Does this view change as they engage with 

literature? In what ways do they engage with the literature 

and the inquiry model of learning? Does this interaction 

with literature change their view of literature and its use 

in the classroom? 

As this study progressed, the original questions shifted 

slightly. Joan and I quickly discovered it would take far 

longer than the length of this study to achieve a literature-

based classroom in a complete sense. This study could only 

describe Joan and her students' beginning steps in moving 

toward a literature-based classroom. Therefore the original 

questions were refined to the following: What are the 

characteristics of moving toward a literature-based classroom 

in a middle school context? The secondary questions that 

served as a guide for data collection and analysis are: (1) 

What are Joan's perceptions of the significant aspects in 

moving toward a literature-based classroom? (2) What are 

the students' perceptions of the significant aspects in 

moving toward a literature-based classroom? and (3) What are 

the issues and problems related to an eighth grade English 

class moving toward literature-based instruction? 

Data Collection and Analysis 

Within the framework of interpretive research (Erickson, 

1986), a process of observing, interviewing, audiotaping. 
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videotaping, and participating in classroom events occurred 

throughout the two phases of this study (Glaser & Strauss, 

1967; Guba & Lincoln, 1983; Spindler & Spindler, 1987; 

Spradley, 1980) (see Table 1 for the phases of this stuc^) . 

Phase I centered on the planning of this study, both in terms 

of the curriculur events and the study itself. This phase 

began during Spring 1992 and continued throughout the study. 

Phase II centered on the actual data collection that covered 

three major curricular events: (a) Introduction to 

Literature Groups: The Civil Rights Movement, (b) Reading 

the Literature: Cycle 1 and 2—The Vietnam War Era, and (c) 

Inquiry Groups. Introduction to Literature Groups, lasted 

approximately two weeks and focused on a Civil Rights 

Movement mini-unit. Reading the Literature; Cycle 1 and 2--

The Vietnam War Era, lasted approximately five weeks and 

focused on the reading of the two titles selected by each 

student. Inquiry Groups, began after the literature 

discussion groups were completed, lasted approximately one 

and a half weeks, and focused on the students' questions 

about the Vietnam War era and its aftermath. The major data 

sources include field notes and interviews. Secondary 

sources include students' journals, inquiry booklets and 

inquiry project artifacts, audiotapings, videotapings, and 

other related artifacts. 



Table 1 

The Two Phases of the Study 
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Phases Description 
Phase I: Planning Planning-to-plan 

Spring/Slimmer 1992 
Reading related research 
Choosing the xinits to study 
Designing the research 

Planning 
Fall 1992/Spring 1993 
Selecting the titles 
Designing the units 
Creating lesson plans 
Reflecting and revising 
Preparing for the research 

Phase II; Curricular Events Introduction to Literature Groups: 
Civil Rights Movement 

February 1993 
Whole class shared book 
Whole class lit. discussion 
Small group lit. discussion 
Reader response strategies 

Reading the Literature: 
Cycle 1: Vietnam War Era 

April 1993 (2 1/2 weeks) 
Students selected first title 
Whole class lit. discussion 
Small group lit. discussion 
Reader response strategies 
Data collection 

Cycle 2: Vietnam War Era 
April/May 1993 (2 1/2 weeks) 
Students selected second title 
Whole class lit. discussion 
Small group lit. discussion 
Reader response strategies 
Data collection 

Inquiry Groups 
May 1993 (1 1/2 weeks) 
Whole class discussion of 
questions 
Forming small inquiry groups 
Focus questions 
Collecting ideas 
Reflecting and revising 
Presenting ideas formally 
Invitations for further 
incjuiry 
Data collection 



My role was one of participant observer (Spradley, 1980; 

Wolcott, 1973) . Although I participated in team teaching and 

modeled discussion strategies along with Joan, ny intent was 

to facilitate the process of Joan and her students' moving 

toward a literature-based classroom. 

Two of Joan's five classes were chosen for this stuc^. 

Most of these students were collectively coming from Fifth 

Hour Social Studies to Sixth Hour English or Sixth Hour 

Social Studies to Seventh Hour English. Since I had 

originally anticipated observing in the social studies 

classroom, these classes seemed to be the most logical 

choices. I would be able to observe the same students in 

both classes. As data were collected, the interviews with 

Joan and four students from each of the two classes, field 

notes of classroom events, students' journal entries, and 

other artifacts were read and reviewed on a continuous basis 

to inform instruction. The interviews were analyzed for 

Joan's and the students' perceptions, concerns, and issues 

from their perspectives as to what was significant in a 

literature-based classroom. Their perceptions guided the 

analysis of the field notes and students' journals, inquiry 

booklets, and project artifacts. Remaining data including 

audiotapings, videotapings, and other related artifacts were 

archived. 
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Related Literature 

Recent research concerning the characteristics of 

literature-based classrooms, adolescents and the middle 

school context, and the use of content-related literature 

with middle school students supports the framework for this 

study. The first area of review, characteristics of 

literature-based classrooms, includes descriptions of these 

classrooms, reader-response theory and instructional 

strategies, and teachers' beliefs regarding literature-based 

instruction. The second area of research, adolescents and 

the middle school context, includes the common 

characteristics associated with adolescents and their 

educational needs, particularly concerning the purpose and 

philosophy behind middle schools. The third area of review 

connects recent research describing the use of literature 

with meeting the curriculum needs of adolescents. Further 

theoretical and research reviews of literature are integrated 

throughout Chapters 2, 3, 4, and 5. 

Characteristics of Literature-Based Classrooms 

For those planning to move toward literature-based 

classrooms and/or those wanting to describe this process, it 

is necessary to understand the context of a literature-based 

classroom. What do these classrooms look like? How do they 
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fianction? How is literature used for instruction? One way 

to begin to understand the nature of literature-based 

classrooms is to examine recent research describing and 

interpreting classrooms using children's and adolescent 

literature rather than textbooks as a base of instruction. 

Research on instruction with children's and adolescent 

literature is found in journals of education, reading, 

language arts, children's literature, and English. The 

primary investigators are university researchers; however, in 

recent years there has been an increase in classroom teacher 

and student researchers. A large number of these studies 

focus on the primary grades with growing interest in 

adolescents, middle school teachers, and the middle school 

setting (Applebee, 1992; Hynds, 1992; Langer, 1992; Nix, 

1987; Oldfather, 1993; Probst, 1992; Purves, 1992; Skolnick, 

1992; Smith & Johnson, 1993). The usual context for these 

studies is in the classroom with a few taking place outside 

the classroom. Research designs vary from ethnographic to 

experimental. Case studies examine these classrooms in 

detail, gathering supportive data to build a case description 

and interpretation of particular classrooms or teachers. 

These studies portray classrooms, students, teachers, and 

events by describing and interpreting their characteristics 

and various conponents. The experimental studies are often 

comparisons of two or more teaching approaches looking at 
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pre- and post-test data and/or control and experimental 

groups. 

Researchers investigating instruction with children's 

and adolescent literature collect data in a nijinber of ways. 

These include audio and video transcripts of interviews and 

discussions; field notes of classroom observations; journal 

entries by students, teachers, and researchers; other related 

artifacts, such as students' written work, projects, and 

written communications between home and school; pre- and 

post-tests; questionnaires; and surv^s. 

Researchers are examining the variety of powerful roles 

children's and adolescent literature can play within the 

classroom curriculum. Short (1991) describes these roles as: 

(1) Literature as a way to leam language, especially reading 

and writing; (2) literature as a way of learning about other 

content, such as knowledge and ideas related to social 

studies themes; (3) literature as its own way of thinking and 

knowing; and (4) literature as a way of exploring social, 

political, and cultural issues. 

Langer (1992) urges teachers and researchers to 

"reexamine the role of literature in the educational 

experience of young people" (p. 35) and identifies ways of 

thinking about literature: " (1) Literature is indeed a 

distinct way of knowing, with its own special orientation 

toward meaning; (2) processes of understanding literature 
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have distinct patterns that provide a way to think about the 

kinds of questions we ask and the support we provide; and (3) 

modifying oxor approaches to instruction in particular 

ways, we can more effectively support the teaching and 

learning of literature (p. 35) . Since 1980, the studies 

examining the use of literature and its relationship to 

classroom instruction tend to reflect aspects of literature 

instruction as Short (1991) and Langer (1992) describe. 

Descriptions of Literature-Based Classrooms 

Studies describing literature-based classrooms depict 

the various conponents found in elementary and middle school 

literature-based classrooms as well as secondary literature 

classrooms (Applebee, 1992; Hynds, 1992; Langer, 1992; 

Oldfather, 1993; Probst, 1992; Purves, 1992; Skolnick, 1992; 

Smith & Johnson, 1993) . These components consist of the 

theory and practice behind literature-based reading 

instruction, links between students and books in creating 

communities of learners, the iirplementation of literature-

based reading instruction, and the expanded use of 

literature-based reading instruction in schools. 

Skolnick (1992) describes her literature-based classroom 

in terms of the relationships between herself, students, and 

the curriculum. In describing the relationship between 



herself and her students, Skolnick notes how she made contact 

with the students through letters before the school year 

started, began the first day by reading a picture book about 

relationships, and by involving parents within the first week 

of school. These actions allowed her to strengthen her 

relationship with her students, a key component for her in 

establishing a literature-based classroom. She then 

describes her relationship with literature, explaining how 

her love of reading and her enthusiasm about books spill over 

to her students. As she discusses her students' relationship 

with books, she says by sharing her love of reading, she 

feels she will help her students to become lovers of books, 

too. As students sit together to discuss books, their 

personal stories emerge and students leam about each other 

in meaningful ways. Skolnick strives to build a community 

with her students based in their sharing and exploration of 

the stories they read, and creating an atmosphere that is 

"positive, personal, and carefully nurtured" where "children 

read, write, think, talk, and share books long after the bell 

has rung" (p. 125). By establishing relationships with 

books, Skolnick feels students will "choose to read . . . 

know how to choose books . . . understand and remember what 

they read . . . talk to other readers . . . and read for a 

variety of purposes (Skolnick, 1992, p. 120) . 



Oldfather (1993), describes a fifth-sixth grade 

combination classroom that is literature-based. She reveals 

students were motivated to leam from having freedom to 

choose what they wanted to leam. They linked their 

classroom experiences to their own lives through their 

writings, discussions of their readings, and through their 

projects. These students felt they had been eirpowered with 

their own learning. 

Smith and Johnson (1993) explore the roles of one 

teacher and her seventh grade students in negotiating and 

balancing content and responsibilities in a literature-based 

classroom. These adolescents participate in literature 

discussion groups, write in journals, take part in class 

discussions, and write individual papers. The students are 

invited to share in the decision-making and designing of 

activities as well as given the opportunity to exercise voice 

in their issues and concerns. 

Researchers such as Applebee (1992), Hynds (1992), 

Langer (1992), Probst (1992), Purves (1992), and Nelms and 

Nelms (1988) write about literature classrooms in secondary 

schools. This research looks at both "typical" classrooms 

where teaching literature is a "traditional enterprise" and 

classrooms moving toward response-centered literature 

instruction, an instructional format where students are 

invited to explore their own issues and concerns arising from 



their exploration of literature (Applebee, 1992). Applebee 

found "the typical high school literature class places heavy 

enphasis on whole class discussion of texts that all students 

have read" (p. 8) . His findings from a 1990 national survey 

suggest students' "discussions are most likely to focus on 

the meanings of text, both in terms of students' experiences 

and in terms of careful questioning about the content. Th^ 

are less likely to errphasize line-by-line analysis or 

extended discussion of the author's literary techniques" (p. 

8). Further, Applebee describes the typical literature 

classroom as a 

. . . traditional enterprise . . . organized aroxind 
whole-group discussion of a text everyone has read, with 
the teacher in front of the class guiding students 
toward a common or agreed-upon interpretation. . . . 
Student centered approaches are often used as 
motivational techniques, the lead-in to more formal 
text-centered study. . . . Selections for study are 
drawn most often from a commercial literature anthology 
. . . tend[ing] to be traditional, (p. 11) 

Those classrooms that control the readers' manner of 

response may do so at the expense of distancing readers. 

Probst (1992) adds there has been a tendency to stifle 

readers' responses; however, "a reading that really respects 

the integrity of the text must also pay close attention to 

the readers' responses, thoughts, feelings, and memories" (p. 

61). By responding to the literature, students "define 

themselves against the background of the text, and the text 

against the background they themselves provide" (p. 61) . 



Nelitis and Nelms (1988) describe classrooms "somewhere 

between a laissez-faire attitude that emancipates student 

readers and a critical dictatorship that iitposes doctrinaire 

adult interpretations in the name of intellectual rigor" (p. 

215). They encourage teachers to offer their students the 

opportunities to explore literature through reading and 

sharing by "arrang[ing] instruction that will produce 

responsive and responsible" readers (p. 229). 

In her review of current research in literature-based 

instruction, McGee (1992), svims up the characteristics of 

literature-based classrooms. She notes both researchers and 

teachers are applying reader response theories to literature-

based instruction, engaging with their students in reader-

response centered instruction. Teachers and researchers are 

iitplementing innovative classroom organization and 

activities, such as grand conversations (Beds & Wells, 1989), 

literature logs, and presentations of literature experiences. 

Students are actively participating with their learning, 

"taking responsibility for critical reading, displaying 

enormously creative and critical thinking as they read books 

in self-directed groups or coitpare books across text sets" 

(McGee, 1992, p. 534) . These classrooms place iitportance on 

student choice and decision-making, students' sense of 

ownership and commitment to learning through literature and 

inquiry, and the response-centered nature of a literature-
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based classroom. Further, the teachers in these classrooms 

play a vital role in sharing their enthusiasm for literature 

and strive to instill a love for books in their students. As 

teachers facilitate their students' learning in meaningful 

ways, they encourage students to seek out their questions and 

explore answers through literature hoping to create within 

their students a commitment to life-long reading. 

Instructional Contexts and Strategies 

Reader response research in the area of instructional 

contexts and strategies describes how teachers "organize and 

structure classroom learning contexts and introduce 

instructional practices to encourage student response and 

meaning making" (Short et al., 1995, p. 134). This research 

establishes the importance of the teacher's role, use of real 

literature, response to the literature, and opportimities for 

inquiry. Once these characteristics are iinderstood, 

instructional strategies based in these xinderstandings are 

employed. Literature-based classrooms provide the 

opportunity for a wide variety of instrxictional strategies. 

Research studies detail a variety of instructional strategies 

used by teachers to aid their students in making the 

connection between literature and literacy (Caimey, 1992; 

Glover, 1990; Hartman, 1990). These strategies range from 
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listening to "quality" literature and utilizing creative 

drama to helping students in making intertextual links and 

creating classrooms that immerse students in the roles of 

readers and writers. 

Teachers commonly use an organization pattern including 

reading, responding in a variety of formats, and discussing. 

The strategies used include webbing, role playing, and 

discussion (Alvermann & Olson, 1988); reading logs (Dekker, 

1991); interactive dialogue journals and literature logs (de 

la Luz Reyes, 1991); talk, written letters, maps, and 

sketches (Five, 1986) ; read-aloud discussions and art 

(Golden, Meiners, & Lewis, 1992) ; and peer-group discussions 

(Leal, 1993). 

Glover's research (1990), details specific strategies 

used in a thematic stucfy. These strategies include webbing, 

drama, inquiry, guest speakers, group work, and a festival. 

The children participating in this study had the opportunity 

to vicariously experience another culture, one they might not 

otherwise experience (Huck, 1990) . Caimey (1992) documents 

the inportance of intertextuality in building a classroom 

commiinity. Intertextuality, "the constant construction and 

reconstruction of meaning" (p. 502) or the transposing of 

"texts into other texts, absorb[ing] one text into another, 

and build[ing] a mosaic of intersecting texts (Hartman, 1990, 

p. 2), is enhanced and further developed through the social 
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interactions within a learning coinimmity. This socially 

constructed meaning-making process is a vital strategy for 

students to access. 

Reader Response Theory and Instructional Strategies 

Within the context of instructional strategies lies 

reader response theory, the way readers connect their 

personal experiences with the text they are reading and the 

meaning they construct as a result of those connections. In 

regards to a literature-based classroom, reader response is 

important because the text, in and of itself, is not 

considered to hold a single meaning to be discovered by the 

readers. Rather, readers will bring their own experiences in 

to play and "transact" with the text (Rosenblatt, 1938 

[1983]). Karolides (1992) defines transaction as, "the 

special nature of the relationship between the reader and the 

text during the reading event; mutually acting on each 

other, affecting each other to evoke an experience, a 

meaning, for the particular reader of the text" (p. 22) . An 

understanding of reader response and strategies to access 

this response is at the center of a literature-based 

classroom. Reader response studies describe response 

processes, reader characteristics, context and instructional 

strategies, or the influence of text (Short et al., 1995). 
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Studies describing response processes focus on how 

readers make meaning as they respond to literature (Crowell, 

1993; Eeds & Wells, 1989; Langer, 1990) . "Understanding the 

processes readers use to make meaning will help educators 

better match schooling and literacy instruction with the ways 

in which people actually leam" (Short et al., 1995, p. 136). 

The common link in these studies is the recognition that 

meaning-making is social in nature and literature discussion 

groups, also known as literature circles, provide a framework 

for this social construction of meaning. 

In their study, Eeds and Wells (1989) discuss four 

literature stucty groups of fifth and sixth graders led by 

pre-service teachers. They describe various processes of 

response including expressing meaning-making, sharing 

personal experiences, making predictions, and evaluating 

text. 

In describing different readers' approaches to reading 

and making meaning, Langer (1992) notes the differences 

between reading for literary purposes, "reaching toward a 

horizon of possibilities" and reading for information, 

"maintaining a point of reference" (p. 37) . She further 

explains during the reading, readers may engage in four 

recursive stances, "being out and stepping into an 

environment," "being in and moving through an envisionment, " 

"stepping back and rethinking what one knows," and "stepping 
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out and objectifying the experience' (p. 40). As readers 

move back and forth through these stances, they bring prior 

knowledge and experiences with them and reflect on their 

reading. 

In describing her role as a literature-based teacher, 

Crowell (1993) notes, "up until this year, I had always used 

literature stuc^ groups to help children leam more about 

reading and literature" (p. 1) . However, this time, spurred 

on by her students' questions and interest in the Persian 

Gulf War, she built a text set around war and peace. 

Students who chose to participate in this group read a 

variety of books representing several wars and genres. She 

describes the emotional iirpact for one student who put 

herself into the stories, "'I don't know if I should read it. 

I'll start crying.' Her reading partner consoled her, and 

with an arm around her shoulder said, "That's okay. I'll 

bring you some kleenex'" (p. 3). Crowell's account describes 

the students' growing intertextual connections between what 

they were reading with what they were seeing on the news 

about the Persian Gulf War. She notes both her own and the 

students' responses, "I was unprepared for the depth of their 

discussions, which included explorations of moral dilemmas, 

historical questions, and social issues, discussions that 

consumed this group for almost six weeks" (pp. 4-5) . Crowell 

comments on the iirpact this text set had on her students. 
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They have experienced the lessons that history has to 

teach, at a level that had personal significance for 
them. . . . The connections were consistently made at an 
emotional level, as the children responded to the 
dramatic illustrations and placed themselves within the 
stories, (pp. 14-15) 

Crowell and her students took the opportunity to make 

personal connections between what th^ were hearing and 

seeing outside of their classroom with the stories they were 

reading in their classroom. Together they built new, shared 

understandings of the conplexity of their world and their 

roles within it. 

Studies of reader characteristics focus on the factors 

within the reader affecting response. These factors include 

age, ethnicity, gender, and physical disabilities (Short et 

al., 1995). Studies such as Altiere (1993), Galda (1990), 

and Hartmen and Kretschmer (1992) describe the responses of 

ethnically diverse students to ethnically related literature, 

the level of evaluative responses in regards to age, and 

characteristics of students with physical disabilities, such 

as deafness, in constructing meaning. 

Researchers including Wells (1993), Raphael et al. 

(1992), Wilhelm (1992), Latshaw (1991), Close (1990), Gilles 

(1989), Graves (1989), Alvermann and Olson, (1988), Five 

(1986) , and Atwell (1984) have focused on context and 

instructional strategies of reader response. This body of 

research describes students responding individually through a 

variety of devices and settings. These devices include 
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literature logs and dialogue journals while the settings 

include whole class and small groups, such as literature 

group discussions and read-aloud discussions. Literature 

discussion groups, a common link through many of these 

studies, are viewed as a valuable framework for socially 

constructing meaning from texts. 

Close (1990) in describing her first use of literature 

discussion as an instructional strategy, discovered 

"productive discussions of literature do not simply happen" 

(p. 817). Close reveals several factors affecting the 

successful discussions. The first factor was developing a 

sense of trust between everyone present in the classroom, 

including Close, her students and fellow researchers. This 

involved the realization "there was no one right answer... 

[and] opinions and experiences were valued" (p. 822) . In 

addition. Close discovered the difference furniture 

arrangement could make in facilitating discussion. By 

arranging students in a circle, she found students were less 

distanced from each other and discussion became "livelier, 

more intense, and more student-centered" (p. 823). 

Other researchers, such as Gilles (1989) also note the 

power of literature discussion groups, particularly with 

adolescents. She describes how working within a discussion 

group format provides adolescents and teachers with the 

opportunity to make new meanings together, "as we inform our 
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students, they inform us, and together meaning is made" (p. 

41) . 

"What to discuss and how to discuss it" became the focus 

of the research of Raphael et al.(1992, p. 55). The answers 

came through a form of literature discussion groups known as 

Book Clubs. Book Clubs consist of "small student-led 

discussion groups of 3 to 6 students" for reading, writing, 

discussing, and instructing (p. 55) . Through the Book Clxibs, 

students shared their written responses, clarified points 

with their peers, discussed ideas related to their books, and 

made intertextual connections. These Book Clxabs gave 

students the opportunity and means to respond to their books. 

Although Close (1990) concentrated on fostering 

discussion as a form of response in her classroom, Five 

(1986) focused on writing, primarily in the form of letters. 

Students wrote in journals and she responded with letters. 

Students wrote several letters of their own each month 

telling a friend about the book they had read. Five noticed 

when her students discussed their books, their responses were 

primarily retellings; however, when they wrote, their 

responses appeared to be more reflective. Through the letter 

and journal writing. Five discovered two things about her 

students: "They read with greater depth when they selected 

their own books . . . [and] they probably took risks to find 

ways to express themselves better" (p. 401). Five also 
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utilized mapping and sketch-to-stretch (see Appendix B) to 

facilitate her students' responses to literature. Five 

concedes, "by collecting, sorting, reading and rereading 

their letters, maps, and sketches, I fovind for rr^self a much 

closer view of how children struggle and then succeed to find 

meaning in books" (p. 405). Like Five, Graves (1989) also 

discovered letter writing as a form of response to be 

beneficial to students and teachers. Writing between 

students and their teacher. Graves explains, opens up 

discussion and gives teachers a window into their students' 

reading and v/riting. 

Influence of Text. 

Studies describing the influence of text explore aspects 

such as genre, theme, tone, character, culture/ethnicity, and 

illustrations and the influence they have in students' 

meaning-making processes (Anderson & Many, 1992; Kiefer, 

1988; Leal, 1992; West, Weaver, & Rowland, 1992). These 

processes include students' awareness of the illustrator's 

intent to convey meaning, the iitportance of free response, 

the use of prior knowledge, interaction with peers during 

discussions, the ability of certain texts, such as picture 

books, to generate response and discussion, and the ability 

of literature to challenge long-held beliefs. These studies 
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reveal the power of various aspects of texts in influencing 

students' responses. 

Teachers' Beliefs and Prarhices 

Recently, the relationship between teachers' beliefs and 

their practices have gained attention of researchers 

including Fox (1993), Richardson, Anders, Tidwell, and Lloyd 

(1991), Carter (1990), Grossman (1990), and Clandinin and 

Connelly (1987) . As these researchers describe this 

relationship, it becomes increasingly clear several factors 

affect teachers' beliefs about their teaching. Fox (1993) 

discusses the relationship and influence of some of these 

factors, noting "teachers' personal histories and personal 

intentions" influence their beliefs about teaching. She 

further explains. 

As novices begin to teach, they may initially draw upon 
their prior beliefs; however, their encounters with 
students, with institutional constraints, and with peers 
in particular contexts may help them to articulate, 
examine, and even rethink or reconsider their 
assuirptions about the role of their sxibject matter in 
the school curriculxom. (p. 35) 

Anders and Richardson (1991) facilitated a school-based 

staff development program "designed to help teachers examine 

their beliefs and practices in the teaching of reading 

coitprehension and to introduce alternative ways of thinking 

and practices" (p. 320). In a related stuc^, Richardson, 



Anders, Tidwell, and Lloyd (1991) note "the relatively strong 

relationship between teachers' stated beliefs about the 

reading process and their classroom practices" (p. 578) . 

Similarly, research documenting teachers' beliefs about 

literature and their use of literature in the classroom is on 

the rise. Zancanella (1991) depicts five junior high 

teachers' personal approaches to literature, their attitudes 

and beliefs about literature, and their individual teaching 

methods. As he builds his case studies examining these five 

teachers' thinking and the nature of their teaching, 

Zancanella portrays the connections and conflicts they 

experience between their views and their enactment in the 

classrooms. "Once in the classroom, many aspects of the 

teachers' personal approaches are translated into ways of 

teaching" (p. 25); however, "the task of transforming that 

content knowledge into pedagogical content knowledge is 

obstructed by a school version of literature which is at odds 

with how and why they themselves read" (p. 27) . 

While Zancanella investigated five junior high teachers' 

beliefs about literature and the teaching of literature, 

Scharer (1992) describes five elementary school teachers and 

their classrooms as they make a transition from basal reading 

instruction to literature-based instruction. She notes three 

recurring trends associated with these five teachers' ongoing 

transitions: patterns of support, patterns of difficulties. 
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and patterns of change. These trends denote the need for 

support in "practical ideas that readily may be used in the 

classroom setting," "in-service sessions includ[ing] 

theoretical rationales, . . . specific suggestions about 

classroom organization, lesson planning, and evaluation, " and 

for districts to "avoid rapid, large-scale, mandated changes" 

(pp. 440-441). 

Pace (1991) and White (1990) also document teachers in 

transition from a basal approach of teaching reading to a 

literature-based approach and the advantages as well as 

disadvantages in implementing literature-based instruction. 

Pace (1991) believes teachers should have a thorough 

understanding of four areas related to whole language theory. 

Through the use of classroom events, she describes exanples 

providing "direct assistance to teachers' planning 

literature-based instruction" (p. 13). The four areas 

include: "(1) language and language acquisition, (2) reading 

and writing processes, (3) teaching and learning, and (4) 

curriculum" (p. 13) . Pace concludes by noting a change in 

beliefs alone is not enough, "unless this exchange is 

acconpanied by changes in what teachers and children do—with 

language, with ideas, and with one another in the learning 

endeavor—children's school learning experiences will not 

iitprove" (p. 25) . White (1990) concurs with Pace that 

changes in beliefs must also be reflected in practice. She 
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explains in her story how one particular student, Jevon, 

helped her in becoming a learner with her students: 

I've always had theories and beliefs about learning; 
every teacher does. But Jevon showed me that some of ny 
theories were wrong. ... My second year with him put 
my theory to the test—I put my beliefs about learning 
on the line and questioned what I saw happening in rty 
practice. I wanted to bridge the gap between itY theory 
and iry practice, I did. (pp. 39-40) 

White describes her learning process as a journey, "on the 

way, iry understandings have deepened, ny beliefs have turned 

into knowledge, and I've grown" (p. 43). 

As described throughout this review on literature-based 

classrooms, current research reveals characteristics of these 

classrooms, discuses instructional contexts and strategies, 

and denotes the significance of teachers' beliefs on their 

practices. This research describes literature-based 

classrooms in terms of what th^ look like and how they 

fvinction, particularly in relation to the teacher's role, 

using real literature, responding to that literature, and 

inviting inquiry. Research on instructional contexts and 

strategies depicts the kinds of strategies and classroom 

organization teachers use in literature-based classrooms, 

including studies concerning reader response, a major 

theoretical basis of literature-based classrooms. These 

studies describe the various aspects of readers "transacting" 

with text, as well as the social nature of meaning 

construction. Research about teachers' beliefs demonstrates 



the relationship of what teachers believe about literature 

and how those beliefs are reflected in their classroom 

practices. 

The present study takes into account the existing 

research on literature-based classrooms focusing on the 

experiences of Joan and her students in their middle school 

context and considers their move toward a literature-based 

curriculum. As Probst (1992) notes, researchers "have 

suggested some directions for us [and] a wide array of 

strategies for the classroom. Our next step is redesigning 

the curriculum" (Probst, 1992, p. 76) . In considering the 

redesign of curriculum for adolescents, it is helpful to 

review the literature describing adolescents and the 

philosophy behind middle schools. 

Adolescents and the Middle School Context 

There has been an abundance of research concerning the 

"unique characteristics" of adolescents. As a result of 

these studies, a call was issued for the creation of middle 

schools to meet their educational needs (Beane, 1982; Clark, 

1984; Georgiady & Romano, 1977; Jackson & Hombeck, 1989; 

James, 1980; Thomburg, 1980; Valentine & Kirkham, 1985) . 

For the purposes of this study, adolescents refers to young 



people between the ages of 11 and 13 years and middle schools 

to those schools containing grades six through eight. 

Characteristics Coinmonlv Assigned to Adolescents 

James (1980) states, "The early adolescent is at one 

moment coordinated and awkward, shy and aggressive, astute 

and absentminded, attentive and distracted, loving and 

squirrely" (p. 17) . Rose (1989) refers to this time as 

"being wrenched and buffeted, rabbit-punched from inside by 

systemic thugs" (p. 23) . Researchers including Wiles and 

Bondi (1986), Clark (1984) , Thomburg (1980), and Georgiac^ 

and Romano (1977) note the single greatest amount of change 

occurs during adolescence—including physical, social, 

emotional, and intellectual. Physically, middle schoolers 

experience a wide range of growth. Socially, middle 

schoolers often find themselves treading into new territory. 

Emotionally, middle schoolers are very sensitive. 

Intellectually, middle schoolers demonstrate a wide variety 

of skills and talents. Reporting these "unique" 

characteristics, researchers called for the formation of 

schools meeting adolescents' special educational needs. 

These schools would take into account the identified 

educational needs for adolescents who were no longer 
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elementary students and not yet high school students, but 

students who were in the middle. 

Middle Schools: Their Purpose and Philosophy 

Wiles and Bondi (1986), Clark (1984), Thomburg (1980), 

and Georgiady and Romano (1977) called for middle schools 

designed to meet the characteristics associated with 

adolescents. These physical, social, emotional, and 

intellectual characteristics implied a special need for care 

in the planning of curriculum, particularly in regard to 

self-understanding. Through means such as guidance programs 

with counselors and adviser/advisee programs, middle 

schoolers would be able to diffuse potential areas of stress-

Further, they would be able to recognize they are not alone, 

others also have problems, and there is usually more than one 

solution to a problem. These researchers note the challenge 

is in providing an appropriate setting for the intellectual 

development of the middle schooler. 

Adolescents and Middle School Curricultim 

Anders and Pritchard (1993) describe adolescents as "in 

the throes of txamultuous change, creating a time that is 

trying for many adults with whom th^ interact and for 

themselves" (p. 611). They argue traditional school 



curriculum does not meet the needs of adolescents and the 

characteristics often attributed to adolescents in the school 

context, is in reality, a "rebellion against curriculiom... a 

syirptom of adolescents' iirpatience with a curriculum that is 

insensitive to their development" (p. 611) and their needs. 

They suggest a closer look at the curriculum and the manner 

in which it is offered may be at the root of the "turmoil." 

Connections: Content Area Curriculum. Literature-Based 

Instruction, and Adolescents 

Content areas such as social studies and English have 

long been held the scourge of students. "Nowhere is the 

aesthetic dimension more neglected than in the content areas. 

. . . Content area teachers do not always encourage students 

to be absorbed in what they are thinking, feeling, seeing, 

and hearing as they live through a reading event" (McClure & 

Zitlow, 1991, p. 28). Instead, they are often required to 

learn facts in textbooks that "have been described as dull, 

disjointed, and so sanitized that they lack message or 

meaning, with banal content and colorless prose" (Guzetti, 

Kowalinski, & McGowan, 1992, p. 114) . Lounsbury (1988) 

agreeing states, "Only English is cited more frequently as 

the 'least liked' subject. To adolescents, social studies 

commonly mean dates, deeds, and dullness, or battles. 
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biographies, and boredom. This regularly affirmed reality 

cannot be ignored" (p. 116). McClure and Zitlow (1990) 

suggest "teachers need to help children look beyond just the 

facts to discover the rich aesthetic dimensions that both 

include and move beyond those facts" (p. 32) . Th^ explain 

when students are invited to move "b^ond those facts, " they 

may "reflect, listen, savor, explore, and conteirplate, then 

. . . respond to the work with new perspectives and 

understandings" {p. 28) . 

In writing about classroom inquiry. Short and Armstrong 

(1993) explain the power of using literature in content area 

studies. 

Literature is written and illustrated in interesting and 
powerful ways and so provides a depth and richness of 
content not found in textbooks. Students are able to 
explore a greater variety of perspectives on the same 
topic and to research more deeply and widely into 
particular interests related to a topic. Through 
literature, they can immerse themselves into and 
understand cultures and time periods different from 
their own. . . . (p. 1) 

Describing his study. Smith (1993) reveals using 

literature enhances students' learning of content-area 

concepts. Students 'learned more historical details, main 

ideas, and total amount of historical information* when 

"teachers used historical novels to integrate reading and 

social studies instruction* (p. 68) . He further notes the 

students "learned a great deal about U.S. History while 

becoming immersed in quality literature, * engaged in "a much 
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more in-depth look into a siabject,' and participated in 

'collaborative activities including making things, 

dramatizing scenes, doing follow-up research, discussing and 

debating issues, questioning guest speakers, and reviewing 

each other's writing" (p. 70) . Also, Guzetti, Kowalinski, 

and McGowan (1992) 'anticipated that by using real books in 

the social studies curriculum, [they] would be providing a 

relevant, interesting, and intellectually provocative way for 

students to acquire new attitudes toward and imderstanding of 

the world aroxind them* (p. 115) . Th^ discovered the 

students in their study were able to pursue their inquiry 

because of the trade books made available and were 

subsequently 'better able to make connections and 

visualizations* (p. 117) . These researchers and teachers 

suggest learning about content area subject matter through 

literature may dissolve the dilemma of content area 

instiruction as described by Lounsbury (1988) and McClure and 

Zitlow (1991). 

In the present study, each student selected and read two 

of 10 available titles on the topic of the Vietnam War Era, a 

sxibject of interest to many adolescents as noted by the 

International Reading Association's list of top ranked books. 

Young Adult Choices. Christie (1989) suggests students have 

a great curiosity about war, but very little knowledge of 

what it is really like. After reading historical novels, the 
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students in Smith's (1993) stuc^ also "seemed most iitpressed 

with learning about the nature of peoples' lives during a 

war" (p. 70) . Johannessen (1993) explains, "Having our 

students stucfy some of these works [adolescent literature 

dealing with the Vietnam War] can help them better understand 

the war, their parents, and how the legacies of the war 

continue to have an iitpact on their lives" (p. 43) . 

Johannessen then describes four categories of adolescent 

literature and three devices used to depict the Vietnam War: 

Works that deal with the experience of Vietnam or the 
combat narrative; literature that focuses on the war at 
home; novels that deal with the refugee experience; and 
works that focus on the legacies of the Vietnam War, 
particularly the iitpact of war on the children of the 
generation that came of age during the Vietnam War. 
Many authors of this literature also tend to use one or 
more of three major devices to conv^ meaning: the 
Vietnam Veterans Memorial, or "the Wall,' in Washington, 
DC; letters; and the adolescent experience as told 
through the voice of a young narrator, (p. 43) 

Smith (1993) further explains: 

Historical novels can provide students with a 
personalized and emotional perspective to historical 
persons and events. Social studies texts can provide 
additional facts which come to life as they are tied 
into the novels. By combining the two disciplines, 
students can more effectively leam to appreciate our 
historical and literary heritages, (p. 70) 

Reading about the Vietnam War through real books written 

for adolescents may give students the opportunity to leam 

more about this inportant era than just dates or deeds, 

moving beyond the Hollywood image of war and experiencing it 

from a variety of viewpoints. The use of Vietnam War Era 
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related literature in an English class such as in this stuc^, 

provides students with the opportunity to make a variety of 

connections. These connections may include the topic itself, 

other content areas, and the students' families. Through 

literature, teachers can engage their students in meaningful, 

purposeful inquiry. 

Summary 

Chapter 1 sets the stage for the following chapters. By 

describing the researcher's educational experiences as 

related to the study, the context for the research, and the 

research questions, the reader gains insight to why this 

study occurred. The research literature is reviewed as it 

relates to this study and describes the significant 

characteristics of literature-based classrooms, the 

philosophy supporting a middle school context, and the use of 

content-related literature with middle school students. An 

overview of the methodology was included to notify the reader 

of what to expect. This overview included a description of 

the data collected including field notes, interviews, 

students' journals, inquiry booklets and projects, 

audiotapings, videotapings, and other related artifacts as 

well as a description of the data analysis following Glaser 

and Strauss's (1967) methodology of constant comparison. 
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The following chapters contain a detailed description of 

the methodology, results, conclusions, and implications. 

Chapter 2 is a description of the data collection and data 

analysis. Chapters 3, 4, and 5 describe the significant 

aspects of moving toward a literature-based classroom from 

the teacher's, students', and researcher's perspectives and 

contains additionally related literature. Chapter 6 

describes the conclusions and implications drawn from this 

stucfe'. 
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CHAPTER 21 

METHODOLOGY 

Qualitative Research: 

A Particular Kind of Framework 

Webster's New World Dictionary (1976) defines quality as 

"any of the features that make something what it is; 

characteristic; attribute; basic nature (p. 783)." Research 

is defined as, "systematic study or investigation" (p. 816) 

while study is defined as "careful and serious examination of 

a subject, event, etc." {p. 958). Sinplistically speaking, a 

qualitative study is a careful, serious, systematic 

examination of the features that make something what it is. 

However qualitative research has many more facets than such a 

sinplistic definition. Exactly what is qualitative research 

is a question of serious debate among its prescribers (Eisner 

& Peshkin, 1990) . Each authority has her or his personal 

definition, beginning with its nomenclature. Some prefer to 

call it descriptive research (Merriam, 1988; Soltis, 1990) or 

naturalistic inquiry (Guba & Lincoln, 1983), while others 

call it qualitative inquiry (Clark, 1990) or interpretive 

research (Erickson, 1986). Further, the term ethnography, 

although generally recognized as the work of anthropologists, 
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is sometimes used in the same sense as qualitative research 

(Goetz & LeCoirpte, 1984) . 

"Descriptive research," Merriam (1988) explains, "is 

undertaken when description and explanation (rather than 

prediction based on cause and effect) are sought.... The aim 

of descriptive research is to examine events or phenomena (p. 

7). Soltis (1990) adds, "Descriptive research in education 

has as its primary purpose a revealing of the human 

dimensions of some educational phenomenon (p. 251) . 

Naturalistic inquiry very much resembles descriptive research 

as Guba (1979) describes it: 

It offers a contextual relevance and richness which is 
unmatched. It displays a sensitivity to process [and] 
is driven by theory grounded in the data; the naturalist 
does not search for data that fit a theory but develops 
a theory to explain the data. Finally, naturalistic 
approaches take full advantage of the not inconsiderable 
power of the human-as-instrument. (p. 1) 

Guba further explains, inquiry cannot help but be 

influenced by the researcher's values, choice of paradigms, 

theory, and the context. He notes naturalistic inquiry takes 

place in "natural" settings and utilizes qualitative methods. 

In addition, "every inquiry finally raises more questions 

than it answers" (p. 11) . This asking, answering, and asking 

of more questions or qualitative inquiry as Clark (1990) 

calls it, "can be used to explore the boundaries, limits, and 

possibilities of our own learning from experience (p. 338) . 



Erickson (1986) notes inquiry requires "substantive 

focus and intent" (p. 120) . It requires "analysis of fine 

details of behavior and meaning in everyday social 

interaction with analysis of the wider societal contest—the 

field of broader social influences—within which face-to-face 

interaction takes place" (p. 120) . Erickson refers to this 

kind of research as interpretive research, "the whole family 

of approaches to participant observational research" (p. 

119) . 

Although there are various terms employed to describe 

qualitative research strategies, researchers agree there are 

common characteristics (Bogdan & Biklin, 1992; Phillips, 

1990) . Qualitative research examines the everyday 

understandings of life, how other people see their 

experiences through their eyes and voices from their 

perspectives. Bogdan and Biklin (1992) synthesize these 

common characteristics: Qualitative research has its 

academic roots in sociology, history, and anthropology. Some 

of the goals of qualitative research include describing 

events, developing understandings of the context, and 

creating theory. The design evolves from the research itself 

and is flexible. The data is descriptive and includes field 

notes, interviews, and other artifacts. The data analysis is 

ongoing throughout the research, creating new questions and 

guiding further research. Specifically: 
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The data collected have been termed soft, that is rich 
in description of people, places, and conversations, and 
not easily handled by statistical procedures. Research 
questions are not framed by operationalizing variables; 
rather, they are formulated to investigate topics in all 
their coirplexity, in context. While people conducting 
qualitative research may develop a focus as they collect 
data, they do not approach the research with specific 
questions to answer or hypotheses to test. Th^ also 
are concerned with understanding behavior from the 
subject's own frame of reference. External causes are 
of secondary inportance. They tend to collect their 
data through sustained contact with people in settings 
where siibjects normally spend their time. (Bogdan & 
Biklin, 1992, p. 2) 

From an educational point of view, qualitative research 

allows an insider's view of schooling. Spradley (1979) notes 

"schools have their own cultural systems and within that 

people view things differently (p. 12). The researcher has 

to "leam the special leinguage and culture of the school then 

describe it from the participant's point of view (Spradley, 

1979, p. iv). He further states, "Our most pressing need is 

for schools that serve our children's needs in the language 

they understand" (p. 14). According to Clark (1990), 

qualitative inquiry can be used to fill a gap in the 

understanding of "how teaching and learning fit together in 

context" (p. 338). Erickson (1986) adds that interpretive 

research can play a significant role in educational research 

by revealing: 

(a) the nature of classrooms as socially and culturally 
organized environments for learning, (b) the nature of 
teaching as one, but only one, aspect of the reflexive 
learning environment, and (c) the nature (and content) 
of the meaning-making perspectives of teacher and 



learner as intrinsic to the educational process, (p. 
120) 

This particular study is located within the framework of 

qualitative research and utilizes methodology associated with 

interpretive research, (Erickson, 1986, p. 119) . It is 

descriptive in nature, describing and interpreting the 

characteristics and issues of a classroom's movement toward 

literature-based instruction in a middle school context. 

This movement is described and interpreted from the 

teacher's, students', and researcher's points of view. Field 

notes extend over a significant period of time while data 

collection occurred over a period of six and one-half weeks 

and included audiotaped interviews, field notes, journals, 

students' projects, as well as other pertinent artifacts. 

Data analysis was based on Glaser and Strauss' (1967) method 

of constant conparison. 

Research Setting and Background 

general Setting 

Several elementary schools feed into South Middle 

School, including one immediately to the east on the same 

canpus. South Middle School is one of four middle schools in 

its district, containing grades six through eight, and, in 

turn, feeds into two high schools. The school is located in 

an economically upper middle-class neighborhood nestled in 

the foothills of a medium-size city in the Southwest. Most 
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of the houses are relatively new. Recently, apartment 

coirplexes have been added in surrounding development sites. 

Many of the students live within walking distance while 

others are brought to school by their parents or on school 

buses. Along with the elementary school and neighborhood 

housing, four churches are located within a half-mile radius, 

one directly across the street on the south, two across the 

street on the east end of the canpus, and another one a short 

distance to the northeast. Within a five mile radius, there 

are shopping centers, restaurants, movie theaters, apartment 

coirplexes, a mall, a public library branch, and a hospital. 

The area is marginally served with public transportation and 

is more than fifteen miles from the greater downtown area. 

The School Population 

South Middle School serves approximately 1100 students 

in grades six through eight. Although there are both 

extremes of socioeconomic status (SES) students attending 

South Middle School, the number of low SES students does not 

qualify the school for Title 1 funding. The majority of the 

students are Anglo. Although they number few, other 

ethnicities are represented, including Hispanics, African 

Americans, Asian Americans, and Native Americans. 



In a Middle School Context 

South Middle School operates within the middle school 

context. The school recognizes the importance of "affective 

education and the school's responsibility to assist in social 

and emotional growth as well as academic growth" (Loxmsbury, 

1986, p. v) . Each grade level is divided into a series of 

interdisciplinary teams with students attending each class as 

a separate unit. Homeroom, beginning before the first class 

starts, is provided as a time to: 

. . . complete necessary administrative duties [and to] 
provide some sense of community. Core curricular 
programs have put into practice the tenets of confluent 
education and guidance. School counselors, not just 
characterized as schedule makers or disciplinarians, 
provide students with a caring intervener and advisor. 
Co-curricular activity programs provide outlets for 
students to explore their interests, talents and 
concerns. (James, 1980, p. 3) 

In addition, the school has tried various forms of 

advisor/advisee, homebased, or teacher/advisee programs 

(James, 1980), as well as several positive discipline plans 

(Purkey & Streihan, 1986) . 

At South Middle School, the three eighth grade level 

teams consist of an English teacher, a social studies 

teacher, a science teacher, a math teacher, and approximately 

160 students- Students are required to take physical 

education taught by one of seven part-time and full-time 

physical education teachers. Elective teachers include 

before-school band, vocal music, living skills, art, Spanish, 
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and technology. The eighth grade is provided with a resource 

teacher who comes into the classroom to work with students in 

their classroom setting and a school counselor. These staff 

members are only peripherally involved with the teams. 

Further, South Middle School has a full-time librarian 

coordinating the library for both South and the next door 

elementary school. She is very helpful and supportive of the 

faculty, makes herself readily available as a resource, and 

is willing to pull together titles at teachers' requests. 

The Green Tsam 

The Green Team, Joan's eighth grade teaching team, is 

considered to be on the "cutting edge." The math teacher is 

chair of the math department; the social studies teacher is a 

coach and graduate student; the science teacher is 

meticulous, highly professional, and savvy with district 

policies. Joan, the teacher described in this stuc^, is the 

English teacher. She is extremely articulate and highly 

organized. She has been involved with several research 

projects on the district level and in collaboration with the 

university. Three of the Green Team teachers are on the 

district's Career Ladder salary incentive program and have 

collaborated in a group project, writing across the content 

areas, for the last two years. The Green Team is smooth 
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running and collaborative in nature. As a team, they made 

the decision to establish their version of recreational 

reading. For 25 minutes each day, right after lunch, 

students return to their homeroom class for RIBET—Reading Is 

Bringing Everyone Together. Throughout each year the team 

plans and carries out several interdisciplinary projects and 

activities. The Green team meets before school, after 

school, and even on their own time in order to plan these 

various interdisciplinary activities and events, such as 

their annual "sun protection unit." It is not unusual for 

parents to request their children to be placed on the Green 

Team. 

The English Curriculum 

The state recommends the adoptions of several textbooks 

for each subject area. The district then makes its choices 

and within those choices, the schools make their decisions. 

The chair of the department asks members of the department to 

review the various textbooks being offered and to select 

their top choice. In Joan's department at South Middle 

School, teachers are then asked to vote and the winning text 

is selected, although teachers are not necessarily held to 

only this text. 



The English teachers at South have several different 

reading series for instruction available; among those are 

Accents and Adventures in Reading for grades six through 

eight. Joan has class sets of the eighth grade levels for 

both series in her room. Throughout the year, she uses D.C. 

Heath's grammar book. In addition she uses Word Skills for 

vocabulary and specific reading skill development. Other 

instructional materials are available, but she has chosen not 

to use them. English teachers in the district are supplied 

with materials designed for their grade level including a 

teacher's manual, literature anthologies, grammar books, and 

vocabulary books for each classroom. 

The use of children's and adolescent literature for 

instruction at South Middle School has been quite limited in 

the past. A few English teachers in varying grades have 

coiiplete class sets of one or two titles and at least one 

seventh grade teacher uses Junior Great Books. Most of 

Joan's students report th^ have not read a children's 

literature book for instructional purposes since sixth grade 

and certainly not in any of their content area classes. 

Joan's sense is there is very little literature used in the 

sixth grades and more literature used in the seventh grades. 

The majority of the staff uses the adopted series and/or 

relies on library time or RIBET for reading instruction. 

Very few of the teachers read aloud to their students. None 
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of the teachers on Joan's team use literature for any purpose 

other than RIBET. 

As a result of our previous and continuing 

collaboration, Joan began to question the content of her 

English class and her mode of instruction. Her major 

eiiphasis was on the teaching of composition and grammar. She 

decided to make a move toward including children's and 

adolescent literature into her curriculum. She planned to do 

this by introducing literature and the inquiry model of 

learning as part of her instruction. Joan had not used 

literature to any extent before and anticipated a gradual 

increase in literature use. She expected participation in 

this study to help her accoirplish those ends. 

The Students 

The students participating in this study were in two of 

her five classes, sixth and seventh hours. These classes 

were back to back and most of these students were either 

coming from their social studies class or were going to it 

next. Initially, this was important because I had hoped to 

do some observing in this classroom. However, we began our 

xinit before Jim and, as will be discussed in Chapter 3, he 

virtually skipped this era of history. The classes contained 

approximately the same number of students; however, each 



class differed in its personality. Sixth hour appeared to be 

more "studious" and productive, while seventh hour tended to 

be more talkative and inclined to "piddle." Joan 

characterized sixth hour as the more "intellectual" and 

seventh hour as the "rowdier" bunch. 

From each of these two classes, I selected four students 

to interview and follow throughout the study. Of these eight 

students, four were boys and four were girls. Linda, Jim, 

Susie, and Matt were in sixth hour, while Jill, Rodn^, Erin, 

and Kyle were in seventh hour. Academically, they ranged 

from excellent to marginal students, all highly capable, but 

some less motivated than others to do well in school. All 

readily agreed to be my infoirmants throughout the study. 

Mv Role and Responsibilities 

role was one of participant observer (Spradley, 1980; 

Wolcott, 1973). I participated on a limited basis, 

particularly when requested by Joan or one of the students. 

My intent was to facilitate Joan's use of literature. 

Because of the previous years of collaboration with Joan, we 

work very comfortably together. We have not experienced any 

previous difficulty with ny slipping between roles of 

researcher, teacher, and collaborator. However, anytime a 

researcher enters someone else's domain, a negotiation of 
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roles, responsibilities, and expectations must take place. 

Spradley (1980) cites the ethical principles involved with 

qualitative research; "Consider the informants first. . . . 

Commxinicate research objectives. . . . Don't exploit 

informants. . . . Make reports available to informants" (pp. 

23-25). During the planning phase of this study, Joan and I 

negotiated these aspects of qualitative research. Sometimes 

the negotiations were open and to the point and at other 

times they were subtle and iirplied. 

Our first concern was for privacy. For the purposes of 

reporting this research, we agreed the students would be 

given pseudonyms as well as any other South staff mentioned. 

In addition, it was vital the students and other staff 

members be willing to act as informants. We did not want any 

of the students or staff to feel like they had to do this or 

to put them in an uncomfortable situation. Since we planned 

for Joan to be involved with writing subsequent articles and 

participating in presentations at conferences, it was 

important for her name to be as visible as mine. For Joan's 

part, she offered her classroom as a site for this study. 

Our three years of previous collaboration had proved we could 

compliment each other's knowledge base and teaching style. 

Although this research stu(^ had its inception from iiy 

previous experiences both as a teacher and a university 

graduate student, Joan was intimately involved with what was 
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to happen in her classroom. Our objectives were 

conplimentary. I wanted to add to the growing body of 

literature about the use of children's and adolescent 

literature for instructional purposes in a middle school 

setting, and Joan wanted to leam how to use literature for 

instruction while offering her students more opportunities 

for reading quality tradebooks. Our collaboration had 

obvious benefits for both of us and for Joan's students. 

No decisions on ity part were carried out without her 

input or agreement and most decisions were made together. We 

read articles, discussed our concerns, and created lesson 

plans together. We outlined the data collection procedures 

and agreed how we would collaborate on collecting the data 

and teaching the unit. I would help Joan with the teaching 

and be present as much as possible (particularly when she was 

gone for a week during the stucfy) and she would help me with 

the data collection when I was not present. We believed this 

was a joint effort, with both of us and the students having 

something to gain. 

For me, one of the most difficult parts of this research 

has concerned sharing the findings. I am particularly 

sensitive to the issue it is ny voice telling the story of 

Joan's classroom. Although guided by Joan's "voice" and the 

"voices" of her students, I am interpreting and telling the 

story for purposes of this docxament. This left me feeling 
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slightly uneasy; however, Giiba and Lincoln (1983) suggest 

qualitative research can be provided with credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability through 

the following means. 

Credibilihv 

Credibility is the researcher's process of establishing 

whether her or his interpretations of the researched are 

appropriate (Guba & Lincoln, 1983). Through such devices as 

persistent observation, peer debriefing, triangulation, 

referential adequacy materials, and member checks, 

credibility can be reached. 

Persistent Observation 

Guba and Lincoln (1983) define the purpose of persistent 

observation as: 

. . .  T o  g a i n  a  h i g h  d e g r e e  o f  a c q u a i n t a n c e  w i t h  a n d  
verstehan of "pervasive" qualities and salient 
characteristics, to come to appreciate atypical but 
critical characteristics, and to eliminate those which 
are irrelevant [Verstehan refers to our ability to make 
sense of and understand the world]. (p. 26) 

The study itself covered a relatively short period of time; 

however, I had spent a great deal of time in Joan's classroom 

the two years prior to this study. Joan and I already had a 

solid working relationship and a commitment to several 
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ongoing projects. We knew each other's educational 

philosophies and teaching styles, as well as personal quirks. 

Through persistent observations over an extended period of 

time, I knew Joan's classroom "qualities and salient 

characteristics" well. 

Peer Debriefing 

Giaba and Lincoln (1983) define the purpose of peer 

debriefing as: 

to keep the inquirer 'honest, ' to provide him [or her] 
with the opportunity to test his [or her] growing 
insights against those of uninvolved peers, to receive 
advice about important methodological steps in the 
emergent design, to leave an audit trail, and to 
discharge personal feeling, anxieties and stresses which 
might other wise affect the inquiry adversely, (p. 26) 

I did not have a peer debriefer in the sense of "xininvolved 

peer" as Guba and Lincoln describe, because Kathy Short met 

that role for me. She kept me "honest," holding me 

accountable to my methodological steps, reviewing my data 

analysis, and providing the opportxinities for me to 

"discharge personal feeling, anxieties, and stresses." After 

our debriefings, I would go back into Joan's classroom with 

clearer insights and understandings to both the process of 

moving toward a literature-based classroom and the process of 

research itself. 



Trianaulation 

Guba and Lincoln (1983) define the purpose of 

triangulation as "a variety of data sources, different 

perspectives or theories, different methods, and even 

different investigators . . . pitted against one another to 

cross-check data and interpretation" (pp. 26-27) and support 

confirmability (described below) . I had two primary data 

sources: the interview and field notes; and six secondary 

sources: the journals, inquiry booklets, conpleted projects, 

videotapes, audiotapes, and other collected artifacts. These 

data sources overlapped in many cases, providing a "cross

check. " 

Referential Adequacy Materials 

Guba and Lincoln (1983) define the purpose of 

referential adequacy materials as: 

. . . documents, films, videotapings, audiotapings, 
pictures, and other "raw" or slice-of-life materials... 
collected during the study and archived without 
analysis; these materials can later be utilized by the 
inquirer or others ... to test interpretations made 
from other analyzed data. (p. 27) 

The videotapes of classroom events, the audiotapings of the 

discussion groups, and other artifacts, such as written 

comm\ini cat ions were treated in this manner. 



Member Check 

Giiba and Lincoln (1983) define the purpose of meniber 

checks as "data and interpretations . . . continuously 

checked with members of various groups from which data are 

solicited . . . using the same members from whom the data 

were originally collected or other surrogates from the same 

groups, or both" (p. 27) . Throughout the stuc^, Joan and I 

discussed ir^ observations and interpretations. This was 

often right after seventh hour ended. It was a time to 

clarify my field notes and to answer questions arising during 

the day on either of our parts. During the final interviews 

with both Joan and the students, I revisited previous 

comments and asked for clarification and verification. Joan 

read this document in draft form and provided her insight to 

my interpretations. 

Transferability 

Neither the nature nor intention of qualitative research 

provides for unequivocal generalizability. However, if the 

context of the research is described with enough rich detail, 

"reasoned judgement [is] possible" (Cuba & Lincoln, 1983, p. 

25) . Theoretical/purposive saitpling and thick description 

are two means providing transferability. 
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Theoretical/Purposive Sampling 

Giiba and Lincoln (1983) define the purpose of 

theoretical/purposive sairpling as, "sanpling intended to 

maximize the range of information which is collected and to 

provide most stringent conditions for theory grounding" (p. 

27) . In order to maximize the range of rry data collection, I 

felt it was important to choose a middle school site where I 

knew I could work collaboratively with the teacher. Because 

of our previous work together and similar backgroiinds, we had 

a sense of the kind of relationship we would need in order to 

coirplete this study. We knew each other's strengths and 

weaknesses and felt we could find a balance. 

Thick Description 

Gioba and Lincoln (1983) define the purpose of thick 

description as "providing enough information about a context, 

first, to impart a vicarious experience of it, and second, to 

facilitate judgements about the extent to which working 

hypotheses from that context might be transferable to a 

second and similar context" (p. 27) . Each chapter of this 

document is intended to provide the context of the various 

aspects of this research. The analysis chapters. Chapters 3, 

4, and 5, contain "thick descriptions" of Joan's classroom 

from her perspective, the students' perspectives, and ity 
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perspective. The description reveals the characteristics of 

this middle school classroom and the issues raised in moving 

toward a literature-based classroom. 

Dependabilitv 

Again, the nature and intent of qualitative research do 

not provide the ability to precisely duplicate the reported 

research. Changes will occur because researchers bring their 

own beliefs, experiences, and choices in the designing of the 

research. However, dependability means the "stability after 

such conscious and unpredictable (but logical) changes" (G\JDa 

Sc. Lincoln, 1983, p. 25) . The use of an overlap method is one 

way to provide for dependability. 

Guba and Lincoln (1983) define the purpose of using the 

overlap method as, "undergirds claims of reliability.. . 

produc[ing] complementary results" (p. 27) . As described 

above, the data sources collected in this study often offer 

different perspectives on the same events. These multi-views 

provided the opportunity to cross-check for "complementary 

results." 

Confirmabilitv 

Ultimately, the responsibility of "objectivity ought 

. . . to . . . be place[d] on the data; it is not inquirer 
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cert if lability in which we are interested, but in data 

confirmability" (Guba & Lincoln, 1983, p. 25) . Practicing 

reflexivity is one way that allows confirmability to be 

reached. 

Guba and Lincoln (1983) define the purpose of practicing 

reflexivity as, "attenpting to uncover one's underlying 

epistemological assuitptions, reasons for formulating the 

study in a particular way . . . iirplicit assunptions, biases 

or prejudices about the context or the problem" (p. 28) . One 

way to do this, offers Guba and Lincoln, is through a 

"reflexive journal kept in the field" (p. 28) . field 

notes contain separately labeled observations revealing iry 

personal reflections on observations. 

Although I still struggle with itiy right to tell someone 

else's story, Guba and Lincoln's protocol helps eliminate 

many potential problems of conducting research in someone 

else's domain. Joan and her students' have helped me with 

this issue and with my own role as a researcher. They have 

enlightened and guided me throughout the entire research 

process. 

The Study's Organization 

The stuc^ was organized into two distinct blocks of 

time. Phase I covered the period of time Joan and I planned 

for the curricular events of Phase II and the stuc^ itself. 
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Phase II covered the three major curricular events: (a) 

Introduction to Literature Discussion Groups—The Civil 

Rights Movement, (b) Reading the Literature: Cycles 1 and 

2— The Vietnam War Era, and (c) Inquiry Groups. 

Phase I; Planning 

The first block of time included the planning-to-plan 

and planning phase from Spring 1992 through Fall 1992 and 

into Spring 1993 . Joan and I began the planing-to plan stage 

by reading research related to literature-based classrooms. 

These initial readings provided us with the opportunity to 

further push our thinking about and discussion of questions 

and issues concerning literature-based classrooms. Based on 

our readings and using Short's (1991) Options for Literature 

Circles (see Appendix A), we then began planning for each 

curricular event and the research methodology of this study. 

Joan and I shared our thoughts on the readings and how these 

ideas might play out in the classroom. We also began 

organizing for the study itself—choosing the research 

methodology, selecting data collection techniques, discussing 

our roles and our expectations for the students, locating 

audio and video taping equipment, and securing permission to 

carry out this study. 



During our planning of the first major curricular event. 

Introduction to Literature Discussion Groups—The Civil 

Rights Movement, Joan and I conpleted three drafts of lesson 

plans for eight class sessions before we were satisfied. We 

selected the title the entire class would read, several read-

alouds, and various instructional strategies such as webbing, 

text rendering, and Say Something (see Appendix A) . 

In planning for the second major curricular event, 

Reading the Literature: Cycles 1 and 2—The Vietnam War Era, 

I gathered annotated lists of children's and adolescent 

literature concerning Southeast Asia. From these lists, Joan 

and I selected 10 titles and ordered multiple copies of each 

from various sources including Scholastic and a local 

bookstore. We ordered several single copies of titles and 

visited local second-hand bookstores and a map shop for 

additional resources. Joan contacted South's school 

librarian and asked for help in gathering the school' s 

related titles and resources. As we finalized our 

instructional plans, we divided the remaining tasks of 

gathering and assembling needed materials, locating audio and 

video equipment, and securing needed permissions for the 

study. 

Also during Phase I, a fortuitous opportunity presented 

itself. In October of 1992, the semester before the present 

research study was to begin, I had the opportunity to work on 
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a collaborative project with three other colleagues. As part 

of this course, we were to conduct our own inquiry into 

literature discussion groups. Annie, a social studies 

teacher at another middle school in South Middle School's 

district, volunteered her classroom for our project. role 

was to conduct a two-week literature discussion group with 

five randomly selected students from one of Annie's classes. 

Each student had a copy of the book. To Be a Slave, by Julius 

Lester (1968), a journal for recording their personal 

thoughts about the readings, and a small "Post-it" pad to 

mark passages in the book that were significant to them. I 

met with these students in a conference room several times 

during the next two weeks. During literature discussion 

group, students spent time responding to the text in a 

variety of ways, including journal writing, discussing, and 

text rendering (searching through the text for significant 

passages to the reader, reading the passage, and then 

discussing it) . Each session was audiotaped and I took field 

notes. At the end of the two weeks, the journals were 

collected, the audiotapings transcribed, and the field notes 

examined. Annie, our other two colleagues, and I learned 

several things from this trial run. First, the five students 

who were not usually motivated with traditional social 

studies text-related work became eager participants in the 

literature discussion group and began making connections and 
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participating inore in the regular classroom. Second, we 

learned the literature was "contagious." The rest of Annie's 

classes begged to be included in the readings. 

Unfortunately, due to the limited number of copies we had of 

Civil War related titles and time constraints, Annie was not 

able to conduct literature discussion groups for all of her 

students; however, she did choose several different titles 

and read one aloud to each of her classes. Third, we also 

discovered facilitating is much more difficult than it 

appears. During this trial nin, I felt the students had done 

most of the discussing, but in reviewing the transcripts, it 

was clear I was doing most of the talking. The talk was more 

like a conversation than a directed lesson, but nevertheless, 

it was still too much for the role of a facilitator. The 

role of a teacher in a literature discussion group involves 

pulling back from leading a discussion to inviting students 

to take the lead in discussing issues of importance to them. 

Not as easy as it sounds. After this trial run with a 

literature discussion group, I felt better prepared and was 

able to share this experience with Joan during our Phase I 

collaboration. 
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Phase II; Curricular Events 

As described earlier, this phase centered on the three 

major curricular events that occurred during the Spring of 

1992. 

Introduction to Literature Discussion Groups 

We began the first curricular event of Phase II on 

February 15, 1993 and conpleted it on February 24, 1993. 

This first curricular event involved the initial introduction 

of literature discussion groups through a mini-unit 

coinciding with Jim's social studies unit on the Civil Rights 

Movement. The purpose of this initial introduction to 

literature discussion groups was two-fold: (1) to establish 

a coirmmity of learners that socially constructed the text' s 

meaning and (2) to anticipate possible issues related to 

literature-based instruction that might arise during the 

longer, more intensive Vietnam War Era unit. The mini-unit 

revolved around a whole class reading of Roll of Thunder. 

Hear Mv Crv. by Mildred Taylor (1976) . Those students who 

had already read this book read Let the Circle Be Unbroken 

(Taylor, 1981) or The Road to Memphis (Taylor, 1990), both 

continuing the Logan family saga. There were numerous other 

books concerning civil rights issues available for 

supplemental reading. In addition, students were asked to 
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respond to the literature in journals and through a variety 

of response-centered activities (see Appendix A) . Joan did 

all of the teaching during this lanit, while I sat in various 

parts of the room, taking field notes of the unfolding 

classroom events. 

The mini-unit served its purpose well. Three important 

issues arose. First, as in the trial nan, the teacher 

pulling back from the role of discussion leader to discussion 

facilitator proved difficult. Second, we discovered the 

importance of listening to the students' views about the 

mini-unit. They were quite capable of articulating what 

worked for them and what did not work. Third, we learned the 

teacher not only has to shift roles, but the students do, 

too. With eight years of instructional history behind them, 

it was just as difficult for students to lead the discussion 

or to freely respond to the literature about their issues and 

concerns as it was for us to let them. The conpletion of 

this first curricular event was followed by a several week 

break for Joan to acconplish other tasks and to give us a 

chance to assess and plan for indicated changes in the larger 

unit that followed. 
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Reading the Literature; Cycles 1 and 2 

The second curricular event of Phase II lasted for five 

weeks during April and May of 1993. This event focused on 

the Vietnam War Era. On the first day of Cycle 1, Joan and I 

gave book talks to the students about seven of the nine 

titles (not all had arrived from the publishers) . Students 

browsed through the books, then wrote down their top three 

choices. Joan and I matched students with their choices. If 

they did not receive their first choice during the first 

cycle of reading, we gave them the opportunity to read it 

during the second cycle. During the second cycle, all 10 

choices were available to the students. Each cycle of 

reading, responding, and discussing lasted two and one-half 

weeks. 

Throughout Cycles 1 and 2, students read from their 

chosen title, participated in whole class and small group 

discussions, and individually responded to their readings 

through a variety of strategies (see Appendix A) . Their 

small groups were made of three to five students reading the 

same title. Also during this time, Joan and I took turns 

reading aloud to the students. We read from both picture 

books and chapter books. The read-alouds served as a common 

reading experience shared by all of us and they often became 

the impetus for whole class discussions. 
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Inquiry Groups 

The third curricular event of Phase II extended the 

readings and discussions from the Vietnam War Era titles. 

The inquiry groups began the first week of May 1993. After 

Cycle 2 had ended, I facilitated a whole class discussion 

concerning unresolved questions related to their readings. 

These were listed on an overhead and became the foundation 

for forming the inquiry groups. Students grouped themselves 

according to their interest in a particular question. These 

groups then decided on a focus question for their inquiry. 

Some of the groups remained with the original organizing 

question while others chose to pursue a new question. Joan 

and I provided inquiry booklet guides, made available in the 

classroom a large collection of Vietnam related titles, and 

circulated among the groups facilitating their inquiry. The 

students met in their groups every day during this week, 

collaborating on their research and preparing their 

presentations. The unit and the school year culminated with 

a celebration of learning through inquiry group 

presentations. 

The Data 

A process of observing, interviewing, audio and 

videotaping, and participating occurred throughout the two 

phases of this study (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Guba & Lincoln, 



1983; Spradley, 1979, 1980). The major data sources included 

field notes, interviews with Joan and eight student 

informants, both audiotapings and videotapings, students' 

journal entries, inquiry booklets, artifacts from inquiry 

projects, and other collected artifacts, including notes to 

and from parents and between students, and other 

miscellaneous items. 

Time Line 

Data collection for the present study occurred during 

the second and third curricular events of Phase II, beginning 

in April 1993 and ending in May 1993 for a total of six and 

one-half weeks. However, Joan's initial interview took place 

in January 1993. All other data collected during Phase I and 

the first curricular event of Phase II were used to guide 

adjustments for the following curricular events and as 

anecdotal information for the reporting of this study. The 

students' initial interviews took place in April 1993 over a 

two-day period. The students' exit interviews began at the 

conclusion of the inquiry groups in May 1993 and also 

occurred over a two-day period. Joan's exit interview took 

place after school ended for the year. Field notes were 

taken on a daily basis, beginning in January 1993 and ending 

in May 1993. Videotaping of classroom events began in April 



1993 and continued throughout the remainder of the study. 

Audiotaping of the literature discussion groups occurred over 

a two day period during April 1993. Journal entries occurred 

six times during April and May 1993. The inquiry booklet 

guides were used by the students throughout the one and one-

half weeks of the inquiry groups during May 1993 . The 

projects were presented during the last three days of school. 

May 1993 . All other artifacts were collected as they 

occurred between January 1993 and May 1993. 

Field Notes 

The field notes were taken during Joan's Sixth and 

Seventh Hours and covered a time period from January 28, 1993 

to May 13, 1993. The field notes consist of two kinds, 

descriptive and reflective. The descriptive field notes were 

intended to create a picture of the classroom and events as 

they occurred, while the reflective notes were intended to 

record iriy personal thoughts about my observations. The 

descriptive field notes describe the classroom setting, the 

participants, activities and events, and reconstruct some of 

the dialogue that occurred. The reflective field notes are 

personal in nature and are often posed in the form of a 

question. These questions reflect on dilemmas and conflicts 

that arose, why certain events unfolded, and my frame of 
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mind. The reflective entries also contain comments on points 

of clarification from earlier questions (Bogdan & Biklin, 

1992) . 

Typical entries include the date, the hour, and a 

sequential recording of class events and conversations. Most 

entries were recorded as events occurred; however, a few were 

reconstructed after the school day ended. The field notes 

provided a shared experience with Joan as we discussed 

classroom events, helped me develop questions for the exit 

interview, gave me a sense of the daily routine, helped me 

become familiar with the students, gave me the opportxmity to 

anticipate the kinds of support Joan and the students needed, 

and helped me to reconstruct the events for writing this 

document. 

Interviews 

The interviews began with an explanation of the purpose 

and social talk to develop rapport (Bogdan & Biklin, 1992) . 

The interview questions were representative of Spradley's 

(1979) "grand tour" questions with more specific prompts 

determined both before and during the interviews (see 

Appendices C, D, E, and F) . The general questions posed as a 

lead-in to more specific questions focusing on issues raised 

by the interviewee(s). The interviews provided the 
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opportimity to hear the informants' perspectives on reading 

and literature and what they were experiencing. 

As mentioned earlier, there was an initial interview and 

an exit interview. The interviews lasted from fifteen to 

thirty minutes each. Joan's initial interview was conducted 

in her classroom after school in January 1993. Notes were 

taken and later reconstructed in fuller detail. The purpose 

for Joan's initial interview was to reveal her personal 

reading history and her beliefs about using children's and 

adolescent literature for instruction. The students' initial 

interview occurred in April 1993 and was conducted to reveal 

the students' reading habits, view of themselves as readers, 

and why they chose the first book in Cycle 1 of Phase II. 

Because of time constraints, the initial interview took place 

in small groups (the literature discussion groups from Cycle 

1) and outside of the classroom in a patio area. Notes were 

taken and reconstructed in more detail later in the day. 

The exit interviews were individually conducted during 

May 1993. Joan's exit interview was conducted in her home 

and audiotaped. The purpose for both Joan's and the 

students' exit interviews was to reveal their perceptions of 

the classroom events that had occurred during the previous 

weeks. The students' individual exit interviews took place 

in a private conference room and were also audiotaped. All 



of the interviewees gave permission for the audiotaping 

before the interviews. 

Journals 

Between April 17, 1993 to May 17, 1993, the students 

responded in their journals six times. All of the journal 

entries were assigned by Joan, but several had some degree of 

flexibility within the assignment. Four of the entries were 

responses to questions while two were assigned paragraphs 

with specific guidelines. These two paragraphs were later 

given to the principal as per his request for district use. 

The journal writing was intended as a form of response to the 

literature. 

Inquiry Booklet Guides 

The inquiry booklets were guides used during the final 

one and one-half weeks of the stucfy to help students plan for 

their inquiry project and adapted from Short's (1990) 

booklet, "Inquiry Journal: Developing a Focused Study, 

Planning-to-Plan." The students' inquiry booklet guides 

contain the students' responses to pronpts on each page. The 

guides were designed to help the students through the inquiry 

process from the inception of a focus question to the 

culmination of a product for presentation. 
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Artifacts from Students' Projects 

The students were told from the beginning of the unit 

they would be responsible for conpleting and presenting to 

the class a group research project based on the Vietnam War 

Era unit. Once the two literature cycles were conpleted, the 

students brainstormed questions they had as a result of their 

two readings. The questions were listed on an overhead and 

then later narrowed down and transferred to the chalkboard. 

The students formed inquiry groups based on a question 

interesting to them. Once in their groups, they decided on a 

focus question and began their research. As they researched 

their topic, students also had to plan how th^ would present 

the results of their research. They were not restricted to a 

particular format of the presentation, only that the 

information be presented before the class in a clear and 

easily understood manner. The idea was to invite the rest of 

the class into their inquiry. The projects took on many 

forms including a reading of a new ending for one of the 

titles read, a protest march against the Vietnam War, and 

graphic posters depicting the results of Agent Orange and 

Napalm. 
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Audiohaninas. Videotaoinas. and Other Artifacts 

The audiotapings and videotapings served two puirposes. 

First, they allowed me greater access to the students' 

dialogues during literature discussions when I was 

participating or observing another group. Secondly, they 

provided a base for describing the classroom in terms of the 

physical layout as well as a sense of classroom events. 

Other artifacts collected included anonymous notes between 

students left in the room, communications to and from 

parents, class handouts, and other documents related to 

Joan's classes. They were not analyzed, but serve as 

"archived" data. They were primarily used for anecdotal 

information and as a cross-check for other data when needed. 

Data Analysis 

As data were collected, the interviews, field notes, 

journal entries, and other artifacts were read and reviewed 

on a continuous basis to inform instruction. Two major data 

sources were analyzed in depth: field notes and interviews. 

Three of the secondary sources were analyzed: students' 

journals, inquiry booklets, and artifacts from the projects. 

Other secondary sources, videotapes of class sessions, 

audiotapings of literature discussions, artifacts collected 

including notes between students, communications to and from 
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parents, class handouts, and other docviments related to 

Joan's classes, were archived. There were two stages of 

analysis. Stage one consisted of analyzing the interviews 

for Joan's and the students' perceptions, concerns, and 

issues as to what was significant in moving toward a 

literature-based classroom. Stage two used their perceptions 

to guide analysis through the one remaining major source of 

data and three of the secondary sources, field notes, 

students' journals, inquiry booklets, and projects in 

relation to how this class began moving toward literature-

based instruction and what it looked like in terms of 

environment and curriculxom. Although there were specific 

questions guiding this study, these changed and new ones 

presented themselves as categories or themes were determined 

through data analysis (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982; Erickson, 1986; 

Glaser & Strauss, 1967; and Wolcott, 1987). As categories or 

themes emerged, the data were coded and placed in the 

corresponding categories or themes. When possible, the data 

sources were triangulated. Upon corrpletion of the coding and 

categorizing or theme development, trends were developed and 

explored. It was at this point the original and subsequent 

questions underwent transition a final time. 
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The Questions 

The major focusing question for the present stuc3y is. 

What are the characteristics of a classroom moving toward 

literature-based instruction in a middle school context? 

The secondary questions are: (1) What are Joan's 

perceptions of the significant aspects of moving toward a 

literature-based classroom? (2) What are the students' 

perceptions of the significant aspects of moving toward a 

literature-based classroom? and (3) What are the issues and 

problems related to an eighth grade English class moving 

toward literature-based instruction? 

Question 1; Joan's Perceptions of the Significant Aspects of 

Moving Toward a Literature-based Classroom 

Joan's interviews (see Appendices C and D) were analyzed 

using Glaser and Strauss's (1967) methodology of constant 

coirparison. Each related interview unit was examined in 

conparison to the other units. Units consisted of responses 

related to single topics. Each unit in the interview was 

placed in a category by cortparing it to other units within 

the same category and to other units and categories as they 

emerged from the data. The placement of these related 

interview units became both the defining elements of the 

category and the elements to be defined. For exaitple, all of 
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Joan's responses related to reading and literature were 

placed in a category. As these units were compared to each 

other, three distinct areas of reading and literature 

experiences emerged. These areas then became part of the 

defining characteristics for the major category. 

Understandings About Reading and Literature. As the data 

were continuously gleaned, some categories merged, others 

were dropped completely, and the remaining categories were 

refined. Upon analysis, the three final major categories 

gave Joan's perspectives of literature-based instruction and 

these perspectives helped guide the analysis of the remaining 

data included in Chapter 5, such as field notes, documents, 

and Joan's written artifacts. 

The interviews with Joan lasted from 15 to 30 minutes 

and occurred before and after the study. The interview 

questions were representative of Spradley's (1979) "grand 

tour" questions and more specific prompts were determined 

both before and during the interviews for a total of 23 

questions. The general questions were posed as a lead-in for 

asking more specific questions to pursue issues raised by 

Joan. The interviews were analyzed for Joan's perceptions, 

concerns, and issues as to what was significant for her in 

this literature-based classroom. All of the interviews were 

transcribed during Summer 1993. The research questions 

provided a framework for the stuc^, but the specific 
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categories were not predetermined; they emerged during the 

analysis process. After all of Joan's interviews were 

transcribed, the questions and responses were collapsed into 

one single docxjment. The responses were then divided into 

interview units. The process of reading and rereading the 

units for emerging trends began. Coding categories developed 

as the transcripts were read and reread for emerging trends. 

Interview units were tentatively placed in categories to 

determine if categories would be appropriate. These 

categories changed as other more pertinent categories arose 

or collapsed during further data analysis. Ultimately three 

categories were created from Joan's interviews (see Table 2 

for an outline of the categories and subcategories from 

Joan's interviews). 

Question 2: The Students Perceptions of the Significant 

Aspects of Moving Toward a Literature-based Classroom 

Each of the eight students' interviews (see Appendices E 

and F) lasted from 15 to 30 minutes and occurred at the 

beginning and then again at the end of the study. Like 

Joan's interviews, the students' interview questions were 

representative of Spradl^'s (1979) "grand tour" questions 

with more specific pronpts being determined both before and 
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Categories and Subcategories from Joan's Interviews 
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Categories 

Understanding About Reading 

and Literature 

Subcategories 

Early Connections to 

Literature 

Self as reader 

Preservice experience 

Defining literature 

Professional Connections to 

Literature 

Teaching experiences 

Recreational reading 

Knowledge of Literature 

Uses at Other Grade 

Levels 

Additive curriculum 

Redefining literature 

New Connections to Literature 

Student/Teacher choice 

Contextual relevance 

Iirplementing literature-

based instruction 

Teacher As Learner Supportive Learning 

Envi r ornnen t s 

Collegial Relationships 

Making Changes Together 

Understandings About Inquiry Group Process 

Groups Connecting to Research 
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during the interviews. Based on the students' responses, 

some of the predetermined questions were not asked, while 

others were added. Due to time constraints, the initial 

interviews were conducted in a small group setting. The exit 

interviews were conpleted on an individual basis. 

The analysis of these interviews follow Glaser and 

Strauss's (1967) methodology of constant comparison and use 

the same procedures as described for Joan' s interviews. 

After all of the students' interviews were transcribed, the 

responses of each student for each question were coirpiled. 

The process of reading and rereading the responses for 

emerging trends then began. Coding categories were developed 

as the transcripts were read and reread looking for emerging 

trends. Responses were tentatively placed in categories to 

determine if categories would be appropriate. These 

categories changed as other more pertinent categories arose 

or were collapsed during further data analysis. Ultimately, 

five categories for the students were created. Each category 

will be defined and described separately in Chapter 4 (see 

Table 3 for an outline of the categories and sijbcategories 

from the students' interviews). 
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Question 3: The Issues and Problems Related to an Eighth 

flrade English Class Moving Toward Literature-based 

Instruction 

To discover the issues and problems related to an eighth 

grade English class moving toward literature-based 

instruction, the field note entries, students' journal 

entries, inquiry booklets, and artifacts from the final 

projects were analyzed. This analysis also used Glaser and 

Strauss's (1967) methodology of constant conparison. Each of 

the data sources were analyzed much in the same manner as the 

interviews. Each source was read and reread for emerging 

trends and categories were developed from the trends. After 

each data source was considered and categories coded, the 

categories from all the sources were examined for related 

connections. Four broad themes emerged. Each category will 

be defined and described separately in Chapter 5 (see Table 4 

for categories and siobcategories of the themes) . 

Field Notes 

Early field notes dated from January 28 to February 18, 

1993 were not analyzed. However, they are used as support 

for the data analysis reported in Chapter 5. The field notes 

dated from April 19, 1993 to May 17, 1993 cover the Vietnam 
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Categories and Subcategories from Sfcudenbs' Interviews 
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Categories 

Understandings About Reading 

and Literature 

Subcategories 

Understanding Self as Reader 

Understanding Readers in a 

Literature-Based Classroom 

The Literature-Based Classroom Amount of Reading 

Choice of Reading 

Responding To Literature 

Making Connections With 

Literature 

Understanding About Inquiry-

Groups 

Retellings 

Personal Opinions 

Interest level 

Authenticity 

Writing style 

Book length 

Connecting to the Topic 

Connecting to Family 

Connecting to Content Areas 

Understanding the Research 

Process 

Inquiry 

Data collection 

Presentations 

Understanding the Group 

Process 

Friendship 

Responsibility 

Equity 
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Table 4 

Thanes in Moving Toward a Literature-gased Clflssroom 

Categories Subcategories 

The Emerging Role of a Routines 

Literature-Based Teacher Planning 

Cxirricular Events 

Inquiry groups 

Structure 

Real Literature for Real Kids Variety and Quality of 

Tradebooks 

Reading About the Vietnam War 

Era 

Tradebooks as a Curricular 

Framework 

Real Kids Responding to Real Responding to the Readings 

Literature Making Connections 

An Invitation for Inquiry The Inquiry Cycle 
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War Era thematic unit as well as some of our plans in 

preparation of that unit. These field notes were analyzed. 

By reading and rereading the field notes looking for 

recurring trends, eight categories emerged. They were: 

Making Plans, Housekeeping, Read-Alouds, Journals, 

Discussions and Questions, Personal Observations, Literature 

Discussion Groups, and Inquiry Groups. 

Making Plans includes written artifacts gathered in 

preparation for the unit of study. Some of these artifacts 

were the written yearly plan for the social studies teacher 

on Joan's team, lesson plans from the Civil Rights Movement 

mini-unit and the Vietnam War Era unit, and lists of ideas, 

notes, and reminders related to the planning of the units. 

The category of Housekeeping contains field notes 

concerning three areas. School-wide Announcements, Team-

associated Announcements, and Class Announcements. School-

wide Announcements were usually made over the intercom or 

read by Joan. They consisted of events related to the entire 

student boc^, such as the yearbooks would not arrive until 

the end of the school year. Team-associated Announcements 

were usually stated by Joan, such as the Justin's Water World 

field trip rescheduled for another date. Class Annoioncements 

varied in that they dealt with each hour, such as those 

students needing to get assignments turned in or the schedule 

for the day. 
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Read-Alouds contain observations surrounding the 

readings of three books, A Place Called Heartbreak, by Walter 

Dean f^ers (1992) and Alex Haley; The Wall, by Eve Bunting 

(1990) ; and The Lotus Seed, by Sherry Garland (1993). These 

observations include Joan's comments about the books and the 

students' reactions to the books. The read-alouds stimulated 

a great deal of discussion and questions, but those are dealt 

with separately because they occurred throughout the study 

and not necessarily on the day of the readings. 

The fourth category. Journals, involves observations 

surrounding the assigning of the journal writing. These 

observations include the directions for the entries, and the 

entries' topics. 

The category of Discussions and Questions contains 

observations about the students' questions, comments, and 

intertextual links to family, the books they were reading, 

other content areas, and the read-alouds; and Joan's 

responses to the students. 

Personal Observations contains field notes describing my 

personal opinions and comments during the study and were 

written from a subjective point of view. These observations 

include the students' various reactions during the read-

alouds and after school reflections of the day's events. 

The seventh category is Literature Discussion Groups. 

This category includes field notes describing various aspects 
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of reading the tradebooks, including the forming of the 

literature discussion groups, the librarian's help in 

gathering resources, and the students' participation. 

Inquiry Groups is the final category. This category 

involves observations of the students' discussions and 

questions in their inquiry groups, the collaborative nature 

of the groups, and their group projects. 

Students' Journals 

The students' entries for each of the six dates were 

collapsed into one document— each entry's proupt was listed 

with all students' corresponding entries recorded underneath. 

The students' responses were then read and reread looking for 

categories. The three categories that emerged include: 

Students' Prior Knowledge of the Vietnam War Era, Students' 

Responses to the Literature, and Students' Reactions and 

Suggestions. 

Student's Prior Knowledge contains comments by the 

students of things they alreac^ knew about the Vietnam War 

Era. Students' Responses to the Literature contains their 

comments about the books th^r read and to some extent, the 

books read to them. Students' Reactions and Suggestions 

describes the path of inquiry students took as the unit 

progressed and their suggestions for future inquiry topics. 



Students' Inquiry Booklets 
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The Inquiry booklets had two major thrusts, the 

students' inquiry and the process of data collection. The 

students' responses reflected these and emerged as the 

categories: Questions and Data Collection. 

The category of Questions includes the students' 

focusing question for their inquiry group and subsequent 

questions arising from their research. These questions 

ranged from text-related questions linked directly to one of 

the books th^ had read, such as "What happened to the 

outlaws on Outcast Island?" (Jim & Susie, May 1993) to 

questions that were responses to what they had read, such as 

"Are there still MIA's and POW's?" (Matt, May 1993) 

Data Collection contains excerpts from the students' 

booklets describing their inquiry process. After asking a 

focus question, students collaborated with their group 

members to determine what they alreacfy knew about their 

topic, what they wanted to know about it, and what they 

thought others ought to know. As th^ researched their 

topic, they took notes and recorded these in their inquiry 

journals. After the data collection, they webbed their ideas 

focusing on connections and the relationships between the 

data they xmcovered. Finally, they listed the materials and 
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the type of activities they would need for their presentation 

of their research project to the class. 

Artifacts from Students' Pro-iects 

The artifacts from the students' projects were examined 

and conpared as to their origins. The origins and subsequent 

categories that emerged include: Text-related Inquiry and 

War-related Inquiry. 

Text-related Inquiry projects came directly out of a 

book the students had read. For exairple, one group was 

concerned with the ending of a book they read. Th^ were 

left wondering what happened to the main characters. As a 

result, they rewrote the ending of the book. They read the 

original ending to the class, explained why they did not like 

it, then read the ending they had written. 

War-related Inquiry projects were the result of 

questions arising from the topic, the Vietnam War Era, and 

were usually indirectly linked to a book they had read. One 

group was interested in the accuracy of the body counts, so 

th^ researched the purported numbers of dead. They reported 

their findings to the class by way of graphs and explained 

why they felt the counts could not possibly be accurate. 

Although this classroom is just beginning to move toward 

becoming a literature-based classroom, the broad themes 
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developed out of the data coincide with the general 

characteristics of a literature-based classroom. Throughout 

Chapter 5, these themes will be linked with those 

characteristics to describe an emerging literature-based 

middle school classroom. 

Summary 

The intent of this study is to add to the current 

research on literature-based instruction by describing the 

experiences of an eighth grade English teacher and her 

students as they explore the use of literature for 

instruction. The major focus is a description of the 

characteristics and issues involved in moving toward 

literature-based instruction in a middle school context. 

This research is qualitative in nature. Data collection 

included field notes, interviews, students' journals, inquiry-

booklets, and artifacts from projects, audiotapings, 

videotaping, and other related artifacts. Data analysis uses 

Glaser and Strauss's (1967) methodology of constant 

conparison. 
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CHAPTER 3 

JOAN'S INTERVIEWS 

Part of the process in moving toward a literature-based 

classroom involves examining the teacher's ciirrent role in 

light of literature-based teachers' roles. As discussed in 

Chapter 1, there are particular characteristics associated 

with literature-based teachers and their classrooms (Short 

et al., 1995). previous collaborations with Joan had 

made me aware that she already possessed some of these 

characteristics. She is a collaborator and a facilitator, a 

colleague, and a teacher. She has a love and enthusiasm for 

reading and teaching that is contagious and she is 

developing new notions for the role of children's and 

adolescent literature in her classroom. Chapter 3 focuses 

on Joan's interviews. The interviews, as described in 

Chapter 2, were analyzed for Joan's perceptions, concerns, 

and issues as to what was significant for her in this 

literature-based classroom. 

During the interviews, Joan used some terms 

synonymously and clearly articulated differences between 

others. During one interview when I stated she was a 

language arts teacher at her present site, she pointed out 

she was not—she was an English teacher. She noted at her 
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previous teaching site, there were language arts teachers 

(they taught everything but reading) and reading teachers. 

For Joan, an English teacher deals predominantly with topics 

related to the teaching of writing and grammar. If 

literature is used, it might be limited to the classics or 

stories from anthologies to examine the writing content and 

author's style. The teaching of reading she defined as 

dealing predominantly with topics related to reading skills, 

strategies, and comprehension. The literature used to teach 

reading comes from basal series or anthologies and is used 

to teach these skills and strategies, and to understand the 

author's purpose and story elements. A language arts 

teacher is responsible for the teaching of English and 

reading. In the context of this study, however, Joan often 

uses the terms teaching reading and teaching literature 

synonymously. In some cases she is clearly referring to 

teaching reading as using anthology series to teach reading-

related skills and at other times she means using 

tradebooks, both children's literature and young adult 

literature for instructional purposes. In most instances, 

Joan uses the terms teaching reading and teaching literature 

to mean literature-based instruction accessing both 

children's and adolescent literature. 

The first major category (see Table 2 for an outline of 

categories from Joan's interviews.) developed from Joan's 
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interviews is Understanding About Reading and Literature. 

As she reflected on her personal and professional literacy 

experiences, she began to define what literature-based 

instruction meant both in and out of the school setting. 

Joan did not specifically articulate differences between 

reading instruction and literature-based instruction; 

however, through the coding and categorizing of her 

interviews, it was possible to distinguish the different 

characteristics Joan assigned to typical reading instruction 

and literature-based instruction. The subcategories within 

Understanding About Reading and Literature reflect three 

areas: Early Connections, Professional Connections, and New 

Connections. Each of the three subcategories were further 

divided. Early Connections includes three subheadings: 

Self as Reader, Preservice Experiences, and Defining 

Literature. Professional Connections includes Teaching 

Experiences, Recreational Reading, Knowledge of Literature 

Use at Other Grade Levels, Additive Curriculum, and 

Redefining Literature. New Connections includes Student vs. 

Teacher Choice, Contextual Relevance, and Implementing 

Literature-Based Instruction. 

Teacher as Learner is the second major category. This 

category contains three subcategories: Supportive Learning 

Environments, Collegial Relationships, and Making Changes 

Together. Teacher as Learner records Joan's own continuing 
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growth as a learner. She was not content with the status 

quo of her English curriculum and felt a great need to 

further refine the curriculum. In order to do this, Joan 

saw the need for certain conditions including a variety of 

support systems. Each of the subcategories delineates a 

support system and the way each provides a means of support 

for a teacher learner. 

Understandings About Inquiry Groups became the third 

major category. This category and its two subcategories. 

Group Process and Connecting to Research, reveals Joan's 

understanding of how groups function and their necessity to 

the kind of research she was attempting. In addition, this 

category shows her own connections to using the research 

process in her teaching and in her own learning. 

Understandings About Reading and Literature 

. . .  B y  t h e  t i m e  [ t e a c h e r s ]  f i r s t  c o n s i d e r  t e a c h i n g  
literature, they already carry with them complex ways 
of thinking about what literature is and how it works. 
(Zancanella, 1991, p. 5) 

Understanding About Reading and Literature contains 

Joan's early connections, her professional connections, and 

her new connections to literature. Her experiences with 

literature in her family setting, schooling, and teaching 

career affected her understandings about reading and 

literature and helped her to redefine the place of 
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literature in her classroom. At the beginning of this 

study, literature's predominate role was as recreational 

reading; by the end, she redefined it as a base for 

instruction: 

When I came out from [the Midwest], I interviewed on 

the Indian reservation. The lady put a basal in front 

of me and said, "Here's your basal reader. How are you 

going to set up a lesson?" I looked at it and said, 

"Whooeee, beats me I never ever taught reading before, 

but I'm sure I could do it. I guess we'll do some 

vocabulary and I guess we'll write," but I had no clue. 

. . . (Joan, May 1993) 

Joan told me she realized she did not know what she 

would do to teach reading because she had never taught it 

before. She had very little background in the teaching of 

reading, particularly in using adolescent literature for 

instruction. By her choice, most of her preservice 

experiences were in writing. Much as Don Zancanella (1991) 

wanted to know about the teachers he observed, I wanted to 

know Joan as a reader of literature and as a teacher about 

to embark on literature-based instruction. 
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Early Connections to Literature 

The statements in Early Connections to Literature 

revolve around Joan's strong family ties, early memories of 

schooling and learning to read, and preservice education. 

These experiences molded her early definitions of reading 

and literature. 

Self as Reader 

Joan was a listener and a reader of literature long 

before she was a teacher of literature (Zancanella, 1991, p. 

5) . This exposure and subsequent love of reading began very 

early for Joan. These personal experiences affected her 

subsequent professional views of literature. Statements 

were placed in this subcategory that define Joan as a reader 

and her understandings of what it means to be a reader. 

Joan began by talking about her family. Everyone 

always read and she really did not remember a time when she 

did not know how to read. Joan's mother and father read and 

as the six siblings grew, the older ones read to the littler 

ones: 

I was always reading. mom and dad both read to us 

kids. Both of them [were teachers]. (Joan, January, 

1993) 
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Joan's recollections of how she read as a child were 

limited. She did remember reading was all around her and 

described herself as a reader, commenting she read all the 

time. I asked her about her early memories of learning how 

to read and she said: 

I don't have much recollection about reading and 

sitting in reading circles and all that. I can't even 

remember what any of my basal readers even looked like. 

Ify guess is that I didn' t like it much because that' s 

just not right for me. That's just not the way I would 

operate. (Joan, January 1993) 

As I probed Joan for her personal reading habits, she 

described how she reads for relaxation, information, and 

entertainment. She explained she picks her reading material 

in a variety of ways: 

Oh, recommendations from friends or if I've read 

something else by that author or if it's a topic of 

interest. (Joan, January 1993) 

Joan reads from a wide variety of texts, too. She 

described her reading tastes as: 

I like mysteries, books from the best seller list, 

hunk-a-junk trash books, newspapers, magazines like 

Women's Dav. HiQ^, SPOrtS' Illustrated, Red Book. 

McCall. and Prevention. (Joan, January 1993) 
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Her reading differentiated according to the kind of 

material and the purpose: 

It depends on why I'm reading what I'm reading. If 

it's junk, I only skim it; it it's something I need to 

know, I focus more, if it's news, I pay attention. 

(Joan, January 1993) 

Another component in being a reader for Joan was her 

students' knowledge of her reading: 

They know I like to read. I like to read to them. 

They know I'm a fast reader. (Joan, January 1993) 

Joan's early connections to literature identified her 

as a reader. She saw herself as a reader and clearly 

defined what being a reader meant to her. A reader reads 

for "relaxation, information, and entertainment." A reader 

reads "all the time, " not just because she is required, but 

because of her own choice. A reader uses a variety of 

reading approaches including skimming "junk" and more 

intensive reading for weightier materials. A reader uses 

many resources in choosing what to read, including 

"recommendations from friends" and getting "hooked on an 

author." For Joan, a reader also reads a wide array of 

materials from various genres of literature to newspapers 

and magazines. To some extent, reading speed is part of 

being a reader and as a reader who is a teacher, Joan's 
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definition includes her students' knowing her as a reader, 

too. 

Preservice Experiences 

You could choose classes as to what you wanted to do at 

my university. It was a big English Department. 

(Joan, January 1993) 

Because Joan saw her strength as composition, her 

preservice education had a heavy emphasis on composition and 

her post-baccalaureate education reflected the teaching of 

composition. As Shulman and Grossman (1987) point out, 

"Teachers' knowledge of the content to be taught also 

influences what and how they teach" (p. 7) . This 

subcategory contains Joan's comments about her preservice 

experiences. These comments help explain her limited 

reading and literature subject matter knowledge, in turn, 

further defining Joan's understandings about reading and 

literature. 

Joan talked about the course of study she chose for her 

academic career. She discussed her personal strength as a 

writer and, although she felt equally strong as a reader, 

she was drawn to the writing courses. Joan did not recall a 

specific reading methods course and remembered very little 

about the children's literature or adolescent literature 
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classes she took as an undergraduate student in Wisconsin. 

She told me she had "no experience with that stuff, it's 

just weird!" Joan's preservice experiences had been 

selectively chosen for writing content with little 

pertaining to reading instruction or the use of literature. 

Joan's area of expertise, based on her higher education, was 

in composition and the teaching of composition. 

Defining Literature 

In addition to learning about Joan's view of herself as 

a reader and her preservice education, I wanted to learn how 

these experiences were reflected in Joan's professional 

stance concerning literature and its use in the classroom. 

This siabcategory contains Joan's statements explaining what 

literature meant to her. 

I asked Joan for a definition of children's literature. 

She answered with the following: 

Kiddie lit. Picture books. I think of poetry-

collections, Little House on the Prairie, that whole 

series. Just stuff that I liked as a little kid. 

(Joan, January 1993) 

When I asked Joan if she saw a difference between 

children's literature and adolescent literature, she 

replied: 
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Only in that if the reading level is different and the 

topics might be more timely for the kids who are older. 

But I still see it as ultimately recreational reading. 

(Joan, January 1993) 

I was surprised at the implication of her last remark. 

She seemed to be implying some doubt as to the usefulness of 

literature for instructional purposes and since this was the 

goal of our collaboration, I was curious to see if this view 

would change during our work together. I hoped by the end 

of this research study, she would include literature as 

playing a more significant role for students than 

"ultimately recreational reading." 

Joan's early connections to \inderstanding about reading 

and literature were based in her experiences as a reader and 

her preservice education. She developed a definition for 

literature reflecting those experiences. Subsequently, when 

Joan began her teaching career, she chose teaching positions 

allowing her to capitalize on her interests and expertise in 

writing and utilized literature according to her preference 

that it was "ultimately recreational reading." 

Professional Connections to Literature 

Joan's professional connections built upon the 

groundwork laid by her early connections. Professional 
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connections to literature contains subcategories regarding 

Joan's classroom experiences, her use of literature for 

recreational reading, her knowledge of literatiire-based 

instruction, her ideas concerning additive curriculiam, and 

her redefinition of literature and its place in her 

classroom. 

Teaching Experiences 

This subcategory contains Joan's statements about her 

teaching experiences in the Midwest and Southwest. These 

experiences were in teaching composition with the use of 

literature mostly limited to recreational reading during a 

set aside time. Her beliefs about literature "actCed] as a 

filter for instructional decisions and actions" (Wilson, 

Konopak, & Readence, 1992, p. 475): 

I taught language arts for 10 years. . . . There was a 

reading department and a language arts department and 

it was very cut and dried as to who taught what and you 

had to be real careful if you talked about anybody 

else's literature or any of their stuff because that 

was their curriculum and you didn't want to step on 

anybody's toe. There was a separation as if it were 

two completely separate contents. (Joan, January 1993) 
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After several years of teaching in the Midwest, Joan 

decided to move to the Southwest. She began interviewing 

for jobs, including the one on the reservation mentioned 

earlier. She was hired and began teaching at South Middle 

School: 

Then I taught here and it was seventh grade and eighth 

grade. It was English and everything was supposed to 

be combined. I had absolutely no literature 

backgroimd, so consequently [I taught what I knew] ; 

grammar, rather than literature. The first year I 

taught seventh and then after that it was strict [ly] 

eighth [grade]. (Joan, January 1993) 

Up to this point, Joan taught what she knew and liked. 

She discussed her experiences with teaching reading and 

using literature, noting her use of literature was limited 

to the occasional use of the school-adopted anthologies in 

her classroom and her personal collection of adolescent 

tradebooks available for recreational reading. Joan 

indicated she did not have experience teaching reading: 

In the past, I haven't [taught reading]. I never had 

to teach it before. (Joan, January 1993) 

Joan further explained her experiences teaching 

literature at her current school where she has taught six 

years: 
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Very limited. This is how it started out. If there 

was going to be a sub, I'd pull out a story for the 

kids to read because I knew it would keep them quiet 

and they could do some questions and I always liked 

coming back and doing the discussions with the kids. 

(Joan, January 1993) 

I asked Joan about the literature series she has on her 

shelves and if she ever used them. She said occasionally 

she might pull out a story, but not very often: 

It's my choice. Literature series are too rote. They 

only have partial stories and that turns kids off. I 

don't even know how to use them. (Joan, January 1993) 

At this point, Joan's primary use of literature was for 

recreational reading. She had little experience with using 

literature other than her own experiences as a reader. In 

part, this limited use of literature was due to lack of 

experience, both at the undergraduate level and at the 

professional level, and her personal dislike of literature 

anthologies in general. Her first teaching experiences in 

the Midwest with reading and composition were as "separate 

contents" and in her later experiences in the Southwest, 

"everything was supposed to be combined" so she taught what 

she knew and felt comfortable with, composition. 
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Recreational Reading 

It seemed clear, in the beginning at least, Joan's 

definition for literature included a heavy emphasis on 

"recreational reading," reading tradebooks for enjoyment 

with no teacher instruction. Recreational reading provided 

the means for filling the existing literature gap within her 

curriculum, and although Joan had limited experience with 

literature, she did not ignore her belief that her students 

needed to be reading. For Joan, recreational reading took 

form in the shape of "RIBET," a 20-30 minute time each day 

for everyone to read: 

RIBET, Reading Is Bringing Everyone Together. We had 

always done RIBET in [the Midwest] for forever. [I] 

got here, and there was so little time in my room and I 

was all the English they were going to get and I 

thought they needed to have some time to just read. My 

preference is recreational reading, so that's what I 

pushed through on the teams that I had. And as our 

team did it, then some of the other eighth grade teams 

did it. And now all the eighth grade teams do it and I 

even think they do it in all the sixth and seventh 

grade. I'm not saying that we started it, but we 

started it specifically with a particular time period 

in our schedule, because I just didn't see time where 

the kids were just being able to sit back and relax and 
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read and I really think that's important. {Joan, 

January 1993) 

I asked Joan to explain how RIBET worked in her team's 

schedule. She explained: 

It's about 20 minutes. It's all we could squeeze out. 

We started, I think, the first year, we had maybe 30 

[minutes] which would be ideal for me, but as we jockey 

around the schedule, we try to save at least 20 

minutes. [The students] go back to homeroom and then 

some of the kids keep books with me and then they just 

pick 'em up. Some of the kids bring in their own. 

Some of the kids browse the racks and the shelves. I 

would say 75% to 80 actually read overall. (Joan, 

January 1993) 

Joan relied on her students to help her choose the 

titles for her collection: 

A lot of them [are] on kid recommendations. The book 

order will come out and then they'll say, "Oh, this 

one, this one, this one." Or I'll see which ones they 

are taking out and if that author's got something else 

in [the book order], then I'll go with those. (Joan, 

January 1993) 

Joan had a good sense of what her students liked to 

read. She knew their favorite books from watching and 

listening to her students: 
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R. L. Stine, the Fear Street series is a biggey. So is 

Lois Duncan. Gary Paulsen has a following. Stephen 

King, I don't have any of those, they bring their own. 

The One Last Wish series is very popular. In every one 

of them, there' s some poor kid who' s gonna die and 

they' re real tear j erker ones and there' s a huge bunch 

of girls that just love them! (Joan, January 1993) 

I asked how she knew about the students' choices. Were 

there book reports of any kind? Did the students give book 

talks about what they were reading? She told me: 

It seems real informal, but they do it. There's not a 

set time where they do book talks, but when new books 

come in or when kids are over there, it's book-talk 

chatter that goes on. "Oh, I read this one." "I read 

this one." "If you haven't read this one, you should 

read this one." I can see where if it were more 

formalized, some of the kids who don't get in on that 

would get more info, but I think the ones really 

looking are getting information from the others. [I 

kind of] like that it's vinstructured, I see it 

happening all the time. (Joan, January 1993) 

In addition to the books that appealed to students, 

Joan included her own personal favorites in her selections: 

Or if there's some that I've read that I really thought 

were good, I'd keep getting those. They don't go 
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toward those a lot, but I get them anyway! (Joan, 

January 1993) 

Sometimes her choices were accepted by students and 

other times they were not. She explained about placing some 

of her old favorites in the book racks: 

Even the Hardy Boys' that I had in there, I thought 

maybe that it would hit some of those kids, not very 

many. They love the Guinness Book. I have four or 

five of those. They love those. (Joan, January 1993) 

Knowing Joan was a sports fanatic, I asked about the 

sports books in her collection: 

I don't have very many good sports books. Which is 

odd, because I really like sports and I can recommend 

stuff. (Joan, January 1993) 

I was surprised by her response and told her so. She 

noted that since her greatest resource for titles was the 

various book clubs, she was somewhat limited by their 

selection lists: 

But, there seems to be so few in the order forms and 

everything that are more boys' type books, if you will. 

(Joan, January 1993) 

Further proof Joan was aware of her students' reading 

favorites came when we discussed some traditional favorites 

among adolescents, such as titles by Katherine Paterson: 
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I think a lot of them have gotten to those before they 

get to me. Once in a while somebody will pick one of 

those up; but most of them, if I'll say something about 

it, they will [say], "Yeah, we've read that one." 

(Joan, January 1993) 

Ultimately however, Joan trusted in her students to let 

her know what they wanted and needed: 

But mostly I would say kid recommendation. When we go 

to the book fair, I'll always have the kids pick out 

two or three and then just take the money out of ny 

budget to buy. (Joan, January 1993) 

Joan knew her students were readers. The more than 100 

paperbacks prominently displayed in circular racks and on 

shelves attested to her belief in her students as readers. 

These books were frequently borrowed by the students and she 

kept her collection current by watching what her students 

took for their reading, the ones most dog-eared, and the 

ones other students most highly recommended. She encouraged 

her students to purchase their own books ty supplying Troll 

and Scholastic book order forms, asked the students for 

their input when she ordered, and provided them with a time 

and place for their recreational reading. In addition, 

RIBET was a powerful concept for Joan. She believed in its 

effectiveness to get her students reading and made a 

concerted effort to convince her team it could work for 



133 

them, too. Although Joan still defined literature use in 

her classroom as "recreational reading," she believed in the 

necessity of getting the students to read at least a part of 

each day. RIBET was one way for Joan to make a professional 

connection to literature. 

Knowledge of Literature Use at Other Grade Levels 

I asked Joan if other teachers at her school used 

children's and adolescent literature for instruction. She 

explained other teachers did teach from the literature 

anthologies in a traditional sense and that was one of the 

reasons why she had left it out of her own curriculum. In 

this subcategory, Joan's statements about her knowledge of 

literature use at other grade levels further explicate her 

curricular decision-making process: 

I know one of the seventh grade teachers does Junior 

Great Books. ... I know another one uses whole novels 

and I know the other one uses more short stories. 

. . . I don't think they do as much in sixth grade and 

they do a little more in seventh grade. But one of the 

reasons why I always sort of short changed literature 

was because I figured they had gotten it to death and 

they would definitely be in it in high school. I felt 

if there was a void in eighth grade, that we did a 



134 

whole bunch of writing, maybe they'll be all right. 

(Joan, June 1993) 

I asked Joan if the teachers she had described used 

literature-based instruction with real tradebooks as we had 

in our curriculxom. She felt like they did not and based her 

answer on the way students responded to the unit: 

l/Sy guess is, no, because [the students] seem to really 

like how novel it was to be able to use the novels, and 

how they were able to just sit back and enjoy the 

reading. That seemed, like, foreign to them. (Joan, 

June 1993) 

Joan noted she "short changed [the] literature 

[anthologies]" because she thought her students had received 

instruction from them in the earlier grades and would get 

more in later grades. At the same time, she was aware the 

other teachers probably did not use children's and 

adolescent literature in their classrooms in the same manner 

we were trying. She did not know if tradebooks were used 

and if so, how; but based on her students' reactions, she 

did have a sense of what was occurring. She felt that in 

her classroom, the students "were able to just sit back and 

enjoy the reading." At least part of Joan's curricular 

decisions were based on what she thought the other teachers 

did and how her students reacted to what she did. Her 

awareness of the other teachers' curriculum and her 
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sensitivity to her students' reactions were further 

professional connections to literature. 

Additive Curriculum 

For many teachers, a major obstacle of implementing new 

instructional practices lies in the notion of the additive 

curriculum (Short & Burke, 1991). This, too, was one of 

Joan's biggest obstacles. Three years earlier, she had made 

a long-term commitment to include computers as a major 

instructional tool for her writing curriculum and the 

thought of adding literature on the scale we were talking 

was problematic: 

I could see there would be value to it if I'd had the 

time to do it, but I just always had the hardest time 

trying to figure out what would I take out of the stuff 

that I do so that I could fit it in. Then with the 

computers, well, there was no more time to add on. 

(Joan, June 1993) 

Although Joan was coming to terms with the why to use 

children's and adolescent literature, she was still 

struggling with the how of integrating it into her already 

overcrowded curriculum: 

What I would like to do is have some of that ongoing 

(literature units). But I fear I'm still at the same 
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situation where how do I get it going again? How do I 

jockey the time so that I get all the computer, the 

text stuff that I want in there, all the writing stuff 

I want in there, all the grammar stuff I have to put in 

there? How do I get the reading in there? And you 

know, how do I get a niimber of books and all that so 

that everybody doesn't have to spend two weeks in class 

reading? They could just take it out and read it. 

That's how I would ideally like to see it, based on 

topics Jim's covering or that Debbie's doing or that 

are current [events]. I just don't know how to get 

there fast. I'm not certain that you do get there 

fast. (Joan, June 1993) 

When I asked Joan about possibly integrating her 

writing emphasis with a reading emphasis to relieve some of 

the "add-on" pressure, she wasn't sure this could ever 

happen: 

concern about that is when would it ever happen? 

The kids read at such varying speeds. I almost think 

that it's going to be more economical for me to just, 

here it is, this is what I'm going to be looking for 

[in your writing] and later on go back and touch [on 

the reading]. (Joan, June 1993) 

Although Joan felt a desire to begin using children's 

and adolescent literature on more than an occasional basis. 
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she was still overwhelmed with how and when to use it. Joan 

viewed literature-based instruction as something important 

with "value," but also was simply one more thing to add-on 

to her already overburdened curriculum. Joan's professional 

connections to literature up to this point were limited to 

her definition of literature as recreational reading. Her 

use of literature was primarily during RIBET, the time her 

team set aside for daily recreational reading. By her own 

acknowledgment, her content as well as pedagogical 

knowledge-base of literature was extremely limited due to 

her undergraduate and professional experiences. At this 

time, her largest concern was not whether literature-based 

instruction was important, but how would she be able to add

on even one more thing to her present curriculum. 

Redefining Literature 

As Joan and I discussed literature use in the 

classroom, she shared her concerns. She described becoming 

more aware she was "all the English they were going to get" 

and felt like she needed to figure out how to get her 

students reading: 

I felt like it was something that should have been in 

a[n] English program. I see the value to it, I just 
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[haven't] been able to figure out how to get it in 

there. (Joan, June 1993) 

Wilson, Konopak, and Readence (1992) suggest even if a 

teacher's stated beliefs are consistent, the teacher's 

instructional practice may differ due to "contextual 

constraints" (p. 480). Joan's beliefs about literature 

affected her decisions concerning her place of work and her 

instruction. The belief her students needed more exposure 

to literature and the fact she was the only chance her 

students had to read literature, led Joan to incorporate 

RIBET into her schedule. Coming to know her students as 

readers ultimately led Joan to redefine her understandings 

about reading and literature in order to mesh her 

theoretical stance with pedagogical practice. 

New Connections to Literature 

Joan needed time to "become acquainted with the 

theoretical base for practice" and "time to implement with 

reflection, the new methods in [her] classroom" (Button, 

1992, p. 483). New Connections to Literature contains her 

comments on the theoretical aspects of literature-based 

instruction and her reflections on the pedagogical 

implications. New Connections also includes issues 
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involving student choice, contextual relevance, and the 

implementation of literature-based instruction. 

Student vs. Teacher Choice 

The issue of choice was tough for Joan. On one hand 

she believed middle school students needed more 

opportunities for choice and voice within the curriculum; 

but on the other hand, as their teacher, she felt 

accountable to curriculum guidelines. The matter of choice 

was not an easily resolved issue for her. She recognized 

and encouraged her students' choices in what they selected 

for recreational reading. But she felt like she needed to 

be able to control some aspect of their choices, 

particularly in their writing: 

I think they should have some [choice] , but I think 

there has to be a set guideline as to what's going to 

be covered because of all the limitations that we 

(classroom teachers) have. As far as how we provide 

choice, I think they should have some. I don't pursue 

it a whole lot. In their particular writing 

assignments, for example, an option is always to write 

about whatever it is they want or as some kids, as you 

know, they want to have a topic, so they're happy with 

that. But as far as covering grammar or not, that 
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decision has been made for them. I would say I make 

most of the decisions. I can see where they could make 

more of the decisions, but it doesn't seem to be an 

issue. They seem to be real comfortable with what' s 

going on in there. (Joan, June 1993) 

She further explained how the issue of choice plays out 

in her classroom: 

Most of the time they do [have some choice] . If a kid 

were ever to come up to me and they have, even on an 

assigned test, they always know they can probably talk 

me out of it. They know that it's not cut and dried, 

but most of them just respect their test situations. 

[They] know that later on when we're playing on the 

computers or what ever, we can do pretty much what we 

want. (Joan, June 1993) 

Joan's new connections to literature allowed her to 

compromise when she began literature-based instruction. She 

chose nine different titles and from within those nine 

titles, students chose two for their reading. Joan 

controlled the kind of information students received by 

controlling the list of books, while students made their 

choices of books and so exercised voice in the curriculum. 
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Contextual Relevance 

During the months prior to the study, Joan became 

acquainted with research on literature-based instruction. 

An issue arising from the readings and discussions was the 

importance of contextually relevant instruction. Joan felt 

using just any literature was not enough. There had to be a 

reason to select the chosen literature and it had to be 

meaningful for the students. As we talked and read and 

planned, we decided to base the content on topics from her 

team's social studies teacher. Joan felt the literature 

would have more relevance to the students if they could 

carryover the content from her classroom to another 

(Guzzetti, Kowalinski, & McGowan, 1992; Kliman & Kleiman, 

1992) ; 

I think when the kids see the carry over from one 

content to the other it adds, I don't know if it's 

validity or something [else]. It adds to the content. 

[The kids will think,] "It's really important because 

she's talking about it, he's talking about it, hmmm, I 

don't know, maybe it's something we really do need to 

know." (Joan, June 1993) 

For Joan, using literature within a content area 

framework provided a relevant context for using literature-

based instruction: 
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Oh, totally supporting, definitely supporting what's 

going on in the other classes. Maybe even making it 

clearer. Sometimes that stuff can be pretty dry. 

[With literature] they can look at it in a different 

way and still get some of the ideas [from something 

other than a textbook]. (Joan, Jiine 1993) 

After the social studies teacher agreed to have us 

create a literature unit around his course content, we chose 

the Vietnam War Era. We chose this era because it was far 

enough ahead to give us plenty of planning time, it was a 

critical period of time with a potential for thought-

provoking inquiry, and we felt like it was a time period 

students might have stronger connections to than with other 

past historical events. Joan said: 

I think it's a real critical time in our history and I 

think it bears as much emphasis as some of those other 

wars that are so far out of touch for the kids and have 

really no meaning as to what's going on today. (Joan, 

June 1993) 

The issue of contextual relevance was important for 

Joan. She wanted to help her students make new connections 

with literature just as she did. By borrowing content from 

the social studies teacher's curriculum, she chose 

literature helping her students better understand a 

turbulent time in our nations' history, immersed them in 
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contemporary, historical and realistic fiction, and 

nonfiction, and provided a vehicle for contextually relevant 

instruction. 

Implementing Literature-Based Instruction 

Previous research has noted several problematic issues 

associated with implementing literature-based instruction 

(Canterford, 1991; Nix, 1987; Oldfather, 1993; Pace, 1991; 

Scharer, 1992; Zancanella, 1991; Zarillo, 1989). Some of 

these issues include limited knowledge about children's and 

young adult literature, acquiring the needed literature, and 

as discussed previously, integrating literature within the 

curriculum. 

Selecting the tradebooks for a literature-based 

classroom was an example of a problematic area for Joan, 

too. Although she was confident in her selection of 

tradebooks for recreational reading, she was not as sure 

about the selection for instructional use: 

You (Gail) knew a lot of the literature books and then 

we punted on some of them and they turned out to be 

okay, but not all of them did. But which books will I 

know that the kids will really latch on to so they 

really buy into it early on in the year so when 

different things come up and we go back to reading. 
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they're not going to think, "Oh, no, this is that 

stupid book. . . ."? (Joan, June 1993) 

Beyond selecting the books, Joan was particularly 

concerned about overanalyzing books. She wanted her 

students not only to like the books but also to look forward 

to reading and discussing them: 

I still have kids coming up to me and say, "Oh 

teacher made us read Treasure Island." which is one on 

ray all-time favorite books. They hate it because 

somebody somewhere along the line has just taken 

Treasure Island and taken it to pieces. I don't want 

them to view literature as, "Oh, no, here we go again." 

(Joan, June 1993) 

Providing enough books and a variety of books for 

literature-based instruction can also be prohibitive. For 

this research project, Joan and I purchased all the needed 

books out of our own pockets. However, when Joan decided to 

continue using literature-based instruction on her own, 

selecting and securing the needed tradebooks was a problem. 

We discussed a variety of ways to get multiple text sets for 

her classroom. One obvious way was through the book clubs; 

however, points to "buy" the books would be dependent on how 

many books her students purchased and what was available in 

the book club order forms. Joan decided to pursue another 

avenue. Because her district adopted new anthologies for 
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the middle school the coming year, she was able to order one 

classroom set of the anthologies instead of one text for 

each student. With the remaining monies allotted for her 

anthologies, she ordered several text sets of titles to be 

included in differing thematic studies planned for the 

following year; 

When we had to adopt another literature series, the 

option was do you want to adopt more books or do you 

want to get [tradebooks]? The English teachers had 

[decided on a particular anthology series for adoption] 

and I thought maybe I could work this out for me. I 

know how much I already did not use the literature 

books, so it certainly [seemed logical that I should 

order tradebooks instead]. (Joan, June 1993) 

Although Joan was eager to leam more about literature-

based instruction, she worried about the practical aspects, 

how to integrate her curriculum, how to choose tradebooks 

for thematic studies, and how to get those books. Joan 

became familiar with research articles and professional 

books on literature-based instruction. She noted that 

others had encountered the same problems she had worried 

about, such as integrating children's literature in to her 

curriculum, knowledge of children's literature, appropriate 

instructional strategies, getting necessary materials, 

having administrative support (Pace, 1991; Scharer, 1992). 
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She dealt with each by learning more about integrating as 

opposed to "adding-on;" by accessing annotated bibliography 

lists, journal articles, professional books, and other 

sources on children's and adolescent literature; by-

negotiating with the chair of her department to use part of 

her allocated anthology series' money to buy more 

tradebooks; and by discussing this project and our intent 

with her building supervisor before and during the 

implementation semester. Implementing literature-based 

instruction was not easy, but it was manageable. As Joan 

continuously reflected on the process and her instruction, 

she adjusted accordingly. 

Making new connections to literature involved more than 

Joan's personal knowledge or professional experience. She 

became aware of what she knew or, in some cases, did not 

know about other teachers' use of literature in her 

building. She had to explore the best ways to implement 

literature-based instruction in her school's context and 

deal with problems such as lack of familiarity with 

appropriate thematic children's and adolescent literature, 

getting enough books, and doing more with the books than 

just analyzing them. She had to closely examine her own 

notions of the role of "choice" in her classroom and figure 

out a way to meet both the students' needs and her own. She 
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had to do all of this and make sure it happened within a 

contextually relevant framework. 

The process of making early, professional, and new 

connections with literature opened the door for Joan to 

begin redefining her own beliefs about literature and the 

role of literature-based instruction. Button (1992) states, 

"It is only after the teachers have observed that their 

changed classroom practices have created a positive outcome 

in the learning of their students that the teacher will then 

change their beliefs about the practice" (p. 488). After 

Joan's new connections with literature resulted in a 

positive outcome in the learning of her students, she was 

willing to continue using literature-based instruction on a 

more permanent basis. She gained new understandings about 

reading and literature and her own ability to be a learner. 

Teacher as Learner 

Practicing teachers who decide to change their 
instructional techniques, either for the reason that 
they wish to keep up with present trends or because 
they have grown tired of their existing methods of 
teaching, do so usually by attending inservice training 
or by returning to universities for coursework. 
(Button, 1992, p. 483) 

Attending inservices and returning to the university 

for coursework were not options for Joan. She had already 

completed her Master of Arts degree in the Midwest and did 

not wish to take additional coursework, the inservices she 
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attended had not addressed literature-based instruction, and 

her district curriculum specialist had limited resources. 

So Joan sought out other alternatives. The major category 

of Teacher as learner defines Joan's actions in seeking out 

supportive environments, collegial relationships, and making 

changes together. 

Supportive Learning Environments 

For the three years previous to this study, Joan and I 

had worked on two different projects, the writing Partner 2 

(Salomon et al., 1992) and one of Joan's career ladder 

projects. Writing Across the Curriculum. Joan and I worked 

well together, both as learners and teachers. We asked 

questions together, read together, and tried new 

instructional practices together. We had a partnership of 

learning. However, this was not true for all of Joan's 

previous experiences with trying to stretch her areas of 

expertise. Joan needed an ongoing learning environment 

where she could find support and encouragement to pursue her 

issues and concerns and that was not always available at her 

school site. Watson (1991) echoes the need for teacher 

support groups. Teachers "need to be with others who are 

experiencing similar professional concerns . . . many 

teachers want to share their own research and practices 



149 

. . . that are simply not addressed other professional 

organizations" (pp. 374-75) . Joan felt teacher learning was 

not supported as much as it should be due to the lack of 

available curriculum specialists. She had rrin into problems 

during the Writing Partner 2 project when no one with the 

necessary computer expertise was available to her. 

Consequently, she became her school's computer expert, not 

necessarily out of desire, but out of a need. When she and 

two other colleagues began working with their Writing Across 

the Curriculum project, the district curriculum specialist 

had been able to supply them with limited support: 

There is no one who's your content or your educational 

leader. They're all doing their administrative thing, 

but it has nothing really to do with us. I've never 

encountered anybody who really takes that as part of 

their job and I really see that as part of their job. 

(Joan, June 1993) 

Support was important for Joan. She had watched some 

of her colleagues struggle with a similar issue the year 

before: 

One of the seventh grade teachers, I think, had gone 

through the training (Writing Workshop). It was too 

overwhelming for her to do it in her setting, so that 

has kind of gone by the wayside. I think she was on 

her own which makes a huge difference. Had someone 
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come up to her and said, "Well, you know, here's some 

solutions to this overwhelming writing problem. ..." 

She might be doing it yet. (Joan, June 1993) 

relationship with Joan began as someone who could 

offer her the kind of support she wanted: 

The nice thing about what we did was, when we would 

have questions, we knew that, well, Gail will be there 

and if she doesn't have the answers, she'll know where 

to get the answer or she'll be able to tell us, "Yep, 

you're doin' it right." or "Nope, you need to do this" 

or "Try this." In the public schools, you just don't 

have that. (Joan, June 1993) 

Joan felt the need for a "content" or "educational 

leader" and noted the struggles of a colleague "on her own." 

She acknowledged the encouragement and help of an outside 

source, "when we would have questions, we knew that, well, 

Gail will be there." In the comfort and safety of a 

supportive learning environment, Joan believed more teachers 

would try new ideas and take on the active role of teacher 

as learner. 

Colleaial Relationships 

Joan's own sense of needing a supportive environment 

carried over to her support of other colleagues in their 

learning. When Joan approached her two colleagues about the 
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Writing Across the Curriculum project, she did so knowing it 

would be a "hot topic" and knowing she would have to offer 

support to them. This was her area of expertise, not 

theirs, and she made herself available to them: 

We had to have some project for career ladder that we 

could do to show growth or we could do research or we 

had to study a particular topic. At the time, we were 

trying to figure out something and I knew that writing 

across the curriculum was one of the things that Tom 

(principal) was interested in—in his own way. I knew 

it would be something that I could be really supportive 

of [my colleagues]. And I knew they might be open to 

it and I knew it would not, in the initial stages, be a 

whole lot of work. I said, "This would be an easy one 

where we could integrate in your curriculum some 

writing, then I could help you." (Joan, June 1993) 

Supporting her peers became more difficult than she 

expected, partly due to her underestimation of the 

complexity of the topic and partly due to her colleagues' 

personal aversion to writing: 

It would have been a hiindred times easier had I just 

said, "Here, have them write this, have them write 

this, have them write this, and you sit in the 

background and I'll just facilitate the writing." But, 

you know, that's not the way it could work. I think it 
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you know, that's not the way it could work. I think it 

was painful [for my colleagues], but it was so 

beneficial. (Joan, June 1993) 

By the end of the writing project, all four of us had 

grown in our beliefs and practices about writing. To 

paraphrase Zancanella (1989), we had become teachers writing 

and writing teachers. Joan described the impact on her 

colleagues. About Debbie, the science teacher she 

commented: 

The fact, that she'll sit at the table with us on 

Tuesday nights and talk about [using writing], when in 

the past, no way. (Joan, June 1993) 

Cathy, the math teacher, personally hated to write, but 

Joan noted how Cathy's efforts were helping: 

She' s really put time into it. She [' s ] really invested 

in it and I think it's paying off. It's time consuming 

for her. I sit and watch her read some of those things 

and think, yeah, I know what this is like. But I 

really think it helps her know more where the kids are, 

too. (Joan, June 1993) 

The payoff for Joan was knowing her colleagues had a 

greater understanding of their students and a greater 

appreciation for the role of writing in their own 

classrooms: 



153 

It's also, I think, one of the neatest things about 

writing is that the connection you have with the kids. 

You don't necessarily get that with all the other 

subject areas, so I think it's been really beneficial. 

(Joan, June 1993) 

Joan had earlier voiced her concern about fitting 

literature-based instruction in to her curriculum, but as we 

talked about her colleagues' successes in integrating 

writing into their content areas, she began to piece the 

puzzle of how to integrate literature into her's. Joan 

continued to think about the writing project and how it 

could connect with literature-based instruction in the 

content areas: 

Could reading come across like writing does or 

something? I think it could happen. I think that the 

time limitation, of course, is going to be a problem 

and setting up the design of it and all that. The 

usual problems would be there, but do I think it could 

evolve into that. Sure. ... I think it definitely 

could. I think the reading could definitely go. 

Supporting her colleagues in their learning was an 

issue for Joan. She knew she needed her colleagues and they 

needed her, too, if they were to grow as learners, with the 

limited availability of a district or building curriculum 
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specialist, Joan made sure she had the support she needed 

and also supported her colleagues in their efforts as well. 

As they began their career ladder project together, Joan 

recognized the difficulty her colleagues were experiencing 

"I know what this is like" and knew she "could be really 

supportive" of her colleagues. She saw ways to connect 

their learning through career ladder projects and a mutual 

desire to create the best learning environments possible for 

their students. As Joan learned more about literature, she 

saw the possibility of connecting literature across the 

curriculum as they had with writing, "Could reading come 

across like writing does or something? I think it could 

happen. ... I think the reading could definitely go." The 

collegial relationships between Joan and her team made 

changes together possible. 

Making Hhanaps Together 

The subcategory of Making Changes together describes 

our changes together as a university researcher and a public 

school teacher and also Joan's changes with her colleagues 

as a curricular leader. Although we remember the events 

leading up to our venture with literature-based instruction 

differently (I thought she came up with the idea first!), 

she described it in the following way: 
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Well, you came to me and said, "Let's do this study." 

And I thought . . . well, actually what I thought was 

this will be the perfect opportunity for me to leam 

how to get [literature] in there. The opportunity 

presented itself! (Joan, June 1993) 

We anticipated the social studies teacher would see 

some differences and make changes in his own instructional 

practice as well. However, this did not occur in the way we 

expected. During the study, a student asked us, "If the 

Vietnam War was so important, why did we discuss it in 

[social studies] class for only one day?" We were shocked 

to leam this was true. When we asked the social studies 

teacher about his change in plans, he told us we were doing 

such a good job he decided to go on to something else. 

That, of course was not the intent. We were not trying to 

supplant his content, but to provide for more deep reading, 

more depth in the content. Joan's question became how to 

involve him in this change to literature-based instruction: 

The problem was he didn't spend enough time on it and I 

already went to him this year and said, "You're going 

to have to spend more time because I think I' m going to 

fire the kids up on it earlier so that when [you] get 

to it, they'll already have questions in place." I 

don't think he'll mind, but I think he'll be forced 

into spending more time with it. (Joan, June 1993) 
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Joan began to be a driving force in implementing 

literature-based instruction not only in her classroom, but 

also in the social studies teacher's classroom. Although he 

has not made a move to incorporate literature in his own 

curriculum, he is beginning to try some alternative 

instructional methods. Joan shared her collection of 

tradebooks with him and he is now reading some of the 

literature books from her Vietnam War Era unit and she has 

encouraged him to read the new books selected for an 

additional unit on the Holocaust: 

[When the new books came in], I said, "Oh! You've got 

to come in and see what some of the books are." I 

said, "Here, you need to read this one" and he picked 

out a couple and [said], "Can I take these and can I 

take these?" And I said, "Yeah! " So he's got 4 or 5! 

He took Fallen Anaels. too. I really want [him] to see 

what it is that the kids are all talking about. That 

to me was a huge step. That he understands the 

importance of what's going on and how it can be 

combined. (Joan, June 1993) 

Joan seized the opportunity to leam about something 

she was interested in because "this will be the perfect 

opportxinity for me to learn how to get [literature] in 

there." Her process of learning about literature-based 

instruction involved more than just herself. She encouraged 
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her colleague to become involved in the students' and her 

own excitement over literature when she invited him to her 

room to see the newly arrived tradebooks for the coming 

year. "You've got to come in and see what some of the books 

are!" Joan took the lead, helping and encouraging her 

colleagues in making changes together. 

During the semester-long study, Joan learned along with 

her students. She embraced the theme of teacher as learner 

in her efforts to seek out a supportive environment for 

herself and in her relationships with her colleagues, 

encouraging and helping them to make changes together. 

Learning about literature-based instruction was a means to 

get at problems she had struggled with for a long time, how 

to get literature into her classroom for more than 

recreational reading, how to make it meaningful at the same 

time, and how to get the support needed to take on a task of 

this size. Joan's own learning process continued as she 

supported others in their learning. 

Understandings About Inquiry Groups 

Joan felt creating a trusting community of learners was 

vital for an adolescent's learning environment. Giving her 

students opportunities to make decisions and listening to 

their voices was a key to her instructional style. By using 

inquiry groups (Short, 1991), she expanded on this practice. 
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The inquiry groups were a means to provide a forum for 

students to generate questions and discuss their concerns in 

a supportive commiinity environment (Smith & Johnson, 1993). 

Understanding About Inquiry Groups defines Joan's 

understandings about and use of the group process and her 

resulting personal connections to research. 

Group Process 

Floden (1993) comments about the importance of 

community and conversation as important elements in inquiry 

groups: 

Engagement in an ongoing, extended conversation is an 
important element in building community. Consensus is 
not required; indeed, dispute and criticism help to 
move the conversation forward. It is important, 
however, to develop some shared understanding of the 
arguments offered, the investigations conducted, and 
the means for communication inside and outside the 
community, (p. 4) 

I asked Joan how she envisioned a community of 

learners: 

It looks like everybody's at work on [a] particular 

task, but it all kind of goes together. The big group 

has a particular goal. Everybody's doing their part 

whatever it happens to be toward that goal. Some of it 

may be two or three people working at the same area of 

the same thing, but everybody has the common interest 

in mind. In addition to that, they're working to see 
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that the others who are struggling get the help or the 

encouragement they need. . . .It's more than just 

group work, cooperative work where the two or three 

leaders take over and they just run the whole show. I 

see it different. When I think community, I think 

everybody [is] doing something or helping the others do 

if they need the help. I think [discussion] has to be 

there. I don't think you can do it without talking 

with each other, either about your particular part or 

about what you're studying or who's doing what. 

[Discussion] has to be there. (Joan, June 1993) 

Joan built on her description of community as she 

commented on her students' collaboration in their inquiry 

groups: 

When we did the readings, some of the kids actually 

encouraged the others to read just because they had 

gotten so far in a particular book and they got the 

other ones going in the book. So I think it's really 

important. Our whole team works on collaborat[ion] and 

trying to do things within a group and get a group 

working to come up with a [product] or whatever at the 

end, (Joan, June 1993) 

Joan saw the group process of inquiry groups as 

allowing her students to work together in a positive 

community atmosphere, "helping the others" and "talking with 
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each other." The group process of inquiry groups provided 

the context and the means for students and Joan to learn 

together, discuss ideas, and construct research agendas on 

the Vietnam War Era. 

Connecting to Research 

The inquiry groups worked for Joan on two levels. 

First they were a means to help her students learn about the 

research process and explore literature in a meaningful 

context. From their own research. Smith and Johnson (1993) 

explain the power behind listening to students' voices in a 

"foriim" setting; 

From the students' questions and concerns . . . the 
students use[d] their knowledge and their skills to 
search for their own answers. By allowing them to use 
their voices, the students responded enthusiastically 
to these discussions. The result was an authentic 
interweaving of cognitive and affective learning that 
answer adolescents needs, not teacher or adult agendas, 
(p. 25) 

Secondly, the inquiry group process gave her a personal 

opportunity to gain new knowledge. As Joan gained this 

knowledge, she took the time to reflect on her practice and 

make informed curriculum changes (Clift, Houston, & Pugach, 

1990; Lester & Onore, 1990; Olson, 1990; Pinnell & Mat1in, 

1989; SchOn, 1983), Before Joan began using literature-

based instruction, she was concerned about doing it the 

"right" way: 
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I was so concerned that I wasn't doing the right thing. 

I didn' t even know what the right thing was and I don' t 

think anybody knows what the right thing is. (Joan, 

June 1993) 

Joan felt if this study had not benefited her directly 

nor been successful, she would not continue to try to 

integrate literature within her curriculum: 

Had we struggled, and I think we struggled in parts of 

it, but I really didn't feel any undue stress about the 

stuff that went on in the room, had that really been a 

total bust, that would have just set me way back. I 

would have been thinking, this is definitely not for me 

and I can't do it, it's not something I can do 

comfortably. But I don't feel that way anymore. 

(Joan, June 1993) 

As our semester came to a successful close, Joan began 

to feel more comfortable with the idea of a literature-based 

classroom. She looked forward to planning the coming year: 

I'm still trying to figure out a time to get more, like 

when John does the Holocaust. I have a nximber of text 

books ready for that time and I'm just trying to figure 

out how I'm going to get that in. It's not like I have 

to get [the literature] in and how am I going to do it, 

like it was in the past—I'd better get this in. I'm 

up to the point where I'm thinking now, I want to get 
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this in. I think now the reason I want to is because I 

saw how effective it was and when the kids had so many-

questions [about Vietnam] . They had to find out 

answers not necessarily for me. They found it as a 

place where they could together kind of figure out, 

well, what really happened during this time period and 

I thought, oh, that was a really, really neat 

experience for them. (Joan, June 1993) 

In addition, Joan was not concerned with some of the 

problems we had encountered during the semester: 

[I anticipate] far fewer problems because I now know 

how long it takes them to read this thing. I now have 

n\amerous more copies of the ones we had [and] 

additional titles, so that if we're in a "Kyle" (Kyle 

will be discussed in the following chapter.) situation 

where somebody doesn't find anything they like. . . . 

And I don't [have] the sense of how am I gonna grade 

this, because I know in the end they're going to come 

up with something. I keep thinking in the back of my 

head I'm going to be able to have some different 

writing—reflectiony type things that could be graded. 

I'm trying to deal with the school setting of [having] 

grades to show what's happening, I have to have 

something to back n^self up. I can see that's not 
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going to be as scary and as hard as I really thought in 

the beginning. (Joan, June 1993) 

Joan's connections to research led her to use inquiry 

groups in her process of implementing literature-based 

instruction. She saw the groups' effectiveness and power in 

students' learning; "they had so many questions" and "they 

had to find out answers not necessarily for me." Although 

Joan was worried about "doing the right thing," after the 

completion of the study, using literature was something she 

no longer avoided. "I'm thinking now, I want to get this 

in." In part, through her understanding about inquiry 

groups, Joan was ready to start a new year with literature-

based instruction. 

Summary of Joan's Interviews 

The process of \inderstanding about reading and 

literature, becoming a teacher learner, and understanding 

about inquiry groups took Joan on a long journey. It takes 

time to define reading and the use of literature on both a 

personal and professional level and then put that philosophy 

into practice by making new connections. It takes a teacher 

who is willing to learn along with her students regardless 

of her own lack of experience. It takes a teacher who 

understands the nature of inquiry groups, appreciates group 

process, and values research in the classroom. Literature-
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based instruction is a journey just beginning for Joan. As 

she said herself, it is not something "you can do fast." 

In the final interview, I asked Joan what was the 

single most significant event for her from the study. She 

replied: 

Oh, boy, the kids reading. It chokes me up to think 

about it. . . . They would all come in at RIBET time, 

they would just all be there, and I would look aroimd 

and think, "Wow! What an opportunity that they can 

just kind of read. And really, they're everywhere. 

They're really reading!" When I think about it, I 

really do [get choked up]. And [I] did then, too. I 

always thought, "Wow! I just can't believe this! This 

little thing, you know, would really get them going." 

(Joan, June 1993) 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE STUDENTS' INTERVIEWS 

For some students, it is an unusual situation to be 

asked: What do you think about this story? what are your 

questions? What do you want to know more about? How are 

you going to find those answers? But as Joan's students 

found out, those questions were only the beginning. The 

eight student informants in this study gained new insights 

into their personal lives and glimpsed a bigger picture of 

the world through the tradebooks they read. Participating 

in the literature discussion groups and inquiry groups 

offered them more than they expected. Some even surprised 

themselves when they discovered they were readers after all. 

Chapter 4 reveals how these students accepted the invitation 

to explore literature related to the Vietnam War Era and the 

questions they posed. 

Chapter 4 focuses on the interviews with eight of 

Joan's students. As described in Chapter 2, the interviews 

were analyzed for the students' perceptions, concerns, and 

issues as to what was significant for them during the second 

and third curricular events of Phase II. Five categories 

developed out of these interviews (see Table 3 for an 

outline of the categories). 



166 

The first major category developed from the students' 

interviews is Understandings About Reading and Literature. 

This category includes the students' views of themselves as 

readers, both personally and in relation to a literature-

based classroom. The subcategories within this major 

heading are Understanding Self as Reader and Understanding 

Readers in a Literature-Based Classroom. Just as Joan had 

reflected on her personal and professional literacy 

experiences, so did the students. The students discussed 

whether they would call themselves readers and whether this 

affected their views on the literature-based unit. This 

category and subcategories include the students' reflections 

about themselves as readers both inside and outside of the 

classroom. 

The second major category is The Literature-Based 

Classroom. This category contains two subcategories. Amount 

of Reading and Choice of Reading. This category contains 

the students' responses pertaining to the literature-based 

classroom. The instructional issues concern the amoxint of 

reading involved and choice in what they read. The students 

also comment and suggest how to teach more effectively with 

literature. 

The third major category is Responding to Literature. 

This category includes two subcategories. Retellings and 

Personal Opinions. Personal Opinions include four 
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sxabheadings: Interest Level, Authenticity, Writing Style, 

and Book Length. Responding to Literature includes the 

students' responses, both aesthetically and efferently, to 

the literature they read in the Vietnam War Era unit. 

The fourth major category is Making Connections with 

Literature. This category contains three subheadings: 

Making Connections to Topic, Making Connections to Family, 

and Making Connections to Content Areas. Making Connections 

with Literature focuses on the links students made between 

their lives in school and outside of school. 

The final major category is Understanding About Inquiry 

Groups- This major category includes two subcategories. 

Understanding the Research Process and Understanding the 

Group Process. Understanding the Research Process has three 

subheadings: Inquiry, Data Collection, and Presentations. 

Understanding Group Issues has the subheadings of 

Friendship, Responsibility, and Equity. Understanding About 

Inquiry contains students' responses to participating in a 

group and their \mderstanding of the inquiry cycle. As the 

categories are discussed in the following sections, relevant 

data from field notes of classroom events will be used to 

clarify or support their comments as needed. 
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Understandings about Reading and Literature 

From informal discussions with the students, Joan and I 

knew they had not had a great deal of exposure to children's 

and adolescent literature as part of their instruction since 

sixth grade and even those experiences differed from 

literature-based instruction. Students were going to be 

reading a great deal during the five weeks of the Vietnam 

War Era unit and we wanted to know how they felt about 

themselves as readers. Did they like to read? Were they 

confident about their reading? How did reading children's 

literature and adolescent literature fit into their 

framework of reading at school? During the interviews, the 

students used the term "reader" in a very specific manner, 

when discussing whether they were readers, the students 

pointed out a "reader" meant someone who reads not just for 

school, but someone who reads for enjoyment in their spare 

time. All of them admitted reading for school, but that in 

and of itself did not make them "readers." The category of 

Understandings About Reading and Literature includes the 

students' views of themselves as readers both in and out of 

the school setting. Their experiences with literature 

outside of school and inside school affected their beliefs 

about reading and literature and helped them to redefine 

themselves as readers within Joan's classroom. 
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Understanding Self as Reader 

Understanding Self as Reader examines the students' 

definitions of whether or not they saw themselves as 

readers. To be a reader meant different things to these 

students. 

Erin, Rodney, and Kyle did not consider themselves 

readers. These three students most clearly defined what a 

reader was by reflecting on what they personally did not do. 

Erin explained why she would not call herself a reader: 

Well, I read, but only really when somebody tells me I 

have to read, you know, like the English class, the 

books that we had to read. ... I read magazines at 

home, but not books. (Erin, March 1993) 

Rodney gave more illumination as to what it meant to be 

a reader. He did not believe reading was work for himself, 

but he still would not call himself a reader: 

Well, what I see as a reader is a person who sits and 

reads. You know, not necessarily sits, but reads novel 

after novel. Like in their spare time they--all they 

do is read, whenever they have a minute, they'll read, 

whether it's magazines, books. ... I read, basically 

Stephen King novels, stuff like that, Tom Clancy stuff 

like that. But that's just for pleasure. I'm not a 

person that just reads because there's books out there. 

(Rodney, May 1993) 
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Kyle admitted that although he had originally told me 

he was not a reader, he read all the time: 

I probably said no, but I read a lot. I usually read 

every night before I go to sleep or so. I don't know, 

it depends on what kind of book it is. Well, right now 

I'm reading a thousand page novel. (Kyle, May 1993) 

Kyle went on to tell me in great detail about this 

novel. I could not believe this same student who was 

characterized as capable, but seldom did his schoolwork, had 

such a detailed retelling. Kyle was a reader, but only on 

his terms. 

Four of the eight students identified themselves as 

readers. Jill, Jim, Matt, and Linda quickly affirmed they 

were readers. They mentioned they liked to read in their 

"spare time" and they had enjoyed the literature-based 

instruction. Matt reflected on his perspective of reading: 

I'd rather read than work. ... I think reading is 

just a luxury. (Matt, May 1993) 

These eight students did not agree on their definition 

of what it meant to be a reader. For those identifying 

themselves as readers, it did not matter what was read, 

whether it was magazines or books; what mattered was a 

reader liked to read and read all the time, "novel after 

novel." Those calling themselves readers agreed they "read 
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a lot;" reading was not work, it was "just a luxury,*" and 

they liked to read in school and at home. 

The students who did not consider themselves readers 

believed what and when a reader read was part of the 

definition. All read, but they did not feel what they read 

at home qualified them as readers. At home they read 

magazines and novels by popular authors, but "magazines at 

home" did not count, a reader reads books; certain novels 

did not count either, like those of Stephen King or Tom 

Clancy. Prior to this study, they did not like to read at 

school, only reading "when somebody tells me I have to 

read." These students seemed to see reading at school and 

reading at home as two entirely separate enterprises; and in 

order to be a reader, you had to read a lot and read because 

you liked to read at home and at school. 

Understanding Readers in a Literature-Based Classroom 

The subcategory of Understanding Readers in a 

Literature-Based Classroom explicates how these students' 

view of themselves as readers affected their responses to 

literature-based instruction. Although all eight of the 

students really enjoyed the literature-based instruction, 

four of them worried about the amount of reading for 

students who do not like to read. 
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Four students, Susie, Jim, Jill, and Linda, felt not 

being a reader could be problematic in a literature-based 

classroom. Susie and Jim were concerned students would be 

forced to read and then not like it: 

If you aren't really a reader, you'd probably not like 

to be forced to read. (Susie, May 1993) 

Jill and Linda concurred with Susie. They too felt 

those not liking to read might be at a disadvantage: 

If you don't like reading, you're not gonna finish the 

book. If, let's put it this way, one of it^ friends I 

know, she hates reading. She wouldn't have been able 

to finish Fallen Anaels even though it's a good book. 

(Jill, May 1993) 

Although Matt agreed to some extent, he also felt there 

were books available in the selection for everyone: 

I'm sure there was a book there for everybody and if 

they just happened to pick that certain book, even if 

they normally don't like reading, I think most people 

would think it would be better than working. (Matt, 

May 1993) 

All of the students' comments regarding the issue of 

being a reader in a literature-based classroom reflected 

their concern for someone who might not be a reader. They 

noted how students who were not really readers would "not 

like to be forced to read." One student felt even though 
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the book was good, "If you don't like reading, you're not 

gonna finish the book," while another student argued, "There 

was a book there for everybody." It seems ironic, that 

although the eight students did not all identify themselves 

as readers, none of them expressed those concerns toward 

themselves. Further, all eight enjoyed the literature-based 

instruction. 

Understandings About Reading and Literature proved to 

be a complicated category. These students were clear on 

their definition of a reader and designated themselves as 

readers or not readers. However, those who claimed not to 

be readers had trouble reconciling that claim in regard to 

the literature-based instruction. They had enjoyed the 

reading and it was reading done in school, which they had 

originally claimed not to do. In the final interview, 

several students struggled to make sense of their definition 

of a reader in light of what had just occurred in their 

English classroom. It appeared their definition of a reader 

was based on their previous experiences of schooling 

involving literature in anthologies and the kind of reading 

traditionally found in the classroom, not what they 

encountered in the Vietnam War Era unit. For all of these 

students, new understandings about reading and literature 

inside and outside of the classroom began to evolve. 
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The Literature-Based Classroom 

In writing about classroom research, teacher researcher 

Connie White (1990) discusses the importance of teachers 

asking questions about their own teaching and learning. Her 

students are her informants and these informants, in turn, 

become her teachers. White looks to her students to help 

inform her about curricular decisions she must make in her 

classroom. 

From the beginning of the semester, Joan explained to 

her students they were going to try a new way to use 

literature. She told them it was an opportunity to bring 

more literature into the classroom and for everyone to leam 

together. To paraphrase Yetta Goodman (1985), Joan trusted 

her students' learning and her own ability to leam along 

with them. The students responded positively and seemed 

eager to begin the Vietnam War Era unit. The major category 

of The Literature-Based Classroom includes the students' 

reflections on instructional issues and their evaluation of 

this literature-based classroom. Joan's students were her 

informants and helped guide her instruction. 

Amount of Reading 

One of the two issues students raised about literature-

based instruction concerned the amount of reading that 



175 

occurred. The students were required to read two books 

during the Vietnam War Era unit, and depending on their 

choice, at least one of these books could have been quite 

lengthy. 

Both Matt and Jill emphasized how much they liked to 

read and they appreciated the opportunity to read in class. 

Matt "thought it was great." (Matt, May 1993) and Jill 

said, "I liked the way she did it. I love reading. ..." 

(Jill, May 1993) 

Jill, Jim, Rodney, and Erin took note of the amount of 

reading completed in the classroom. Jill explained, "We did 

a lot of reading.' (Jill, May 1993) 

Rodney added: 

Reading. That's because basically that's all we've 

been doing, every day, is just going and sit down and 

read. (Rodney, May 1993) 

Erin also commented on the reading and its personal 

impact. Since she did not consider herself a reader, she 

was surprised at what she had accomplished by the end of the 

semester: 

Well, at the beginning of this year, I never read at 

all. ... I guess, when she (Joan) gave us so much 

time to do other books, too, like Roll of Thunder and 

stuff like that. I hated to read and then when I 

started reading that book, I got interested in it. And 
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I finished that before almost anybody! (Erin, May 

1993) 

These students liked the reading and did not seem to be 

overwhelmed about the amount of reading literature-based 

instruction entailed. Their responses to the reading ranged 

from pleasure about the manner in which the reading was 

carried out to surprise over their accomplishments. 

Choice of Reading 

The second issue students raised was choice of reading. 

They liked the idea of having some choice available to them. 

Out of the nine titles of books featured in the Vietnam War 

Era unit, each student chose two to read. 

Erin voiced her frustration at being told in previous 

classes what to read all the time and the pleasure in having 

choice during this unit: 

I liked having a choice because sometimes I don't like 

having teachers just say, "You have to sit down and 

read this book." Even if you don't like to read it's 

better to have a choice than to have to read one book. 

(Erin, May 1993) 

Jill also found choice to be an important aspect of the 

literature-based instruction: 
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Well, . . . when you chose it because in some classes 

they just give you this book and if you don't like it 

that's your problem you're going to have to finish it. 

At least on this one, you knew you were going to like 

the book because you liked the topic and you're going 

to finish it. You were determined to finish it. 

(Jill, May 1993) 

White (1990) writes about Jevon and how he "made a 

tremendous impact on my teaching" (p. 36) . Kyle made a 

tremendous impact on our assximptions about adolescent 

readers and literature-based instruction, particularly 

concerning choice. On the third day of the second round of 

reading, Kyle decided he did not like the book he had 

chosen. During the next few days, he repeatedly asked for 

another book. However, all of the other literature groups 

were filled and the two other students in Kyle's group did 

not want to switch to a new book. We told Kyle he would 

have to stick it out because this was "group" work. Kyle 

came in the next day and told us his book was not on the 

stack. Somehow he had simply "lost" his book. For the 

remainder of the class reading time, he chose to sit in his 

group, waiting for them to finish their books. Kyle had 

once again quietly reminded us he read on his own terms: 

I thought [choice] was good because if, like me 

(laughing), I should have picked a different book. 
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Because if you get stuck with a book you don't like, 

then it's like a waste. Instead of making everybody 

read the same book, I think it's better to have a 

variety. (Kyle, May 1993) 

In light of what we learned from Kyle, Jill had two 

excellent suggestions for future instruction concerning 

choice. First, students should be asked about their 

interests; and secondly, books should be paired according to 

topic and level of difficulty, matching an easier text 

providing the same kind of information with a more difficult 

text. She gave the picture book. The Wall, by Eve Bunting 

(1990) and the nonfiction book. Always to Remember: The 

Story of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, by Brent Ashabranner 

(1988) as examples: 

Ask them what sxibject are they interested, like The 

Wall thing, the Vietnam Wall and stuff and try to find 

a small book, but the book gives you the same 

explanation as the other one. It's interesting, but 

smaller. Not like 300 pages like the other one was. 

(Jill, May 1993) 

Rodney and Linda both said they liked things the way 

they were, but suggested more books: 

But, I would also recommend to have a little bit, well, 

not a little bit, a bigger amount of books to choose 

from. Yes, more titles. Well, I think that you 
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should, you know, have maybe ten or fifteen, fifteen 

different books to choose from. Fifteen different 

titles that you can choose from. More books, I know 

that there's not very many books out there on Vietnam, 

but more books. More titles, stuff like that. 

{Rodney, May 1993) 

Jim suggested a major overhaul in instruction. He 

expressed a desire for several simultaneous topics, more 

reading, longer amount of time for the units, extra credit, 

contracted grades, and higher order questions to accompany 

the books' chapters. He pointed out his father was a high 

school honors English instructor and was very successful 

with his use of literature. Although there were some 

similarities in the instruction, John thought we should try 

some of his father's instructional ideas: 

Well, I might do two different topics instead of just 

that one, because, I mean, it's not like Vietnam's bad 

or anything, but . . . I'd also probably do more 

reading. Well, that's just my personal opinion because 

I like reading. . . . Maybe if somebody finishes a 

book, they should be able to read another book, be for 

extra credit or something. And also, I'd make it 

longer, like, nine weeks, like a full quarter. And 

maybe every three weeks have them change a book, so 

they would have three different topics. Maybe you'd 
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have a western. . . . And also, it^ dad's an English 

teacher . . . and . . . when he does it, he has them so 

there's four different books ... or five, no it's 

usually, wait, oh, yeah, he has three different 

sections of books and he has three for each section. 

And one is the "A" section, one is the "B," and one is 

the "C." So if you want to get an "A" you can read 

either of those three books and so if you want to get a 

"B, " you can read either of those three. But if you 

read the "A" book, that doesn't necessarily mean you're 

going to get an "A." It just means that you have the 

possibility to get an "A." It's just kind of like they 

do a project or something . . . and he also has 

discussion groups. And they have to write on a topic. 

Like he reads a book before they do, of course, just 

like you guys did. And then he'll make a question 

maybe for each chapter, but they can discuss and figure 

out the answers. I mean, not like textbook questions, 

but that make them think. (Jim, May 1993) 

The literature-based classroom was a new experience for 

these students. They discovered what they knew about 

themselves as readers did not necessarily hold true in this 

new environment. They articulated meaningful aspects of the 

instruction regarding the amoxint of reading and their 

opportunity for choice in book selection. They reflected on 
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the impact these issues had on them personally cind, in turn, 

on classroom instruction. These eight students knew what 

they and others needed in the way of instruction as they 

explained what they liked best about the literature-based 

classroom and offered significant suggestions for further 

improving the instruction. Although they enjoyed the 

reading, they also knew what would have made this experience 

even better. They had developed a sensitivity and an 

awareness of the "perils and possibilities" (Scharer, 1989) 

of a literature-based classroom. 

While discussing their instructional issues, these 

students reflected on the amount of reading involved and the 

role of choice in selecting the books. Some students noted 

"a lot of reading" occurred, while another student was 

elated about going from not reading at all to finishing 

"before almost anybody!" Students were pleased about having 

choice in their book selections. They believed having a 

choice was better than "having teachers just say, "You have 

to sit down and read this book.' " Kyle reminded us having 

choice was not enough, backup plans have to be ready. The 

students commented about the "fun" they had reading the 

books, but they also felt free to offer suggestions to make 

the literature-based instruction even more beneficial. 

Their suggestions included asking students about their 

interests, adding more books, varying the text sets, and 
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trying out successful instructional methods of other 

teachers. The students had excellent comments and 

suggestions about the instruction and their evaluations 

aided Joan in making curricular decisions for the next year. 

Responding to Literature 

This third major category. Responding to Literature, 

contains comments by the students during the interview about 

their responses to the literature they read during the 

Vietnam War Era instructional unit. The eight students read 

a total of four different titles. Five of the students read 

Fallen Angels (l^ers, 1988), three read A Boat To Nowhere 

(Wartski, 1981), three read Pocket Change (Jensen, 1989), 

three read Young Man in Vietnam (Coe, 1968), and Kyle read 

part of Echo Cnmoanv: 'Tis the Season (Emerson, 1991). The 

students responded to the literature itself in a variety of 

ways and from aesthetic and efferent stances. They retold 

the stories they read and gave personal opinions based on 

interest level, authenticity, the writer's style, and book 

length. 

Retellings 

When asked about the books they read, several of the 

students recaptured the stories' events as a storyteller 
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might, retelling significant events. Erin laxinched into a 

retelling of a book whose subject matter haunted her: 

And Pocket Change was about a girl and her father. And 

her father was in the Vietnam War and he had a lot of 

flashbacks and he had a lot of problems. And sometimes 

he thought she was somebody else and started yelling at 

her and walked out of the house and went on long walks 

and stuff. And she didn't really understand it that 

much. (Erin, May 1993) 

Kyle did not read much of his second book before 

"losing" it, however he had read enough to give this 

version: 

And it was like, for what I understood, it was about a 

nurse who's always in trouble with her superiors. And 

I guess later on in the book, she got lost in the 

jungles. . . . And it talked about what she didn't 

really know ... in the jungles and stuff. (Kyle, May 

1993) 

Several students took the opportunity to retell the 

events they found most interesting in their stories. These 

retellings were an initial response to the literature. 
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Personal Opinions 

For recommendations concerning the books they read, 

students gave their personal opinions. These personal 

opinions were based on interest level, authenticity, 

writer's style, and length of book. 

Interest Level 

Interest level played a big factor in whether or not 

students would recommend their books to their peers. Matt 

gave specific details of why he found his books so 

interesting: 

Pocket Change, it's very, very interesting because the 

guy is having flashbacks. And you always want to know, 

it can't stop, you know and [you can't] put it down. 

You have to [put it down] . But in Fallen Anaels. it 

was the same thing. I could hardly put it down. I'd 

go to RIBET and everything. And it was pretty exciting 

because when they would go out on patrols and stuff and 

how they got injured. It was kind of fvinny, too, when 

the guy got shot in the butt. That was pretty funny. 

(Matt, May 1993) 

Jill could not recommend one of her books. She felt it 

was too monotonous: 
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A Boat to Nowhere is probably just a little bit too 

boring. It was boring. It was the same thing over and 

over and over and over all over again. (Jill, May 

1993) 

On the other hand, she was enthusiastic about her other 

book and how she was able to "imagine" it; 

Fallen Anyels . . . it's fun to read. . . . You can 

imagine what's going on . . . because it's like, I like 

to do that, I like to imagine what's going on in a 

book. And that's what happened. Every episode I'd 

imagine it, what was going on and it was, like, whoa! 

(Jill, May 1993) 

Kyle responded to two of his classmates' 

recommendations for Echo Company (Emerson, 1991) series. He 

chose his book partly based on what his colleagues had said: 

Kent and Bridgett, they said the first one was good, 

but I had to read the third volume and I only got to 

about page 12, but that one wasn't like one that I'd 

like to read. It was more around Christmas time. It 

was called 'Tis the Season or something. (Kyle, May 

1993) 
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Authenticity 

Besides interest level, the authenticity of the book 

was important. As students read and learned more about the 

Vietnam War Era, they became sensitive to realism and the 

accurate portrayal of this period of time. Fallen Anaels 

(t^ers, 1988) was the most recommended book, partly due to 

its portrayal of one company of soldiers' tour of duty in 

Vietnam. Jill described her reactions to the book: 

I really liked Fallen Anaels because it told you what 

was going on. It told you exactly what was going on. 

It didn't lie to you about it . . . and it showed you, 

it made you feel like you were there and you were 

feeling the same things they were feeling. And I 

really liked it a lot. . . . (Jill, May 1993) 

Jim explained why he would recommend the book. Fallen 

Anaels (Myers, 1988): 

I' d recommend it because it' s just a good book no 

matter what it talks about. Life it talks about . . . 

(Jim, May 1993) 

Writing Style 

Quite a few of the students responded to the literature 

by discussing the merits of the writing style. Considering 

this English class had writing as a primary focus, attention 
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to writing style was not surprising. Some discussed why the 

writing was positive, while others told why not. 

Jim noted that Fallen Anaels (Myers, 1988) was more 

"realistic" and "It's just a good book no matter what it 

talks about." Although he felt A Boat to Nowhere (Wartski, 

1981) had a "better plot," It was just too predictable: 

Well, I think Fallen Anaels was a better written book, 

but I think the book, A Boat to Nowhere probably had a 

better plot. It was one of those where you picked it 

up and read the first few paragraphs and then you knew 

what was going to happen. And so, it was kind of like, 

to read it, you kind of wanted to read it, you know? 

So, if the only reason you read a book was to be 

surprised or something . . . you wouldn't want to read 

that one. ... It (Fallen Anaels) made you have a 

clearer picture in mind of what was really happening. 

And it was just realistic, I guess. (Jim, May 1993) 

Rodney also discussed his responses to the two books he 

read in relation to the writing style: 

Fallen Anaels is a much better book than Young Man In 

Vietnam. It was a lot more graphic. Youna Man in 

Vietnam was like one of those choose your own adventure 

books. It always said, "You are here." "You are doing 

this." And stuff like that. You know, "You will do 
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this." "You did do this." Fallen Anaels was more like 

people talking to each other. (Rodney, May 1993) 

Rodney added although he would recommend one, he would 

not the other: 

Fallen Anaels. definitely. Young Man in Vietnam. 

unless you like second person—books written in second 

person, I don't think that you should read it. 

(Rodney, May 1993) 

Book Length 

Only Jill made a comment regarding the length of the 

books as a basis for recommendation: 

A Boat to Nowhere did hold my attention because it's 

shorter. They could just kind of browse through it 

instead of really, really reading it and get by with 

it. So, they might like it more just in that sense, 

but I think [if] it [was] a book that they wanted to 

read, they would like Fallen Anaels. (Jill, May 1993) 

The students had very little difficulty in expressing 

their personal opinions of their books. The books were 

either interesting or boring, "I could hardly put it down;" 

realistic or trite, "It told you exactly what was going on. 

It didn't lie to you about it;" well-written or cumbersome, 

it "was a better written book." Even after completing the 
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Vietnam War Era xinit, these students were still responding 

to the literature during their interviews. 

Literature-based instruction encouraged the students to 

have a variety of responses to the literature. From their 

perspectives, students were able to retell the interesting 

points of their stories and to express personal opinions 

about their books. The students' opinions were based in 

part on their new knowledge of the Vietnam War Era and how 

their books related to this period of time. They noted a 

wide array of characteristics, some including level of 

interest, authenticity, writer's style, and book length. 

For these students, responding to the literature was 

both a personal and shared event. Joan and I discovered the 

students were not only talking and writing about their books 

in Joan' s class, but they were also sharing in other 

classes, in the halls, and at home. The students were 

retelling the stories they read, making recommendations to 

their peers, teachers, and families, critiquing the authors' 

writing styles, and making connections to the literature in 

very powerful ways. 

Making Connections with Literature 

In the interviews, students also responded to the 

literature and the unit through making many personal 

connections to the topic, their families, and other school 
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content areas. Making Connections includes the students' 

responses linking their lives inside the classroom to their 

lives outside of school. 

Connecting to the Topic 

The students' responses to the topic of the Vietnam War 

Era were overwhelming. Their interest and connections 

proved to be far greater than we expected. Erin, Jill, 

Linda, Matt, and Rodney explained what they learned about 

this topic and their personal connections to it: 

We were reading Vietnam books and that helped me to 

understand the Vietnam War better and what the people 

were feeling and everything. (Erin, May 1993) 

For Jill, reading about the Vietnam War was an 

opportunity to leam about something she had not known 

before: 

It was interesting. I like reading. It was fun. 

Especially something I didn' t know about. I didn' t 

know what the Vietnam [War] was about and stuff like 

that because I had never heard of it in Puerto Rico. 

Well, maybe you did. I know my uncle went there, but 

he never talks about it, so I didn't know a lot about 

it. I liked [it] because I didn't know anything about 
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it and I learned a lot about the Vietnam War and the 

Vietnamese culture. I didn't know anything about it 

[before]. (Jill, May 1993) 

Matt reflected on the sentiments that many of his peers 

shared concerning the Vietnam War Era: 

I figure it was a pretty dumb war because we were 

fighting for the South Vietnamese and they're sitting 

there, "Gee who are they? Look at them" and stuff. 

They weren't even hardly helping and I didn't really 

think it was our war to go fight. I mean, I can 

understand about the communist stuff, but I don't know, 

it goes either way. (Matt, May 1993) 

The unit on the Vietnam War Era simply helped to 

satisfy Rodney's curiosity and filled a need he did not even 

know he had: 

People always wonder what it' s about. Kids are always 

curious what war is about. . . . Well, I felt that it 

was educational. It taught me things. I've never been 

one to really want to learn anything, you know? 

(Rodney, May 1993) 

Most powerfully of all, Linda caught the bewilderment 

and frustration these students began to feel as they tried 

to learn more about the Vietnam War Era: 

Learning about what people thought about Vietnam from 

reading the books, I mean, because nobody ever talks 
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about Vietnam. It's just like a, it's more like a— 

it's a secret war. I mean, nobody talks about it. 

They' re too afraid to or. . . .1 don' t know why they 

don't, but just tragedies, I guess. (Linda, May 1993) 

All of the students made some kind of connection with 

the topic of Vietnam. For Erin it "helped me to 

xinderstand;" for Jill, "I learned a lot about the Vietnam 

War and the Vietnamese culture;" for Matt it was a "pretty 

dumb war; " for Rodney " it taught me things that I' ve never 

been one to really want to leam;" and for Linda it was the 

"secret war." 

Connecting to Family 

One of the most powerful connections for these students 

was the realization that many members of their immediate 

family had first-hand experience with the Vietnam War. For 

the first time, students did not have to rely on secondairy 

sources for their historical information, they had primary 

sources readily available. However, the students found out 

rather quickly many of these family members could not or 

would not speak about their experiences. As the unit 

progressed, students began making strong connections between 

the reading and their own families. 
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Susie made a connection between the book she was 

reading and members of her own family: 

I have four uncles that went to Vietnam because we have 

a large family. It made you sort of think how you 

would feel, like Pocket Change, if one of your \incles 

went crazy. . . . (Susie, May 1993) 

Kyle thought of his dad in Vietnam and the potential 

outcome was very upsetting: 

He doesn't talk about it. Gee, I wonder why? But, the 

things he despises and he hates rice, because they had 

to live on that stuff [and] in the rice. They slept 

out there. And he hates snakes, he really hates 

snakes. And he says the food was gross. He said you 

had to sleep in the jungle. And you're always awake. 

You can't sleep. Stuff like that. Yeah, you think 

about that. I mean, you look at him now, you know, and 

it's like, oh, yeah, sure .... because, you know, 

they get older. . . . You just think, yeah, sure you 

did, you know? But the other day I took down his 

pictures and stuff of Vietnam and I looked at them and 

he has a little medal on his hat and his uniform. I 

thought it was pretty neat. But when you're reading 

it, you think about the people who went through this 

and stuff, the people who died, and you're, like, 

choooo! That was a waste. And, you know .... 
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Yeah, I understand why he doesn't like to talk about 

it. I think that whole war was a big mess. I think 

they really messed up on that. (Kyle, May 1993) 

Prior to reading Fallen Anaels (Myers, 1988), Jim felt 

somewhat uncomfortable that his father had a medical excuse 

and did not go to Vietnam. But after reading Fallen Anaels 

{liyers, 1988), he felt a tremendous relief for his father's 

absence from Vietnam: 

It just made me happy that my dad didn't go. He had a 

brain tximor when he was ... 16 ... so he wasn't 

allowed to go. (Jim, May 1993) 

Rodney, on the other hand, insisted he was not 

concerned one way or the other if his father had been 

involved: 

Me and my father, we never have got along. We're off 

and on enemies . . . basically, so it wouldn't have 

made any difference to me if he would have died in the 

Vietnam War. I would have just learned about it and 

what it was like and everything, but it wouldn't have 

made any difference. (Rodney, May 1993) 

Linda and her family discussed what she was reading and 

her family shared their memories: 

I told them I was reading about Vietnam and they were 

surprised because they didn't think a class like 

English would go into a reading thing about Vietnam. 



195 

But they were glad because you don' t hear much about 

Vietnam and they were glad we were getting some more 

information from it. Only thing they said is they 

remembered seeing the death tolls and stuff on TV and 

reading it and being glad that my dad didn't have to 

go. (Linda, May 1993) 

As Jill learned more about the Vietnam War Era, she 

tried to discuss it with her family. Although her father 

did not like to discuss the war, she discovered her uncle, 

who had been seriously injured and awarded a Purple Heart, 

had served two tours of duty: 

I talked with my dad about it, but he doesn't like to 

talk about it either because my dad was going to be 

drafted, but he didn't. Then rny uncle, the only thing 

I know about it, because ray uncle won't talk about, is 

rry dad told me that he was in this fight. He was 

lieutenant of a patrol thing. . . . They threw this 

grenade and it blew up part of his leg so he had to go 

back to Puerto Rico and about a year and a half later 

they sent him back [to] Vietnam. So he got injured and 

got a Purple Heart and went back to Puerto Rico to 

recover and then he came back down to Vietnam after 

that. (Jill, May 1993) 

While the students read and discussed their books at 

school and at home, they learned why Vietnam was "the secret 
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war" and nobody wanted to "talk about it. Gee, I wonder 

why?" At least one family was surprised about the topic, 

but "were glad because you don't hear much about Vietnam and 

they were glad we were getting some more information from 

it." Several of the students realized their family members 

experienced some of the events described in their books. 

They felt the horror and trauma their families and the 

Vietnamese people had suffered and were grateful for those 

who were spared, "It just made me happy that dad didn't 

go." As these students made connections between the Vietnam 

War Era, the books they were reading, and their families, 

new understandings developed and more connections were made 

between home and school. 

Connecting to Content Areas 

It did not escape the students' attention they would 

soon be studying Vietnam in their social studies class. We 

had hoped the students would connect their readings and 

discussions from their English class to what was about to 

occur in their social studies class. 

Kyle described how the books he read in English helped 

prepare him for social studies: 

When we learned about the Ho Chi Minh Trail and all 

those guys, the dictators, the leaders, and just 
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reading about it, the troops, that helped when we got 

there. (Kyle, Ma.y 1993) 

Some of the students saw English class informing social 

studies. Kyle added he was familiar with the jargon because 

of the books he read in English class. Others, like Linda 

and Jill, saw just the opposite: 

Social studies helped more with the English, not the 

other way around because you had the broad topic of 

Vietnam and when you go to the books, there was just 

filling in the small gaps of the time period and stuff. 

So it was more that English was details and going 

deeper into the subject and social studies was broad. 

(Linda, May 1993) 

Jill agreed with Linda noting the connection between 

social studies and other classes: 

Actually social studies effected almost all the other 

classes. Because we're studying about the early 

astronauts and that gave Miss Hartman an idea to start 

space history. And that also linked the war, the 

Vietnam War with English, the reading list. (Jill, May 

1993) 

Several of the students, however, were quite upset that 

they were limited in their connections between English and 

social studies, not because they couldn't make them, but 

because the opportunity never arose. Susie was upset that 
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they didn't "even read the chapter on it (the Vietnam War) 

Matt, in a different social studies period, echoed Susie: 

We only did two chapters. ... It didn't give us as 

very much information as those books we read, although 

it was interesting. (Matt, May 1993) 

During the final interview, the students were asked to 

make recommendations for future literature-based units. 

Three of the students, Jill, Kyle, and Matt, responded with 

suggestions linked to their social studies curriculum. Jill 

suggested reading about World War II and Hitler; 

After World War II would be another good topic, about 

Hitler. I had to do Hitler in a report and it's really 

interesting to read about him. I think only World War 

II because I don't think I'd like to read about the 

Korean War and all that stuff. It's boring. (Jill, 

May 1993) 

Noting his interest from prior experiences, Kyle 

suggested the Cuban Missile Crisis: 

I put the Cuban Missile Crisis. I wrote about that in 

social studies and everything, but I saw a show on it 

and I thought that was really neat. I thought that was 

a neat time. . . . (Kyle, May 1993) 

Matt also reflected on previous social studies 

experiences with his suggestion of Watergate: 
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I put down Watergate because we do that in social 

studies and I thought that was pretty interesting. We 

didn't get to do a full study of it, but just overall 

what happened, basics. I thought it was real 

interesting, I'd like to know more about that. (Matt, 

May 1993) 

Literature-based instruction provided the means for 

these students to make connections across the content areas. 

Some of the students saw English as informing social 

studies, while others saw "social studies affect[ting] 

almost all the other classes." A few of the students were 

disappointed they had little opportunity to capitalize on 

the connections between social studies and English, 

commenting we didn't "even read the chapter on it (the 

Vietnam War) ." The students were willing and able to make 

connections with other contents, they just needed the 

opportunity. 

The major category of Making Connections defines the 

links students made between the classroom and their lives 

outside of school. Those links connected the students and 

the books they read to the topic. From their readings, each 

student came away with a personal connection to the Vietnam 

War Era. Probably the most powerful link connected the 

students and their readings to their families. The students 

came to understand some of their family members' experiences 
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were like those they were reading about in their books. 

Although there were some constraints, the Vietnam War Era 

provided the means to connect the content areas. As 

students made the connections to the topic, their families, 

and the content areas, they opened the door for learning 

about inquiry and the research process. 

Understandings about Inquiry Groups 

Sparked by their readings and discussions, the process 

of inquiry pushed these students to think beyond their 

social studies textbook and their selected tradebooks. They 

asked questions, collected data, synthesized the data, and 

presented it to the class. New questions arose, replacing 

the old, and the cycle continued. The students actively 

"construct[ed] their own knowledge and understanding[s] " and 

"develop[ed] new concepts from previous understandings" 

(Goldenberg, 1992/93, p. 324.) Their inquiry allowed the 

students to bridge the gap between their lives inside the 

classroom and outside of school. The major category of 

Understanding About Inquiry Groups contains the students' 

reflections concerning two aspects of the inquiry groups, 

the research process and the groups themselves. 
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Understanding the Research Process 

After the students completed their second book, the 

class brainstormed possible research questions based on the 

Vietnam War Era. The students formed inquiry groups based 

on these questions. For the eight students interviewed, 

some were in groups together, like Jim and Susie and Erin 

and Rodney, while others were not. Once the groups were 

formed, the students were to finalize their research 

question, collect data related to that question, synthesize 

the data in order to answer the question, and present that 

information in a format of their choice to the class. 

By the time the students were involved in their inquiry 

groups, the school's library had closed for the end of the 

school year; however, the school librarian had gathered 

nearly all the library's available resources on the Vietnam 

War Era and placed them on a cart in Joan's room. In 

addition, she made available the library's CD ROM. Most of 

the groups used these sources and a variety of strategies in 

completing their research. Understanding the Research 

Process includes students' comments related to posing their 

question, collecting the data, synthesizing the data, and 

presenting their project to the class. 
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Inquiry 

As each group met to finalize their question, some 

groups struggled more than others. This was a new 

experience for many students as Goodlad (1984) noted, 

"students rarely turn things aro\ind by asking the questions. 

Nor do teachers often give students a chance to romp with an 

open-ended question. . . ." (p. 108) Jim and Susie's group 

struggled with their question, being left on their own to 

pose a question was quite difficult for them. Susie wanted 

us to explicitly "tell" her what to do; 

Try to tell us that we're going to do some sort of 

[project and] explain the project more. In the 

beginning, [I] just kept on reading and reading and 

reading and [I] didn't [know what to expect] . So when 

we tried to come up with questions, it was hard because 

when you're reading you're not [thinking about the 

project.] (Susie, May 1993) 

Jim also noted the frustration in trying to come up 

with a question for their project. They eventually decided 

to write a new ending to the book they read: 

We decided we couldn't figure out what to do. We were 

going to target a topic, but couldn't really figure 

out. So we decided that we didn't know what happened 

to the guys on the island. So we wanted to figure out 
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what happened to them. So we made up a [new] story 

about them. (Jim, May 1993) 

In Jill's group, the question came from a combination 

of what they had read, what Jill had seen on TV with her 

mother, and her family's experiences in Puerto Rico: 

Well, I was with ny mom flipping through the channels 

before we even did this and that's how I got itiy idea, 

because we were watching this movie about it and I go, 

"Mom, I want to do this. Is this during Vietnam?" And 

she goes, "No." I [asked,] "When is this?" She goes, 

"This is our time, like, 1993. There are still people 

from Vietnam trying to get out and they're still 

killing them around." That reminded me of the stuff 

that's going on in Cuba—that they don't let them come 

over here and some times they escape into Puerto Rico 

and it made me think of that. So, that's why we 

decided to do the survey stuff. We explained what boat 

people were and when they got to Thailand, people used 

to kill them and stuff and they still do. We told them 

what happened, like sometimes they just chopped them up 

into pieces and threw them back into the ocean. They 

just killed them right there, shot them or slashed 

their wrists or something like that. I forgot what it 

was. I saw this in a movie and they still do it right 

now. (Jill, May 1993) 
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The focus questions for the remaining five students 

covered a wide range. Some of the questions were text-boxind 

in that they were the result of reading one of the books. 

Like Jim and Susie's group, Linda's group chose to focus on 

the book they read. They focused on the three main 

characters and their individual attributes. Other questions 

were prompted by the books, but were not directly related to 

a particular book, like Jill's group. Kyle's group wanted 

to know more about the jungles in Southeast Asia, Erin and 

Rodney's group wanted to know more about flashbacks and 

post-traumatic stress syndrome, and Matt's group wanted to 

know if there were MIA's and POW's still left in Southeast 

Asia. 

Data Collection 

The students began their research. They read the 

resource books provided in the classroom, they utilized the 

public library, they called veterans' associations, 

conducted surveys, and in Jim and Susie's group, 

collaborated on the new ending to their story. Erin 

explained her group's process: 

We read books. Well, you helped us mostly find the 

books to read. Then we read that and tried to figure 

out how to put it in our words, because usually me and 
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Mary [would] copy things from the books. So we had to 

figure out how to put it in our own way. (Erin, May 

1993) 

Matt•s group used the books in the classroom and then 

went to the school library to access the CD ROM: 

CD ROM and we looked it up. [I] think three books and 

the investigative reporter was off the CD ROM and the 

figures were out of, I'm not sure which books, but 

they're a couple of books out there. I wrote a little 

report on what was there, but it was mostly about that 

guy. And then what's her name? (Maya Lin). (Matt, May 

1993) 

Jill described her group's project. They found the 

results of their survey as "shocking": 

We did a survey and we asked them if they thought this 

was "fair," "unfair," or "both." We got to figure out 

what we wanted to do and then we made a survey and the 

survey really stiinned us. 33[%] said "fair;" 26% said, 

"unfair," and about 30[%] said, "both." [What shocked 

us the most was] that people thought that was actually 

"fair." The majority thought it was "fair." And it 

was, like, whoa! (Jill, May 1993) 

Kyle's group drew a depiction of war that graphically 

revealed the violence: 
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We did a poster. It just kind of happened. We we're 

thinking about how to draw a poster and I was going to 

draw it because I guess they weren't very good artists. 

And so I would just went up and got the Echo Companv 

book and I looked on the cover and I just started 

drawing, palm trees and stuff. Then I decided I wanted 

to draw a helicopter. So I drew that like it was 

landing. Then I just went from there and I put a 

Vietnamese sniper near the helicopter shooting at it 

and then the helicopter was shooting at the sniper. 

The thing is, I put too much blood. They (the other 

group members) liked it, but they just didn't think it 

was going to be a good grade. They didn't think Miss 

V. would like it because the guy didn't have a head. 

(Kyle, May 1993) 

Jim and Susie's group had wondered what happened to the 

"guys on the island" at the end of their book, so they 

decided to continue the story and give it a new ending. Jim 

explained their collaborative writing effort: 

We made it up as we went along in the book. I mean, 

while I was on the computer, she kind of told me some. 

Well, first of all, and I told her what we should do 

for a plot, kind of just what would happen a little 

bit. She says, fine, then she kind of told me what to 

write. I would think about each sentence and then try 
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to make it better or maybe I would say a sentence or 

two. So she'd try to dictate and I wrote. (Jim, May 

1993) 

Presentations 

Each group spent a week researching their question and 

preparing for the class presentation. The presentations 

took on a variety of formats, with a poster presentation 

being the most popular among the eight students. Matt' s 

group discussed the investigative reporter and showed two 

posters. One poster showed locations of POW camps in 

Southeast Asia and the other was a graph showing the numbers 

of POW's and MIA's. This presentation prompted many 

students to question the identification of remains and 

accuracy of body counts. They also told the story of Maya 

Lin, the young architect who designed the Vietnam Veterans 

Memorial. Robin and Erin's group created a poster exploring 

the aftermath of the Vietnam War as manifested through post

traumatic stress syndrome. Jill's group presented their 

survey results providing the impetus for another emotional 

discussion concerning responsibility to the innocent victims 

of war. Kyle's group had planned to display some artifacts 

from the Vietnam War to accompany their poster, but ran into 

some trouble with that idea: 
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dad shot a sniper out of a tree, I guess, that was 

shooting at his company, battalion, or whatever and he 

killed him. He killed the guy and he took his 

crossbow. He still has the arrows and the crossbow is 

in my room. I have it on ity wall. It's pretty neat. 

Mr. McDonald (the vice principal) wouldn' t [ let me 

bring it in]. It's a weapon, I guess. It still works, 

too. I've pulled it back before. We were going to, 

but I couldn't. We were going to talk about the 

weapons and everything, but I couldn't bring in the 

cross bow. (Kyle, May 1993) 

Jim and Susie's group read the original ending and then 

their new ending to the story. Linda's group did not want 

to do a presentation in front of the class so they displayed 

a hanging mobile they created: 

We just had a whole bimch of ideas and that seemed like 

the best one that would fit what we could do with the 

book. Well, none of us really wanted to get up in 

front of the class and do anything. We didn't want to 

write an answer, so that left [us] pretty much with the 

mobile. (Linda, May 1993) 

The students formed inquiry groups to research 

questions piqued by their readings and to present this 

research to their class. Their questions were either 

directly related to or prompted by issues presented in the 
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books. These questions promoted the opportunity for 

students to research a wide range of topics related to the 

Vietnam War Era and to use varied strategies and resources. 

Their research and presentations often created new questions 

about this era of history. 

understanding the Group Procesfi 

Working with groups can be a difficult process for 

students, especially if they are unaccustomed to 

collaborating with others. The arrangement of who is in 

each group and the group dynamics matter a great deal, 

particularly in regards to friendship. The ideas of 

responsibility and equity are also integral components of a 

group. Group process includes students' comments regarding 

working in groups in relation to friendship and matters of 

responsibility and equity. 

Friendship 

Erin believed her group's friendship got in their way 

of effectively completing their project: 

Well, we were all really good friends and stuff so we 

had a lot of stuff, I guess, we just figured that was 

the time to talk. Because, you know, me and Rodney are 

good friends and Mary and Rodney are good friends and 
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Billy and me and Mazy are all good friends, so we just 

talked. (Erin, May 1993) 

While their friendship encouraged them to talk, it did 

not encourage them to help each other. Taking 

responsibility for each other and themselves did not happen 

for this group: 

Nobody really wanted to find out, you know, themselves 

or anything. But they didn't really want to help 

anybody either. . . . (Erin, May 1993) 

Responsibilitv 

Rodney agreed with Erin's evaluation of their group. 

However, instead of accepting responsibility for his own 

lack of initiative, he blamed his group: 

Well, we had people in our group that are a lot less 

motivated than other people in the other parts of the 

class, other groups in the class. Granted, I was 

goofing off, too, but, I think that if I would have had 

a more motivated group, that I would have done better. 

I would have done more work because I didn't do 

anything. (Rodney, May 1993) 

As further evidence of his group's lack of motivation 

and ineffectiveness, Rodney offered the case of Billy Smith, 
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one of his group members who came to class but rarely 

participated in any capacity: 

There are people that are less motivated like Billy; 

but, Billy Smith, you know, he really needed help. Set 

him with people who understand what they're doing. Put 

him in a group that is well motivated and they can get 

him to be well motivated and so they'll help him out. 

Help the people that aren't as motivated. . . . 

(Rodney, May 1993) 

Although Rodney felt all Billy needed was a more 

motivated group, Erin disagreed, saying "it's not like Billy 

would do anything anyway" (May 1993). Rodney went on to 

say if their group had been motivated, they would have done 

a better job with the final project: 

We would have probably put out a better presentation, a 

better report. You know, a better project than what we 

did. Our group basically did nothing. (Rodney, May 

1993) 

Erin did, however, agree with Robin that the group 

could have done a better project: 

Well, we probably would have called someplaces and 

stuff and figured out, like, talked to some people and 

written that down about interviews and stuff. We 

probably would've made a bigger poster about more stuff 
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than just words (related to post traumatic stress 

syndrome). (Erin, May 1993) 

Erin also took exception to Rodney's comments about the 

group doing "nothing." She and Mary did the bulk of the 

work, thus raising the issue of equity: 

Well, me and Mary did the whole thing. They just kind 

of sat there and watched us and talked to us and stuff 

like that. But it was kind of our faults, too, because 

we didn't make them do anything because, I guess, we 

knew what we were doing and we didn't really have time 

to explain it to them while we were doing it. So we 

just kind of rushed through it the way we wanted to do 

it. We didn't ask them anything about it. (Erin, May 

1993) 

Matt's group also dealt with equity. Two members of 

his group also completed the bulk of the work, while two 

others were still trying to finish their books: 

I did the talking obviously and Jane did the poster and 

that's it. I think Elisa and Polly weren't even done. 

(Matt, May 1993) 
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Not all of the groups experienced the problems plaguing 

Erin and Rodney's group or Matt's. Susie described the 

balance of work in her group: 

[Jim] was sort of typing while I was dictating stuff 

out of the story. Well, he (the third member of the 

group) hadn't finished the story yet and we just sort 

of let him finish the story and now and then he might 

contribute some of the stuff that we forgot, like 

earlier on in the book. [He was] listening when he was 

reading. (Susie, May 1993) 

Jill's group achieved a beautiful collaboration. From 

the beginning to the end of their project, they complimented 

each other's strengths and equally divided their roles: 

I did the survey and Cathy's a good drawer, so she did 

the Boat to Nowhere sign and she did the survey on the 

piece of paper and then Brad and me worked on the boat. 

I drew it and he colored it in. (Jill, May 1993) 

Kyle enjoyed the collaboration and noted his personal 

enjoyment with the literature and writing: 

I like reading a lot. I like the reading and the 

writing . . . about what it was and stuff. I thought 

that was good. Yeah. That was fun letting us do it 

ourselves and work together as a team and everything. 

I thought that was pretty neat, too. (Kyle, May 1993) 
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The students discovered two things rather quickly about 

working in cfroups. First, being with your friends was not 

necessarily a good idea because they "figured that was the 

time to talk." Secondly, they discovered no one was going 

to make them do their work, they had to hold themselves 

accountable. However, several groups did not, "It was kind 

of our faults, too, 'cause we didn't make them do anything." 

Understanding the process of working in a group was just as 

much a part of the literature-based classroom as the 

literature itself. 

Understanding About Inquiry Groups includes the 

students' responses to learning the research process and 

their perceptions of the group process. The inquiry groups 

provided the means to capture the interests created by the 

reading and discussion of the students' books. They were 

pushed to think beyond the reading to examine the Vietnam 

War Era as it related to them outside the classroom. 

Through their inquiry groups, students conducted research 

based on their questions and presented their research 

project to the class. Their wide range of topics promoted 

the use of varied strategies and resources and while they 

answered some of their questions, new ones took their place. 

They learned about issues of friendship, responsibility, and 

equity in regards to the group process. Some of these 

students resented being put in a position of holding 
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themselves responsible. They wanted to be placed in 

"motivated" groups or told what to do, taking the burden off 

of themselves once again. They were left feeling 

uncomfortable with the inquiry groups. Others, like Kyle, 

thought "that was fun letting us do it ourselves and work 

together as a team and everything" (May 1993) . 

Summary of Students' Interviews 

Through their interviews, these eight students revealed 

their understandings about reading and literature, 

perceptions of the literature-based classroom, responses to 

literature, connections with literature, and understanding 

about inquiry groups. As they moved through the five weeks 

of the Vietnam War Era unit, the students experienced a 

great deal of dissonance in regards to this method of 

learning and to what they were actually learning. For some 

of the students, they could no longer not call themselves 

"readers," because in this context, they were readers. The 

students offered valuable insights on instructional issues 

related to literature-based classrooms, issues that will 

help Joan in her curricular decisions for the coming years. 

Their responses to the literature revealed a great deal of 

knowledge and sophistication in regards to their readings, 

and empathy toward those who experienced Vietnam. Their 

connections between the literature and the topic, their 
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families, and content areas were painful, honest, and 

powerful. Although the inquiry groups were unpleasant for 

some, all of them learned how to ask questions and seek out 

answers. Ultimately, for these eight students, their 

inquiry is well on its way. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CHARACTERISTICS AND ISSUES IN MOVING TOWARD A LITERATURE-

BASED CLASSROOM 

A literature-based classroom has distinctive 

characteristics beyond siiiply having tradebooks available 

and providing opportunities for recreational reading. Those 

who understand the nature of a literature-based classroom 

know the power of literature. Huck (1990) states: 

I believe in the power of literature to make us more 
human. ... I believe in the power of literature to 
give us vicarious experiences.... I believe in the 
power of literature to make us more knowledgeable. 
... I believe in the power of literature to develop 
imagination. . . . Finally, I believe in the 
transforming power of literature to take you out of 
yourself and return you to yourself—a changed self, 
(pp. 3-4) 

Moving b^ond traditional instruction to the deeper 

underpinnings of a literature-based classroom, such as the 

role of the teacher and the role and place of text and 

inquiry, is not easy. The intent of Chapter 5 is to 

describe an eighth grade classroom's gradual move away from 

tradebooks and recreational reading as supplements to the 

curriculum toward the recognized characteristics of a 

literature-based classroom. 

The analysis of Chapter 5 focuses on rty field notes and 

the students' journal entries, inquiry journal booklets, and 
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artifacts from the final projects as described in Chapter 2. 

The analysis of these data follow Glaser and Strauss' (1967) 

methodology of constant conparison. Each of the data 

sources were analyzed much in the same manner as the 

interviews. Each source was read and reread for emerging 

trends and categories were developed from the trends. After 

each data source was considered and categories coded, the 

categories from all the sources were examined for related 

connections. Four broad themes emerged and will be 

described in this chapter (see Table 4 for an outline of the 

themes). 

The first broad theme is The Emerging Role of a 

Literature-Based Teacher. This theme contains descriptions 

concerning Joan's emerging role as a teacher in a 

literature-based classroom. This theme describes classroom 

routines, the process of planning the literature xonits, the 

implementation of the literature discussion groups, the 

implementation of the inquiry groups, and the place of 

structure in both the curriculxmi and physical environment. 

Real Literature for Real Kids, the second broad theme, 

contains descriptions of the iitportance of using real 

literature (tradebooks) in a literature-based classroom. It 

includes the variety and quality of tradebooks needed in a 

literature-based classroom and the process of reading about 
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the Vietnam War Era and the role and place of tradebooks as 

a curricular framework. 

Real Kids Responding to Real Literature is the third 

broad theme. This theme contains descriptions of students 

responding to the readings in a variety of formats and 

making connections to their own lives. The response formats 

include literature discussion groups, class discussions, 

journal writing, and inquiry projects. 

The final broad theme is An Invitation to Inquiry. 

This theme contains descriptions of the students' 

participation in the inquiry cycle. The students pursued 

further inquiry into issues, questions, and concerns arising 

out of the Vietnam War Era topic and the connections they 

made both within the school context and their own personal 

experiences. 

Although the classroom described in this research is 

just beginning the move toward a literature-based classroom, 

the broad themes developed out of the data coincide with the 

general characteristics of a literature-based classroom as 

found in other research studies (Applebee, 1992; Hynds, 

1992; Langer, 1992; Oldfather, 1993; Probst, 1992; Purves, 

1992; Skolnick, 1992; Smith & Johnson, 1993). Throughout 

Chapter 5, these themes will be linked with those 

characteristics from the professional literature to describe 

an emerging literature-based middle school classroom. 
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The Emerging Role of a Literature-Based Teacher 

Researchers note teacher's xinderstandings and actions 

play a critical role in a literature-based classroom and 

clearly outline how those understandings and actions play 

out in the classroom. Hade (1991) explains: 

[Teachers] need to plan times during the day in which 
[students] can read books, hear books being read, talk 
about books, and work on projects related to their 
reading The rules of the classroom need to 
accommodate readers. Readers need to be able to read 
to and talk with other readers. (p. 12) 

In addition, the teacher actively participates as a 

learner with students and contributes as a member in that 

community of learners. The students are given ample time to 

read and are given choices in their reading. The teacher 

helps to create a secure environment by creating small, safe 

groups and modeling acceptance of students' responses. The 

teacher provides multiple opportunities for students to 

respond to the literature both independently and in a group. 

Students are encouraged to critically explore their 

responses and to share through dialogue and writing. The 

teacher facilitates discussions based on students' 

responses, pushing for "rigor" and "reflection" (O'Brien, 

1991; Probst, 1990; Rosenblatt, 1938 [1987]; Watson & Davis, 

1988) . The Emerging Role of a Literature-Based Teacher 

describes Joan's gradual understandings of the nature and 

role of a teacher using literature for instruction. 
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From itY past experiences with Joan, I knew she alreac^ 

had some \anderstandings and practices as described by Hade 

(1991) . She recognized the iirportance of literature in the 

classroom and had a fairly wide selection of tradebooks for 

her students to check out and read. She also provided her 

homeroom with the opportunity for recreational reading in 

the form of RIBET, often joining them in reading. Joan's 

classroom routines as well as her planning, and implementing 

of curriculum help to define her role as a teacher—a 

teacher moving toward and gaining understandings of 

literature-based teaching. 

Routines 

Joan is a highly organized teacher. She likes to know 

exactly what is going to occur each day in her classroom and 

plans accordingly in advance. Although she handles 

surprises well, she routinely knows in advance each hour's 

schedule. For instance, at the beginning of this study, 

each day began with Daily Oral Language (DOL). This lesson 

came out of a book she used in Wisconsin. One or two 

sentences with errors were written on the board. Upon 

arriving to class, students got out a sheet of paper, copied 

down the sentences, and made corrections while Joan took 

attendance. The class then discussed the DOL. Students 
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would go up to the board and make corrections to the 

sentences. Next came announcements. These annoxincements 

were sometimes applicable to the entire student body and 

announced over the intercom, such as the yearbooks would not 

arrive until the end of the school year. Sometimes the 

announcements concerned just the "Green Team." For example, 

she announced to both sixth and seventh hours that the 

team's "sun protection unit" fieldtrip to Breaker's had been 

changed to Justin's Water World. The housekeeping almost 

always included an announcement telling students what to 

expect for that hour, usually in the form of a schedule. 

Once the DOL and housekeeping tasks were conpleted, Joan 

went on with the routine of teaching conposition. Because 

of Joan's involvement with an earlier university project, 

she has nineteen Macintosh computers in her classroom. All 

computers are linked through a central network in her room. 

The networking allows the students to conplete a variety of 

peer related projects and almost all assigned work is 

completed on the coirputers. lypically, Joan would teach 

one-half of the class while the other half coirpleted work on 

the computers. This was a well-established routine. The 

students were assigned to groups with each group spending 

two days each week on coitputers. 

Hade (1991) states, "Methods of teaching with 

literature must involve not only what teachers do but also 
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the perspectives teachers have toward what they are doing" 

(p. 1) . In other words, just adding tradebooks to the 

classroom is not enough. It is what teachers understand 

about using literature and how they use it that counts. For 

Joan, that meant when the opportunity to leam more about 

using literature for instruction presented itself, she took 

it. 

Planning and ImDlementina the Curricular Events 

In order to keep her routines running smoothly, Joan 

likes to plan as far ahead as possible—including the 

curriculum events for this study. During Phase I, as 

described in Chapter 2, we began planning the curriculimi. 

We began the planning by reviewing and discussing the 

research on literature-based teaching and continued this 

process throughout the entire study. Also during this time, 

we reviewed possible tradebooks for the literature groups 

and checked on the availability of the titles we liked. We 

also spent time discussing our questions and issues with 

other teachers interested in literature-based teaching. 

These readings and discussions formed the basis for our 

curricular decisions. 

The first decision we made was to choose the topics for 

the literature xinits. The previous spring (1992) we had 
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talked about possible topics. Ultimately, we decided to 

make this choice and provide opportunities for student 

choice within the planned curriculum. We looked at the 

social studies teacher's yearly plan and targeted two time 

periods, the Civil Rights Movement and the Vietnam War Era. 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, we chose these time periods 

because of their scheduled time to be taught within the 

spring semester, the interest level they could generate, and 

the availability of tradebooks covering these time periods. 

As we discussed the possibilities open to us in regard to 

these topics, we decided that the Civil Rights Movement 

would be an introduction to using literature for purposes 

other than recreational reading, while the Vietnam War Era 

would be targeted for a more extensive and intensive use of 

literature and include an inquiry project. Based on our 

readings, discussions, and decisions, we planned for and 

iitplemented three curricular events based on the two chosen 

topics: The Civil Rights mini-unit, the Vietnam War Era 

unit, and the inquiry groups. 

Civil Rights Movement 

Joan and I began preparing for the Civil Rights 

Movement mini-unit during Fall 1992. First, we considered 

our options for literature groups and decided to have the 
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whole class read a shared book (see Appendix A—Options for 

Literature Circles, adapted from Short, 1991). We believed 

if everyone read the same book for this trial rim, we would 

be able to model in the whole class discussions the kind of 

talk we expected to hear in the smaller literature 

discussion groups. We chose Roll of Thunder. Hear Mv Cry, 

by Mildred Taylor (1976) for several reasons. Although our 

original plan called for everyone to read the same book, 

three to four students in each class had already read this 

particular book. Since there are several titles in this 

series about the Logan family, we thought we could have 

those who had read the first book form a group arotind the 

second and those who had read the second book form a group 

around the third. Two other reasons for selecting this book 

were because it is available in paperback, thus 

significantly reducing the expense, and because all of the 

bookstores in town had several copies of each of Taylor's 

books, giving us easy access to the number of books we 

needed. We purchased multiple copies of each book, 

approximately thirty copies of Roll of Thunder. Hear Mv Crv 

(Taylor, 1976) for the whole class reading plus five of Let 

the Circle Be Unbroken (Taylor, 1981) and The Road To 

Memphis (Taylor, 1990) for those who had read the first or 

second books in the series. Our initial two page, two day 

plan contained goals for the students and descriptions of 
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individual as well as whole and small group activities. The 

second draft of plans extended over six days beginning with 

a read-aloud. The Sneetches. by Dr. Seuss (1961) and a poem 

by Amie Adoff (1982), I think the real color is behind the 

color. This second draft included reading and response time 

each day and either a small group or a whole group activity. 

The unit was to end with a read-aloud and a final small 

group project. The first two drafts were titled, "Civil 

Rights Plans," but by our third draft, we were calling this 

our "Adolescent Literature Discussion Group Study." This 

third draft looked very different from the initial draft. 

This plan extended to eight days. Even more reading and 

response time were added and Flv Awav Home, by Eve Biinting 

(1991) was selected as the final read-aloud. During this 

time with the help of the school librarian, we generated a 

bibliography of fifty-three books related to civil rights. 

We began gathering these titles for the students' use and 

also had available several copies of Taylor's other books, 

including Song of the Trees (1975), Mississinni Bridge 

(1990), and The Friendship/The Gold Cadillac (1987). 

In spite of well-laid plans, the introduction to 

literature groups through the Civil Rights mini-unit did not 

go as well as expected in the beginning. The students 

really grxombled about the lack of reading time. They 

responded to the read-alouds, but did not discuss Roll of 
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Thunder. Hear Mv Crv (Taylor, 1976) as we had envisioned 

from the research articles we had read. It was very 

difficult to facilitate a discussion based on their meager 

responses. We felt compelled to ask cortprehension-like 

questions and the students seemed to be waiting for them. I 

also noticed Joan reacted differently to each class. She 

fed more answers, took the lead more and had less wait time 

for seventh hour than sixth hour. Joan and I discussed this 

observation and she explained seventh hour needed more 

guidance, they were more rambunctious and prone to "play" 

(Field notes, February 15, 1993) . 

We went back to our sources for strategies, including 

the professional literature and experienced literature-based 

teachers in other schools. One suggestion we utilized was 

to have the students fill out an "exit" card with responses 

to the process. For example, based on their comments about 

not enough reading time, Joan replaced the DOL with reading 

time. Then she invited all the students, whether they were 

in her homeroom or not, to come in during RIBET and read 

Roll of Thunder. Hear Mv Crv (Taylor, 1976). We were 

absolutely astovinded by how many students took up the 

invitation. They were literally reading everywhere—in the 

chairs, on the floor, and xmder the conputer tables (Field 

notes, February 17, 1993)! 
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Another suggestion was to push the students to support 

the responses they were giving. It was not enough to say, 

"I felt sad." As Hade suggests (1991), we began to "push 

for further rigor ty asking them to justify their statements 

with something they had read in the book or to explain 

themselves further" (p. 11) . The whole class discussions 

became livelier and we were happy with the changes we had 

made. We also began to notice students coming into class 

and leaving discussing their books. They appeared to be 

having "conversations" about the reading process as well as 

the Logan family. The social studies and math teachers 

reported overhearing students discussing the books coming in 

and going out of their classes, too. On one occasion we 

foiind the following note under a desk: 

David, 

Hey how are you? I'm fine. So, are you enjoying 

the book so far it doesn't make any sense to me yet 

(Anonymous) . 

From incidents such as these, we knew the students were 

responding to the reading on their own, but not all of the 

literature groups were responding as we had anticipated. 

Some of the literature discussion groups engaged in animated 

conversation about the Logans, while others were having 

difficulty carrying on a dialogue about the book; and still 

others claimed they did not have an opinion regarding the 



229 

book and were sinply reading for the grade (Field notes, 

February 18, 1993) . Throughout the study we continued to 

offer a variety of strategies (see Appendix B—Literature 

Discussion Strategies adapted from Short, 1991) and 

opportunities for discussion, but engaging in literature 

group discussion as we envisioned it remained problematic 

throughout the entire study. 

The mini-unit came to an end with moderate success. 

Through this trial rtin of using literature for instruction, 

we learned a great deal about the iirportance of the 

teacher's role in facilitating a literature-based classroom. 

We discovered our role included listening to students' 

needs, utilizing a variety of discussion strategies, 

expecting rigor in students' responses, and providing 

opportunities for whole class discussion. By listening to 

the students, we discovered they needed more in-class 

reading time. By utilizing a variety of discussion 

strategies and pushing for rigor in their responses, we 

helped students begin to dialogue in their literature 

discussion groups. By providing more opportvinities for 

whole class discussion, the discussion format of their 

choice, we helped students increase their understandings of 

the topic. As we reflected on the Civil Rights mini-unit in 

anticipation of the Vietnam War Era unit, we reconfirmed 

Hades' (1991) stance: 



230 

What teachers really need is understanding. It is from 
a base of landerstanding literature, children, 
classrooms, and reading that teachers can make informed 
professional decisions about which advice to accept and 
try out in their classroom and which to reject (p. 15) . 

The Vietnam War Era 

The initial process of planning for the Vietnam War Era 

unit was much like the planning for the Civil Rights 

Movement. Based on our readings, we knew there were a 

number of appropriate titles available and several ways we 

could organize the readings. Since we had planned for the 

students to experience a whole class, shared book, in the 

Civil Rights mini-unit, we decided to try small group, 

shared books for the Vietnam War Era unit. Students would 

select their top three choices for each of the two reading 

cycles and then based on these choices, the students would 

be divided into small groups of four to five for literature 

discussions. 

Joan and I chose ten titles, including one series for 

the two reading cycles. We purchased five copies of the 

following: Alwavs to Remember: The Storv of the Vietnam 

Veterans Memorial (Ashabranner, 1988), Young Man in Vietnam 

(Coe, 1968), The Land I Lost: Adventures of a Bov in 

Vietnam (Nhuong, 1982), Pocket Change (Jensen, 1989), Msi 

One for All (Nelson, 1989), Park's Quest (Patterson, 1989), 
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The Monxjment (1991) , A Boat to Nowhere (Wartski, 1981) . 

Because we anticipated a large demand on one title. Fallen 

Anoels (l^ers, 1988), we purchased 10 copies. Our last 

selection included one copy of three tradebooks from the 

Echo Company (Emerson, 1991) saries—Echo Hompanv #1: 

Welcome to Vietnam. Echo Company #2; Hill 568. and Echo 

Company #3: 'Tis the Season. As with the mini-unit, these 

titles were all available in paperback and easily accessible 

through local bookstores or bookclubs. 

In addition to the literature group titles, we selected 

three read-alouds. They included. The Wall. (Bvinting, 

1990), The Lotus Seed/ (Garland, 1993), and A Place Called 

Heartbreak; a Storv of Vietnam (Ifyers & Haley, 1992) . Each 

of these books presented a different view of Vietnam. As we 

selected and planned for the readings, we continued to 

gather related resources and again asked the school 

librarian for help. 

Upon completing the Civil Rights Movement mini-unit, we 

revised our plans for this longer unit. We added reading 

time, included a variety of response strategies to accompany 

the readings, and planned for more whole class discussions. 

Then, approximately seven weeks after completing the mini-

unit, we started the Vietnam War Era unit. 

Joan began the first day by talking to the students 

about the unit we had planned. She explained that unlike a 
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few weeks ago where nearly everyone read the same book, 

students would have a choice in books this time. She told 

students there would be fiction as well as nonfiction books 

and there were five to six books of each title. Joan then 

gave students folders she had prepared for them. Each class 

had a different color folder. For instance, sixth hour's 

were blue and seventh hour's were purple. As Joan and I 

handed out the folders in sixth hour, one student asked if 

Vietnam was in Korea. Several students jeered and Joan took 

the time to explain this was not an "odd" question and a lot 

of people during the war did not know where it was. Joan 

then directed students to take out a blank sheet of paper 

and title it, "Vietnam War Journal" and to date it. 

After the writing, Joan took an impronptu survey of how 

many students knew someone who had served in Vietnam. About 

one-half of each class had fathers and xincles who had 

served. Joan warned students Vietnam was an emotional issue 

so students needed to be prepared to get different responses 

from their families and friends. We ended the first day 

with Joan reading aloud from the chapter book, A Place 

Called Heartbreak, by Walter Dean ^^ers and Alex Haley 

(1992) . 

Through open-ended prompts, such as "What do you 

already know about the Vietnam War Era?" and "What do you 

want to know about the Vietnam War Era?" we learned a great 
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deal about the students' prior knowledge and their questions 

about this theme. To some extent, we were able to use these 

responses to help guide the students in making their book 

choices. Based on their comments, we realized we needed 

some maps for points of reference. We purchased several 

maps of Southeast Asia and Vietnam and placed them on walls. 

On their own, students continually consulted the maps to 

identify where events in their books were taking place 

(Field notes, ̂ ril 19, 1993) . 

The second day began with Joan and I giving book talks 

for seven of the tradebooks used during the first literature 

discussion group (not all of the titles had arrived at this 

point). Students were given time to browse through the 

titles and then asked to select their top three choices. 

Joan explained we would try to group students by their first 

choice, but in some cases we might have to go to their 

second or third choice. If that were to happen on this 

first cycle of reading, we would try to make sure th^ got 

their first choice in the second ci'-cle. We also explained 

to the students that in order to read Fallen Anaels (Lfyers, 

1988), a no nonsense look at war using language that 

reflects a vividly real picture, they would need permission 

slips from their guardians (see Appendix G) . Joan ended the 

classes with a continued reading of A Place Called 
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Heartbreak (^ers & Hal^, 1992) (Field notes, April 20, 

1993). 

The first two weeks continued in a regular routine. 

Joan either began or ended class with "housekeeping" tasks, 

the students read, she read to them, and they responded to 

their readings through journal writing, literature 

discussion groups, or class discussions. Some days the 

students read all hour and other days, students read part of 

the hour and then participated in activities. 

During the third week, Joan went to Wisconsin for one 

week. I had agreed to spend three full days with the 

students and the siibstitute teacher. While Joan was gone, 

the students were very unhappy and made the substitute and I 

feel like interlopers. I even wondered, at one point, if I 

had "forgotten" how to teach (Field notes. May 4, 1993) i 

Rosenblatt (1938 [1983]) points out, "The classroom 

situation and the relationship with the teacher should 

create a feeling of security" (p. 66) . During the third 

week, the substitute and I found out how tenuous that 

relationship can be. We tried to follow the agreed upon 

plans of introducing the inquiry project and booklets, but 

the students were only marginally cooperative. It was with 

great relief, both on my part and the students, Joan 

returned. 
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The classroom situation and the students' feeling of 

security were hinged on their relationship with Joan. On 

Joan's part, she was clearly agitated upon her return. For 

the first time, she strongly articulated her belief students 

need a great deal of structure. She was very unhappy with 

the "looseness" of the groups and felt she needed to reteach 

the week. I was sure she was going to tell me she had had 

enough (Field notes. May 10, 1993). When I returned the 

next day, Joan had coir5)letely rearranged the room and was 

taking the students step-by-step, page-by-page through the 

inquiry booklets. Instead of the desks being in rows, they 

were now grouped in fives. I told Joan I thought moving the 

desks was a great idea and she replied, "I had to do 

something!" (Field notes. May 11, 1993). With Joan back, 

the students finished their readings and began their inquiry 

groups. 

The Inouirv Groups 

We planned for the inquiry groups using Short's (1990) 

model for inquiry. After the students had completed their 

readings, we would ask them to articulate questions they had 

concerning the Vietnam War and to form interest groups 

around these initial questions. We would then give them one 

and one-half weeks to explore these questions—refining them 
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as needed, to gather research notes, and to synthesize their 

new information for a public presentation of their choice. 

The last half of the second week would be reserved for the 

presentations. We organized additional titles concerning 

Vietnam and placed those on a bookcart in the center of the 

room and we made arrangements with the librarian to allow 

the students access even though the library had officially 

closed for the year. 

For the final one and one-half weeks of the Vietnam War 

Era xmit (and the school year), the students worked on their 

inquiry projects (see The Inquiry Cycle, this chapter, and 

Chapter 4 for more discussion on the inquiry projects.) . 

Joan invited the students to explore their questions, 

concerns, and issues. She required the group to focus on 

one topic and to prepare a presentation for the class in a 

format of their choice (Field notes. May 11, 1993) . As 

school came to a close, Joan was very excited about the 

students' projects. Unlike the difficulties with discussion 

in the literature groups, most of the students had little 

trouble engaging in discussion over their projects and had 

little difficulty in the planning and preparation of their 

projects. Their presentations were a celebration of all 

th^ had learned and an open invitation for further inquiry. 

After school was over for the year and we reflected on the 

previous weeks, Joan felt that both units had basically been 
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successful. She noted in 17 years of teaching, her students 

had never stayed excited about school to the last day like 

they had this year. Seeing her students so involved made 

her eager to begin planning for the next year. 

The Place of Structure 

On one hand, Joan remained consistent in her teaching 

approaches, especially in her control of journal entries. 

Students could respond in the manner they chose to her 

prompts, but complete choice did not occur. She was also 

adamant in her belief students need structure. She later 

said a great deal of pressure and tension had been building 

as she struggled to figure out how to deal with the required 

achievement tests, grades for her grade book, and her own 

mistrust of the students' learning independently of her 

close guidance. Joan was struggling with the issue of 

assessment and evaluation as separate from the instruction 

(Routman, 1991) and unfortunately, I did not recognize her 

concerns xmtil after she voiced them on her return from 

Wisconsin (Field notes. May 11, 1993). Routman (1991) 

states: 

The goal of evaluation, like the goal of teaching, is 
to make the learner self-monitoring, self-regulating, 
and independent. The highest goal in evaluation is to 
have students and teachers able to reflectively 
appraise their own work and set new directions for 
teaching and learning, (pp. 303-304) 
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This was a goal, Joan clearly desired to achieve. In 

retrospect, we should have recognized the need to establish 

the goal of evaluation and how this was to be acconplished. 

On the other hand, some new understandings of using 

literature did emerge-

Within Joan's parameters, she encouraged the students 

to choose two books to read. She provided in-class reading 

time from fifteen minutes to the entire class period and 

invited all of her students to come to RIBET. Occasionally 

when a student needed more reading time, the student was 

allowed to take a book home for the weekend. She was quite 

flexible with class discussions. Students asked questions 

and voiced their concerns during those discussions while 

Joan facilitated "points of contact between different 

students' opinions" (Rosenblatt, 1983, p. 71) and pushed 

students to critically think about their responses. She 

encouraged her students to explore their interests and 

invited other students into the inquiry. She provided a 

structure and format for inquiry and a means to celebrate 

and share their research. In many ways, Joan had joined her 

students in creating a community of learners through their 

use of literature. 

Becoming a teacher in a literature-based classroom does 

not come about only through reading current research. It 
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does not come about only through talking with others. Hade 

(1991) states: 

[The teacher's role is] developed by teachers over 
extended periods of reflection and study of their own 
teaching and of what children are doing in their 
classrooms.... Th^ continue to leam about their 
own teaching with literature from their students, their 
colleagues, their student teachers, and the authors and 
illustrator of the children's books they use. (p. 15) 

What Joan and I discovered during this year of planning 

and instruction is teachers need an understanding of the 

process as well as an understcinding of literature, 

classrooms, and students. Through these understandings, 

teachers and their new roles can begin to emerge. 

Real Literature for Real Kids 

As described in Chapter 1, a literature-based classroom 

provides students with daily opportunities to read, respond, 

and explore literature both extensively and intensively 

(Watson & Davis, 1988) . Reading is a social activity where 

the classroom becomes a community of readers sharing their 

thoughts and ideas about what th^ are reading and drawing 

connections to their own lives. Real Literature for Real 

Kids describes the selection of the literature and how it 

was used during this study. 

Researchers and theorists agree on the basic 

characteristics of the literature used in a literature-based 

classroom as well as how that literature is to be read (Hade 
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1991; O'Brien, 1991; Probst, 1990; Rosenblatt, 1983; Short, 

1991; Watson, 1988) . The literature chosen should be 

selected on the basis of students' "interest, quality of the 

text, and availability . . . [and it] must be of value. It 

can be professionally authored or written by classmates or 

the teachers, but it must have integrity" (Watson & Davis, 

1988, pp. 61, 64) . There also needs to be a wide variety of 

literature, such as genres, authors, and themes. 

Literature, or text, does not mean only chapter books, but 

includes picture books, novels, poems, students' own works, 

music, art, and other sign systems (Short, 1991). This 

literature should be from various cultures and ethnic 

groups. Further, O'Brien (1991) adds, "There is no such 

thing as a book that is appropriate for one and only one 

grade level" and a broad perspective of grade level should 

be applied when choosing books to use with students (p. 

117) . 

Short (1991) describes using these types of text or 

literature in four ways. First, literature as a way of 

knowing, such as learning about literary elements; secondly, 

literature as a way to leam language, both within the 

context of everyday language and in story; third, literature 

as a way to leam other content, as in social studies; and 

fourth, literature as a way of knowing about social and 

political issues, for example the atrocities of war. 
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However, as Short's description iinplies, it is how 

literature is used once it has been selected that identifies 

a literature-based classroom. 

Although Joan was not using literature for anything 

other than homeroom RIBET time when I first met her, I was 

iitpressed with the accessibility and choice of tradebooks in 

her classroom. One corner of her room was filled with a 

tall, revolving paperback stand, like those found in grocery 

stores. Students were free to check them out at any time 

and read them on their own. She kept her "booktree" current 

by consulting with her students about their preferences and 

then ordering from TAB or TROLL bookclubs. 

Variety and Quality in Tradebooks 

As we planned for this unit, we made a conscious effort 

to find a wide variety of quality tradebooks related to the 

Vietnam War Era. As Watson and Davis (1988) point out, 

availability is an issue in selecting books. Many of the 

books we located were only available in hardback, making the 

cost prohibitive. However, we ended up with a total of ten 

shared book sets and three read-alouds related to the theme 

of the Vietnam War Era and an entire library cart full of 

additional. Of the text sets used in the literature 

discussion groups, three are nonfiction, while the other 



seven are fiction. One deals with the culture of the 

Vietnamese; one describes the dilemma of boat people trying 

to escape from the North Vietnamese; five deal with issues 

related to the war State-side, such as war protesters, the 

tragedies families faced, the aftermath of post-traumatic 

stress syndrome, and memorializing those who had served; and 

three books describe the war from a soldier's point of view. 

We felt these books would appeal to a wide variety of 

interests, represent a good cross-section of available 

tradebooks, and offer multiple perspectives of this era. In 

addition, these books vary in their style, language, length, 

and difficulty. 

Students chose two of the ten titles to read, 

regardless of their proficiency as a reader. Our main 

concern was for them to choose a book interesting to them in 

some way. Although the books for the literature discussion 

groups were not allowed to leave the classroom during the 

week, the additional books could be "checked out" and 

students were invited to read any of those books at their 

leisure. 

Reading about the Vietnam War Era 

The readings took on a variety of formats. Students 

were provided with daily reading time varying from fifteen 
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minutes to the entire class period. Further, either Joan, 

the substitute, or I read aloud to them nearly every day 

from the titles previously selected for this purpose. In 

addition, the students could come in for RIBET. 

The amount of time for reading in class followed both 

our planned time and cues from the students. If the 

students indicated they needed more or less time than 

originally allotted, we tried to accommodate them. One way 

we did this was to devote a few entire days to reading. 

Another was to allow students to check out the books on the 

weekend. We also encouraged students to take advantage of 

RIBET time. We had learned in our pilot about the need to 

be flexible in accommodating reading time throughout the 

literature unit. 

During the read-alouds, the students listened 

attentively, visibly shuddering at the descriptions of 

torture and battle in Walter Dean l^ers and Alex Haley's 

(1992) A Place Called Heartbreak (Field notes, April 20, 

1993) and their eyes filled with tears listening to Eve 

Bunting's (1990) The Wall (Field notes. May 3, 1993) . On 

some occasions we had other plans and did not read aloud to 

them. They would first plead with us to read and then make 

their displeasure and disappointment known if we did not 

relent. Joan and I discovered some of the best discussions 
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came from the read-alouds as students shared their feelings 

within this commianity. 

RIBET continued to be packed with students and Joan's 

room would often reach capacity with not an inch to spare. 

Since RIBET was free reading time, the students could read 

any text of their choice. However, during the Vietnam War 

Era unit, most students chose to read either the books from 

their literature discussion group or another Vietnam War Era 

related title. 

The students read extensively and intensively during 

this unit. They were surrounded with a wide range of 

literature on the theme. Although we lacked some literature 

genres, we did provide a variety of nonfiction, including 

maps, diaries, cookbooks, memoirs, and news accounts. The 

one major area lacking as noted by one student, was that 

very few books were written about or by women who had served 

in Vietnam. Kyle began one book about a nurse who got lost 

in the jungle and was angered by the "silliness" of the book 

as well as her portrayal as a "bimbo." 

As the students progressed through their second book, 

they began to critically examine issues and concerns and to 

make connections between their first and second books as 

well as with the read-alouds. Their questions became more 

demanding and were laced with perplexity. One student 

wanted to know, "How could North Vietnam have won if they 
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lost so many?" (Field notes, April 28, 1993) . Th^ began to 

make personal connections to the characters through their 

own family members and, for some, increasing their ownership 

in their later projects. 

By the end of this unit, Joan and her students had 

increased their understandings of the power of literature. 

Her classroom was becoming more than a room with tradebooks, 

it was becoming a literature-based classroom recognizing and 

using the power of real books. Joan and her students were 

reading real literature for real kids. 

Real Kids Responding to Real Literature 

Real Kids Responding to Real Literature contains 

descriptions of Joan and her students grappling with the 

notions of personal response and student-led discussions. 

Researchers agree on the necessity of response in the 

literature-based classroom (Hade, 1991; O'Brien, 1991; 

Probst, 1990; Watson & Davis, 1988) . Response is at the 

heart of reading in a literature-based classroom (Hade, 

1991; Probst, 1990) . As students read, th^ can not help 

but respond to what they are reading. They begin to "see, 

feel, think, and remember" (Probst, 1990, p. 31) as they 

make connections with their own lives, the lives of the 

characters they read about, and the world in general. 

Students need the opportunity to explore their responses in 
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a variety of forms. For exait^jle, these responses might be 

through journal writing, artwork, drama, or shared dialogue. 

Although students should be held accountable to reflect 

and analyze their responses, Rosenblatt (1938 [1983]) argues 

students need to be able to deal with their personal 

responses and the form of those responses should not be 

liitiited or required. Further, for students to feel 

comfortable in sharing their personal responses, they must 

be in a risk-free environment where responses are accepted 

and encouraged. "Readers' sharing with other readers is 

critical to the development of a literary classroom" (Hade, 

1991, p. 12). 

Literature discussion groups often provide a curricular 

framework for students' dialogue, "a shared experience that 

encortpasses critical thought" (Watson & Davis, 1988, p. 62) . 

Through their dialogue, students can push for deeper 

reflection and analysis of their personal response (Peterson 

& Beds, 1990). Literature discussion groups also provide 

the opportunity to talk about literature in terms of the 

author's design and to focus on the book itself. Students 

might question the literature's plot, theme, setting, 

characters, style, symbol, tone, genre, and mood, and they 

might reflect on the larger implications of the social and 

political world in which we live (O'Brien, 1991). The 

dialogue found in a literature discussion group is student 
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led with the teacher facilitating; it is not a directed 

reading lesson (O'Brien, 1991). Many students and teachers 

are accustomed to a teacher-directed, teacher-controlled, 

and even teacher-centered discussion. For a true dialogue 

of sharing and exploration to occur, participants need 

"time, patience, knowledge, and experience* (Watson & Davis, 

1988, p. 64). 

Responding to the Readings 

The students responded to the readings in a nxjmber of 

ways. Some of these responses were to the read-alouds, 

while others were to their literature discussion group 

books. These responses ranged from planned to spontaneous 

and occurred both within the classroom and outside of the 

school setting. 

Responding to the Read-Alouds 

During the first few days of the unit, Joan struggled 

with the read-alouds. She stopped during the reading and 

after the reading and asked the students conprehension-like 

questions which they would dutifully answer. When she asked 

them questions about how they felt or what they thought, 

they often answered with trite remarks. However, after a 

few days of reading the first read-aloud, A Place Called 
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Heartbreak (Ifyers & Haley, 1992), Joan and her students 

clearly began to respond during the reading and whole class 

discussions. Although Joan had originally described the 

read-alouds as simplistic and at about a third or fourth 

grade reading level, she had underestimated the power of 

response at all age levels. The students were appalled at 

Fred Cherry's torture in A Place Called Heartbreak (I^ers & 

Haley, 1992), but begged Joan to read from it each day. An 

intense discussion followed one day after Joan read about 

Cherry's captors pouring gasoline over his wounds. Part of 

the class felt this was the ultimate torture, while other 

felt it might have been used as a disinfectant. The 

discussion then moved toward comparing the medical treatment 

of prisoners and expertise of the North Vietnamese medical 

personnel and those of South Vietnam's allies (Field notes, 

April 20, 1993). 

We all had lumps in our throats and tears in our eyes 

as The Wall (Bunting, 1990) was read; 

On it are the names of those killed in a war, long ago. 
... A woman old as grandma is hugging a man old as 
ity grandpa would be. . . . Flowers and other things 
have been laid against The Wall. There are little 
flags, an old tedc^ bear, and letters, weighted with 
stones so they won't blow away. Someone has left a 
rose with a droopy head. . . . The names are of the 
dead. But The Wall is for all of us. . . . But I'd 
rather have iry grandpa here, taking me to the river, 
telling me to button ny jacket because it's cold. I'd 
rather have him here, (unnumbered page) 
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It was hard for anyone to talk after this reading. But 

when they did, the students who had visited The Vietnam 

Veterans Memorial shared there memories of it as solemn and 

special and those students reading Always To Remember 

(Ashabranner, 1988) told the story of the struggle to 

design, fund, and build this wall of names (May 3, 1993) . 

Some of the students balked at the idea of a picture 

book like The Lotus Seed (Garland, 1993) . Matt asked why I 

was reading that kind of book (picture book) to them, but 

then he and the others marveled at the tenacity and 

fortitude of the main character as well as the beautiful 

illustrations (Field notes. May 4, 1993) . As the students 

immersed themselves in their own readings, they shared their 

connections with the read-alouds, their own families, and 

the world during this time period. 

Informal Responses 

The whole class discussions, informal booktalk around 

the bookcart, and connections at home began to sound like 

the kind of personal sharing, dialoguing, and responding we 

had hoped would occur. As the students worked on their 

inquiry projects, th^ foraged through the cartload of 

books. Th^ were fascinated with the Time-Life series on 

Vietnam and eagerly shared it with others. Students 
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gathered around the bookcart for informal sharings much as 

they had done throughout the year with the bookrack in the 

comer. 

Several students related the conversations th^ were 

having at home. Jill talked about her parents' surprise and 

pleasure that she was excited and learning about Vietnam 

from multiple perspectives. Kyle, spontaneously shared, "I 

finally xonderstand iiy dad!" (Field notes, April 28, 1993) . 

Based on what we were seeing and hearing, we had great hopes 

for the literature discussion groups. 

Literature Discission firoups 

As discussed earlier in this chapter, the dialogue in 

the literature discussion groups did not develop as 

envisioned. Although one or two groups took up the 

invitation to discuss their shared book, most did not. 

Instead, students either sat and patiently waited for 

someone to tell them what to do or they talked with their 

group members about other interests. There were several 

reasons why the literature discussion groups did not 

function. 

Literature discussion groups, as mentioned earlier, 

provide a framework for response to the reading. Students 

have usually responded on an individual basis first, often 
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through writing in a literature log or reading journal. 

Then they come together in a small group to share and 

dialogue. However, in the beginning, these students 

struggled with response on an individual basis. One reason 

for this may have to do with their instructional history. 

Although Joan and I knew about reader response theories, the 

students did not. Their instructional history with reading 

was steeped in teacher-directed, teacher-led discussion, 

looking for the right answer to questions about the 

literature read. When asked to write in their journals, 

many felt they had nothing to write about. It was not 

unusual to hear a student say, "I have no opinion." This 

was very frustrating to us because we could hear and see 

them expressing their opinions during whole class 

discussions. A second problem then occurred. Joan wanted 

the students to write in the journals, but believed the 

students needed more structure. Since she thought the 

students could not or would not respond on their own, she 

decided to give them an open-ended pronpt for each entry. 

Thus, they would have the guidance she believed they needed 

for writing while having the flexibility to answer the 

prompt however they wished. A third factor appeared to be 

the students' expectations of a grade for their journal 

writing. Although we wanted to follow the direction of 

their questions and concerns through their written 
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responses, grading them was not our intent. Some of the 

students were less inclined to write in their journals on 

learning there would be no assigned grades. 

Journal Responses 

The students responded in their joiimals six times 

throughout the study. For the first entry, Joan asked the 

students to write down anything they knew ahout the Vietnam 

War and what they wanted to know about it. Emily' s entry 

was terse. She said she knew nothing about it, but did want 

to know what happened to cause it, what was it like, and why 

did it happen at all. Rodney wrote; 

Vietnam was a police action more than a war. The war 

was already going on before the Americans entered it. 

France was already at war in Vietnam. Our soldiers had 

to fight with 1 hand tied behind their backs in the 

demilitarized zones. (It started in the 1950's.) The 

eneity was referred to as Charlie and I would like to 

know why our country didn't let our men fight full 

force and supply them with all the artillery needed. 

(Rodney, Journal Entry, April 19, 1993) 

The proitpt for the second journal entry asked, "What is 

the strongest impression you have thus far about the topic 

and/or your book?" Jill wrote: 
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How horrible the Vietnam War. How th^ treat the 

people. How they are to one another (soldiers) . How 

they bribed the Vietnamese so they would think the 

soldiers were their friends. (Jill, Journal Entry, 

April 26, 1993) 

The third and fourth journal entries were to be rough 

drafts of paragraphs to be edited and later submitted to the 

building principal for essential skills documentation. The 

students were to write two different paragraphs. The first 

was their inpression of a topic in their book and the second 

was to be a recommendation for the book. Joan wrote 

guidelines on the board for these paragraphs; 

5-6 sentences 

Write about your impression of some topic in your book, 

i.e. Vietnamese people 

War 

Veterans Memorial 

Family relationships 

Character 

Topic sentence 

3-4 supporting sentences 

Concluding sentence 

Grading: 

A+ 50 B+ 44 C+ 39 D+ 34 

A 48 B 42 C 37 D 32 
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A- 45 B- 40 C- 35 D- 30 (Field notes, 

April 27, 1993) 

Linda's first paragraph discussed understanding the 

nature of war and its realities: 

M^y people do not understand [war] . Most people who 

have never not been in a war, think it is nothing more 

than • fighting for freedom and your country." But the 

men that have fought in a war understand that many 

innocent and normal people get hurt. People that start 

out happy and proud to fight wind up coming out (if at 

all) ashamed, hurt, and powerless because they realize 

how short a life and happiness can end. (Linda, 

Jouimal Entry, April 27, 1993) 

Her second entry focused on the book she was reading 

and her responses to it: 

I would recommend Young Man In Vietnam for anyone to 

read. Young Man in Vietnam is a good book for people 

who want a story of one man's story of the Vietnam War. 

It gives enough description to make a person cringe at 

the thought of witnessing what Coe did, but it also 

keeps you in suspense about what he will do from page 

to page. I found that each step Charles Coe takes, are 

always in the direction of helping someone, showing not 

every soldier has a heart of steel. I recommend Young 

Man in Vietnam because of it's sensitivity and fear 
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that keeps you in suspense. (Linda, Journal Entry, 

April, 1993) 

The fifth journal entry prompt asked, "What are your 

questions at this time?" The students' questions were 

mostly text-based in that they were directly related to 

their book. For exanple, Jim asked, "Why was Bac Thong 

appointed leader of Outcast Island?" (Jim, Journal Entry, 

May 11, 1993) Linda and Emily's reading had raised 

questions not answered in their books, "Are there still 

POW's in Vietnam?" {Linda, Journal Entry, May 4, 1993) and 

"What was Vietnam so bad about that no one wants to talk 

about it?" (Emily, Journal Entry, May 5, 1993) 

The final journal entry had three parts. Students were 

asked to react to the books they had read, react to the 

unit, and to make suggestions for future themes. Jill 

described her book. A Boat To Nowhere (Wartski, 1981), as 

"boring. It was the same thing over and over again" (Jill, 

Journal Entry, May 17, 1993) . Mike wrote about one of the 

two books he had read: 

Fallen Angels is up in the top ten books I have ever 

read. It had depth of character, explaining how each 

one is like, it had emotion, especially with Perry, it 

felt real. I could see the things happening when I was 

reading it. I actually saw Perry and Peewee and 

Janson. (Mike, Journal Entry, May 17, 1993) 
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In regard to the unit, Rodn^ made connections to his 

social studies class, "It tied into our History classes too 

with our study of Vietnam in there" {Rodney, Journal Entry, 

May 17, 1993) and Susie wrote, "I liked that we got a 

variety of choices and that we could read at our own level 

and not at others" (Susie, Journal Entry, May 17, 1993) . 

Jill commented: 

This unit was OK. I learned alot about the Vietnam War 

and about the culture of the Vietnamese people. It was 

a good way to relax after a whole year of hard work. 

Fallen Anaels was a great book." (Jill, Journal Entry, 

May 17, 1993) 

The students made several suggestions for future 

themes. Nearly all were social studies related. Kyle 

suggested the Cuban Missile Crisis, Matt offered Watergate, 

and Jill proposed W.W.II. Linda advised: 

Diagramming would have been great to spend time on, 

just to xxnderstand the sentence a little more for high 

school. (Linda, Journal Entry, May 17, 1993) 

The students made a number of responses throughout 

their journals. They revealed their prior knowledge of the 

Vietnam War Era; began tentative inquiry, posing questions 

about what they thought they might like to know more about; 

offered personal opinions, retellings, and recommendations 

on the tradebooks they read; noted the harsh realities of 



257 

war; suggested possible future topics; and offered 

suggestions for iirproving instruction. However, in spite of 

the knowledge we gained from their journals, previous 

instructional history, lack of journal writing experience, 

and using a prompt probably directed the students' focus 

away from responding in the literature discussion groups. 

The students seemed to think once the journal entry 

"assignment" was conpleted and because there would be no 

grade, that was the end of it. The journal entries were not 

the result of their own inquiry and were doomed to produce 

little to support talk in the literature discussion groups. 

Other components in the effectiveness of the literature 

discussion groups concerned our limited time with the xanits 

and lack of experience. One two week mini-unit and one five 

week unit is not enough time for teachers or students to 

"unlearn" basal-like instruction and to forget instructional 

history counter-productive to literature-based instruction. 

On their own terms, the students responded well in their 

informal discussions, the problems seemed to arise when we 

imposed the format of a literature discussion group and the 

journal entry pronpts. We discovered it is one thing to 

read about smoothly functioning literature discussion groups 

in research articles or to hear about them at local and 

national conferences and quite another to put them into 

action. Helping real kids respond to real literature does 
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"require time, patience, knowledge, and experience" 

(O'Brien, 1991, p. 64). 

An Invitation for Inquiry-

Researchers agree students should have the opportunity 

to move beyond responding to the literature (Hade, 1991; 

Kauffman & Yoder, 1990; O'Brien, 1991; Porter, 1990; Probst, 

1990; Short & Burke, 1991) . As a result of their reading 

and responding, many questions, issues, and concerns are 

raised by students. Students need to participate in 

inquiry. In Short and Burke's (1991) book. Creating 

Curriculimt. inquiry is described as: 

[The process] of searching for questions and ways of 
looking at those questions. Without inquiry, a sense 
of purpose and meaning in learning is lost and our 
natural inquisitiveness as learners is deadened. 
Instead of stuc^ing topics to gain bits and pieces of 
information, we ask our own questions and engage in 
inquiry. We leam to search for problems as well as 
explanations for our problems. We are both problem-
posers and problem-solvers, (p. 55) 

According to Short and Burke (1991), inquiry groups are 

groups of students framing a focus question based in 

interests mattering to them. Inquiry groups provide the 

framework for students to actively participate in a research 

cycle of posing a question, investigating that question, 

then presenting the results to the class. These groups 

provide the context for "creat[ing] new understandings and 
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insights about literature . . . lead[ing students] to new 

reading experiences" (Kauffman & Yoder, 1990, p. 153). 

Through this process, students have multiple opportunities 

to share and rethink their ideas through an in-depth 

examination of their own questions as they continue to read 

both extensively and intensively making connections with 

what they are reading and their own lives (O'Brien, 1991; 

Porter, 1990). Students raise questions and pose solutions 

assuming part of the intellectual responsibility for their 

learning. Kauffman and Yoder (1990) point out, in this 

manner, students build "from their life experiences so 

[they] can see connections and make learning their own" (pp. 

135-136). 

After learners have investigated their questions, they 

present their findings to the larger whole group. The 

presentations are a time for group members to present their 

research and invite their colleagues to share in the 

dialogue of their discoveries. Students may choose to 

prepare posters, write their own stories modeled after their 

readings, create dramatizations, or create artwork. "The 

possibilities for presentations are limitless" (Kauffman & 

Yoder, 1992, p. 150). 

One of the tensions adolescents face is due to 

questions they are expected to pursue and answer engineered 
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by someone else, often a teacher or another adult. Porter 

(1990) cautions: 

Adolescents are torn between a world outside the 
classroom that expects them to begin making their own 
decisions and assuming responsibility for their 
actions, while inside their traditional secondary 
classrooms more structure and control are added as 
methods of dealing with these young adults, (p. 105) 

However, inquiry groups encourage students to "actively 

construct knowledge for themselves by rethinking their 

current beliefs, hypotheses, interests, needs, and purposes" 

(Kauffman & Yoder, 1990, p. 153), easing the tensions 

between the classroom and the "world outside." By engaging 

in inquiry, students are free to create new questions as 

they answer the old (Short & Burke, 1991). An Invitation 

for Inquiry describes Joan's students' participation in 

their inquiry groups. 

The Inquiry Cvcle 

Joan's students began their inquiry by first 

brainstorming questions as a whole group. These questions 

were then listed on the board. The students indicated which 

questions they might be interested in pursuing and tentative 

groups were formed. Some of these questions came directly 

out of the books they read, while other were only indirectly 

related. These questions ranged from "How big is a horse 

snake?" to "How did the war get started?" (Field notes. May 
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4, 1993) . The students then met to finalize a focus 

question for their group's inquiry. As the students posed 

questions, some wondered about the appropriateness or 

worthiness of the question. For exairple, the group 

interested in finding out more about horse snakes decided 

that would lead to little inquiry on their part, so they 

abandoned their original question for another. After 

reviewing the inquiry process and ideas for the final 

projects, the students settled on their final focus 

questions and began their research (Field notes. May 11, 

1993) . 

Using the inquiry booklets to plan, the students 

generated additional questions related to the focus 

question, decided on their roles within the groups, and 

began reading extensively and intensively for information 

regarding their questions. They gathered information 

throughout the first part of the week, meeting on a daily 

basis to share their findings and to plan the next stage of 

their inquiry. Their information gathering took on a wide 

variety of formats. Students researched from the cartload 

of books in the classroom, went to the school library and 

the public library, canvassed local bookstores for more 

books related to their questions, made phone calls, and 

interviewed parents and friends. Most of the students 

actively engaged in the research process. 
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During the second half of the week, the students 

prepared their research for presentation. Erin and Rodney's 

group discussed post traumatic stress disorder and prepared 

a poster describing synptoms. Jill's group wanted to know 

if the rest of the class felt boat people had been treated 

fairly. They coirpleted a survey and presented the results 

in a graph. Jim and Suzie's group did not like the ending 

to the book they had read, A Boat To Nowhere (Wartski, 

1981), so they rewrote the ending detailing what happened to 

the outcasts. Kyle's group had great difficulty in deciding 

what to do. Kyle wanted to know more about the jungles in 

Vietnam, the wildlife, and the ecology; however, Brittn^ 

wanted to know how Vietnam was cleaned up after the war and 

Kevin wanted to know how dense were the jungles. This group 

did no research, but they did present a grisly poster they 

had drawn of a helicopter flying out of the jungle and a 

dead soldier lying on the ground beneath it. Linda's group 

wanted to know more about the three main characters in the 

book And One For All (Nelson, 1989) . They coirpleted a 

character sketch, then made a hanging mobile displaying the 

characters and their attributes. Matt's group questioned 

the number and locations of MIA's and POW's. They drew 

maps, graphs, and accessed the library's CD ROM in pursuit 

of their questions. The students presented their projects 

to the class during the first three days of the following 
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week. Their presentations were lively and their discussions 

invited the rest of the class into their inquiry. These 

final three days, which were also the final three days of 

school, proved to be a celebration of learning. 

As described in earlier chapters, not all of the groups 

accepted the invitation to pursue their own inquiry. Some 

of the groups had difficulty with issues of equity, deciding 

on a focus, or siitply working without a teacher directing 

every step. However, the inquiry groups were much more 

successful than the literature discussion groups. One 

reason might have been because they were working within the 

familiar context of a social studies research project. Some 

of the students May have seen the inquiry groups as a new 

twist on those reports. There was also more structure 

supporting their inquiry, indirectly from Joan and more 

directly in the form of the inquiry booklets. More likely 

though, the students were engaged in pursuing their own 

inquiry. While they could have pursued their own inquiry in 

the literature discussion groups, they did not believe they 

could due to their instructional history. In the inquiry 

groups, they were responsible for exploring their questions 

and encouraged to make connections meaningful to them. They 

had the opportimity to decide which information was of most 

worth and the manner in which to present it, decisions that 

are often the teacher's alone. During the invitation to 
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inquiry, most of the students seemed coinfortable with the 

instructional context. Joan and I were amazed at their 

excitement and tremendously pleased with their projects. 

The inquiry groups appeared to have succeeded in 

establishing a context for learning. 

Upon Reflection 

We accoirplished several of our goals during this study. 

One goal was to introduce literature to the classroom as 

more than recreational reading: Real literature for real 

kids. We reached that initial goal. Joan and her students 

got a taste of the power of literature as we increased the 

reading and use of tradebooks through the mini-unit and the 

longer unit on the Vietnam War Era. The students read on a 

daily basis, and we read to them nearly every day. 

A second goal was to get the students involved with 

critical discussion of the literature they were reading and 

hearing: Real kids responding to real literature. Although 

the students did not discuss in literature circles as we had 

envisioned, they did participate in critical dialogue 

through whole class discussions, voicing their concerns, 

issues, and questions. The best dialogue occurred after the 

read-alouds with students making connections and sharing 

their responses. Further, based on the reports from the 

other Green Team teachers, the students themselves, and what 



265 

we saw and heard around the bookcart, the students dialogued 

informally about their tradebooks with each other and their 

families. 

A third goal was to invite the students to participate 

in the process of inquiry, an invitation for inquiry. The 

students posed their own questions, researched them, 

presented the information, and many times were left with new 

questions for further pursuit. They showed initiative in 

their quest for answers and rigor in their responses. I 

would not be surprised to find out some of these students 

continued to read about Vietnam through their summer 

vacation. 

The one area least successful during this study was the 

response to the literature on an individual and small group 

basis. This was due to at least two factors, the students' 

previous instructional history and lack of experience in 

using literature in this way on our part. Both Joan and her 

students were reluctant to freely respond to the literature. 

Joan believed the students needed more structure with their 

responses, while the students seemed unsure how to handle 

what little response was required of them on an individual 

and small group basis. From ny work in this study, I have 

come to see there is a fine line between too much and too 

little structure. Striking that balance must be a 

negotiation in trust. While opportunities for response 
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continue to be offered, teachers must trust in their 

students' abilities to take ownership of their learning and 

students must trust their teachers enough to let go of their 

previous instructional history. This partnership is a 

crucial conponent to achieving literature-based instruction 

and an atmosphere conducive to reader response. In this 

study, everyone could have benefited from more modeling and 

experience with responding to literature. 

We did not achieve a literature-based classroom in the 

conplete sense. However, creating a literature-based 

classroom does not occur quickly; it takes time and 

understanding. I'm confident as Joan and her students 

continue to experience literature, the role of response will 

increase as the roles of reading and writing become mutually 

supporting (Watson & Davis, 1988) . As Joan continues 

learning from her students, her instructional knowledge will 

increase and the deeper underpinnings of a literature-based 

classroom will emerge. 

Summairy 

Our overall goal was to discover the characteristics 

and issues in moving toward a literature-based classroom in 

a middle school. We learned there are four key 

characteristics; (1) The teachers' role is critical in 

facilitating a literature-based classroom, (2) Students 
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must have daily opportunities to hear read-alouds and to 

read real literature, (3) Students must be able to freely 

respond to the literature in a variety of formats, and 4) 

Students must be offered the opportunity to make connections 

to their own lives through inquiry. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSIONS: FINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS 

The primary purpose of this stuc^ was to describe the 

characteristics and significant issues related to moving 

toward a literature-based classroom in a middle school 

context. More specifically, this study interpreted and 

analyzed Joan's and her students' perceptions of the 

significant aspects of moving toward a literature-based 

classroom and described the issues and problems related to 

making that move. 

Located within the framework of qualitative research 

(Bogdan & Biklin, 1992; Erickson, 1986), this study utilized 

a process of observing, interviewing, audiotaping, 

videotaping, and participant observation (Glaser & Strauss, 

1967; Cuba & Lincoln, 1983; Spindler & Spindler, 1987; 

Spradley, 1980). A working rapport between the classroom 

teacher and inyself was established during a three year 

period. During this time we worked together on several 

projects including the present research. The first part of 

this study. Phase I, "Planning," began approximately one 

year before the actual data collection and continued 

throughout the study. Phase II focused on three major 

curricular events: (a) Introduction to Literature Groups: 



269 

The Civil Rights Movement' lasting approximately two weeks; 

(b) Reading the Literature: Cycle 1 and 2, lasting 

approximately five weeks; and (c) "Inquiry groups," lasting 

one and one-half weeks. The major data sources included 

field notes and interviews. Secondary sources such as 

students' journals, inquiry booklets and inquiry project 

artifacts, audiotapings, videotapings, and other related 

artifacts were gathered and archived for possible later use. 

Throughout this study, my role was one of participant 

observer (Spradley, 1980; Wolcott, 1973). Initially I 

participated on a limited basis, facilitating the literature 

discussion groups and inquiry groups with Joan. As the 

students engaged in their inquiry, I stepped back to 

concentrate on data collection. Although field notes 

extended over the entire semester, intensive data collection 

occurred over a period of six and one-half weeks and 

included the major and secondary sources described earlier. 

As data were collected, the interviews, field notes, 

journal entries, and other artifacts were read, reviewed, 

and initially analyzed to inform instruction. Data analysis 

was based on Glaser and Strauss' (1967) method of constant 

comparison. Interviews were analyzed to examine the 

perspectives of Joan and the students' about their 

understandings, concerns, and issues as to what is 

significant in a literature-based classroom. 
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interpretation of their perceptions guided the analysis of 

my field notes and the students' journals, inquiry booklets, 

and project artifacts. The remaining data, including 

audiotapings, videotapings, and other related artifacts were 

archived. Measures were taken to insure credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability through 

such means as persistent observation, theoretical/purposive 

sampling, use of overlap methods, and practicing reflexivity 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1981) . The analysis was used to develop a 

"thick description" of the characteristics and issues 

involved in moving toward a literature-based classroom 

within a middle school setting. The analyzed interviews of 

the teacher's and students' perceptions revealed their 

issues and understandings, while analysis of my field notes 

revealed broad categories related to the characteristics and 

problems associated with moving toward a literature-based 

classroom. In the following section, the guiding questions 

for this study are again posed and the implications emerging 

from the six findings are discussed. 

What Are Joan's Perceptions of the Significant Aspects of 

Moving Toward a Literature-Based Classroom? 

Analysis of Joan's interviews identified three 

significant aspects in moving toward a literature-based 

classroom. One of these is Understandings About Reading and 
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Literature. Joan's understandings about reading and 

literature emerged from her early connections, professional 

connections, and new connections to literature. 

While discussing early connections, Joan acknowledged 

her love of reading and early experiences with literature. 

She discussed her preservice experiences with children's and 

adolescent literature as minimal describing how she left 

college with little knowledge and iinderstanding of how to 

use children's literature effectively in the classroom. 

Her professional connections built upon the earlier 

ones. As an English teacher she stressed the teaching of 

writing and provided her students with recreational reading 

time during homeroom. Joan was aware of the role literature 

served and the way literature was used in some of the other 

grade levels at South Middle School, including Junior Great 

Books and anthologies. Although she was concerned with 

adding literature to what she saw as an overcrowded 

curriculum, Joan was aware she was "all the English they 

(her students) were going to get." She believed she needed 

to figure out how to give her students more opportunities to 

read literature. 

New understandings of literature began to emerge for 

Joan through her use of children's and adolescent literature 

in her classroom; consequently, a new definition of the role 

and place of literature began to develop. This new 
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definition did not come without struggles relating to issues 

of student choice, accountability to curriculum guidelines, 

and evaluation. As she struggled with these tensions, she 

focused on selecting literature xinits contextually relevant 

for her students and on providing opportxinities for her 

students to make connections to their social studies class. 

Joan encountered problems typically associated with 

literature-based instruction as she began implementation. 

These problems included integrating the curriculum, choosing 

and acquiring enough tradebooks, and learning new strategies 

for teaching (Pace, 1991; Scharer, 1992; Scharer & Detwiler, 

1992) . The process of making early, professional and new 

connections with literature provided Joan with the 

opportunity to redefine her beliefs about literature and the 

role literature-based instruction could play within her 

curriculum. As Joan moved steadily toward a literature-

based curriculum, her deeper londerstanding of children's 

literature and its use in the classroom moved well beyond 

her original definition of children's literature as "kiddie 

lit. Picture books" (Joan, January, 1993). 

The second significant aspect identified from Joan's 

interviews is Teacher as Learner. Her interviews revealed 

three areas of needs teachers have in order to continue 

their own learning. She believes teachers need: (1) 

supportive learning environments, (2) collegial 
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relationships, and (3) support in making changes together. 

Joan noted an ongoing learning environment where she could 

find support and encouragement to pursue her issues and 

concerns was not always available at her school. Since this 

environment did not exist at her school, Joan looked 

elsewhere to develop collegial relationships. These 

included meeting with her colleagues on her own time and 

collaborating with university researchers. She was 

sensitive to this need when she and two colleagues began a 

career ladder project on writing across the curriculum. She 

made sure she was available for her two colleagues and 

provided other means of support such as locating research 

articles, arranging meetings, and seeking an expert from the 

university to aid them in their project as they collaborated 

throughout the year. Joan reflected on the changes she made 

as she collaborated with a university researcher and her 

changes as a curriculum leader with her colleagues, learning 

along with her students, colleagues, and university 

researchers, and in turn, supporting them in their learning. 

T*he third significant aspect arising from the analysis 

of Joan's interviews is Understandings About Inquiry Groups. 

Joan discussed two areas relating to inquiry groups, group 

process and connections to research. Joan saw the group 

process of inquiry as allowing her students to work together 

in a positive commvinity atmosphere, "helping the others" and 
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•talking with each other" (Joan, June 1993). The inquiry 

groups further provided a means for her students to leam 

about the research process and to explore extensions to the 

literature in a meaningful context. The inquiry group 

process also gave Joan a means to continue her own learning. 

She listened to her students, reflected on her practice, and 

made informed curriculxam changes. 

Interpretations of the data analysis related to Joan's 

perceptions of the significant aspects of moving toward a 

literature-based classroom centered on her xmderstandings of 

reading and literature, her beliefs about teacher as 

learner, and her understandings about the inquiry group 

process and its connections to research. As Joan gained 

these new understandings and began to articulate her 

beliefs, she redefined her notions of literature and its 

emerging role within her curriculum. 

What Are the Students' Perceptions 

of the Significant Aspects of Moving Toward a 

Literature-Based Classroom? 

Analysis of the students' interviews included five 

significant aspects from their perspectives. One of these 

aspects, similar to Joan's interviews, is Understandings 

About Reading and Literature. The students reflected on 
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their views of themselves as readers, both personally and 

in relation to a literature-based classroom. To be a reader 

was defined differently by the eight students. Those 

considering themselves readers liked to read and engaged in 

reading all the time. Initially, three students did not 

define themselves as readers. They saw reading at home and 

reading at school as two entirely separate enterprises. For 

them, being a reader meant liking to read both at home and 

at school and reading a lot. However, as they participated 

in the move toward becoming a literature-based classroom, 

their views of self as reader shifted. They found 

themselves reading at home and at school and liking it! It 

was interesting to note that although they had categorized 

themselves as "non-readers" only a few short weeks before, 

th^ were now concerned for other students who might not be 

readers. They believed those who were not readers would 

"not like to be forced to read" (Susie, May 1993) . 

Another significant aspect is the Literature-Based 

Classroom. Two areas, amount of reading and choice of 

reading, were discussed by students. They noted there was 

"a lot of reading" (Jill, May 1993) and they believed having 

a choice was better than "having teachers just say, 'You 

have to sit down and read this book'" (Erin, May 1993) . 

These eight students knew what they needed in the way of 
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instruction as they made suggestions for further iirproving 

the classroom curriculum. 

A third significant aspect is Responding To Literature. 

The students reflected on two areas in this category, 

retellings and personal opinions. Some of the students' 

initial responses to the literature was in the form of 

retelling the events they found most interesting. Others 

pushed further and expressed personal opinions ranging from 

interest level to author's writing style to accuracy of 

events. The students' responses were based in part on their 

new knowledge of the Vietnam War Era and how their books 

related to this time period. 

Making Connections with literature is a fourth 

significant aspect. The students made connections to the 

topic, their families, and the content area of social 

studies. All eight of the students made some kind of 

connection with the topic of Vietnam. One of the most 

powerful connections was the realization that many members 

of their immediate family had firsthand experience with the 

Vietnam War. This realization lead to strong connections 

between the reading and their own families. While the 

interdisciplinary nature of this study was not capitalized 

on in the way we had originally envisioned, students were 

able to make connections to social studies on their own. 

Some of the students saw English class as informing social 
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studies, while one student noted "social studies effected 

almost all the other classes" (Jill, May 1993) . They were 

willing and able to make the connections, they just needed 

the opportunity. 

The final significant aspect for the students is 

Understandings About Inquiry Groups. Similar to Joan, the 

students' understandings about inquiry groups were built on 

their knowledge of the research process and the group 

process. Following an inquiry model of learning (Short, 

1990), the students posed questions, researched answers, and 

presented their findings to the class. Matters of 

friendship, responsibility, and equity had to be dealt with 

during the group process and led to varying degrees of 

successful collaboration. 

In analyzing the data for this study's second question, 

the analysis revealed the significant aspects in moving 

toward a literature-based classroom for the students. These 

aspects included their understandings of reading and 

literature, responding to the literature, making connections 

with the literature, and participating in inquiry groups. 

As the students gained these new understandings, they 

redefined their notions of what it means to be a reader, the 

role and place of literature within a classroom, and their 

responsibilities as a learner within a community of 

learners. 
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What Are the Issues and Problems 

Related to an Eighth Grade English Class Moving 

Toward Literature-Based Instruction? 

As Joan and her students moved toward becoming a 

literature-based classroom, four overriding issues 

developed. The first is The Emerging Role of the Teacher. 

Current research describing characteristics of literature-

based classrooms notes the in^jortance of the teacher's role 

(Pace, 1991; Scharer, 1992; White, 1990; Zancanella, 1991). 

In developing a literature-based curriculum, teachers 

encounter a variety of issues and problems about their role. 

Joan encountered some of the same problems as noted by 

Scharer and Detwiler (1992) . Joan and I found out reading 

and discussing the research was not the same as iitplementing 

it in the classroom. One of the issues and problems related 

to the teacher's role is understanding that the process of 

making a shift of this kind takes time. Becoming a 

literature-based teacher does not happen in one semester or 

even one year. It is a lengthy process requiring knowledge 

of and accessibility to tradebooks, knowledge of related 

classroom practices in using and responding to literature, 

the understanding of alternative assessment and evaluation 

procedures, the development of a support system, and 

continuous reflection on the process. 
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A second issue involved Real Literature For Real Kids, 

the use of text, particularly children's and adolescent 

literature. The quality and integrity of the literature and 

how literature is used is an integral part of literature-

based instruction. As we planned for these units, we made a 

conscious effort to find a wide variety of quality 

tradebooks related to the Civil Rights Movement and the 

Vietnam War Era. Students were provided with daily reading 

time, and Joan or I read aloud to them nearly every day. 

The students, Joan, and I felt the powerful nature of text 

as we read both extensively and intensively. 

The third issue is Real Kids Responding to Real 

Literature. As Hade (1991) and Probst (1990) note, 

responding to literature is at the heart of reading in a 

literature-based classroom. These students were provided 

with opportianities to respond through journals, literature 

discussion groups, cind class discussions. Responding to the 

literature in the way we had envisioned, however, proved 

problematic. The students responded to the proir?)ts in their 

journals, but this elicited little in the way of dialogue 

during the literature discussion groups. Although they were 

unsure of what to talk about or how to begin in literature 

discussion groups, the students freely shared responses in 

whole class discussions, particularly after the read-alouds. 

O'Brien (1991) points out responding to literature 
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"require[s] time, patience, knowledge, and experience" on 

both the part of the students and the teacher (p. 64). 

An Invitation For Inquiry is the fourth issue. 

Although the students engaged in limited response through 

their journal writing and during the literature discussion 

groups, they eagerly engaged in their inquiry groups. 

Whereas the students demonstrated varying degrees of success 

in literature discussion groups, the inquiry groups provided 

the framework for students to pursue their own questions and 

share their research with the class in a format of their 

choice. With their perceived constraints removed, the 

students immersed themselves into the inquiry process, 

answered their own questions, and created projects of their 

choice for class sharing. 

The data analysis of this stuc^'s third question 

regarding the issues and problems related to an eighth grade 

English class moving toward literature-based instruction 

centered on the emerging role of the teacher, the use of 

children's and adolescent literature with the students, the 

students responding to the literature, and the powerful role 

of the inquiry groups. As this class moved toward becoming 

literature-based, Joan and her students discovered that 

rethinking their roles and the role of literature and 

inquiry within their classroom takes time, quality 
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literature, opportunities for response, and a framework that 

provides choice. 

Implications 

Upon reflection, six iitplications can be drawn from 

this research. These iirplications include: (1) The 

characteristics of one middle school literature-based 

classroom; (2) Joan and the students as curriculum 

designers; (3) The teacher, students, and laniversity 

researcher learning together and individually; (4) The 

voice of the participants as vital conponents in research; 

(5) Aspects of literature-based research; and (6) Tenporal 

aspects of research methodology. Presented below is a 

discussion of the iitplications. 

Characteristics of a Middle School 

Literature-Based Clflssrggm 

This implication focuses on the similarity between the 

middle school classroom in the present study and the broad 

characteristics of an elementary literature-based classroom 

as described in the professional literature. For this 

middle school classroom, the characteristics included: 

• The teacher's role is critical. The teacher is a 

participator and facilitator, learning from and with the 
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students. This role requires sharing ownership and 

creation of the class curriculum, as well as re-examining 

the place and kind of evaluation used. For teachers 

considering the move toward a literature-based classroom, 

this suggests the necessity for careful reflection upon 

their current role and changes they will need to make in 

order to facilitate a literature-based classroom. 

The role and use of children's and adolescent 

literature must be carefully considered. This includes 

the nature of the literature itself and the relationship 

between the selected literature and the curriculum. 

It is not enough to simply have books in the classroom. 

When considering the role and use of literature in a 

literature-based classroom, the teacher and/or students 

selecting the literature should consider the following 

kinds of questions: (1) Is it quality literature? (2) 

Does it have integrity? (3) Is the literature 

interesting to the students? (4) Depending on the 

purpose, does the literature represent a pluralistic 

society? 

Further, the selected literature must be supportive of 

the curriculum. As the teacher and/or students select the 

curricular theme, the following kinds of questions would 

be beneficial: (1) Are there multiple titles of quality 

literature available? (2) Are there multiple 
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perspectives available? (3) Is there a variety of genre 

available? (4) How will the selected literature support 

the theme? (5) Will the selected titles encourage 

literature discussion? 6) Without considering these 

kinds of questions, the choice of literature may be 

severely limited and doom the intent of a literature-based 

classroom. 

Response is the center of reading in a literature-based 

classroom. Students need to have opportunities for 

responding to the literature in a variety of formats. 

These formats might include written responses such as 

joumaling, literature logs, and webbing; drama such as 

role playing and readers' theatre; artwork such as sketch-

to-stretch and construction of mobiles; and whole class 

and/or small group discussion. This suggests that middle 

school literature-based classrooms can provide a 

supportive environment inviting teachers and students to 

engage in meaningful learning and the construction of 

understanding. "This perspective allows both the 

teachers' and the student's voices to be heard and built 

upon in establishing the classroom learning environment" 

(Short & Burke, 1991, p. 5). 

Inquiry provides an opportunity to go beyond reader 

response and to extend the understandings gained from the 

reading. Inquiry invites students and the teacher to be 
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problem posers and problem solvers. As students ask and 

explore their own questions and share their findings with 

others, they are encouraged to be reflective of their 

reading, exploration, and their subsequent presentations. 

Inquiry groups in a literature-based classroom can provide 

opportunities for the teacher and students to extend their 

responses to the literature by posing related questions 

and then attenpting to answer them. These attempts lead 

to new perspectives, new questions, and greater 

understandings and invites the teacher and students to 

"reflect on the relationship between our intentions and 

our production" (Short & Burke, 1991, p. 41). 

Joan and the Students as Curriculum Desicmers 

A second iitplication focuses on the collaborative 

nature of designing the curriculum. Short and Burke (1991) 

describe curriculxom as "a shared process of teachers and 

students working together through negotiation. This 

perspective allows both the teacher's and the students' 

voices to be heard and built upon in establishing the 

classroom's learning environment" (pp. 4-5). Routman (1991) 

notes: 

For us teachers and students, negotiating the 
curriculum also means finding our own answers for what 
should be taught as well as working through problems in 
our own way. . . . Negotiation of the curricul\im . . . 
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means sharing the responsibility for learning with the 
learners, (p.18) 

Throughout the stuc3y, Joan and I made constant 

adjustments to the curriculum based on our observations, 

experiences, students' voices, and data analysis. The 

responsibility of creating and implementing a literature-

based curriculvim lies with both the teacher and the 

students. It becomes "a shared process of teachers and 

students working together through negotiation" (Short & 

Burke, 1991, p. 4). 

Another aspect of this implication also relates to the 

notion of curriculum design in regards to a middle school 

interdisciplinary context. In the present study, the social 

studies content was the integrating core for literacy and 

literature events in an eighth grade English classroom. As 

the students pointed out, their literature and literacy 

experiences helped them negotiate the curriculum in both 

English and social studies. Since one of the features 

distinguishing a middle school is interdisciplinary teaming, 

a literature-based middle school curriculimi provides the 

opportunity to extend the theme across the content areas 

fostering an integrated curriculum and interdisciplinary 

teaming (Anders & Pritchard, 1993) . 
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The Teacher. Students, and University Researcher 

Learning Together and Individually 

A third iitplication focuses on the aspects of learning 

Joan, the students, and I continue to experience. Learning 

is not limited to just the students, but to all of the 

participants and is an on-going process. 

Joan's learning in regards to literature-based teaching 

and classrooms as described in Chapter 3 did not end with 

the stu(^. As we continue to correspond, our discussions 

still evolve around her movement toward a literature-based 

classroom. Just recently she gave me a folder containing 

reflections on this past year and further changes she has 

made in her instruction. She also included several research 

articles she thought would be of interest to me. It was not 

too long ago I brought articles to her! Avery (1990) noted 

this same kind of process in her learning as she reflected 

on her own classroom research, "now theory informs iny 

practice in the classroom, and classroom practice informs ny 

theory making" (p. 44) . As teachers, such as Joan, engage 

in classroom research, they find their own learning 

increasing. 

Further, I believe the eight students noted in this 

study, as well as the other students, have also continued to 

grow as learners. The commimity of learners created in this 

classroom provided the opportunity and means for all of the 
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participants to expand their knowledge and to transform 

their attitudes. Short and Pierce (1990) say: 

The learning atmosphere that is established in a 
classroom will determine both the potentials and the 
limitations for learning and for talk about books. A 
learning community that encourages collaborative 
relationships and conversations among all learners 
creates new potentials for learning and breaks down 
obstacles that keep them from learning more fully with 
and from others. . . . All learners are able to 
construct their own understandings of their world 
through connections to their past experiences. As they 
interact and engage in dialogue with others, they are 
able to grow beyond those experiences to new 
understandings of literature and life. (pp. 50-51) 

Joan's students experienced this kind of learning 

community through their inquiry groups. From their 

classroom community they gained more than content knowledge. 

They took away knowledge of how to leam, how to be problem 

posers, and how to be problem solvers. Through a learning 

commxinity, discussion and inquiry are encouraged and 

students may be able to bridge the gap between school and 

their personal lives as they gain new understandings about 

the world. 

As for iryself, not only did I leam a great deal about 

this particular classroom's move toward a literature-based 

curriculum, I also came away with a renewed passion for 

literature-based teaching, a deep appreciation for Joan and 

her students willing and eager collaboration, and a greater 

understanding that change does indeed take time. Their 

voices, along with iry own, continue to guide me as I read 
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the ongoing research related to literature-based classrooms 

and explore the limitless possibilities through ity 

university teaching and collaborative learning with other 

classroom teachers and their students. Matlin and Wortman 

(1989) discuss similar experiences in their partnership of 

teacher and researcher learning together, "both will be able 

to use the information learned during this study to improve 

learning for others—especially young readers and writers" 

(p. 54). For researchers engaging in classroom research, 

the opportiinity exists for development of new perspectives 

and new inquiry. 

The Voice of the Part-iripants as Vital 

Components of Research 

A fourth inplication focuses on the voices of the 

participants as vital conponents of research. There are two 

aspects to this implication. The first involves the 

participants' voice during the fieldwork and the second, 

during the analysis and writing of a study. In going into a 

classroom with preconceived notions, it could be quite easy 

to miss events the researcher is not expecting see. 

Further, in the analysis and telling of these events, the 

scope of what really happened could be limited or 

misinterpreted. In the present study, the students' and 
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Joan's voices provided me with insights I would never have 

perceived on my own. Joan, the students, and I were able to 

discuss their issues, concerns, questions, and responses-

Ultimately, I was able to recognize and address these in the 

field and in the analysis and writing of this stud^. 

White (1990) describes a similar experience in her 

book, Jevon doesn't sit at the back anymore. She notes, 

"I'd always expected Jevon to be included in iny research. 

What I didn't realize was that he would, in fact, become itv 

research and, in doing so, teach me more about learning than 

anything or anyone else had ever done" (p. 1) . Essentially, 

White learned to trust her students' voices to inform her 

research and her own learning. I also learned to trust the 

voices of the participants. It was Joan's voice and the 

voices of her students reminding me of the issues that 

needed probing and consideration when I panicked over icy 

question no longer "fitting." Their issues described a 

coirplexity difficult to detect from only ity field notes and 

other collected artifacts. With their help, I was able to 

see what I had not expected to observe and to approach an 

insider's perspective on the events in this classroom. Each 

of their issues depicted the critical aspects of gradually 

gaining knowledge of the place and use of literature within 

a middle school classroom curriculum. This aspect of the 

fourth implication suggests in order for researchers to see 
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what is happening with new eyes, th^ must let go of 

preconceived notions and be willing to listen to the voices 

of the participants. 

The second aspect of listening to the participants' 

voices concerns the inclusion of their voices in the 

analysis and writing of a stucfy. In going into a classroom 

with preconceived notions, the scope of what is really 

happening could be limited and/or missed in the writing of 

these events. In an attenpt to describe the events 

(culture). Van Maanen (1988) states: 

The actions and words of its members . . . must be 
interpreted by, not given to, a fieldworker. To 
portray culture requires the fieldworker to hear, to 
see, and most important to write of what was presimiably 
witnessed and understood during a stay in the field. 
(p. 3) 

Two key elements of Van Maanen's remark are the 

"understanding" and "interpretation" of the events. What 

and how the researcher chooses to write, in turn, affects 

the outcome of the study. As Van Maanen (1988) further 

points out, "It is usually the fieldworker who holds the 

editorial and publishing keys, not the informant .... 

informants speak, ethnographers write" (p.137). 

Florio-Ruane (1991) concurs and points to the critical 

nature of interpretation and writing when she described the 

following aspect of her research: 

We decided to work toward conversation as a way of 
confronting problems of socially negotiated nature of 
knowledge. As ethnographers, we hoped to understand 
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and represent teachers' understandings. But we had 
recently discovered that we missed (or misrepresented) 
much of what was closest to the heart of the matter for 
teachers of writing. ... We reasoned that these 
[problems] needed to be addressed by open and extended 
conversations with the teachers about the research, its 
reporting, and its potential use to them and their 
peers. (p. 240) 

Florio-Ruane (1991) and her colleagues decided to go 

back to the participants and engage them in conversations 

about the data. She notes these conversations produced 

insights "from looking at the data together and talking 

about what was there, what was missing, what we had 

represented, and what we had failed to capture in our 

reports" (p. 252) . In much the same manner, Joan and I 

engaged in conversations after school and during the siammer 

concerning the analysis and writing of this stuc^. Although 

this was not a "jointly told tale" in the sense Van Maanen 

(1988) describes, Joan and I did discuss iry interpretations 

throughout each stage of the analysis and during the writing 

of each chapter, making adjustments along the way. Often we 

had similar interpretations, but not always. I had to 

balance our discussions between ity belief that Joan or I was 

sometimes too close to the event to have an objective view 

and whether we had the same interpretation because we 

identified so readily with each other. Ultimately, what and 

how I chose to write affected the outcome of the present 

study (Van Maanen, 1988) . By including Joan's voice in the 

analysis and writing of this stu<ty, I may have been able to 
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avoid misinterpreting the events of this classroom. This 

aspect of the fourth inplication suggests that by including 

the voice of the participants in the analysis and writing of 

the research, researchers may be able to avoid missing or 

misrepresenting the reported events. 

Aspects of Literature-Based Research 

A fifth iirplication focuses on research about 

literature-based classrooms, specifically in regards to gaps 

in the existing bod^ of research. As I began the literature 

review for this stud/ and continue to review related 

literature for on-going interests, three gaps seem to be 

apparent. As more and more teachers look to children' s and 

adolescent literature as a way to integrate their 

curriculum, studies filling in these gaps are needed to help 

facilitate this move. These three gaps include: 

• Descriptions of the role and use of literature in a 

variety of content areas in the middle school setting. 

review of the literature revealed a few studies dealing 

with the role and use of literature in middle school 

settings. Although most of these dealt with social 

studies and language arts, there were very few focusing on 

other content areas such as science or mathematics. This 

suggests the need and opportianity for further research 
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describing the role and use of literature in and across 

content areas. 

Descriptions of the role and use of literature with 

special education students. As Joan and I began this 

study, one area of concern centered on meeting the needs 

of the special education students who were mainstreamed 

into Joan's classroom. We looked to the existing body of 

literature-based middle school research for guidance and 

foxind it to be limited, also. Studies including 

exceptional students would be beneficial as more schools 

adopt models of inclusion. 

Descriptions regarding issues related to living in a 

pluralistic society. By this I mean, studies describing 

the use of literature as a way of knowing about social and 

political issues (Short 1991) . For exaiiple, in the 

present stuc^, the literature related to the Vietnam War 

Era provided opportunities for the students to raise 

"issues of justice, equity, mutual recognition, economic 

empowerment, democratic aspiration, and moral involvement" 

(AAC&U, 1995, p. 7) . Although not unexpected, this turned 

out to be much more powerful than we had anticipated and 

ultimately led to the successful nature of the inquiry 

groups. Studies describing students engaging in full 

exploration of issues such as those noted above are needed 
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as itiiddle school students struggle to make sense of the 

world. 

TeiUDoral Aspects of Research Methodology 

A sixth implication focuses on research methodology in 

regards to three tenporal aspects for researchers such as 

myself to consider as we continue to engage in research. 

These aspects include: 

• It takes time to develop partnerships and rapport with 

the participants. Glaser and Strauss (1967) describe 

establishing rapport with those to be interviewed or 

observed as a "time-consuming aspect of data collection" 

(p. 75) . They further note, "to establish rapport quickly 

is, of course, sometimes difficult. Particularly in field 

studies on one group in depth, the sociologist may spend 

weeks or even months getting people to allow him to stucfy 

them at will" (p. 75) . In terms of establishing a 

rapport with Joan, I was fortunate in that I had a prior 

history of working with her on other research projects 

over a two-year period. I do not think we could have 

developed the trust and rapport needed for this study 

during the one semester of data collection. In the case 

of her students, establishing a rapport with them was more 

difficult. Although th^^ appeared to go along with iry 

role as a participant observer while Joan was present. 



295 

this was put to the test when Joan was gone for a week. 

In retrospect, it now seems clear the rapport I had with 

the students was mediated by Joan's presence. Because of 

the rather short time I had in establishing a working 

rapport with her students, it is quite possible the 

responses I received from them may have differed if I had 

time to establish a rapport with them independent of Joan. 

This first aspect suggests that in choosing a site for 

research, the researcher should anticipate the need to 

take the time to find and establish a collaborative 

relationship with the participants. 

It takes time to develop a "thick description" of 

classroom events. In order to provide enough information 

to adequately describe the context and to provide a 

framework for understanding the events occurring in that 

context, detailed descriptions must be revealed. In the 

present study, limitations can be suggested from the time 

frame of the actual data collection of one semester. 

Although excess data can be overwhelming (Spradley, 1980) 

or "loosely integrated" (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), it is 

highly likely over a longer length of time, further 

observations resulting in additional field notes and 

interviews might have offered a more detailed description 

of this middle school classroom and the issues raised in 

moving toward a literature-based classroom. 
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For exanple, over a longer period of time, it would 

have been possible to take more field notes of 

observations, particularly in regards to condensed field 

notes and a fieldwork journal (Spradley, 1980). These 

field notes would serve as a basis for even more detailed 

description of the classroom and its events. Another 

exaitple concerns the interviews. Two formal interviews 

took place with Joan and each of her students; however, 

many informal interviews occurred throughout the stucfy 

(Spradl^, 1980) . The informal interviews should have 

been more carefully documented. Further, because there 

were only two formal interviews, little opportunity 

occurred to go back for investigation of specific 

questions. This second aspect of time suggests that 

studies covering a longer time period could reveal more 

in-depth or "thick" descriptions of a literature-based 

classroom. 

• In carrying out classroom research, it is crucial to 

engage in on-going data analysis. Glaser and Strauss 

(1967) point out if on-going, systematic coding and 

analysis does not occur, researchers "cannot avoid 

collecting a large mass of data of dubious theoretical 

relevance" (p. 72) . Spradley (1980) notes that through 

on-going analysis of the data, questions and observations 

move from descriptive to focused to specific, guiding 
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further data collection. The on-going nature of coding 

and analysis will guide researchers in further data 

collection; thus, data collection, coding, and analysis 

occur in a simultaneous fashion. Although Joan and I met 

on a regular basis for review and initial analysis of the 

field notes and other collected artifacts, the focus was 

on guiding the direction of the curriculum, rather than 

data collection. Actual in-depth analysis of the field 

notes, interviews, and other artifacts did not occur until 

the end of the school year. An obvious limitation to this 

is the danger of missing opportunities to gather 

additional data necessary for a particular category or to 

revisit the participants concerning points of 

clarification. This third teirporal aspect suggests the 

need to "pace the alternating tempo of . . . collecting, 

coding and analyzing in order to get each task done in 

appropriate measure, in accordance with the stage of . . . 

research and theory development" (Glaser & Strauss, p. 

72) . 

Concluding Thoughts 

As I reflect on the nature of qualitative research, I 

realize I have learned a great deal. This particular study 

is coming to a conclusion, but it has pointed me in the 

direction of ny future research. 
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Selecting the context. The present research has helped 

answer ity questions about moving toward a literature-based 

classroom in this particular eighth grade English 

classroom; however, it has raised further questions I 

would like to investigate. I anticipate rty focus being 

similar to this stuc^, but have learned to be open to the 

events that will develop in the course of the study. I 

enjoyed the role of participant observer and would like to 

continue engaging in moderate to active levels of 

classroom participation. I would also like to observe the 

classroom events over an extended duration of time, 

preferably from the beginning of the school year to the 

end. 

I am intrigued by the idea of writing a jointly told 

tale (Van Maanen, 1988). As discussed earlier, the 

researcher ultimately decides how and what to write, 

"informants speak, ethnographers write" (Van Maanen, 1988, 

p. 137). Relatedly, what is written is based to a great 

extent on how the data is collected and analyzed. By 

engaging in a collaborative effort, the participants would 

be involved in reviewing the related literature, planning 

the research, collecting and analyzing the data, and 

writing the research. 

Reviewing related literature. Reading and discussing 

together related literature provides an opportunity for a 
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shared language, an awareness of the problems and 

possibilities related to a literature-based classroom, and 

a shared vision of the desired goals. Although I do not 

feel the teacher and the researcher must have the same 

goals, I do think there must be a shared xmderstanding of 

the goals and their purposes. I think reviewing the 

related literature allowed Joan and I the opportunity to 

leam together. This was an experience I valued and would 

like to continue with other partners in rry future 

research. 

Planning. The present research helped me to understand 

the process of planning a study with the classroom teacher 

is critical in establishing not only the goals for the 

study, but also in creating a working rapport. This time 

spent together would afford the opportunity to develop 

shared understandings of the roles of the participants, 

teaching protocol, kinds of artifacts to be collected and 

how these artifacts will be used for both classroom 

evaluation purposes and research data, and the protocol 

for data analysis and the writing of the research. If 

these issues are discussed and planned for ahead of time, 

possible misiinderstandings could be lessened. 

Collecting the data. I have learned short-changing the 

data collection process can also short-change the product. 

Systematic collection and management of data is extremely 
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iitportant from the initial contact through the coitpletion 

of the written research. As in the present study, ny 

future data collection will include a fieldwork notebook, 

interviews, video and tape recordings, student work, and 

other related artifacts (Spradley, 1980) . On rry part, I 

will particularly concentrate on keeping a personal 

journal of itty "experiences, ideas, fears, mistakes, 

confusions, breakthroughs, and problems that arise during 

fieldwork" (Spradley, 1980, p. 71) and make a concerted 

effort to expand itiy field notes after each observation. 

• Data analysis. As Glaser and Strauss (1967) note, data 

analysis should be simultaneous with the data collection. 

As I engage in future research I will continue to utilize 

constant coirparative analysis, coding and categorizing the 

data for emerging themes and trends (Glaser & Strauss, 

1967) . The present study has helped me to understand the 

need to consistently review field notes and other data as 

they are collected allowing me to move from general 

questions and observations to more focused questions and 

observations. After each stage of analysis, I will 

conduct member checks to avoid misinterpretation of 

events. 

• Writing the research. The final writing of the 

research is dependent upon the audience and the aspect 

being written about by the researchers. From the present 
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research, I learned the writing is not as easy as I 

thought it would bei I do not think a jointly told tale 

would be easy in the telling either, but I think the 

benefits would outweigh the negatives. I value the nature 

of a well-told story. The tale unfolds with a beginning, 

middle, and end. The in-betweens are filled with rich 

descriptive detail, bringing the participants and events 

alive for the reader. Qualitative research, particularly 

jointly told tales, invites collaborative researchers to 

write such a tale. 

As more research in middle school settings is conducted 

and reported, educators will gain a better picture of the 

role and nature of children's and adolescent literature and 

the nature of inquiry in the content areas. Short and 

Armstrong (1993) note: 

The potentials offered by literature have often not 
been fully realized . . . because teachers have 
continued to view content area studies as covering 
particular topics or bodies of knowledge, rather than 
as inquiry into questions that matter to students, the 
role of literature primarily has been to supply 
information and to create interest in the topic rather 
than to support inquiry, (p. 1) 

The results of this stucfy demonstrate that literature 

and inquiry can be used to help close the gap between 

adolescents' lives outside of school and what they do inside 

schools. The potential is there for students to extend 

beyond the textbook through literature to come to a greater 
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understanding of themselves while exploring and constructing 

meaning about the world. 
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APPENDIX A 

OPTIONS FOR LITERATURE CIRCLES 

(adapted from K. Short, 1991) 

A. Focus o£ the Study 

1. Literature as a way of knowing—genre, literary 

elements such as characters or themes, authors, poets, 

illustrators, books written in the same time period, 

etc. 

2. Literature as a way to leam language—variations in 

language, ways people use reading and writing in daily 

life, author studies, etc. 

3. Literature as a way to leam other content—themes and 

topics growing from studies in social studies, science, 

mathematics, etc. 

4. Literature as a way of knowing about social and 

political issues—examine one's own history in light of 

global complexities, could involve themes such as 

gangs, homelessness, prejudice, culture, etc. 

B. Size of Group 

1. Whole class/small group—Whole class reads and 

discusses the same book or text set. Can move back and 

forth between whole class and small group discussions. 
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2. Small groups—Each group reads a different shared book, 

text set, or paired books. Size of groups may vary 

from 4-5 to 6-7. 

3. Partners—Two students who read and discuss the same 

book, text set, or paired book. Students can also be 

partners by writing in dialogue journals to each other. 

C. Type of Group 

1. Shared Book—Members in the group read and discuss the 

same book, poem, or short story. 

• Groups meet as the book is being read. Students read 

several chapters, discuss, read, discuss, etc. With a 

short story or picture book, "Say Something" can be 

used as a way to read, discuss, read, discuss, etc. 

• Entire book is read and then the group meets for 

discussion. Students may talk informally during 

reading or the group can meet daily for 10 minutes to 

briefly talk before reading on their own. 

2. Text Set—Members in the group read, retell, and 

discuss different books that are related in some way. 

Text set discussions usually move continuously back and 

forth between reading and discussing. Text sets 

usually consist of texts that come from a variety of 

genres (poetry, fiction, nonfiction) and provide 

different perspectives on the same theme or topic. 
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• Theme Studies—War, friendship, family relationships, 

change, culture, etc. 

• Author/Illustrator/Poet Studies 

• Genre Studies—Text types such as folklore, irYSteries, 

or studies of literary elements and devices such as 

point of view, mood, character, dialogue, etc. 

3 . Paired Books—read and discuss two books that are 

related to each other but also establish a contrast or 

contradiction. Can be done as partners where two 

people read and discuss the books or as a group of four 

where two people read one book and two the other book. 

4. Sharing Groups—Readers read books of their own choice 

that are unrelated to each other, meet, tell each other 

about their books- sharing rather than critical 

dialogue. 

D. Type of Text of Literature 

Picture books; novels (chapter length books); nonfiction; 

poems; short stories; basal, anthology, or textbook 

stories or chapters; other types of reading materials: 

maps, magazines, or newspapers articles, paitphlets, 

etc.; stories from oral traditions- either told or 

taped; children's own published books/articles; 

nonprint texts: tapes of music, art prints, dance 

videos, pieces of sculpture, etc. 



Print materials can be in one language (e.g. English or 

Spanish) or can be in several languages so students can 

read from whichever language they prefer and still be 

in the same group. 

Materials for literature groups can be obtained by: 

Using bonus points from paperback book clubs 

School purchases of multiple copies for the media 

center 

Requests for extra fxinds from parent-teacher 

organizations 

Changing textbook order forms to include workbooks or 

supplementary materials so that teachers choosing not 

to use workbooks can purchase paperbacks instead. 

Using previous or anthologies as a source of 

literature— cut apart and make covers for individual 

books 

Sharing books with other teachers. 

Garage sales, secondhand stores, etc. 

Forming and Preparing for Groups 

Books for the groups are chosen through a negotiation 

of the teacher and students in relation to curricular 

goals, student interests and availability of materials. 

Books are introduced through book talks by teachers 

and/or students. 
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3. Students have the opportunity to browse the book 

choices. 

4. Students sign up for the group they want to join: 

• Sign up sheet with book title and 5 slots for names on 

a "first come/first serve" basis. 

• Ballots with first, second, and third choices. Teacher 

makes final selection of groups from ballots. 

5. Reading the books: 

» Entire book is read prior to group discussions. Group 

decides on a date by which everyone agrees to have the 

book read. Group members may set up a contract or 

calendar agreeing to read a certain number of pages 

each day. 

• Entire book is read before formal group discussions, 

but students are encouraged to meet informally during 

the reading. For example, the group may meet for 10 

minutes each day to briefly discuss what they are 

reading and set new goals for the next day. 

• Students have their discussions as they read the book 

rather than waiting until the end of the book. They 

read several chapters, meet to discuss, read for 

several days, meet to discuss, etc. 

• Reading may be done at school during the reading time, 

as homework, or a combination of the two. 
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• Students can read alone or as partners. Can also use 

specific strategies such as "Say Something" to support 

their reading. 

• Students who are unable to read the material may read 

with a partner from the class, listen to a tape 

recording, listen to someone read the book aloud to 

them (classmate, parent, teacher, older student). 

Teachers of young children can read the book aloud to 

the group, read with the group in a shared reading, 

send the book home for family members to read aloud to 

"the student before the group discussions, use parent 

volunteers or "buddies" from an older grade level. 

6. Strategies to prepare for discussion include: Students 

may be asked to prepare for discussion by writing some 

type of response or log entry, drawing a sketch of the 

meaning of the story ("Sketch to Stretch"), choosing 

important quotes from the story ("Save the Last Word"), 

making notes on post-its or markers on pages they want 

to discuss, making a list of their questions about the 

story, etc. 

During discussion, these same strategies can be used 

along with webs, charts, graphs, etc. to support 

brainstorming and focusing on particular issues. 
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F. Organizing for Discussion Groups 

1. All groups meet at the same time. Discussions are 

primarily student led with the teacher joining 

particular groups or rotating from group to group. 

Whole group meetings may take place either before or 

after the small groups so groups can share what they 

are currently discussing and brainstorm ways to handle 

problems. 

2. Groups meet on a rotating basis so only 2-3 groups are 

meeting at any one time. 

• Novel groups: All students sign up for literature 

groups but the class is divided into half. 

Groups 1,2,3 Groups 4, 5, 6 

Week 1 Read literature Independent reading 

group book and writing 

Week 2 Group discussions Read literature 

Week 3 Discuss and 

group book 

Group Discussions 

presentations 

Week 4 Independent reading Discuss and 

and writing presentations 
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• Yoxing children: All students sign up for lit. 

groups. Listen to someone read their book aloud to 

them. 

Groups 1, 2, 3 Groups 4, 5, 6 

Days 1 and 2 Meet Independent reading 

and activities 

with 

predictable 

books 

Days 3 and 4 Independent reading Meet 

and activities 

with 

predictable 

books 

Day 5 Groups projects or presentations; whole 

class lessons or activities 

Older students: Students are involved in a one 

month unit during which they are asked to be involved 

in one literature group, coirplete one piece of writing, 

and read other books related to the unit (their 

choice) . They decide when during the unit th^ will do 

each of these. At the beginning of the unit, th^ sign 

up for the group and the group meets to decide when 

they want to have their discussions during the month 
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long unit. Students do not read and write daily but 

decide which week to spend reading widely, which week 

to work on writing, which week to discuss with others, 

etc. They chunk their time. 

• Use a center approach where students rotate through 

different centers such as independent reading (books of 

their choice), reading and responding to lit group 

book, lit group meeting, listening center,, etc. Often 

this is established so that each group gets to meet 

every other day. Each day th^ go to 2 or 3 centers. 

» If students are reading and meeting as they read, then 

they will not need to meet daily but usually every 2-3 

days which spreads the group meetings out. 

1. Ask students to sign up for one literature group a 

month that meets with the teacher. Each week, the 

teacher would only have 1 or 2 literature groups going 

at a time. Students who are not meeting with the 

teacher are involved in independent reading or can form 

their own student led groups. 

3. Literature groups are part of a larger program and the 

different parts of that program can be stranded or 

chunked: 

• Strands: Sustained quiet reading, read aloud, 

literature groups, shared, or guided reading with 
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predictable books, mini lessons or strategy lessons 

occur daily or every other day. 

1- Chunks: Students spend several weeks on literature 

groups, followed by several weeks of sustained quiet 

reading with no one involved in literature groups. 

Instead of having 20 minutes daily for sustained 

reading, they might have several weeks of an hour daily 

for sustained reading but have little sustained reading 

when meeting for literature groups. Read-aloud would 

still occur on a daily basis and strategy lessons might 

occur once or twice a week as needed. 

4. At the end of a literature discussion, students have 

several options: 

• Briefly share something about their book with the 

class. 

• Prepare a group presentation to give to the class (e.g. 

mural, play, readers theater, written story). 

• Read other books related to their group focus (e.g. 

books by the same author or on the same topic) or books 

read by other literature groups. 

• Return to their own free choice reading. 
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APPENDIX B 

LITERATURE DISCUSSION STRATEGIES 

(adapted from K. Short, 1991) 

For further information on using these strategies, see: 

Harste, J., Short, K. G., & Burke, C. (1988)). Creating 

classrooms for authors. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 

• Save the Last Word for Me 

As you read a book, watch for passages or quotes that 

catch your attention because th^ are interesting, 

powerful, wrong, confusing, or contradictory. Note the 

quote on the front of a 3x5 card. On the back, write 

your response or why you found that particular passage 

noteworthy. In the discussion group, one person begins 

by sharing one of the passages they chose. The group 

then briefly discusses their responses to that passage. 

When the discussion dies down, the person who shared 

the passage flips over the card and shares why s/he 

chose the passage. That person has the last word and 

then the group moves onto another person who shares a 

passage. Younger children can show a page from a 

picture book and the others in the group then share 

their responses, letting the child who chose that page 

have the last word. 
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• Sketch to Stretch 

After reading a book, make a sketch (a quick graphic 

drawing) of what the story meant to you. In the group, 

share your drawing with the others. Talk about your 

sketches with each other and discuss the different 

ideas people raise in their drawings. 

• Anomalies—Have I Got a Question for You! 

As you read, write down any questions you have or 

things that surprise you. Once you finish reading, 

read back over your questions to identify the ones you 

are still wondering about. Even if you now have an 

answer, you may want to keep the question because you 

are interested in what others think about that 

question. In the discussion group, discuss the 

questions and generate new questions or anomalies. 

• Literature Responses—Here's What I think. . . . 

As you read, stop periodically and write a paragraph or 

so about what you are thinking in response to the book. 

In the group, begin by having a person read one of 

their entries. The ideas are discussed by the group 

until the conversation dies down and then someone 

shares another entry. 

• Making a Connection 

As you read, jot down other stories or experiences that 

the book makes you think about. In the group, share 



your connections with each other and talk about how the 

connections relate to the book being read. If reading 

in a text set where everyone has read a different book, 

go on to look for connections across all of your books-

Webbing—What' s There to Talk About? 

After reading, the group gets together to brainstorm 

issues, themes, and questions that you could discuss 

based on the book or text set. After listing lots of 

different ideas, the group decides on the one that is 

most interesting to begin discussing. They continue 

their discussions by choosing from other ideas on their 

web. New ideas are added as they come up in the 

conversation. 

Commxjinity Logs—What's New? 

Before you begin reading, take a log and as a group 

write down a list of everything you alreac^ know about 

the topic or theme of the book. For example, if the 

book is about pioneer life, brainstorm everything you 

already know about pioneers. Also make a list of 

questions of things you want to know. As you are 

reading and come across new ideas or information, 

answers to questions, or new questions, share them with 

the group and add them to the community log. The group 

shares one log and that log is passed on with the book 

or set of books to the next group. This strategy can 



also be used by making a web of what you know and want 

to know and then adding new information and questions 

to the web in a different color of pen or marker diiring 

reading and discussing. 

Coitparison Charts—Similarities and Differences 

This strategy is usually used after the group has had a 

chance to read and discuss a set of books for several 

days. You each read a book, tell the others about the 

book, and then begin to talk about various similarities 

and differences across your books. From these 

discussions, you develop broad categories that you can 

use on a comparison chart. The books are written on 

the side and the categories across the top. Both 

pictures and words are used to fill in the boxes. If 

you have all read the same book, you might decide to do 

several kinds of comparison charts. One type would be 

a chart that compares your book to others that people 

in your group have read, sharing iiiportant 

similarities. The second is to develop categories that 

relate to differences of opinion among group members. 

The group members' names are written on the side and 

the categories across the top. The boxes are filled in 

with each person's opinion on that issue. 



Free Writes 

After reading the book, set a timer for 10-20 minutes. 

During that time, write continuously about your 

thoughts related to the book. If you run out of things 

to write, you can write, "I don't know what to write," 

until you think of something else. In the group, one 

person begins reading all or part of her/his free 

write aloud. The group discusses the ideas in that 

paper and then moves on to the next person. Another 

way to do the free write is to combine it with the 

Anomaly strategy. Each person shares their questions 

and anomalies and then everyone chooses one or two of 

these as a free write. 

Cloning The Author 

As you read, write down ten points you see as important 

on individual cards. In the group, you first discard 

three cards that no longer seem important. From the 

seven left, choose the one you see as the central idea 

and arrange your other six cards around it in terms of 

how the ideas relate. Share you organization with 

another person in the group by talking through your 

reasoning. Mix up your cards and give them to another 

person in the group and ask that person to organize the 

cards in a way that makes sense to them. 



The following idea is from Probst, R. E.: 

• Key Word 

A selected word is written on the blackboard and 

everyone free writes/associates with that word for 

specified amount of time. 



APPENDIX C 

INITIAL INTERVIEW SCHEDULE WITH JOAN 

I'd like to know a little about you background. 

1. Do you consider yourself a reader? 

2. What kinds of things do you read? (Specifically) 

3. How do you select your readings? 

4. How do you read? 

5. Do you have any special memories of learning to read? 

6. Tell me about your teacher education program and 

reading? 

7. Describe your teaching experiences. 

What grades have you taught? 

Where have you taught? 

What have you taught? 

How many years teaching current grade? 

How many years experience using literature/what kinds 

of experience using literature? 

8. What does children's literature mean to you? 

9. How do you think children's literature should be used 

in the classroom? 

10. How do you think reading ought to be taught? 

11. What does the phrase community of learners evoke for 

you? 
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12. How much decision-making, choice, and responsibility in 

designing learning activities should your students 

have? 

13. How inportant is it to you for your students to work 

collaboratively? 

14. How inportant is it for your students to be able to 

discuss in whole group, small group, and in pairs? 

15. Why do you want to try instruction with children's 

literature? 

What are your reasons for wanting to increase your use 

of children's literature? 

What questions do you have about iirplementation? 

How do you plan to use literature? 

What do you want to change? 

16. Why choose the social studies content? 

17. How do you envision this iirplementation? 

18. What kinds of problems do you anticipate? 

How do you think you'll deal with them? 

19. What kinds of support do you have reac^? 

20. How did you find out the information you needed? 

21. How did you select the books? 

22. Tell me about your interest in writing across the 

content areas. 

Do you see connections? 
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23. Do other teachers at your school use children's 

literature for instruction. 
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JOAN'S EXIT INTERVIEW 
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1. What is your overall reaction to the past 5 weeks? 

2. What did you like best? 

3. What did you like least? 

4. What would you leave the same? 

5. What would you change? 

6. How do you feel about the literature used? 

7. Are there any titles you would not include next time? 

8. Did the past 5 weeks influence your view of using 

literature? 

9. Describe how the literature study functioned. 

10. Describe how the inquiry groups functioned. 

11. Do you think your students benefitted from this 

experience? 

12. What do you think was the single most beneficial event 

to you? 

to your students? 

13. Did this past 5 weeks have any impact on the students 

besides reading more literature? 

14 Did the past 5 weeks meet your expectations? 

15. Do you think you'll do this next year? 

16. Same theme or different? 
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STUDENTS' INITIAL GROUP INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 
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1. Why do you read? 

2. What kinds of books do you like best? 

3. How do you choose a book to read? 

4. What kinds of things do you read? 

5. What are the most iiiportant things you read? 

6. Do you do different kinds of reading? 

7. What are the different approaches you use in reading? 

8. How are you reading the book you chose for the lit. 

stucty? 

9. What do you think about the topic for this lit. study? 

10. Why did you choose the book you did for lit. study? 

11. Did length affect your choice? 

12. Do you consider yourself a reader? 

13. Do you have any particular memories related to your 

early reading experiences? 
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STUDENTS' EXIT INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 
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1. When you think back over the past 5 weeks in English 

class, what's the first thing that comes to mind? 

If a friend asked you why you did a literature stuc^ 

and inquiry groups, what would you tell him or her? 

2. Why do you think we had you do this? 

3. What did you like best about these last weeks? 

4. If Ms. Vandertie asked for help in planning the 

literature stuc^/inquiry groups for next year, what 

would you tell her to change? 

5. How did you feel about the overall theme (Vietnam War 

Era)? 

6. Did you have family or friends that served [in 

Vietnam] ? 

Did you talk any with your family or friends about what 

you were reading or about Vietnam? 

7. Tell me about the two books you read? 

Would you recommend them to a friend? 

What would you tell him/her about the books? 

8. Describe your group's process in completing your 

project.... 

What was your question [for inquiry group]? 

How did you decide on it? 
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What was your role and other's in your group? 

What was your final project? 

How did your group decide on it? 

Where did you get information? 

9. Did you like the literature and inquiry groups? 

Would you recommend Ms. Vandertie to do this again? 

10. Do you see any connections to social studies? 

11. What should we do to help someone who doesn't like to 

read? 

12. How did you feel about the choices in books and 

projects? 

13. I asked earlier if you were a reader (previous 

interview), do you think this [literature stuc^ and 

inquiry group] affected your earlier description? 
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APPENDIX G 

LETTER TO PARENTS 

April 20, 1993 

Dear Parents, 

We are beginning a literature discussion unit on the 
Vietnam War. In reviewing possible fiction and 
nonfiction works, I came across the novel. Fallen 
Anaels by Walter Dean Ifyers (1988) . This book is a 
very accurate retelling of one platoon's tour of duty. 
Because of its authenticity, some of the descriptions 
and discussions are frank and some of the language is 
rough. In lieu of this, had the book not had such a 
powerful inpact on me, I would not have included it in 
the literature choices that the students have. This 
book is not required reading, and I am asking for your 
signed permission before I allow your son/daughter to 
select this novel for the two week study. If you have 
any questions or would like to review the book first, 
please don't hesitate to call {school telephone 
nijuiber) . 

Sincerely, 

Joan Vandertie 

has my permission to read Fallen 

Angels. 

Parent signature date 
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APPENDIX H 

LITERATURE GROUP TITLES 

Civil Rights Unit: 

Taylor, M. D. (1975) . Sona of the trees. New York: Dial 
Books. 

Taylor, M. D. (1976) . Roll of thunder, hear iw crv! New 
York: Dial Books. 

Taylor, M. D. (1981) . Let the circle be iinbrnkf^n. New 
York; Dial Books. 

Taylor, M. D. (1987) . The friendship and the gold 
cadillac. New York: Dial Books. 

Taylor, M. D. (1990) . Mississippi bridge. New York: Dial 
Books. 

Taylor, M. D. (1990). Road to Menphis. NY: Dial Books. 

Vietnam War Era Unit: 

Ashabranner, B. (1988) . Always to remember: ThP storv of 
the Vietnam Veterans Memorial. New York: Scholastic. 

Coe, C. (1968) . Young man in Vietnam. New York: 
Scholastic. 

Emerson, Z. (1991). Hill 568. New York: Scholastic. 

Emerson, Z. (1991). 'Tis the season. New York: 
Scholastic. 

Emerson, Z. (1991) . Welcome to Vietnam. New York: 
Scholastic 
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Nhuong, H. Q. (1982). The land I lost: Adventures of a 
bov in Vietnam. New York: Harper Trophy. 

Jensen, K. (1989) . Pocket change. New York; Scholastic. 

Myers, W. D. (1988) . Fallen anaels. New York: 
Scholastic. 

Nelson, T. (1989) . And one for all. New York: Dell. 

Patterson, K. (1989). Park's quest. New York: Puffin. 

Paulsen, G. (1991) . The moniment. New York: Dell. 

Wartski, M. C. (1981) . A boat to nowhere. New York: 
Signet. 
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APPENDIX I 

READ-ALOUDS 

Civil Rights Unit: 

Adoff, A. (1982) . I think the real color is behind the 
color. All the colors of the race. New York: 
Lothrap, Lee, and Sheppard Books. 

Bunting, E. (1991) . Flv awav home. Houghton. 

Seuss, Dr. (1961). The sneetches and other stories. 
Random House. 

Vietnam War Bra Unit: 

Bxjinting, E. (1990) . The wall. New York: Clarion. 

Garland, S. (1993). The lotus seed. San Diego: Harcourt, 
Brace, Jovanovich. 

Myers, W. D. & Haley, A. (1992) . A place called 
Heartbreak: A storv of Vietnam. New Jersey: 
Raintree. 
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