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The purpose of this study was to explore what happened when literature and 

literature discussions were added to an eighth-grade history cumculum. I examined what 

occurred in the process of change as the teacher and researcher negotiated a new 

curriculum with the students, and what the effects of literature were on the historical 

understandings of middle school students. 

The theoretical framework of this study is embodied in the social constructivist 

theory of learning and the transactive theory of reading as explained by a reader-response 

perspective. It rests on the premise that approaching history through literature and 

encouraging an aesthetic stance toward the response to historical literature will enable 

students to enter into the process of historical inquiry. 

Dunng this year-long classroom study the researcher, acting as a participant 

observ er, gathered a variety of data including field notes, student journals, audio tapes of 

the small group literature discussions, student self-evaluations, and teacher interviews. 

The data were analyzed by developing and describing initial coding categories from the 

data, refining or adding to the categones as the analysis process continued, and counting 

frequencies for the various categories which emerged. 

The findings suggest that change is challenging and complex. There was a 

creative tension in the process with some factors that promoted teacher and curriculum 

change and other factors that acted as obstacles to change. Although each factor played 
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an important role in the change process, the key to change was in the collaboration 

between teacher and researcher. It was in the conversations and collaboration between 

teacher and researcher that change was invented. In addition, the findings suggest that 

reading the historical literature, writing in their journals, and working out their 

understandings in small groups was well-received by students. They enjoyed this way of 

doing history and used the different activities to work their way into meaningful 

engagements with history. Student responses included; (1) purposeful retellings, (2) 

numerous connections among books, movies, historical themes, life experiences, (3) 

thematic statements, (4) wonderings and wanderings, and (5) historical understandings 

that integrated facts and stones. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

"If they know the story they'll care 
because ̂  heard the story and ws, cared." - Marcia 

Background of the Study 

This study is the story of Mary Ann- an eighth-grade social studies and language 

arts teacher, Mirtha- a doctoral student observing and participating in Marv Ann's class, 

and 32 witty and charming students who made up "Class A." It is the story of our 

adventures into United States history through reading and discussing historical literature 

(both fiction and nonfiction). It tells of our high points and our low points. It takes the 

reader on a journey into one eighth-grade classroom and our search for a significant way 

to engage in learning history. 

When I began my year with Mary Ann and her eighth-grade history class one of 

the things I asked the students was "Why are you studying history?" Some of the 

responses I got sounded like students had adopted the notion that their education was 

supposed to be "alimentary" instead of elementary: "Here, swallow this, it's good for 

you."- like vegetables or roughage. Responses to my question about why they were 

studying history ranged from "because it's important" and "because it's good for you" to "I 

don't know." Two or three students wrote that if we don't know about the past we will 

repeat the mistakes of the past. But Sam was probably the most honest of them all when 
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he admitted in an interview, "I don't know why we have to study about the past. I think 

it's a waste of time studying trivial stuff about the past. I would rather spend more time 

thinking about the future, especially about what we can do about our environment." 

As a former middle school teacher I was curious about the practical problem I 

faced when I taught United States history. Although history was a subject I was 

passionate about 1 found that my students couldn't care less about it. My enthusiasm 

wasn't catching. Worse, many of my students were intimidated by the textbook and 

fearful of my tests. Thus, when I had the opportunity to explore an educational question 

of my own I returned to one of my teaching dilemmas- How could I set in motion the 

cumcular transformations necessary to really engage my students in the heart and soul of 

history and not just the superficial activities of getting a passing grade in history? How 

could we enact the history curriculum so that we experienced history and did not merely 

"have" history (like we "have" the chicken pox)? 

Because teachers are given the responsibility not only to teach content, but also 

(possibly primarily) to maintain order and evaluate student performance with grades, 

they may ultimately end up neither pursuing nor attaming educative ends, much to their 

dismay (Doyle & Carter, 1984; Fenstermacher, 1994). In their observations of 

classrooms, Doyle and Carter (1984) found that teachers' and students' attention was 

often dominated by concerns for maintaining order and finishing assignments. Students 

leam ver\' quickly that to be successful in school they must attend to what the teacher 

signals as important, or "what counts" (Doyle, 1977). Unfortunately, in many classrooms 
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the educational significance of the work performed is often lost in this exchange of 

performance for grades (Doyle, 1992). 

I sensed this when I was teaching and it bothered me. Why weren't the students 

curious about the content for the content's sake? How could they be so passive and 

uninvolved v^ath the issues, questions and drama of history? Why did student questions 

revolve around procedures and grading (How many pages long does the paper have to 

be? What kind of questions will be on the test? When is the assignment due?) and not 

around the content? What I didn't understand was that my own actions signaled to the 

students what was important and quite unwittingly set up an unintended curriculum 

where procedural and evaluation questions were precisely the types of questions students 

needed to ask in order to fit into the economy of the class (Doyle, 1992; 1997). 

Statement of the Problem 

My observations and conversations with students throughout the years indicates 

that things haven't changed much since I taught in middle school. Often times students 

are just going through the motions of school to do what is required to pass on to the next 

grade. It concerns me when students passively respond to the ideas of others instead of 

critically and actively posing questions and searching for patterns to make sense of their 

world (Short, 1993). It concerns me when students become mere receivers of knowledge 

rather than co-constructors of it. It concerns me when students move through the grades 

in school, doing what it takes to "excel" in their classes, without really caring about what 
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they studied. 

This is a problem that Barnes addressed in his book From Communication to 

Curriculum (1992). He stated that a great deal of learning in school isn't very useful to 

students because it never becomes a part of their view of the world nor does it affect their 

way of thinking. This kind of knowledge, called school knowledge, is "given" or 

presented to students. In these contexts students are expected to act mainly as receivers 

of knowledge. School knowledge, according to Barnes, remains "out there", grasped just 

enough to pass the tests. On the other hand, when students are expected to take part in 

the formulating of knowledge, using and testing the information presented, it becomes 

action knowledge. Action knowledge is internalized and used by the students. Wells 

(1986) said that in order to really learn something, to make it their own, children must 

reinvent it. 

Clearly, engaging students in formulating action knowledge is integral to the 

educational process. Examined, internalized and practical knowledge is what I wanted to 

develop in my students when I taught history. So what hinders the development of this 

knowledge in our students? According to Barnes (1992), if students perceive that the 

teacher is more concerned with evaluating students than learning with them, students' 

attention will be directed toward pierformance instead of inquiry. Barnes found that if 

teachers replied to (rather than assessed) students' views and demonstrated a genuine 

interest in students' interests and questions, students actively engaged in exploratory talk 

about the content. This kind of engagement led to action knowledge and enhanced their 
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educational experiences. 

Brock and Raphael (1994) offer one example of how quite early in school life, 

students are unintentionally taught to sort out "what counts" and attend to getting grades 

above learning history. They outlined how Mei focused her attention only on what would 

be graded (facts) and ignored the larger concepts in her sixth-grade history class. They 

concluded that the context (type of instruction, materials, and expectations) played a 

crucial role in how she learned, and thus what she learned. In this study Brock and 

Raphael echoed what Downey and Levstik (1991) and Barnes (1992) said about 

materials, methods, activities, and social interactions in the classroom. 

According to Barnes (1992),". . . as the form of communication changes, so will 

the form of what is learnt" (p. 15). So it is important how we teach- the materials, the 

activities, what we value as illustrated by what we grade, and how we talk about the 

content, because these things all affect what students perceive as important and shape 

what they ultimately learn. According to Brock and Raphael (1994), Mei's experiences 

in that particular history class motivated her to grasp just enough of the information to 

pass the tests, but not enough to cause her to care or see how it mattered. 

Significance of the Study 

Therefore, if what Barnes said about action knowledge and school knowledge is 

true, as 1 believe it is, then in order to engage my students in the content and process of 

doing history above merely doing the assignments to get a grade, I needed to provide 
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them upporiunities io enter history and take part in the furmuiating of their own 

hislorical understandings. The following section explains 1k)w this is achieved through 

t'cudiiig historical literatuic aiid talking about it. 

According to Holt (1990) and Egan (1989) narrative provides the place of entr\' 

and empathy in doing history. Although mature historical understanding goes beyond 

enjoying an interesting story to cntique, comparing evidence, constructing theories to 

cAplaiii huiviaii actions, pattcfii-sccking, and checking tlie details of wlial really 

happened, stories about tlie past fomi tlie basis of tlwse future layers of historical 

understanding and invite entry into history (Bardige, 1988; Egan, 1989). According to 

Levstik,. . early, personal responses to history- especially history embedded in 

iiaiiaiive- aie piecuisois Lu iiioie iilaluie and objccuve liistoiical undeistanding" (1986, 

p. 2). 

In addition, by making causal relationships explicit, narrative makes history 

comprehensible to students (Levstik & Downey, 1991; Levstik & Pappas, 1992). Thus, 

hislurical literature employs the narrative mode to iell the stor\' and make a point about 

histoid like an expositor^' listing of events and causes iriany tmics caiuiot (Holt, 1990). 

Narrative also holds hisiorv- up against a social system compelling students to 

judge the rightness of the actions of people (Levstik, 1993, p. 69). Yet, in so doing, 

narrative can sustain adolescents' moral sensibilities and feelings of indignation toward 

iiijuslice even as ihey aie leainuig Lo be aiialyiical and ciiiical about what they study 

(Bardigc. 1988). 
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Narrative is fundamental to human knowing (Eisner, 1991). According to Wells 

(1986) it does not stand in contrast with expository, logical, or scientific thinking, rather, 

narrative is the resource for ̂  forms of communication and the essence of humanness. 

It underlies all of our cognition. Thus the literary experience found in reading historical 

literature has immediacy and emotional persuasiveness (Rosenblatt, 1995). This makes 

historical literature a powerful tool for students and teachers to use in entering into 

historical inquiry and constructing action knowledge in history. 

Thus, the premise of this study is that approaching history through literature and 

encouraging an aesthetic stance towards the response to historical literature will provide 

entry into history and round out the learning experience. This is enhanced through 

written response and opportunities for students to share and discuss their literary 

experiences in small groups. Small group discussions of histoncal literature are not only 

enjoyable, but also invite students into deeper, more critical and multiple ways of 

knowing in history. 

Talk is a natural response to having read a good book. Great literature compels 

us to talk with others about it. We want to share the pleasures, work through our 

understanding, test our interpretations and ponder the imponderables with others we like 

and whose ideas we respect. 

According to Barnes (1992, 1993, 1995) small group talk about the content is 

particularly valuable because it recruits the students to actively pose questions and 

engage the ideas of the content. Through exploratory talk (and all forms of 
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communication- listening, reading, and writing) students take part in the formulating of 

knowledge not just receiving knowledge. Exploratory talk is like thinking aloud. It is 

using talk to control and shape thinking. It is "talking your way into a problem" (Barnes, 

1992). It isn't polished. It is a work of meaning in progress, not finished, yet it can still 

be quite grand as it is constructive and transformative. 

According to Barnes, talk is an especially good vehicle for learning and a tool of 

thinking because it is so flexible. It is quick and easy to use in catching those slippery 

intuitions that go fleeting through our minds as we read, as we listen to others talk and 

even as we hear ourselves talk. Of course, the ideas we talk about eventually need to be 

nailed down (at least temporarily), and recorded through writing in order to be more fully 

and critically developed later. Lastly, but not insignificantly, talking with others about 

ideas that interest and challenge us is also enjoyable. 

If exploratory talk in class and in small groups is so essential to learning, then 

why is it so rare"^ Gordon Wells (1991) suggests that teachers curtail students' curiosity 

and natural talk about the content in their haste to cover the curriculum. He states that 

the dnve to get through the book leads to teachers' reluctance to allow time for the 

thoughtful consideration of students' points of view. In his studies of the contrasts 

between home discourse and school discourse he found that, 

. . .  a t  a l l  g r a d e  l e v e l s ,  t e x t s  a r e  r a r e l y  t r e a t e d  a s  a n  i n v i t a t i o n  t o  d i s c u s s  
alternative possibilities of interpretation or expressions, and so students have little 
opportunity to discover, through such collaborative talk, how an epistemic 
engagement with text [treating the text as a contribution to an ongoing discourse 
in which they are active participants in the search for understanding] can be a 



powerful means of achieving understanding (Wells, 1991, p. 67). 

In addition to teachers' concerns about having enough time to cover the 

curriculum, Searle (1995) also suggests that teachers spend considerable time and energv' 

trying to limit student talk in the interest of classroom management. Atwell (1993) also 

reflected on the problems created when in the early years, her teaching focussed on 

management. She remembered how she came to realize that when she operated as a 

teacher-technician who managed classroom, kids, curriculum and paperwork student talk 

and movement were minimal because her students seldom initiated or contributed 

anything to the curriculum. 

Just how does talk enrich classroom learning experiences'' Barnes (1992) made it 

quite clear how exploratory talk invites students in to the process of constructing 

meaning and formulating knowledge. This notion of action knowledge and student 

engagement in actual learning about the content versus just getting enough information 

to pass the tests is immensely powerful. 

Short and Armstrong (1993) also noted in their classroom investigation of 

literature circles, that talking about literature enriched learning and inquiry into science 

topics. They observed students finding and pursuing their own questions about science 

and how it works. They found students integrating affective and cognitive ways of 

knowing in science and concluded that by encouraging an aesthetic stance to science 

through literature and talking, students were open to considering a broader range of 

feelings, thoughts and connections to other knowings resulting in a more complete 
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("whole") learning experience. In the studies collected in their book on small group 

literature discussions Pierce and Gilles (1993) found students repeatedly returning to 

issues and questions they found interesting or troubling and were thus enabled to create 

significant meanings through cycles of reflection and talk. 

Thus far I have outlined why I believe historical literature is a powerful vehicle 

for getting students into the subject matter of history. Through the humanizing details 

and their personal responses to the stories, students are drawn into the historical times. 

Through literature they begin to develop a curiosity and appreciation for history and the 

seeds for later, more mature historical understandings are planted (Freeman & Levstik, 

1988). Opportunities to share their ideas, questions, and connections in discussion 

groups further extend the students' interest and inquiry into history. The combination of 

histoncal literature and small group discussions just made sense to me. 

Influence of Reading Workshop and Grand Conversations 

on this Study 

Two different studies about students doing what comes naturally with books 

(reading and talking) attracted my attention and strongly influenced this study. The first 

was Nancie Atwell's 1987 book. In the Middle: Writing and Reading With Adolescents. 

In this study Atwell told how she and her students learned about language and life 

through writing and reading workshops. I liked the suggestion that my students and I 

could engage in authentic discussions about books in school just as we naturally did at 



home with others who shared our interests and cared about us. This seminal study not 

only had a great impact on my research (Miller. 1990), but was also listed as one of 13 

research publications that have had significant impact on literacy instruction 

internationally in the last 40 years (Shanahan & Neuman, 1997). Atwell's 1987 study 

was listed along with the research of other literacy greats such as Ken Goodman, Marie 

Clay, Paulo Freire and Donald Graves. Clearly, the practice of engaging students in 

choosing, reading, reflecting and talking about good literature is a powerful resource in 

literacy (and content) education. 

The other study that greatly influenced this present research was the work done 

by Eeds and Wells in 1989 on grand conversations. Their theories about reading and 

literature and their experiences with small group literature discussions was later 

elaborated by Peterson and Eeds (1990) and Peterson (1992). I found the 1989 study to 

be especially compelling because of the colorful images of grand conversations and 

gentle inquisitions it brought to mind. Here again, I was taken with the idea of the grand 

conversations we have with others around our dining room tables in the real world about 

the literature we read. So it was inevitable, I suppose, that when Patty Anders suggested 

in class one night, "Wouldn't it be wonderful if we could have grand conversations in our 

content area classes?" that I would latch on to this idea and want to pursue it further in 

my dissertation research. 

It occurred to me that this was the solution to my practical problem about how to 

engage students in the content and process of education above and beyond the 
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requirements of schooling. I began to believe that grand conversations about aU the 

books we read (literature, fiction, nonfiction, even textbooks) would help students to go 

beyond the motions of gettmg through school. Grand conversations would be a vehicle 

for lettmg the concepts and content get through my students rather than just gettmg mv 

students through the content. Then I read From Communication to Curriculum by 

Douglass Barnes (1992) and got really excited about the potential of children's talk as a 

means of learning. The research 1 read combined with my intuitive sense that grand 

conversations about historical literature was at least a partial answer to the problems 1 

e.xpenenced as a teacher of history led to the present study. Multiple wavs of knowing m 

history: Eighth-tn-aders' grand conversations. 

Enlarging the Perspective to Tell About the Change Process 

Thus the rationale is given and the story is told of how I came to be in Mary Ann's 

classroom talking with eighth graders about history. Initially, my focus was on how the 

use of literature and small group discussions would affect students' engagement with and 

ideas about history. I was also interested in what students would talk about in their small 

groups and how they would negotiate meanings. Yet, as Mary Ann and 1 got into the 

actual doing of grand conversations in eighth-grade history, it became apparent that I 

would need to step back and enlarge the perspective of my study to include the story of 

how we did it. As I recorded and analyzed the process of how Mary Ann and 1 arranged 

to implement grand conversations of historical literature in her history class, 1 realized 
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that here was a story needing to be told. 

Louise Rosenblatt has said that no one can read a poem for you (1978). I think if 

I told only the part about how the students responded to grand conversations in history 1 

would be telling you about the poem rather than letting you experience it yourself If I 

told you only the gist of the story you would miss the journey and as Harold Rosen 

(1986) said, be privileged only to look upon some neutralized object, an uninhabited 

island. Gordon Wells (1986) has said that "storying"- talking through literature, retelling, 

interpreting- enables students to reinvent the knowledge and make it their own. 

Although there is no way for me to recreate our grand conversations experience in all its 

fullness, pass light through all the different angles and do justice to all of the 

complexities here for the reader, I can at least do my best to tell the story, including the 

part about how Mary Ann and I implemented it, from my perspective and with as much 

richness as possible. 

While there is much research out about the benefits of using literature in teaching 

history (Egan, 1979; Johnson & Ebert, 1992; Levstik, 1986, 1989, 1990, 1995; Smith, 

1995; Zack, 1996; Zamowski, 1988, etc.), and some about small group discussions of 

historical literature (Crowell, 1993; Klassen, 1993; Noll, 1994, etc.), stories still need to 

be told about how teachers are putting these two very powerful resources together in their 

history classrooms. Although every teacher and every group of students will implement 

grand conversations of literature in history differently, it helps to read the stories of how 

it was done. It helps to take the journey and vicariously relive the experiences of other 
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teachers and students through the stories of how they engaged in this process. In 

addition, each unique story lends a different perspective and provides more information 

upon which to reflect, allowing others to generalize from these stories to their own. 

The literature on teacher education and teacher change confirms the need for 

teaching stories and cases (Carter, 1993). Researchers are recognizing that teachers 

utilize the rich store of remembered classroom events and contextual knowledge to 

process information efficiently and to reason and act successfully in any given situation 

(Clark & Lampert, 1986: Lampert & Clark, 1990). Drawing upon "well-remembered 

events" enables teachers to think on their feet and make sound pedagogical decisions. 

Thus, examining specific cases and personal teaching stories provides a bridge for both 

teachers and researchers between local teaching events and more generalized knowledge 

about teaching derived from research and theory that can be used to improve teaching 

and learning (Carter, 1993, 1995). 

Nancie Atwell and many other whole language teachers strike me as incredibly 

humble as they tell about how they created the kinds of leaming environments described 

in their stories. Atwell (1987) made the workshop approach sound like a piece of cake. 

So I tried it- and it wasn't easy! But as I thought about it, I realized that Atwell didn't 

write her book on writing and reading workshops after the first year. This is important to 

remember! The marvelous examples reported by Calkins (1983) and Graves (1983) of 

how teachers used process writing in their classrooms were also not written after just one 

year of implementing this approach. Many of the wonderful stories told by whole 
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language teachers about how they engaged their students in reading, writing and learning 

were not written after only one year. Clearly, as with many new things we learn, learning 

to teach (and learning to leam) in different ways requires practice, time, experimentation, 

reflection, and more practice. 

What makes the research reported here valuable to the scholarly community is 

that it takes the reader through one of those first years. Although it is humbling to admit 

our shortcomings, the reporting of our early attempts- our first year with the struggles 

and victories fresh on our minds- can be particularly helpful and encouraging to others. 

Whether we like it or not, we all have to start with a first year. In order for the story to 

help others make the journey, they need the truth about what we encountered along the 

way. This study reveals the nitty-gritty of how change evolved in this setting. The many 

imperfections of our evolution should be helpful and encouraging to the reader. 

The important lesson to leam as you read this study is the lesson that Mary Ann 

and I learned at the end of the year when we looked back on our experiences. We 

learned that you don't have to be perfect before you try it. Although we would rather 

have experienced instant success, we learned that you have to start somewhere and leam 

as you go. Chris Boyd (in Edelsky & Boyd, 1993) told about how she was nearly 

immobilized at the beginning of her change process because of a compulsion to fix 

everything that wasn't a perfect fit with her goals and philosophy. She leamed, however, 

that it was necessary to move on and create momentum in order to enact change. 

Similarly, Mary Ann and I leamed that just as you can't steer a parked car, you won't 
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really leam how to do grand conversations in history class until you are actually in the 

process of doing it, stepping back to analyze, and doing it some more. 

I can't help but see how this applies to the idea of transaction and knowledge as 

action explored more completely in chapter two of this dissertation. Bneflv, I see many 

connections among the various theones that guided this research. Thus. 1 would like to 

propose some theoretical and practical connections among: 

* the theory of reading as transaction 

* the notion of dialogue as transaction 

* the social construction of learning as transaction 

* teachers' pedagogical knowledge and storied knowledge as (trans )action 

* and the study of cumculum in motion. 

Current theories about reading describe it as a fluid and constructive process. 

The meaning (or knowledge) that is created in the process of reading is not so much a 

thing or edifice, but an event in time (Rosenblatt, 1978). According to Goodman (1994) 

the process of reading involves the reader transacting with the text and the context to 

construct the reader's own text (knowledge) parallel to the printed text. Thus, the 

significant understanding about reading as transaction is that the reader is constantly 

constructing meaning bounded by the printed text, the reader's social and linguistic 

context, past experiences, and the context of the event. Although the meaning created in 

the act of reading can be examined as an object, it retains its fluid and constitutive nature 

as the reader reflects, retells, interprets, and rereads. 
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The idea that we can collaboratively construct nneaning through the act of talking 

together, defined both as "dialogue" (Eeds & Wells, 1989: Peterson, 1990) and 

"exploratory talk" (Barnes, 1992) also evokes the idea of meaning (or knowledge) as 

transaction, being constructed in action. The notion of dialogue and exploratory talk is 

that meaning is co-constructed in the act of listening to and joining in with the ideas of 

others. Though the idea is not fully developed, Dugan (1997) seems to suggest that both 

reading and discussing are transactive in nature. 

Vygotsky's (1978) theory of the social construction of learning also brings to 

mind the broader idea of learning as transaction. As children are supported and 

challenged by teachers and more able peers to try out new ideas in their learning 

contexts, they enter the zone of optimal learning. This zone is not a physical space one 

enters, but includes the social transactions, the activities, and the mental processes one 

experiences during the learning event. 

The literature on teacher's pedagogical content knowledge also suggests this idea 

of knowledge as action. The notion of situated cognition and knowledge use in practice 

(Lampert. 1985; Lampert & Clark, 1990). stoned knowledge (Carter, 1993) and 

relational knowing- where it is the consequences of teacher decisions that count 

(Hollingsworth, Dybdahl, & Minarik, 1993), imply that teacher knowledge is held in the 

stories teachers live through and remember well. 

Finally, there is also the potential of looking at curriculum not as a static thing as 

suggested by those thick curriculum guides collecting dust on classroom shelves, but 
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curriculum as it is enacted, or as Doyle (1992) has stated, "curriculum in motion" 

Barnes (1992) also has suggested that curriculum is embedded in the social life and 

conversation of the classroom. These views of curriculum suggest that curriculum and 

the knowledge contained in curriculum are created, embedded, and embodied in action. 

Research Questions 

The questions that guided this study covered three aspects of the problem as 

presented above. First, I examined the data to explore the process to tell the story of how 

Mary Ann and I implemented the new grand conversations in history class curriculum. 

Next, I looked at the curriculum in motion and what we actually did in our grand 

conversations. Finally, I analyzed the students' responses to the literature and discussions 

to determine the effects of the grand conversations on students' ideas about themselves 

and history. Specifically, the research questions were: 

I How did the teacher and researcher go about restructuring curriculum to 

implement grand conversations in a history class? What occurred in the 

process of change'' 

2. What did the grand conversations curriculum look like and how was it 

enacted in the classroom setting? 

3. What were the students' responses to the grand conversations curriculum? 

What effects did the grand conversations curriculum have on the students' 

perceptions and ideas of history? 
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Chapter two provides a review of the literature on grand conversations and 

related studies. It introduces the original study on grand conversations, presents three 

leading theories about reading and learning that are intimately related to grand 

conversations, reviews studies that examine talk as a tool of learning, presents numerous 

studies about literature-based instruction and literature discussions, and gives a brief 

overview of the literature on curricular and teacher change. Chapter three describes the 

research setting and methodology in detail. Chapter four presents the findings for each 

of the three research questions and a discussion of their significance and how they 

interrelate. Chapter five concludes with a summary and discussion of the implications of 

the study. 

In pondering the problem of how to make school learning real and important to 

students I concluded that they would need to be engaged in the questioning and 

formulating of knowledge. 1 have suggested that one way to effectively do this is to 

integrate affective and cognitive ways of knowing through aesthetic response to 

literature. I have argued that engaging experiences with literature have the immediacy 

and emotional persuasiveness to do this (Rosenblatt, 1995). They also provide us with a 

wealth of opportunities to reflect on the important things in life versus always being 

caught up with the urgent (Eeds & Hudelson, 1995). 

If as I believe, our aim in education is to develop the ability and inclination to 

lead the examined life, enhance the formation of habits of judgment and personal 

character, enable students to become more caring, and to nurture in students the capacity 
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to build a democratic society, then the learning experiences we construct together in our 

classrooms must fiilly engage the learners' hearts as well as their minds. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

"Historical fiction is what I like because I leam some part of history while I'm enjoying a 
good story. " - Aaron 

" it [the bookl talked true facts." - Janet 

Five major areas of research are examined in this chapter to show how they relate 

to eighth graders' grand conversations in a history classroom. First, the key study on 

grand conversations by Eeds and Wells (1989) is presented to provide a background for 

the present study. In addition, three leading theories about reading and leammg that 

provide historical and theoretical support for this study are examined: Louise 

Rosenblatt's reader response theory. Ken Goodman's transactional sociopsycholinguistic 

theory of reading, and Lev VygotskVs social constructivist theory of learning. Second, 

studies about using talk as a tool of learning are reviewed. Third, studies that examined 

the use of literature and small group discussions in language learning are reviewed. This 

section also includes studies of literature discussions with diverse learners, across 

different age groups, and in whole language classrooms. Fourth, reports on how 

children's literature is being used across the curriculum, particularly in social studies 

education, are reviewed. This section also includes studies of small group literature 

discussions about historical or social topics. Finally, some of the literature on teacher 

change is reviewed to help interpret the change processes reported later in this study. 
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Grand Conversations: Historical and Theoretical Roots 

When Maryann Eeds and Deborah Wells published their paper on grand 

conversations in 1989 they introduced to the teaching and research community a new and 

excitmg term to descnbe the possibilities for small group literature discussions. The 

whole idea of collaborative thinking and creating meaning in small group literature 

discussions was not altogether new (see Barnes 1992 [first published in 1975]; Harste, 

Short. & Burke, 1988: see also Short's dissertation 1986, cited in Short & Burke. 1991), 

but the name they assigned to the discussions was new to me, intriguing, and it 

immediately captured my interest and attention. As I researched the rationale and roots 

of grand conversations I uncovered a rich research base and substantial theoretical 

foundation for their advocacy. What follows is the history and theory behind grand 

conversations. 

According to Eeds and Wells (1989), the inspiration and title for their study came 

from a talk given by Jim Higgins to teachers at Arizona State University and from 

reading the research of Bryant Pillion on high school literature classes (Pillion, 1981: 

cited in Eeds &. Wells, 1989). According to Higgins and Pillion, the problem with the 

traditional approach to literature instruction in Amencan classrooms is that classroom 

discussions of the literature were more like gentle inquisitions than the grand 

conversations about books and ideas that readers enjoy in natural settings. 

The literature on classroom discourse indicates that true discussions among 

teachers and students rarely occur. Instead of the give and take one would expect to hear 
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in a real discussion among interested parties, "discussions" in school tend to follow more 

of a quizzing format {Alvermann, Dillon, & O'Brien, 1987). Subject matter is usually 

presented by the teacher in a recitation format characterized by the initiate-respond-

evaluate (ITE) pattern (Cazden, 1988: Mehan, 1979). Recitation segments were not 

found to be substantially different than a traditional lecture where the teacher tells 

students what they need to know. The biggest difference between a recitation and a 

lecture was that in a recitation students were given slots in which to respond to teacher 

questions, thus the teacher initiated, the students responded, and the teacher evaluated 

the student's response. The research on classroom discourse also pointed out that when 

students did talk in class, it was usually to answer teachers' questions. They rarely posed 

their own questions about the content, focussing instead on questions about procedures, 

grades, accountability, and making demands for reassurance that they were doing the 

assignments right (Anders & Guzzetti, 1996; Mehan, 1979; Vacca & Vacca, 1996). 

Thus Eeds and Wells set about to find out if it were possible for students and 

teachers to engage in authentic discussions about literature that were more like grand 

conversations (a genuine conversation among mutually interested peers) than gentle 

inquisitions (where the teacher tries to draw out of the students the "correct" 

interpretation of the story by means of questioning). Would they find evidence that 

students were transacting with the text and with each other to construct meaning? 

Eeds and Wells built their study upon two complimentary theories- the reader 

response theory proposed by Louise Rosenblatt (1991) within the field of literary 
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criticism, and the social construction of learning as set forth by Lev Vygotsky (1978). 

What I liked so much about this study was that Eeds and Wells were consistent in the 

theories they applied. They did not mix and match. Within reader response theory 

readers actively transact with the literary work to create their own lived-through 

experience of the text, and within social constructivism students and teachers bring their 

individual and personal responses to the group to actively examine, test, extend, confirm 

or reject their original interpretations and construct new meanings together as they 

transact with each other in dialogue. I thought transaction in reading, and the social 

construction of meaning in dialogue were logical and compatible constructivist theories 

that worked together to describe the processes in which students engaged while in grand 

conversations. 

Literary Theory 

As scholarship in the field of literacy became increasingly interdisciplinary due, 

among other things, to the influence of the whole language movement, teachers and 

researchers began drawing on a multitude of resources to enlarge their thinking and 

improve the teaching of reading and writing. One of the areas from which teachers and 

researchers have made many applications to reading in recent years is literary theory as it 

applies to the study of literature. Among the most dominant theories within the field of 

literature are the various reader response theories. Today there is a large body of 

literature on reader response and how it applies to teaching and learning in college and 
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high school hterature classes (e.g. research of Beach, Nelms, Probst, Purves, etc). I did 

not review this literature in detail because it was not directly relevant to this study. 

Although the literature on reader response is vast and varied, Louise Rosenblatt 

(1991) has provided a brief outline that helps situate this study within the most recent 

literature on reader response as it is applied in elementary and middle schools. 

According to Rosenblatt (1991), the spectrum of reader response theories encompasses 

reader-oriented theories (including the subjective criticism of Bleich, Holland and 

others), text-oriented theories (including those of structuralists and poststructuralists 

Chatman, Scholes, Derrida, Fish and others) and reader-plus-text-oriented theories 

(including Iser. Jauss and Rosenblatt). 

According to Rosenblatt (1991, 1995), most reader response proponents still 

conceive of a reader or a text as defined entities acting on each other and hence tend to 

situate the meaning of a work either in the reader or in the text (1995, p. 292). This is 

what sets Rosenblatt's transactive theory apart from the others. In transaction, the 

meaning is not an object, but an event in time. The meaning occurs in the transaction 

between the reader and the te.xt. in a dynamic to and fro relationship which by its very 

nature will be different each time it is engaged and for each individual reader 

(Rosenblatt, 1995). The meaning that is constructed in the to and fro, is called "The 

Poem", or the literary work (Rosenblatt 1978). Thus, she explains, "The literary work 

exists in the live circuit set up between reader and text..." (Rosenblatt, 1995, p. 24). 

In other words, the literary work is not an edifice to look upon, but an event-in-time to 
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experience (Nelms, 1988). 

"The Poem" then, the reader's constructed meaning, is what the reader responds 

to, not the text. It is this hved-through experience that makes up the literary work for the 

reader and what forms the basis for reader response. Rosenblatt's major concern in the 

teaching of literature was that in order for the literature to be genuinely meaningful and 

helpful to the students, the work of reflecting on and interpreting the literary experience 

needed to begin with the reader's personal response (Rosenblatt, 1995). Only after first 

attending to their personal and private meaning would students benefit from exploring 

and critiquing what others thought about the literary work. 

Rosenblatt's transactional theory of reader response is important to grand 

conversations in the history classroom for two reasons. (1) It assumes an active reader 

who is constructing meaning during the process of reading- not merely extracting or 

interpreting the author's meaning, and (2) given the premise of an active reader, any 

leaming activity associated with reading (discussion groups, interpretation, wntten 

refiection) would have to begin with the reader's response. No one correct interpretation 

of the story is assumed: rather, the discussion or leaming activity would always begin 

(but not necessarily end) from where the readers are. 

Louise Rosenblatt wrote from the perspective of a literature teacher, but what 

made her treatment of literature so different from the others in her field was her broad 

and deep approach to literature, education and life. She built her ideas from various 

perspectives; John Dewey's pragmatic philosophy of education, and the fields of 
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literature, art, and the social sciences (Rosenblatt, 1995). Similarly, Kenneth Goodman 

has also taken an interdisciplinary approach to understanding the process of how children 

learn to read and write. 

Reading Theory 

Writing for the field of reading since 1965, Kenneth Goodman has sought to build 

a model of the literacy process that unifies and integrates sociocultural theory of human 

communication, social-personal theory of language development, psycholinguistic theory 

of cognition and comprehension, and language theory (K. Goodman, 1994, p. 1101). 

Now called the transactional sociopsycholinguistic theory of reading, writing, and written 

texts. Goodman's model builds on Rosenblatt's insights about the transactive process. I 

found his elaborations helped me understand the transactional nature of reading more 

fully. 

According to Goodman, m a reading transaction both the reader and the te.xt are 

transformed in the process of comprehending. The reader is transformed as new 

knowledge is assimilated and accommodated. But how can we say that the text is 

changed? Isn't it a published text, a reality that does not change its properties? Yes, the 

published text is unchanging, but that is not the text we are talking about. 

The answer is that the reader is constructing a text parallel and closely related to 
the published text." "The reader's text involves mferences, references, and 
coreferences based on schemata thai the reader brings to the transaction. And it 
is this reader's text that the reader comprehends and on which any later retelling 
[and reader response] is based, (p. 1114) 
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So, when we say that the reader by the act of reading transforms the text, we mean that 

the reader is transforming the reader's text- the parallel text, which is constructed during 

the act of reading, not the published text. 

Transaction Not Interaction 

Both Rosenblatt and Goodman were careful to state why they insisted on using 

the term transaction and not interaction to describe the nature of the reading process. 

According to Rosenblatt,".. . instead of interaction, which implies separate entities 

actmg on one another, the term transaction should be used to designate relationships 

between reciprocally conditioned elements." (Rosenblatt, 1995, p. 291). Later she stated, 

"My insistence on the term transaction is a means of establishing the active role of both 

reader and text in interpretation . . ." (1995, p. 295). Both Rosenblatt and Goodman 

gave credit to John Dewey for his use of the word transaction to represent relationships 

between reciprocally conditioned elements. 

In case you still don't understand the difference between interaction and 

transaction here is a very practical and visual illustration that Kathy Short used that made 

sense to me. An interaction is like a tossed salad where various elements are deliciously 

combined- but the discrete parts are still separable and identifiable. On the other hand, a 

transaction is like jello where separate elements (hot water and jello powder) are 

deliciously combined to make a whole- but the discrete parts are no longer separable or 

identifiable. Once combined, they are molded into an altogether new thing which is 
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Social Construction of Learning 

But grand conversations are not only about reading and reader response, they are 

also about students talking and listening together in small groups to collaboratively work 

at understanding the literature and what that literature means to them individually and 

collectively. What is so powerful about small group literature discussions is that they 

provide a setting whereby we can take something which is primarily private (reader 

response) and reconstruct it collaboratively with others. When talking together we create 

new oral texts for the group to transact with together. Thus, in the discussion group (as 

in the process of reading) there occur many transactions among texts and students 

creating a live-circuit where new meanings are collaboratively constructed- creating a 

new "poem." In addition, the group stretches you to go beyond evocation and response to 

interpreting, critiquing, and applying the meanings to your own life and the larger 

society. 

Therefore, Eeds and Wells (1989) built their grand conversations study on the 

transactional nature of the reading process and on the social nature of the human learning 

process. Early in this century. Lev Vygotsky sought to build a comprehensive theory of 

human thought and behavior that would both describe and explain the higher 

psychological functions of thought, language, and choice. He did not agree with the 

explanations of mechanistic behavioral psychology, popular in his day, because they did 
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complex than stimulus-response animal behavior. The bulk of his research and writings 

on human thought, behavior, and language was collected in two books widely cited 

today: Thought and Language (1962) and Mind In Society (1978). 

What Vygotsky concluded was that human learning was set apart from animal 

learning because it.. presupposes a specific social nature and a process by which 

children grow into the intellectual life of those around them." (1978, p. 88). Vygotsky 

clearly recognized the role of society and social activity in giving shape to thought and 

language and in creating the structures that mediate between people and the world 

around them (1962). 

Through his experiments with children, Vygotsky found that there was fertile 

ground in the difference between the actual (or independent) developmental level of 

children and their potential development. Although the children were unable to 

complete some tasks independently (functioning within their actual developmental level) 

they were able to complete them under guidance and/or working in collaboration with 

others in a group. He called the distance between the actual developmental level and the 

level of potential development the zone of proximal development (1978). The zone of 

proximal development (ZPD) represented mental functioning that was under 

construction, what was being explored, projections, potentials. Thus, within a supportive 

social context, such as working under adult guidance or in collaboration with more 

capable peers, children could accomplish tasks that were in advance of their actual 
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development. 

As I read Vygotsky's work (1962, 1978) I couldn't help but think that students 

could enter the ZPD during grand conversations. In their grand conversations students 

could ask their own questions, make connections among people, events, and issues, and 

generally think-aioud big thoughts. I thought that grand conversations could invite 

students to work together within the ZPD using exploratory talk and not simply 

responding to teacher questioning (or "gentle inquisitions"), so typical of traditional 

literature instruction. 

Talking as a Tool of Learning 

Grand conversations are educational settings that invite students to use talk, in the 

words of Douglass Barnes, as "a tool for learning" (1992). Barnes' research identifies 

two important functions of children's talk m the classroom. The first is talking as a goal 

of learning, encouraging children to talk in school to promote literacy learning and 

language development. Although this is very important research, it was not the focus of 

this study. Most of the studies on literature discussions and grand conversations I 

reviewed were about using literature and talk to promote literacy learning- the first 

function identified by Barnes. 

However, literacy and language development was not the primary goal in this 

study. Mary Ann and I were mostly interested in using literature and grand conversations 

for learning history. According to Barnes (1991, 1993. 1995) the second important role 
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that children's talk plays in the classroom is talking as a means of learning, a tool of 

learning. 

As Barnes studied how talk shaped students' learning he saw distinctions between 

the prepared, already-thought-out nature of presentational talk and the tentative, 

thinking-aloud nature of exploratory talk. He determined that exploratoiy talk was the 

most productive for learning because when students were given opportunities to explore 

what they were studying through talk they were engaged in learning and actively 

constructing and making sense for themselves. During these exploratory sessions 

students were not simply "playing at school" or "warehousing information required to 

pass", they were questioning, exploring and discovering together in small groups (Barnes, 

1992). 

Peterson (1992) also embraced the value of exploratory talk. He characterized 

exploratory talk as "dialogue", saying that dialogue is not planned speeches made in turn, 

but listening to others and having others listen to you. Dialogue is calling forth others' 

ideas, following in the thinking of another and perceptively joining in their thinking 

(Peterson, 1992, p. 105). He also stated that dialogue happens best when group members 

have a true interest in the topic and empathy for others in the group. 

Another very important aspect of dialogue, according to Peterson (1992), is that 

the ideas shaped by the group during dialogue did not exist in the same way until 

students engaged in the dialogue. He stated, "It's the immediacy of the responding, the 

calling forth of the other, and the listening that moves participants to insights that cannot 
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be realized through solitary thinking." (Peterson, 1992; p. 111). 

Peterson and Eeds (1990) and Eeds and Wells (1989) called this messy, meaning-

making process of talking out ideas in small groups "grand conversations". Grand 

conversations are not limited to, but are characterized by this collaborative constructive 

process Peterson (1992) called dialogue. I believe grand conversations also encompass 

what Barnes meant when he talked about "exploratory talk" (Barnes, 1992). According 

to Peterson and Eeds (1990) grand conversations happen when readers get together to 

talk and call forth the best in each other while offering their best. 

"The best" does not mean "best" as in a finished product, but the best as in our 

acute interest, involvement and commitment to developing the ideas set forth and to the 

people participating in the group. It implies not simply a strong interest in the ideas 

discussed, but also a caring for the people who share them. It is like I said to our 

students, "Remember, we are here to interrogate ideas, not people." 

Thus, grand conversations in the context of this study were small group 

discussions among students about the historical literature they were reading and issues 

relating to the history. In these grand conversations students talked and listened, argued 

and laughed. They tried out different interpretations and explanations for historical 

events and expressed deep emotions and responses to the historical literature. 
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Langiiage Learning, Literature, 

and Small Group Discussions 

The use of children's literature in the classroom has been the focus of much 

mterest m recent years. Results of studies have demonstrated time and time agam the 

value of usmg literature for classroom instruction across the curriculum, at different 

grade levels and with at-risk students (Tunnell & Jacobs, 1989; Huck, 1990; Galda & 

Cullinan, 1991; Robb, 1993; Short, 1995). Especially as it applies to literacy learning, 

the use of story has been highly recommended and the research base strongly suppons 

early experiences listening to stones and the use of literature m the classroom, 

concluding that the benefits associated with using literature in the classroom are many 

and profound (Galda & Cullinan, 1991; Sawyer, 1987; Wells, 1986, 1991). 

Early studies on reader response to literature found that readers not only 

benefitted from reading and responding to literature, but they also benefitted from talking 

to others about the literature m small group settings (Galda, 1983; Golden, 1986a, 1986b; 

Helper & Hickman, 1982). In her research on seventh-graders' responses to literature. 

Golden (1986a, 1986b) identified two ways that talk enhanced learning. First, as readers 

worked at putting their thoughts into words they discovered what it was they thought 

about the book. In other words, as they articulated their thoughts about the story they 

constructed their meaning. Second, as readers talked together about the story their 

individual understandings were confirmed, challenged or extended by the group. This 

and other research on reader response to literature has been instrumental in promoting 
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The Grand Conversations Study 

and Others Like it 

Eeds and Wells (1989) explored the benefits of small group literature discussions 

among fifth and sixth graders as an alternative approach to reading instruction. They 

were concerned about how the use of children's literature was being "basalized" (teachers 

trying to test comprehension and lead the children to the correct interpretation of the 

story through questioning and coaching). Eeds and Wells hoped to engage students in 

authentic uses of literature by giving students opportunities to participate in 

conversations rather than inquisitions about the text. 

They found that although students were not asked to display their comprehension 

of the stones in the traditional sense (through questions or worksheets), children's 

conversations provided an opportunity to create meaning that revealed depth of 

understanding through retellings, interpretations, inferences, personal responses and 

critique. Eeds and Wells concluded that the literature discussions had been grand and 

that this approach was beneficial because it gave students and teachers an opportunity to 

work on meaning together while at the same time enjoying reading and talking about 

books. 

Peterson and Eeds (1990) described in more detail their rationales and how they 

envisioned the processes of grand conversations in the reading program. They also 
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provided brief examples from teachers and classrooms engaged in grand conversations. 

Included in the book are examples and suggestions taken from teachers and students 

doing grand conversations on how to organize for hterature discussions, tips on how to 

select books and ideas for keeping track of student growth. 

Following the Eeds and Wells 1989 study of grand conversations, there were a 

series of studies using similar methodology to investigate small group literature 

discussions in the language arts program (Almasi, 1994; Dugan, 1997; Goatley, Brock & 

Raphael, 1995; Lehman & Scharer, 1996; Livdahl, 1993; Martinez & Roser, 1994; 

McGee, 1992; Raphael & McMahon, 1994). The approach taken in each of these studies 

has been to either select interested teachers to implement literature-based reading 

instruction and small group discussions for the entire class or pull aside small groups of 

students from their class to participate in the reading of literature and small group 

discussions. The effects of the literature and small group discussions could then be 

examined. 

McGee (1992) pulled aside four groups of first graders to listen to short stories 

and participate in follow up discussions. Each group met three times. McGee felt that 

many "teachable moments" had been lost in the Eeds and Wells (1989) study and 

although McGee instructed the discussion leaders not to initiate topics, they were to ask 

one pre-determined interpretive question at some opportune point during each 

discussion. McGee reported that the interpretive questions played an important role in 

enriching the grand conversations. Although it seemed important for students to explore 
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the stories in their own way, covering many different topics in open-ended conversations, 

it also seemed important to bring their ideas together around that interpretive question 

and reflect on the work as a whole. 

Almasi (1994) analyzed teacher-led and peer-led discussions of literature to see 

what effects they had on fourth-graders' sociocognitive conflicts (being challenged by 

other students' interpretations). Almasi found that students in peer-led discussion groups 

were well able to recognize, verbalize and attend to incongruencies. Peer-led literature 

discussions encouraged engagement, thoughtful reflection and construction and 

reconstruction of meaning. She also noted that when students engaged in peer-led 

discussion groups they talked more, asked more questions and used language that was 

significantly more elaborate and complex than when they participated in teacher-led 

groups. 

Others proposing the use of children's literature and literature discussion as an 

alternative framework for reading instruction are Raphael and McMahon (1994) and 

Goatley. Brock & Raphael (1995). (See also McMahon, 1992 & 1994; McMahon, 

Raphael, & Goatley 1995; cited in Goatley, Brock & Raphael, 1995). They developed a 

program called "Book Club" out of their concern that basal and workbook-based reading 

programs where students work in isolation are contrary to current views of reading 

instruction based on social constructivist theory. The Book Club framework involves 

four components that support the student-led discussion groups: reading strategy lessons, 

ideas for writing responses in their reading logs, whole-class discussions, and instruction 
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on how to have quality small-group discussions. Results of these studies indicated that 

although students' early discussions were shallow and brief with no probing questions, 

there was marked improvement in the conversations as students gained experience and 

began demonstrating genuine interest in participating in the Book Clubs. 

Literature Discussions With Diverse Learners 

Another area of education where literature-based reading and small group 

discussions are gaining acceptance is in the area of literacy learning for diverse learners. 

Goatley, Brock & Raphael (1995) analyzed the participation patterns of three diverse 

learners (Chapter I, special education, and ESL) participating in Book Club with fellow 

readers. They found that these special students' individual diversity provided rich 

cultural and linguistic resources for the group to draw upon and that ESL and special 

education students made many valuable contributions to both the ideas discussed and the 

smooth operation of the group. 

Dugan (1997) studied the involvement of "struggling readers" in Transactional 

Literature Discussions (TLD)- an instructional approach she developed for reading, 

wnting and talking about whole books. Transactional Literature Discussions are cycles 

of literacy events that involve prereading activities for developing background and 

interest, reading and thinking aloud, wondenng on paper as a prelude to talking in small 

groups, elaborating on paper following the discussions, and looking back to evaluate 

their learning. Dugan reported that TLD appeared to have a positive impact on students' 
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engagement m meaning making. Students grew from passive, timid readers to active 

readers who could justify their responses from the text and from personal experience. 

These students were not reticent to ask questions and to seek clarification of others' 

ideas. 

Gilles (1993) described how her seventh and eighth-grade special education 

students engaged in literature discussions. She reported that the students generally began 

the process by retelling an interesting or important part of the book typified as 

"collaborative storying" She observed students making connections between books and 

their lives, asking the hard questions and working on understanding as they talked 

together. Gilles also found that small groups revisited topics in later discussions and 

returned to similar topics in successive books to talk more in depth. 

Robb (1993), also a classroom teacher, was hired to teach remedial reading to 16 

seventh and eighth-grade students who had previously failed the state's literacy exam. 

Throughout the year Robb gave these discouraged readers opportunities to experience the 

transforming power of stones through read alouds, silent reading, and talking about their 

books in large and small groups. The result was that not only did 14 of the 16 students 

pass the exam at the end of the year, but they also learned to like reading and like books 

much more than before. As a result of their experiences with books, her students said 

things like, "Reading is not that bad." 

Several dissertation studies also supported the use of literature and literature 

discussion groups among diverse learners (Holm, 1993: Maxwell, 1992: Perkins, 1992). 
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These studies, in addition to the studies cited above, demonstrated that students from 

diverse backgrounds and abilities enjoyed reading real books, learned from talking 

together about the books, were motivated to read more, and became more confident and 

able readers as a result of their involvement with literature and literature discussion 

groups. 

Literature Discussions Across Different Age Groups 

The use and effectiveness of literature discussions across different age groups 

from kindergarten through university has also been studied (Kletzien & Baloche, 1994: 

Lehman & Scharer, 1996; Livdahl, 1993; Martinez & Roser, 1994; McGee, 1992). 

Martinez and Roser (1994) found that children's responses and talk about the 

same text varied considerably across grade levels (FC, 2, 4, 5). The younger children 

talked more about the particular events of each chapter whereas the older students tended 

to talk more in depth about unresolved situations. Nevertheless, literature discussions 

were found to be productive and beneficial across grade levels, despite differences. 

Lehman and Scharer (1996) also explored differences in responses across age 

groups. They concluded that both adults and children began their responding at a 

personal level and that although children's responses to the story were different, they 

were by no means inferior to the adult responses. 

Kletzien and Baloche (1994) and Livdahl (1993) studied small-group literature 

discussions of high schoolers. Both studies found that the discussions helped students (1) 
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clarify their thinking about the story ("I don't know really what I think until I try to tell 

somebody." [Kletzien & Baloche, 1994 p. 541]), and (2) expand their thinking about the 

story ("I sometimes don't read something the same way others do. I have to go back and 

see how they came up with what they thought." [Kletzien & Baloche, 1994 p. 541]). 

These findings are congruent with Golden's {1986a, 1986b) observations of seventh 

graders' literature discussions. 

Literature Circles in Wholg Language Classrooms 

Harste, Short & Burke (1988), Short & Pierce (1990), Short and Burke (1991) and 

Short (1993) have been implementing, showing others how to implement and advocating 

the importance of literature and small group discussions for several years, predating the 

grand conversations study of 1989. Since her dissertation research in 1986, Kathy Short 

has been an advocate of children as authors of their own learning through the writing 

process, reading meaningful literature, collaboration, and discussions m small groups. 

However, her treatment of literature groups, called literature circles (similar to author 

circles), is subtly different from most of the studies descnbed above. 

For example. Talking About Books, edited by Short and Pierce (1990), is a 

collection of cases by teacher-researchers describing their OWTI ongoing classroom 

practices rather than reports of researchers coming into classrooms or pulling out 

students to try out small group discussions. These teacher-researcher articles in Short 

and Pierce (1990) are rather typical of the research methodology on literature circles. 
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Another aspect of the research on literature circles that distinguishes it from some 

of the research above is that Short and others generally describe how their literature 

circles function, drawing on years of experience and providing general guidelines and 

principles, without necessarily prescribing a formalized approach. This practice stands 

in contrast to some of the studies cited above (Dugan, 1997; Goatley, Brock & Raphael, 

1995; and Raphael & McMahon, 1994) that took a more formalized approach and tended 

to be more prescriptive of specific procedures. 

Finally, the research on literature circles tends to be more interdisciplinary than 

most of the studies cited above, just as one would expect whole language learning 

approaches to be. Literature circles have been used across the curriculum to facilitate 

inquiry in science classes (Short & Armstrong, 1993; Von Dras, 1990), social studies 

(Crowell, 1993; Kaser, 1994; Klassen, 1993; Pierce, 1995; Short, 1992a, 1992b, 1993; 

Von Drass, 1990) and even mathematics (Kahn, 1994; Whitin Sl Wilde, 1995), although 

much more research in this area is needed. Mary Ann and I used many of the response 

and discussion strategies described by Harste, Short & Burke (1988) and did our best to 

pattern our study on grand conversations in eighth-grade history after the literature 

circles. 

Other teacher-researcher studies along the vein of literature circles included 

Dickinson (1995), Keegan Shrake (1991), Paille (1991), and Smith (1995) who teach 

intermediate grade students. Rickey (1992) observed literature circles in first and fourth-

grade classrooms to gain insights into the role of teachers and students in the discussions. 
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These teacher-researchers reported that students were enthusiastic for reading and talking 

about books, wanted to choose their own books, and participated in heterogeneous 

groups regardless of reading ability. Dickinson (1995) also explained how she used 

reading, responding and talking about literature to enhance social studies learning as well 

as language and literacy development. 

Regardless of the differences, all of the studies cited in this section are helpful to 

the understanding of how children, adolescents and adults can and do benefit from 

literature and small group literature discussions. Each provide different angles from 

which to view readers at work constructing meaning. 

In summary, I have briefly reviewed the original grand conversations study by 

Eeds and Wells and related investigations where teachers and researchers tried out small 

group literature discussions as an alternative format for reading instruction. Studies 

showing the benefits of literature discussions across age groups and for diverse leamers-

from second language learners to special education students to at-risk students to 

students in remedial reading classes were also reviewed. Finally, whole language 

classroom studies of literature circles in action were reviewed. 

Literature Across the Curriculum 

Although there is a small body of research investigating small group literature 

discussions in content area classes such as history and social studies (which are reviewed 

later), there is a substantially larger body of research on the use of literature across the 
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curriculum (without small group discussions), especially in the area of historv 

In their review of the literature on the use of trade books in the classroom. Galda 

and Cullinan (1991) stated that there were hundreds of articles by K-12 teachers 

describing how they are using trade books across the cumculum. Indeed, the use of real 

books that began in reading and writing classes is now spreading like wildfire across the 

curriculum. This is happening because teachers and researchers are recognizing the 

power of literature to change lives and to make education more meaningful and 

immediate to students' interests and needs. I believe, with Charlotte Huck. . . in the 

transforming power of literature to take you out of yourself and return you to yourself- a 

changed self" (1990, p.4) And it appears that many other teachers believe it too. 

Because research on the use of literature in the classroom spans many different 

academic spheres (whole language. literacy instruction, library science, literary criticism, 

etc.) it is challenging to gel a grasp of the scholarly research available about theory, 

research, and practice related to children's literature (Short, 1995). For this reason. Short 

(1995) and her colleagues compiled an extensive annotated bibliography of the research 

on the uses of children's literature in schools from 1985-1993. 

According to Short (1995) there is an abundance of research on how literature is 

being used to learn language, especially reading and writing. Although less, there is also 

considerable research on literature as a way to learn about other content areas such as 

science and social studies. But, according to Short, the use of literature should not be 

limited to the two roles described above. Research still needs to be done on exploring 
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( 1 )  l i t e r a t u r e  a s  a  w a y  t o  t h i n k  c r i t i c a l l y  a b o u t  t h e  w o r l d  a n d  s o c i a l ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  a n d  c u l t u r a l  

issues, and (2) literature as its own way of knowing (p. 93). By using literature that 

addressed a variety of historical and cultural conflicts, and engaging the students in small 

group discussions in the history class, I sought to address these last two roles of 

literature. 

Rationale for Using Literature in the Content Areas 

Problems inherent in textbooks are frequently cited as reasons for using trade 

books or literature in content area learning (Anders & Guzzetti, 1996: Holt, 1990; Vacca, 

Vacca, Prosenjak & Burkey, 1996). Some of the most frequently cited problems of 

textbooks are that they fail to arouse students' interest and curiosity about the subject 

matter (Vacca, Vacca, Prosenjak & Burkey, 1996). The expository text structure of 

te.xtbooks (which is less familar to students than the narrative structure of stories) is also 

cited as a problem because even if students' interests were to be aroused, they still find it 

harder to read and recall expository texts (Armbruster, Anderson & Ostertag, 1987). 

Other negative aspects of textbooks cited are that they introduce too many concepts, fail 

to develop them in depth, and in the interest of readability, brevity or "coverage" are 

"inconsiderate" in failing to develop interrelationships among concepts (Anders & 

Guzzetti, 1996: Holt, 1990: Lloyd & Mitchell, 1989). 

Textbooks and the traditional lecture and test methods of teaching are also 

blamed for failing to involve students in learning about the subject. Holt (1990) 



58 

interviewed high school students about history and discovered that they viewed history as 

distant from and irrelevant to the content of their ordinary lives. One student named J.J 

said, "History is just so general. . . and being general makes it really distant. . and being 

distant can make it boring." (p.6) J.J. went on to say that story, on the other hand, is 

more interesting because it is about people. Upon hearing this the interviewer pressed 

that weren't history stories about people? To which J.J. replied, "Not really. . it is more 

about the general people. . . Capital P' people. It's about The People.. . ."(p.6) You can 

hear the dispassion, the "they" "out there-ness", holding history at arms' length in these 

comments. These excerpts illustrate how history textbooks which lean to the general 

loose their immediacy and applicability for students. 

Despite the problems with textbooks cited above, I see some contradictions in the 

professional literature in relation to textbooks. On the one hand textbooks are blamed 

for failing to arouse interest and engage students in the discipline. They are criticized for 

presenting too many concepts, not developing them in depth, and not helping students 

see how the events and issues interconnect with each other and with the lives of the 

students. Yet. studies have found that students rarely actually read their textbooks 

(Downey & Levstik, 1988; Ratekin, Simpson, Alvermann, & Dishner, 1985)! Isn't it a bit 

hypocritical of us to come down so hard on textbooks when in actual practice students 

are hardly even reading them? 

On the one hand studies show that the textbook is the curriculum for many 

teachers because it is an efficient compendium of facts and generalizations within easy 
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access (Goodlad, 1976; Vacca, Vacca, Prosenjak & Burkey, 1996). Textbooks are as 

Anders and Guzzetti (1996) state," .. well-ensconced artifacts within the culture of 

schooling." (p. 82) 

On the other hand, other studies show that although textbooks predominate, there 

is a heavy emphasis on non-print information given to students in the form of teacher 

lectures, films, and classroom activities (Downey & Levstik, 1988). When teachers 

assume responsibility for presenting and clarifying concepts they become the primary 

text of the classroom (Ratekin, Simpson, Alvermann, Dishner, 1985). Although teachers 

may tell students they need to read the textbook assignments, teacher lectures and non-

print information-giving methods of covering the content send an opposite message. 

Students don't need to read in order to do well in class {Vacca, Vacca, Prosenjak & 

Burkey. 1996). Students seem to know that when push comes to shove, the curriculum 

that counts is what the teacher outlines and summarizes from the text and other materials 

presented in class, usually giving the students quite specific directives on what they will 

need to know (Doyle, 1986: Doyle, 1997; Doyle & Carter, 1984). 

My observation has been that when students are given the assignment to read a 

chapter in their textbook and answer the questions at the end they may read for a few 

minutes, but in the interest of time and "getting done" they invariably turn to the 

questions and begin answering them by skimming through the text in search of the 

answers. Thus, the textbook is more of a handy reference book to which students turn to 

complete assignments. 
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This may well be the way textbooks should be used- as a reference source. But 

this presents another problem. Should we be giving students the idea that learning in the 

content areas means doing assignments by extracting bits and pieces of information from 

the text just to cover the curriculum? I don't think so. Rather, I believe that learning in 

the content areas should involve having engagements with texts and getting involved in 

inquiry about significant questions within and among disciplines (Short 1993; Short &. 

Armstrong; 1993; Vacca& Vacca 1996). 

If content area teachers continue to assign students to a mechanical use of 

textbooks that do not address the interests and needs of students, there is a very real 

danger that students will dismiss the power of text as a tool for learning and that they 

will reject engagement and inquiry into content area topics entirely, dismissing them as 

irrelevant and boring. As I see it, the problem with using textbooks in this way is that it 

teaches students to just swallow texts, to accept what is printed as truth because it's in a 

book. Using texts to "find the right answer" discourages students from having, what 

Gordon Wells (1991) called, epistemic engagements with text. Epistemic engagements 

with text occur when readers transact with the text and interrogate it, entering into 

discussions with the author. Wells (1991) said that students need to be encouraged to 

treat texts; '.. . not as authoritative pronouncements, but as contributions to an ongoing 

discourse [between author, and reader, and community of readers] in which they can be 

active participants in the search for understanding." (p.55) In his view, to be fully literate 

". .. is to have both the ability and the disposition to engage with texts epistemically 
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when the occasion demands." (p. 51). Thus, if students are not encouraged to enter 

epistemically into reading about and constructing their own understandings of the content 

in the content areas, then it is easy for them to fall into the pattern of thinking that it is 

boring or irrelevant to their lives and personal issues. 

Aside from the problems of textbooks and how they are used in class, there are 

also many positive reasons why teachers are turning in large numbers to the use of fiction 

and nonfiction literature in content area classrooms. There are a great variety of 

information books, trade books, informational storybooks, fiction and nonfiction 

available to teachers and students across every topic and content area imaginable 

(Freeman & Person, 1992; see also Book Links bimonthly magazine. The Bulletin of the 

Center for Children's Books, and The Horn Book MapazineV 

According to Vacca and Vacca (1996) teachers claim that students learn better 

through trade books and have a better chance of becoming life-long learners when they 

participate in authentic reading engagements with real-world literature. Trade books are 

written for readers who have a need to know about a topic. Their need to know crosses 

curriculum boundaries. Trade books allow teachers to integrate inquiry into topics that 

students want to find out about (Carter & Abrahamson, 1993; Lapp & Flood, 1993). 

Literature also allows authors to tell stories readers can relate to, develop conflicts and 

ideas in depth and develop themes making causal relationships and connections clearer 

for readers (Anders & Guzzetti, 1996; Short, 1993). In addition, literature offers much 

flexibility to accommodate wide ranges in students' interests and abilities (Anders & 
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Guzzetti, 1996). 

Finally, literature, particularly narrative, is powerful because readers are inclined 

to approach these texts more aesthetically (to enjoy the vicarious experience) than 

efferently (to focus on what can be learned or taken away from the text). When students 

are invited and encouraged by their teachers to approach the literature aesthetically and 

to reflect on their responses, emotional connections to a discipline are formed causing 

students to become invested in a discipline. Thus, literature becomes a vehicle for 

opening doors to learning about content as well as life (Anders & Guzzetti, 1996; Eeds &. 

Hudelson, 1995; Short, 1993; Short & Armstrong, 1993). In so doing, literature is 

empowered not merely to inform readers, but to transform them. 

In summary, there are many reasons why fiction and nonfiction literature are 

being used in content area classes today. Teachers and researchers have found that 

students can experience meaningful engagements with text in practically every discipline 

through the use of literature. Teachers and students are using literature to fwse questions 

and to discover the wonders of science (Leal, 1993, 1994; Maria & Junge, 1994; Morrow, 

Pressley, Smith & Smith, 1997; Whitin, 1996), mathematics (Kilman & Kleiman, 1992; 

Larson, 1997; Whitin & Wilde, 1995) and especially history and social studies. Even 

more importantly, literature has blurred the boundaries between disciplines and has 

served to highlight unity within the diversity of the many issues and questions important 

to human learning. 
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Literature in the History Curriculum 

Levstik and Pappas (1992) and Downey and Levstik (1991) articulate best, I 

think, the arguments in favor of the use of literature in teaching history. Their arguments 

are based on the latest research in cognitive psychology and their own extensive research 

with children and stories. Levstik, Downey, and Pappas explain how previously held 

assumptions about children's inability to understand history resulted in delaying students' 

introduction to history until they reached adolescence. This educational decision was 

based on Piagetian theory which stated that preadolescents (living in the concrete 

operational stage) were developmentally incapable of understanding history because 

history is non-observable, abstract and temporally remote. 

However as Levstik and Pappas (1992) and Downey and Levstik (1991) point 

out, recent research in cognitive psychology gives strong support for the study of history 

in contextually appropriate settings. They have used the research on domain-specific 

knowledge, schemata and the notion of knowledge embedded in scripts as theoretical 

bases for the use of narrative in understanding history because narrative frames history in 

a comprehensible story form. According to Downey and Levstik (1991) the narrative 

structure of historical fiction provides the temporal scaffolding needed for younger 

children to understand history. This research indicates that how you learn influences 

what you learn. Thus, the intentionality and connectedness of narrative structures 

mediate historical understandings, provide interpretation and reasons for why things 

happened and solve the problem of disjointed facts and events in history. 
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Consequently. Levstik. Downey and Pappas argue that yes. younger children can 

and do develop historical understandings through the use of stories within which they can 

"live in" and experience the past. According to Levstik and Pappas (1992). by using 

narrative discourse."... events are transformed from simple chronology- a list of 

temporally related events, to history- an interpretation of events (p. 377). Thus, narrative 

is able to make history both comprehensible and relevant to people of all ages (Levstik. 

1995). 

So much for the rationales. What is acmally happening in history classrooms 

where teachers and students are using historical literature to explore history? Thirteen of 

the 14 studies I reviewed reported ver>' positive effects. Palmer and Stewart (1997) were 

the only ones to report difficulties, but it is important to note how the literature was used 

in this context. Students in this study were assigned research reports and sent to the 

school library to glean information from trade books for the reports. Palmer and Stewart 

reported that it was rough going. Students had considerable difficulty with the research 

process. They had trouble finding suitable trade books in the library eind deciding what 

information was most important to include in their reports. Obviously, the troubles 

students encountered were not so much related to extended engagements reading history 

trade books but in finding appropriate materials for their research reports (library skills). 

All of the other studies I reviewed on the use of literature in history class were 

very positive. I identified six types of effects reported in the studies. First, students 

demonstrated that they learned new information, acquired required content concepts and 
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developed richer multicultural understandings from their reading of historical literature 

(Guzzetti, Kowalinski & McGowan, 1992; Kincade & Pruitt, 1996; Zamowski. 1988). 

These findings led teachers and researchers to conclude that literature was a positive 

addition to the history classroom, not a liability. 

Second, students indicated that they were making connections between their 

personal lives and the lives of those reflected in the literature. There was a sense of 

connectedness and continuity with the past, present and future (Erickson. 1996; Johnson 

& Ebert, 1992). Native American children also made connections between Native 

American literature and their lives (Youvella, 1995). 

Third, students demonstrated and expressed strong emotional responses (such as 

tears, outrage, shock and anger) to the historical literature (Zack, 1996). Teachers and 

researchers felt that students were getting a "feel" for history and that they were not only 

coming to know about history, but also to care about the people they read about (Johnson 

& Ebert, 1992; Zamowski, 1996). Students repeatedly expressed the emotional impact 

the literature had made on their lives (Levstik, 1986, 1989, 1990). 

Fourth, once their initial responses were explored, students went on to interpret 

and critique the literature and the history as well as their responses to it. Their 

engagements with literature caused them to reflect on the issues and make moral 

judgments about the rightness of the characters' decisions and actions (Levstik, 1986, 

1989, 1990). Students also gained a deeper understanding of human frailties and 

problems (Johnson & Ebert, 1992). 
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Fifth, the stories (particularly those about slavery and genocide) stirred students 

to action. Students wrote letters to the editor of the local newspaper to protest an 

upcoming rally of neo-nazis in their city. They also wrote letters to the national 

government urging more active measures to stop the killing in Bosnia (Zack, 1996). 

Reflecting on the intense emotional engagements with literature prompted students to 

come away with a sense of power and responsibility for the history they are writing today 

(Levstik, 1986, 1989, 1990). 

Finally, the cumulative effects of learning so much information, making personal 

connections, feeling strong emotions, considering moral judgments and desiring to make 

a difference lead students to want to talk about their responses and share their opinions 

and feelings about the books (Zamowski, 1990). 

Literature Discussions in Social Studies 

Clearly, the use of literature in the history classroom has received overwhelming 

approval by students, teachers and researchers alike. It enhances history learning by 

making the past come to life and creating in students an intense interest and a "need to 

know". It enables students to live in the past and feel connected to and consider the joys, 

struggles, and choices of those who went before them. 

But the advocacy of the use of literature is not without its precautions. Zamowski 

(1995) has warned that "inappropriate literary selections" may detract from the facts and 

allow students to retain misconceptions and incomplete understandings about the past. 
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She cautions against the use of historical fiction for these reasons. 

A different perspective is offered by Freeman and Levstik (1988) who do 

advocate for the use of historical fiction. They say that although historical fiction has 

some limitations of which teachers need to be mindful (e.g. fictitious people and events, 

stereotypes, misconceptions), historical fiction creates an intense personal encounter 

with history that is a valuable beginning for mature historical understanding. 

Despite its limitations historical fiction can be used as a vehicle for teaching 

students to distinguish between fact and fiction, and as the catalyst for further inquiry 

using other sources/primary documents. Finally, according to Freeman and Levstik 

(1988), "Literature alone will not give children a sense of history, but it can plant the 

seed of interest to be nurtured by a good teacher, (p. 336)" 

Herein lies the role of literature discussion groups in history class. First of all. 

students are given a context in which they can share their initial responses and feelings 

about the historical literature. Then as they talk about their interpretations they find they 

agree or disagree with the others in the group. Small group discussions provide a forum 

for students to share what they have been learning, examine anomalies they have found 

and pose questions they have wondered about (Vardell & Copeland, 1992). According to 

Levstik Sc. Pappas (1992), talking together about the literature helps students to validate, 

test, and question their interpretations of the story. Thus, talking about the literature is a 

necessary component of a literature-based history curriculum. 

Just as the studies on the use of literature discussions in language learning 
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demonstrated, literature discussions in history class encourage the students to actively 

engage in the construction of meaning in history. They provide a supportive and 

challenging social context in which students can clarify their thinking and consider other 

students' points of view . Given the powerful experiences students are havmg with 

historical literature and the benefits of small group conversations about literature, it 

seems obvious that small group discussions about histoncal literature hold new potentials 

for meaning making and life-changing encounters within the historv' classroom. 

In I99I Eeds and Wells called for the use of literature and small group 

discussions in social studies classes. Citing the successes of their first grand 

conversations study (Eeds & Wells. 1989), they argued that students were able to 

construct simple meaning, experience intense personal involvement and engage in 

inquir\ and cntique through the small group process. Eeds and Wells argued that it was 

time for teachers and researchers in other content areas, such as social studies, to 

e.xamine what happened when students were allowed to read interesting historical 

literature and struggle together with their peers and teacher about the "big ideas" 

suggested there. 

Linda Levstik, who has done considerable work in integrating literature with the 

study of history, he^ called for the same approach. Early in her research on literature and 

histor\ she insisted that good books begged to be discussed in small groups and that 

doing so was well worth the time spent (Levstik, 1981). She demonstrated through her 

research that students needed opportunities to propose ideas and tes't them in interaction 



with peers and that although discussions should always begin with personal response, 

later discussions were to extend those initial responses to deeper interpretations and 

critique of the literature (Levstile 1990^ 1995). Levstik argued that teachers must 

challenge students to deeper discussions which clarify misconceptions and lead students 

into further inquiry and satisfying "philosophical speculations" about moral problems and 

their complexities. 

Short and Armstrong H 993) also encouraged the use of literature and small group 

discussions to support students in finding and pursuing their own questions about 

content. Their research showed how integrating affective and cognitive ways of knowing 

through literature, personal response and discussions enabled students to create for 

themselves a more whole learning experience as together they considered a broad range 

of feelings, thoughts and personal connections. 

Although the use of literature to enhance history instruction is well supported and 

largely accepted in the research literature, and although small group di.scussions have 

been shown to enhance connections, extend inquiry and critique- very few studies have 

been done exploring the process and results of small group literature discussions in 

history class and their effects on historical understandings. Of all the studies that I 

reviewed, most took place in a whole language or language arts context using historical 

literature, and very few were actually done within the context of a history class. I had to 

really search for studies that used both historical literature and small group discussions in 

the historv curriculum as Marv Ann and I did. 
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The eight classroom studies that E did find reported three main positive effects of 

small group discussions of historical literature which I will discuss further; 

* active engagement in learning about history through personal connections 

* unleashing the potential to change 

* students and teachers moving through a literar} process that first encourages 

aesthetic stance and personal response followed by subsequent discussions that 

challenge and extend interpretations and critique. 

In their investigations of students' discussions of literature, including literature 

about historv and social issues, Kaser (1994), Klassen (1993), and Short (1992a, 1992b, 

1993) found that students were not passively responding to the ideas of others, but 

actively and critically searching out meanings and connections across the books, their life 

experiences, and current events. 

Klassen (1993) found that her fourth-grade students, many of whom were recent 

immigrants to the United States and second language learners, used the small group 

literature discussions to e.xamine historical events and issues in continuity with human 

struggles across many ethnic groups. They used the small group context to make sense 

of their own life e.xperiences as racial and language minorities. 

Kaser (1994) also noted that her fifth-grade students were making many personal 

connections among their lives, their community, and the diverse society around them in 

their cross-curricular family studies inquiry. This year-long inquiry included many 

different activities and books throughout the year, concluding with literature circles 
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discussing historical literature. 

Pierce (1995) noted many instances of exploratory talk where her fifth-grade 

students were actively working at understanding their content area inquiries. Noll (1994) 

and Von Dras (1990) also reported that students played an active role and assumed 

ownership of their learning through historical literature and the small group discussions 

Noll's seventh-grade students were so interested in the social issues and historical events 

in their books that the small group collaboratively sought out additional information from 

other sources including other types of texts and resources outside of school such as 

expert interviews, professional brochures, and survey information. Von Dras (1990) 

reported that through the avenue of literature and opportunities to talk together, her third 

and fourth-grade students learned historical facts as well as experiencing the emotions 

and opinions of historical times. 

Another important aspect of learning in the context of small group discussions of 

historical literature was the powerful way that the literature and talk brought about 

change in the students. Noll's (1994) students were moved by the power of their literary 

experiences. They were sympathetic towards the people in the stories and were moved to 

action, becoming involved in the community and various service projects. Von Dras 

(1990) also stated that some of her students expressed the desire to become a better 

person. 

All of the studies revealed a two-tiered process of initial responding to the 

historical literature followed by continuing exploration of historical or social topics in 
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depth with later discussions. In early discussions, students showed that they enjoyed the 

books and each other. They enjoyed being together. They pursued broad topics of 

conversation, exploring many different ideas and connections (Short 1992a, 1992b, 1993: 

Noll 1994). Crowell (1993) found that her third, grade students needed each other for 

emotional support and encouragement as they explored the horrific stories of war. 

In later discussions students selected fewer topics to explore in depth, engaging in 

sustained dialogue about the "hard questions", dealing with social conflict, pondering 

complex and horrible ideas, discussing anomalies and moral dilemmas (Crowell, 1993; 

Klassen, 1993; Noll, 1994; Short, 1992a, 1992b, 1993; Smith, 1995; Von Dras, 1990). 

According to Von Dras (1990), students were proud of what they learned in these small 

group literature discussions, calling them, "big valuable lessons." 

In these discussions, students were not in a hurry to get on with other topics. 

There were ample opportunities for sustained dialogue (Noll, 1994). Eight of Crowell's 

third grade students continued to read different books about, talk together, and explore 

the complexities of war for six weeks (1993)! 

Clearly, opportunities for engagements with other students and historical 

literature affected the diverse students in these studies in many powerful ways. As a 

recap, I would like to let you sample the wadth and depth of literature discussions as 

experienced by eight of Crowell's third grade students (three girls and five boys). 

According to Crowell {1993), through their collaborative experiences with historical 

literature, these students were able to leam about history ("What is a Nazi?"), connect to 
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current events ("Saddam's another Hitler "), respond aesthetically to the literary 

experience ("The sadder they are, the gooder they get."), explore alternate interpretations 

("There was lots of questions ") and change their attitudes about war, war toys and war 

games ("I just don't play that way anymore."). Evidently, through the supportive context 

of small group discussions Crowell's (1993) students were able to first respond to the 

work on their own terms and then initiate the process of reflection and analysis. 

Thus, through the collaborative experiences of reading and talking together about 

historical literamre these teachers and smdents were, according to Rosenblatt (1995, p. 

16), rising to "the challenge of literature", which involves pondering on questions of right 

or wrong and squarely facing ethical issues. They were experiencing history as both 

something "out-there" to find out about and subject to critical analysis, and something 

"in-here" to experience and respond to subjectively, become involved in and act upon. 

The literary expierience as Levstik said,. . may help students maintain a balance 

between the abstractions of history as an intellectual exercise and history as an on-going, 

participatory drama." (p. 852, Levstik, 1990). 

Thus, the few studies cited above describing how teachers and students learned 

about historical and social topics through reading literature and talking in small groups, 

indicate that this was a pxjwerful way to engage students in learning and thinking about 

history. The consensus among historians and social educators is that whatever we do in 

schools to teach history and/or social studies, we need to be teaching students to be better 

citizens (Whelan, 1992). Obviously then, whatever it is we do to teach history or social 
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studies must do more than just give students information. It needs to make a real impact 

on students' lives. 

The National Council for History Education has outlined several desired 

outcomes for history and social education. They want students to develop: (1) a sense of 

historical empathy and shared humanity along with an appreciation of diverse culture, (2) 

an understanding of the interplay of change and continuity in history, (3) an appreciation 

for the importance of individuals, and (4) an understanding of the significance of 

personal character in human affairs (Whelan, 1992, p. 7). My analysis of the research 

pertaining to the use of historical literature in history class and the potential of small 

group literature discussions has led me to believe that this is one of the most effective 

ways to achieve the goals outlined by Whelan (1992) for social education. 

What better way is there to develop a sense of historical empathy and shared 

humanity than by reading and discussing stories about individual people with whom 1 can 

make strong personal and emotional connections? Historical narratives that make causal 

links explicit and highlight connections across time help me learn to understand the 

interplay of change and continuity. I learn to appreciate the importance of individuals 

and the significance of personal character in human affairs not when I read general facts 

about "The People", but when I read a story about one person and how he struggled 

through and triumphed in conflict. If educators mean what they say about their goals for 

history and social education, they will seriously attend to what is happening in 

classrooms where students are being invited to read and talk about historical literature. 
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Teacher Change 

When Mary Ann and I embarked on this study I did not really envision it as a 

teacher change or even curriculum change kind of study. I believed that Mary Ann and I 

were on a journey into historical literature bliss and. that we would travel on the same 

path throughout this journey. I was blind to obstacles that would confront us on our 

journey and unaware of perpendicular goals that would send us in different directions, or 

at least on different pathways to vaguely similar destinations. As I began to analyze the 

data in earnest, I came to a rude awakening that there were other forces at work both 

within us and in our context- something other than literature and grand conversations in 

history class. What I had failed to take into account was the tremendous demands on 

Mary Ann and the strong forces at work both outside and inside Mary Ann (and myself) 

as we sought to implement this new conceptualization of eighth-grade history. 

The literature on school, curriculum, and teacher change is, in general, rather 

pessimistic (Cubair, 1990). The general mood is akin to the folk wisdom that, "the more 

things change, the more they stay the same." Researchers are heard to complain, 

"Teachers don't do what we tell them to do." Reforms come in waves or pendulum 

swings, but despite the rhetoric of change, there are strong systemic forces working to 

keep things pretty much the way they always have been (Montera, 1996; Sarason, 1996). 

As Lybarger (1991) says, often curricular change is simply putting "new labels on old 

courses" and although the slogans change the context and content stay pretty much the 

same. 
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This final section of the literature review explores various barriers to change in 

schools and classrooms, how the roles of teachers and students change when new 

methods and materials are used, concerns about evaluation, and the role teachers' beliefs 

play m bnnging about change. 

Why Change is Difficult to Achieve 

Many reasons are cited for this tremendous inertia that works against change, but 

the root of the problem, according to Sarason (1996) and Nespor and Barylske (1991), is 

that real, lasting change must affect the relationships among politicians, researchers, 

adminisn-ators, teachers, and students and address issues of control and power. And here, 

it appears, is where we all will at some point or other struggle with change. 

According to Sarason (1996) real, lasting changes in schooling must affect the 

teacher-student (asker-answerer) relationship. Studies of teachers who are implementing 

literature-based instruction and small group discussions clearly indicate that teachers are 

aware that issues of control are central to change in this area. Sumara and Walker (1991) 

talked about the centrality of student choice and empowering social structures in whole 

language classrooms. Spiegel (1996) reported that although middle school teachers 

found it challenging to learn to trust and share responsibility and control with students in 

peer-led discussion groups, they appreciated the process of learning to trust and learned 

much from these experiences. As Von Dras (1990, 1995) reflected on the transitions she 

made as a teacher- toward process writing, literature circles, integrated and inquiry-based 
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curncuium- she began to realize that these changes had also changed the way she saw her 

students and her role as their teacher. These curriculum and pedagogical approaches had 

transformed her attitudes towards democracy in her classroom, negotiation of choices 

with students, and her ideas about to whom the classroom really belonged. Short and 

Burke (1996) said this would happen and have experienced similar deeply-rooted 

changes. They said that some changes in curriculum involve only changes in practice 

within the same paradigm of beliefs about teaching and learning, but others (such as 

students engaged in inquiry into their own questions versus covering content) involve 

changes in practices and beliefs that move us into new paradigms and are thus more 

challenging. 

The process of change from the more traditional textbook and/or basal-based 

instructional approaches in history or reading to literature-based learning takes time. 

There are no quick fixes according to Pappas, Oyler, Barry and Rassel (1993). The 

changes do not take place all in one year. Rather, teachers desiring to change engage in 

continual alterations ("tweeking") of their approaches and find reassurance in the 

thought, 'Til get better at it." (Brown & Coy-Ogan, 1993; Gavelek & Raphael, 1996: 

Pappas, Oyler, Barry & Rassel, 1993). Brown and Coy-Ogan (1993) observed that as 

teachers changed how they taught reading they went through various phases of change: 

the mechanical phase where teachers are looking for specific answers and a sort of "how 

to" manual. Next teachers started experimenting with the methods and finally they 

internalized and personalized the approaches to suit them and their students. 
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These changes in materials and methods of instruction result in significant 

changes to the roles of teachers and students learning in literature discussion settings. 

Gaveiek and Raphael (1996) found that students' initial discussions were not highly 

developed but that they improved with practice. Also, students needed multiple 

opportunities to talk about text to explore many ideas worthy to be developed more fully. 

Gaveiek and Raphael also discovered that teacher talk within whole class settings played 

a crucial role in student discussions about text later. It seemed that students were picking 

up on what was being said in whole-class discussions and developing some of these ideas 

more fully in their small groups. 

Kauffman, Short, Crawford, Kahn, and Kaser (1996) reported that although the 

students in their classrooms did not receive explicit directions or training on how to do 

literature circles, the students used the whole-class discussion times following teacher 

read-alouds as models for their small group literature discussions. It will take time, 

practice, and modeling of appropriate strategies for students to learn how to make the 

most of new learning contexts and experiences. The above studies showed students 

actively trying out the new contexts and discovering their new roles in these new 

contexts. 

Teachers also have new roles to play within these new conceptions of curriculum. 

Crawford, Kahn, Kaser, Kauffman and Short (1997) identified various roles of teacher 

talk within literature circles. They saw themselves acting as facilitators, participants, 

kidwatcher/therapists, and active listeners within the small groups. Instead of arguing for 
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or against teachers' participation in the small group discussions, they offered insights into 

the various roles teachers assumed and how teacher participation offered students 

different yet equally valuable potentials for social interaction and negotiation of 

meaning. In summary, leammg to dialogue in small group literature discussions takes 

time, patience and knowledge learned from experience. Both teachers and students have 

much to learn from the process (Crawford, et.al., 1997: Raphael «fe Goatley, 1994: 

Watson & Davis, 1988). 

One of the greatest obstacles to curricular change (particularly in reading 

instruction) is teachers' concern about testing and evaluation. According to Ajiders and 

Richardson (1992),. . beliefs about testmg, assessment, grades, and accountability in 

general play a major role in shaping teachers' practice." (p. 383). They found that 

teachers' concerns about testing influenced what was taught and how it was taught. To 

teachers, standardized testmg is no small matter. It is of great concern to them. For 

example, Anders and Richardson (1992) found that when the teachers participating in the 

reading instruction study groups were discussing instructional practices they took turns 

talking and soaking in what the others had to say. However when the talk named to 

testing, teacher talk was intense, adamant, and emotional. Clearly, the outside evaluation 

of both teachers and students had struck a nerve. 

Zancanella (1991) conducted case studies on five teachers who were using 

literature in their language arts classes and found that teachers' concerns about the 

standardized test played a substantial role in how literature was used. Klassen and Short 
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(1994) reported that the teachers felt the study group context was a safe one, at least in 

part, to explore change, because in the study group they were not being assessed. Scharer 

(1992) reported that teachers' concerns about evaluation, meeting district requirements 

and student achievement on tests made change (movmg from basal reading to literature-

based reading) more difficult. And Placier and Hamilton (1994) also stated that 

mandates, tests and standardized evaluation of students had coercive effects on teachers 

and how they decide to teach. 

Placier and Hamilton (1994) also cited other extrinsic pressures that work against 

change. They explained that working conditions that create high stress for teachers drive 

teachers to seek control and routine rather than change and expenmentation. Felt 

support and collegiality among the administration and teaching staff also influenced 

teachers' freedom to act on their beliefs or try to change. 

Basically, the question comes down to this; Is it possible to effect real changes in 

the structure and functioning of a classroom ? And if so, who can do it? Expenence 

indicates that those from within the constituency are best fitted to initiate changes 

(Montera. 1996 ). The most significant and lasting changes come from within. Au and 

Scheu (1996) attested to this as they reflected on the process of teacher change within the 

cumcular changes they were instituting with the Kamehameha Elementary Education 

Program (KEEP) in Hawaii. They and their support staff worked with 150 teachers 

trying to move the teachers toward holistic instruction (whole language, process writing, 

literature-based instruction). After three years of work they felt they had achieved little 
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effect and were suffering from stagnation. They perceived that teachers were resistant to 

having reforms forced upon them. It was then that they decided to "go with the goers" 

and focus on a small group of teachers who identified themselves as teachers who were 

genuinely interested in change. Not surprisingly, (I put this one under the category of 

"DUH") the 26 "goers", internally motivated to change, thrived with the one on one 

support of the fCEEP consultants and enthusiastically adopted, adapted, and implemented 

many of the changes suggested. 

Teacher Beliefs: Avenue JQ Change 

Although the literature on school change cites many cultural and institutional 

reasons for lack of significant change (Cuban, 1990: Lybarger, 1991: Sarason, 1990. 

1996) much of the literature on teacher change holds more promise. The reason for more 

optimistic results at the teacher level, I believe, is that change begins with individuals, 

and change in individuals begins fi-om the inside out. When the reasons and theories for 

change make sense and in a way "win the hearts and minds" of teachers, then teachers 

want to change. This, the literature reveals, is accomplished by giving teachers 

opportunities to reflect on their beliefs and practices. Once new ways of thinking about 

teaching, learning, students, and knowledge get inside a teacher's heart, real change 

occurs. Gone are new labels on old pedagogy. 

Although critical of how researchers study and represent teacher's knowledge 

(warning that researchers report findings in such a way as to suit their purposes. 
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perpetuating problems of class, power and control [p. 819]), Nespor and Barylske (1991) 

define teachers' knowledge not as an object or thing in the minds of teachers, but as a 

situated construction of social networks. They say that teachers' knowledge is a textual ly 

(and contextual ly) produced phenomenon that does not exist independent of action. This 

doesn't mean that teachers don't know anything unless they are in the process of doing it, 

but that what they know is situated in a story. Just ask a teacher a question about 

teaching sometime. Nine times out of ten they launch into a story. Isn't that the truth? 

Nespor and Barylske's analysis of teachers' knowledge is interestingly reminiscent 

of the transactional theorv' of reading as set forth by Rosenblatt (1995) and Goodman 

(1994) discussed at length earlier in this chapter. Nespor and Barylske's ideas of 

knowledge as constitutive networks (in the act of being constructed) bnngs to mind the 

poem or reader's text not as an object or edifice, but the poem as event, a lived-through 

experience. 

1 don't imagine that all of the scholars who wnte about teachers' knowledge and 

beliefs mean exactly the same thing, but I sense some strong similarities that 1 think are 

worth exploring. For example, let me throw out some terms and let's toy with the ideas: 

* Lampert (1985), Clark and Lampert (1986) and Lampert and Clark (1990) 

discuss something they call situated cognition. They talk about how 

teacher expertise is knowledge use in practice and how this experiential 

knowledge is needed to deal with the complexities and pedagogical 

dilemmas of teaching. 
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* Schulman (1986) talks about pedagogical content knowledge which is 

more than just knowledge about the discipline, but it is what teachers 

know (or need to know) about how to teach (process) in their discipline. 

* Carter (1993) talks about how teachers have storied knowledge and why 

storv' is practical to teachers because it accommodates the ambiguity, 

complexities and dilemmas of teaching. 

* Hollingsworth, Dybdahl and Minarik (1993) emphasize the importance of 

teachers' relational knowing and how learning to teach is about learning to 

care. Teachers' decisions about curriculum and students must be filtered 

through the questions, "So what?" and "Who cares?", because students 

don't care how much the teacher knows unless they know how much the 

teacher cares. 

* And even the idea developed by Green (1971: cited in Richardson, 1994) 

that teachers' beliefs are held in "clusters" suggests that beliefs are 

constructed and used within nch pedagogical contexts, stones or teaching 

events. 

Once again, 1 am not saying that all of these scholars mean the same things: 

indeed 1 am certain that 1 have only barely begun to understand what they mean. 

Nevertheless, there did seem to be a common thread: teaching as storied-relational-

contextual-continuously-bemg-constructed-knowledge running through those vanous 

theories. 
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I believe that the belief systems Pajares (1992) talks about are akin to situated 

cognition, storied knowledge and relational knowing cited above. Pajares distinguishes 

between teachers' knowledge systems and their belief s>'stems. The contrasts between 

knowledge systems and belief systems help clanfy the two constructs. 

According to Pajares (1992), teachers' knowledge systems are based on objective 

fact, are rooted in the intellectual and reside in the brain as information. Knowledge 

systems are open to evaluation, critique and receptive to reason. They are easier to mold 

and change than belief systems are. (They are interesting to look at [but not always that 

practical], somewhat like an artifact in a museum!) 

Belief systems, on the other hand, are rooted in experience, bounded by 

relationships and based in the emotional (e.g. experiential knowledge, stoned knowledge, 

relational knowing, etc.). One set of beliefs do not have to fit with another set and they 

do not even require internal consistency (e.g. Green's notion that beliefs exist in 

encapsulated clusters that may be insulated from other beliefs). They persist in the face 

of contradictor\' evidence and are not readily open to evaluation and critique. Despite 

their idiosyncrasies, beliefs are more influential than knowledge and better predictors of 

behavior. This kind of knowing is transformative and powerful. According to Pajares 

(1992), beliefs are not only relevant to teaching, but are at the heart and core of teaching. 

He asserts that teachers' beliefs are the single most important construct in educational 

research. 

As Pajares (1992) points out, because classrooms are familiar contexts for 
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students studying to be teachers and because we have all experienced "early 

enculturation" into schools, beliefs about teaching are well-entrenched by the time 

aspiring teachers get to college. This pattern leads toward continuity of educational 

practices and not toward change! Roberts-Burke and Myette (1993) found this out as 

they taught preservice teachers. Although the Saudi-Arabian preservice teachers in their 

teacher education study learned to think and talk about reading and language learning 

differently as they progressed through the program, their own cultural and educational 

backgrounds created an imposing obstacle to change in their practice as teachers. 

Applying what Pajares (1992) says about teachers' belief systems explains what 

happened; 

When beliefs about a particular subject are inconsistent with a teacher's practice 
in that area, it mavjust be that "different and weightier" beliefs are the cause .... 
(p. 216). 

In other words, newer beliefs are more fragile and vulnerable and are more easily set 

aside for the older or weightier ones. 

Clearly, teachers' beliefs are central to discussions about teacher change. Trying 

to affect change in teachers' practices while ignoring their beliefs leads to frustration and 

disappointing results (Richardson, Anders. Tidwell & Lloyd, 1991). 

In her analysis of the teacher change process, Richardson (1994) posed the 

question "What changes first- teachers' beliefs or teachers' practices''" She concluded 

that both occurred. According to Richardson, sometimes teachers try out the new 



practices to see if they will "work". As they see them "work" their beliefs are changed. 

Other times teachers begin to change their beliefs and as they reflect on the new beliefs 

they think of ways to gradually adopt new practices. Richardson concluded that changes 

in beliefs and practice all come into play in the teacher change process. The teacher 

change process is fluid and at any point in time there may be inconsistencies between 

beliefs and practices. 

The change process is set into motion when teachers begin to think differently 

about what is going on in the classroom (Richardson, Anders, Tidwell & Lloyd, 1991). 

Teachers need opportunities to examine their well-worn and stubborn ideas about 

teachers and teaching (Fo.x. 1995). One way teachers may examine their beliefs and 

practices is through wnting personal histories, autobiographies and statements of beliefs. 

Discussing stones and cases of teachers and teaching allows teachers to unpack the 

preconceptions and "apprenticeships of observation" acquired throughout their schooling 

experiences (Carter, 1993; Fo.x, 1995). 

Another way to help teachers reflect on their teaching is to walk them through 

practical arguments (Fenstermacher. 1994). The role of practical arguments in teacher 

change, according to Fenstermacher, is to cause the teacher to ask, "Why did I do that?" 

and then to follow through with a reconstruction of the premises with other questions 

about the goals, context, actions taken, and how all were linked. This process allows 

teachers to stand away from their experience and reflect on it (Fenstermacher, 1994: p. 
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Undoubtedly, teachers encountering new and challenging theones about teaching 

histor\', using literature and letting students talk in class will at some point face a cnsis of 

belief (Armento, 1986). Therefore, ongoing collegial support rich in conversations, 

reflection, freedom to ask questions and discuss developing ideas is essential for new 

teachers and teachers who are trying something new (Fox, 1995). 

In conclusion, although the literature on school and curricular change outlines 

many pitfalls and obstacles to change, there is great potential for reform at the individual 

level. One by one, as teachers are challenged to think differently about teaching and 

learning, and as they experiment with new materials and new methodology, change is 

occurring. The following chapter outlines a setting such as this, where Mary Ann was 

starting to think differently about language arts and history, and using different texts and 

contexts in her teaching. It describes in detail the setting, participants, and methodology 

used in this studv. 
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CHAPTER 3 

DESIGN OF THE STUDY 

"It's to be lab rats." - Ted 

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the setting, participants and 

methodology used in this study. Ted was obviously aware that I was doing research and 

he was teasing me about the study, although he didn't have the methodology quite right. 

This research was designed to explore what changes occurred in adding literature 

and literature discussions to an eighth-grade history curriculum. How did teachers 

negotiate a new curriculum with the students and what were the effects of literature on 

the histoncal understandings of middle school students'' I set aside an entire school year 

to observe and participate in an eighth grade integrated social studies/language arts class. 

The resulting case study was prepared to record what happened as the classroom teacher, 

the students, and I moved from a textbook-based approach to a literature-based approach 

to the teaching and learning of history. 

Setting 

This study took place at Coronado Middle School, an elementary and middle 

school located in a picturesque rural setting near Tucson, Arizona. The school served 

600 elementary (K-5) and 580 middle school (6-8) students. It was part of the 

Amphitheater School District, a sprawling district serving an ethnically and economically 
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diverse population. Most of the students came from low to middle income families 

living in and around Catalina which was two miles north of the school. However, the 

middle school also served a small upper middle class professional community located 

about five miles south of the school. This professional community had its own 

elementary school, but no middle school (FN 103). 

Other Teachers and School Administration 

The middle school included grades six through eight. There were 580 students 

and 25 teachers m the middle school. In the eighth grade there were 200 students and six 

teachers. All of the eighth grade teachers were female. There was little contact among 

the teachers in the middle school. There was no long-range planning, no on-going study 

on how to really develop and implement the middle school model, and no attempts to 

team-teach or develop cumculum among the middle school teachers as there had been 

six years earlier when the middle school was established. The middle school teachers 

did meet once a month for two hours to develop catena for evaluating the students' work 

ethic and citizenship, and to determine a general use scope and sequence of the essential 

skills required by the district and the state. At one point the administration also asked the 

middle school teachers to study the problem of student misbehavior and submit 

recommendations and a plan of action to the administration. 

Having been on the ground floor of the middle school when it was established six 

years earlier, Mary Ann missed the collegiality and team-work that was present among 
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the teachers irj the middle school at the start. She was frustrated to note that the initial 

vision for the school was slowly fading. The demise of the dream for an integrated and 

interdisciplinary middle school began when the principal who had come to establish the 

new middle school was diagnosed with cancer in November of the first year and died just 

a few short months later m March. According to Mary Aim, the principals that followed 

him didn't have the same vision and just couldn't match his charisma and love for the 

school and the surrounding community. The principals that followed didn't have the 

same rapport with the people and didn't receive the same level of support from the 

teachers and the community (TI 4/95). 

The eighth grade teachers started out the year of this study with weekly meetings 

to discuss and plan how to better integrate the curriculum and make the most of the 

altered time schedule. But early in the first quarter the meetings broke down because 

teachers found themselves overwhelmed with daily tasks. All of the eighth grade 

teachers had taken on new subject areas that year in order to integrate language arts with 

the other core subjects- social studies, math, and science. In addition, many of them 

were teaching at a new grade level, and one of the teachers was a novice teacher. These 

teaching assignments presented much newness, more planning, and a greater time 

commitment for the teachers. Under these circumstances it is understandable that the 

teachers would gradually neglect the extra meetings that they had originally scheduled. 

Although the eighth grade teachers still met on occasion during their planning period 

after their initial meetings broke down, they dealt with scheduling, management, and 
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discipline issues and other mundane tasks, not for curriculum planning and development 

nor to develop ways for team teaching. 

Marv' Ann had a friendly relationship with the other five eighth grade teachers. 

She told me a little bit about the other teachers on her team. Shelly, a first-year teacher, 

taught the lab science/language arts class. She had her hands full just copmg with the 

day to day tasks of teaching as many novice teachers do. Shelly had a feisty and witty 

personality that was potentially both an asset and a liability as she dealt with students and 

parents. 1 enjoyed my few bnef visits with her in the teachers' lunch room because she 

was so prone to say outrageous things and make me laugh. Maria taught math/language 

arts and was new to Arizona. She brought with her over 30 years of varied teaching 

expenences, including teaching music, math, and gifted classes encompassing a wide 

range of levels. These were the teachers who worked most closely with Mary Ann and 

taught the core subjects for the 100 students on their team. Obviously the students had 

other teachers for other classes such as physical education, computers, art, and music. I 

did not meet with these other teachers nor observe in any classrooms other than Mary 

Ann's. 

There was another team of three eighth grade teachers who taught the core 

subjects for the other 100 eighth graders. Their teaching assignments were identical to 

the ones I just described on Mar>' Ann's team. I did not get to know the eighth grade 

teachers who comprised the other team because I had little contact with them. However, 

1 did have some limited contact with Trudy (the other social studies/language arts 
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teacher) since she taught the same subjects as Mary Ann. What I observed about Trudy 

was confirmed and elaborated in talks with Mary Ann. 

Although Mary Ann would have liked to have worked more closely with Trudy, 

her mirror image on the other eighth grade team, she eventually abandoned this idea as 

she discovered that their personalities and beliefs about teaching were incompatible. 

Mary Ann found Trudy's personality to be too controlling and competitive for her liking, 

and felt that Trudy was trying to be the "standard setter" for eighth grade language 

arts/social studies. This was evidenced by the comments made and the worksheets and 

text set questions that Trudy gave her to use in her classes (FN 59, 138, 139). 

Aside from personality conflicts, Marv Ann also stated that she didn't think Trudy 

was ready or seeking to make the kinds of changes involving teaching beliefs and 

practices that we were confronting during our study. Trudy was not familiar with the use 

of literature in the content areas to draw out students' ideas and connect them with the 

content. Rather, it appeared that Trudy saw the text sets as reading assignments. She 

developed questions for each text set and had students answer the questions to test their 

comprehension and keep them accountable. Unfortunately Trudy's personality, methods, 

and ideas to basalize the use of text sets in social studies influenced Mary Ann's teaching 

for several months. As Mary Ann became aware of the ways in which Trudy was 

influencing her decision-making she began to pull away from Trudy's suggestions and 

ignore the worksheets and lesson ideas Trudy gave her (FN 59, 138, 139). It was at this 

point that Mary Ann and 1 were able to plan together more effectively for a couple of 
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months before the school year started drawing to a close. 

Before the school year started, Mar\' Ann received approval from the school 

administration to implement our plans for integrating language arts and history, and 

using literature and literature discussions. The administration's support gave Mary Ann 

the freedom to try different things without being overly concerned about possible 

opposition to our innovations (regardless of what Trudy thought). 

Although the other teachers and school administration did not directly help nor 

mterfere with Mary Ann's classes or her curriculum decision-making, together they did 

affect the climate of the school, thus indirectly affecting the actual curriculum that was 

ultimately enacted in Mary Ann's classes- as any administration and school climate could 

be expected to affect a classroom. 

Perhaps the most talked about concern among the eighth grade teachers was the 

unstable situation that developed with the administration half way through the school 

year. Sudden changes in the administration had a negative influence on school spirit, 

student behavior, and teacher morale. 

A new principal from-out-of-state had been hired by the district the summer 

before this study took place. There were great hopes and expectations among the middle 

school teachers about this new principal. The teachers were counting on her leadership 

and vision to rekindle and continue to develop the middle school model, unite the 

teachers, students, and community around the school, and to stabilize what had been a 

very fluid administration (a new principal each year) since the death of the founding 



94 

pnncipal three years prior (TI 4/95). The new principal carried herself professionally and 

communicated high expectations for both teachers and students in the areas of 

academics, school cohesiveness, spirit, and student behavior. 

The upheaval began when the new pnncipal accepted a more prestigious job otTer 

in an administrative position for another district just a few weeks before the end of the 

first semester. This news came as a shock to the teachers. The teachers were further 

demoralized when they heard that her explanation for leaving the school in the middle of 

the year was that she "couldn't let anything get in the way of her ascent up the career 

ladder" and as opportunities came along to advance her career she would take them and 

not look back (Personal communication with Mary Ann during the school year, TI 4/95). 

As researcher and observer I was stunned with her lack of commitment to the students 

and teachers at the school. It was something I had never witnessed before. 

Immediately following the new pnncipal's resignation, the district moved an 

assistant principal up from another school to work with the remaining vice-principal. 

This co-pnncipal arrangement was awkward for the teachers since the principals' roles 

were not clearly outlined and the teachers were not quite sure who was really responsible 

for what. Worse yet. as it appeared to Mary Ann, the co-principals weren't clear about 

who was responsible for what either! In addition, according to Mary Ann the parents 

were pretty fed up with the district for not finding principals who would stay with the 

school longer than one year. The parents and teachers were tired of all the administrative 

changes and longed for lasting leadership and stability for their school (Personal 
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Communication with Mary Ann during the school year, TI 4/95). 

Although the new administration worked hard to compensate for their weak 

beginning, these disruptions within the administration did not seem to promote good 

communication and trust between administration and teachers. Concerns about student 

misbehavior and how the administration failed to listen and act on teacher concerns 

created more dissatisfaction among much of the teaching staff and had a further negative 

effect on teacher morale (FN 138, 140). This became obvious towards the end of the 

year when all of the eighth grade teachers except one requested a change of assignment, 

either to a different school in the district or to a different grade level within the same 

school (FN 138-140). 

In summary, the unstable condition of the administration over the three year 

period prior to this study and during the year of the study had a great impact on Mary 

Ann and the other eighth grade teachers. As the instability and lack of continuity filtered 

down to the teachers it diminished incentive for teachers to work as team teachers and 

planners, demoralized teachers, and created even more instability as teachers looked for 

other positions at different levels and in other schools. 

Participants 

How We Got Started 

Mary Ann McClung, the participating teacher, and I met in 1992 at the university 

where we were both in a graduate course on literature discussion groups in the 
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classroom. Through our work together at the university, we discovered a common 

interest in using literature to explore history at the middle school level. We worked 

together on a pilot study for about four weeks that year in Mary Ann's eighth grade social 

studies classes, trying out some of the methods we were learning at the university 

(Hernandez-Miller, 1992). During our pilot study we discovered that the 50 minute 

periods allotted for social studies were too short for extended and intensive reading, 

reflecting, writing, and discussing. Just about the time students were settling in to 

reading or discussing it would be time to change classes. Something had to be done with 

the schedule in order to give our ideas a chance to work. 

Because she wanted to use literature in the social studies program but knew 

longer periods would be necessary, Mary Ann worked with the other eighth grade 

teachers at her school to propose a new schedule for the following year. All of the 

teachers agreed that this new arrangement would provide a better environment for 

learning. It would allow them to better integrate the language arts with various subjects 

and provide larger chunks of time for developing content in greater depth. 

The new schedule accommodated two large teams of students (approximately 100 

students each) made up of six smaller groups (between 30-35 students each) rotating 

among six teachers. Mary Ann and two other teachers taught one team of 100 students 

and the three other eighth grade teachers handled the same teaching assignments for the 

other team of 100 students. Mary Ann taught language arts and social studies, another 

teacher taught language arts and math, and the third teacher taught language arts and lab 
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science one semester and technology reading/writing the next semester. The students 

also had one hour-long period in the middle of the mommg each day for P.E., living 

skills, computers, music, and/br art. 

This schedule divided the day into two long periods (a three hour period in the 

mommg with a break taken for P.E. and eiectives, and a continuous two hour and twentv-

minute period in the afternoon). The student groups moved through the three core 

classes on a rotating schedule. For example. Group A (consisting of approximately 32 

students) began in the social studies/language arts class on Monday morning, then moved 

to lab science/language arts in the afternoon. Tuesday morning Group A resumed their 

rotation in the mathematics/language arts class and moved back to social 

studies/language arts in the afternoon. Thus with this rotating schedule each group of 

students met with each teacher three to four times a week. 

This new configuration of teaching assignments and alternating schedule was 

approved by the administration for the 1993-1994 school year and adopted by all the 

eighth grade teachers. The changes in teaching assignments and the new schedule 

permitted teachers to integrate language arts with science, technology, mathematics, and 

social studies. In Mary Ann's classroom it also allowed the extended periods of time 

needed for the grand conversations curriculum that included reading, reflection, written 

responses to literature, and discussions. 

As a result of our exciting initial experiences with literature and history, and 

given the newly arranged schedule of classes, Mary Ann and 1 were able to continue 



98 

exploring the place of historical literature, written reflections, and discussion in the 

eighth grade social studies cumculum. Dunng the 1993-1994 school year we 

collaborated in planning, preparing, and facilitating the social studies and language arts 

curriculum that we called grand conversations, following in the work of Eeds and Wells 

(1989). 

The following pages describe the teacher/researcher team, our ideology, and the 

students we worked with to develop the grand conversations curriculum. 

Teacher/Researcher Team 

Marv Ann as Teacher 

Mary Ann completed her masters degree in 1994 with a major in language, 

reading, and culture and an emphasis in children's literature. She taught third through 

eighth graders for 13 years. Her most recent expenence was teaching social studies to 

eighth graders at the middle school where we conducted this study. Whenever 1 visited 

in Mary Ann's classroom. 1 was always impressed with her friendliness and good sense of 

humor in dealing with her students. She transitioned smoothly and quickly between 

segments in her classes and made it clear that there were important things going on; time 

was not to be wasted. She appeared professional and confident in her understanding of 

kids, herself as a teacher, and in the subject areas she was teaching. 

Dunng the year that this study took place. Mary Ann participated in the school 

district's Career Ladder, a professional development program that offers teachers 
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incentive pay for agreed-upon student outcomes. The project that Mary Ann designed for 

the Career Ladder program included teacher-targeted instructional skills and student 

outcomes. 

According to the Career Ladder Action Plan, Mary Ann's instructional goals were 

to: (!) develop text sets with themes to integrate literature and history. (2) develop 

themes that tie m with the state and district's essential skills and exit objectives, and (3) 

document student responses to the literature and the theme approach through analysis of 

student journals. Desired student outcomes specified that students would: (1) grow in 

their personal involvement with events and people in history through the vehicle of 

literature, (2) integrate reading, writing, speaking, and listening, (3) demonstrate their 

responses to the literature, themes, and book discussions in their response journals. 

In addition, Mary Ann cooperated closely with the school libranan, Randi, who 

was implementing her own career ladder project that involved book discussions. Mary 

Ann invited Randi to collect data from Class A (the students participating in this study) 

for her career ladder project on book discussions. Randi conducted a total of nine book 

discussions with different groups of students (about 10-12 in each group) from Class A 

three times during the year. Randi also developed a Book Discussion Form that students 

were instructed to complete before participating in a book discussion. Thus, although 

Mary Ann specified that her career ladder project was an individual plan, she gave her 

full support to the libranan's career ladder project, which resulted in the combining of 

sorts of Mary Ann's and Randi's career ladder projects. 
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Finally, two years prior to the study Mary Ann had been selected by the school 

district to take leave of her classroom teaching duties and work as a Career Ladder Peer 

Evaluator. Those experiences provided Mary Ann with insights about the peer-

evaluation process and the pressures associated with evaluating and being evaluated. 

They also heightened her desire to attain a high evaluation to protect her reputation as a 

master teacher, not to mention the financial benefits associated with a high evaluation 

(FN 235, 250). Thus. Mary Ann was involved in various forms of professional 

development (career ladder, graduate studies, collaborating with peers) during the year 

of the study. 

Mary Ann told me she had always enjoyed reading and as an outgrowth of her 

expenences with children's literature in her university classes she decided that she 

wanted to find some way to use literature and literature discussion groups in her eighth 

grade language arts and social studies classes. That was how we started working 

together. 1 needed a setting to explore important questions about literature and the 

content areas, and she welcomed my support and initiative for finding appropriate 

literature and getting the discussion groups going. We both decided to create a setting in 

which students (and teachers) could read, reflect, question, and explore together about 

history and themselves through grand conversations. 

Mary Ann as History Teacher 

Mary Ann would never have predicted that someday she would be as enthusiastic 
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about teaching history as she was this past year. She described to me in an interview (TI 

4/94) how she had come to the point where she wanted to change the way she taught 

history. She expressed that although she had always been confident about teaching 

reading and math she lacked that confidence with history. Whereas she frequently used 

alternative materials and methods and deviated from the teacher's text in these other 

areas if she saw a better way, she clung to the teacher's text for history and depended on 

it to organize and run the history program. In her own words: "I didn't have a clue about 

teaching history" (TT 4/94). The history courses she had taken in school meant nothing to 

her. She worried about her ability to teach history although her mother (who had been a 

teacher) told her it was simple, that history was "story". But Mary Ann didn't understand 

it that way. So she solved the problem of not knowing how to go about teaching history 

by doing the logical thing- sticking to the book. Throughout her years of teaching history 

she had the students read the text, answer the questions provided in the text and do other 

activities outlined in prepared materials or worksheets. 

When I first observed Mary Ann's social studies class in the fall of 1992,1 noticed 

that she was using a basic textbook-based teaching strategy. Reading the text, answering 

questions from the book, daily quizzes, and recitation segments constituted the bulk of 

the curriculum. There were materials to cover and tests to give. Yet as I observed how 

Mary Ann and the students worked through the curriculum, 1 sensed that there was an 

underlying function for the text-test cycle even more fundamental than "covering the 

content". The way the work was set up served a very practical function. The 
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assignments, quizzes and tests were Mary Ann's way of keeping a lid on things. The 

different assignments were a tool Mary Ann used for managing the class and keeping 

control of a roomful of lively adolescents (Hernandez-Miller, 1992). It was like Doyle 

and Carter's notion of classroom management through student "work" (1984). There 

appeared to be an implicit agreement among teacher and students that if the teacher 

would not make the work too hard, ambiguous, or risky, students would cooperate with 

the teacher and do the work given to them with minimal resistance. In essence, there 

seemed to be an exchange of performance, students doing their work (provided it wasn't 

too challenging) m exchange for grades (Doyle, 1977). 

As I observed the class I wondered what students were learning about history. 

What messages were being conveyed to the students? Were they learning that history is 

merely a subject you get through to pass eighth grade? That history is simply reading and 

finding the answers in the text? That history is an open and shut case? Clear cut facts 

and events? 

This routine, comfortable though it was, was not good enough for Mary Ann after 

she had taught eighth grade history for a year. It was even more unsatisfactory to her 

once she started learning about literature discussion groups and imagining with me about 

the possibilities of using literature and discussions in the history curriculum. Through 

her growing interest in literature and history, Mary Ann was poised to begin to shift the 

focus in her classes from "making the grade" to making connections with history. 



103 

Mary Ann's Ideas About Teaching History: Before Literature 

When you stop to think about it, Mary Ann's notions about teaching historv' were 

compatible with her ideas about what history was and what was important m history. 

After all, if history means nothing to you personally, then it makes pjerfect sense to just 

grit your teeih and do it. Teach it by formula, or history by number, if you will. 

According to Mary Ann. history was a sequence of events, a list of important people and 

what they did, and a collection of facts not necessarily related to each other that you 

learned just because someone told you that you should (T1 4/94) It was "good for you" 

like vitamins, or dietary fiber. Or as I once heard attributed to Sartre, it was "alimentary 

education". As if to say, "Here swallow this, it's good for you." 

Mary Ann said she never connected her personal interests with history. History 

had always been irrelevant, disconnected and distant from her life. She was under the 

impression that history just existed, that it was written from some omniscient 

perspective. It never occurred to her until this year that people were writing history, 

interpreting and selecting facts that reflected their perspectives and culture. Until this 

year Mary Ann did not think she had a culture. She had always felt as though other 

people, people of color or people who spoke languages other than English had culture, 

but not her Caucasian self 

As she reflected on how her ideas about history had changed, Mary Ann observed 

that it had never occurred to her that some of her lifelong interests had been nested in 

history. As a girl she loved reading biographies and putting herself in the place of the 
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main character. She liked reading about the character's childhood. She especially-

enjoyed the books where the mam character was a woman. Also, having lived her whole 

life in the Tucson area, Mary Ann had always been interested in the culture and history 

surrounding Tucson, Mexico, and the Southwest. But she had never counted those 

personal interests as history. There was no room for Mary Ann as a person in her earlier 

definitions of history. Literature was about to change that. 

How Marv Ann's Ideas About Teaching and History Changed 

Mary Ann had been taking university courses in children's literature for several 

semesters and had been experiencing some changes in her ideas and beliefs about 

reading and literature and their application to teaching language arts and history. She 

was excited about the possibilities for using literature and discussions in teaching history, 

but hesitated to step out and actually do it. For the most part Mary Ann did not act on her 

interests until we began our project together. 

As we worked together, challenged, and encouraged each other, we enabled each 

other to go beyond our old comfortable and safe routines and try things we would not 

have been confident enough to try on our own. When we planned together I questioned 

her reasons for wanting to assign certain activities and she would question mine. We did 

not have this closeness and confidence from the start, but as we worked together we were 

able to challenge each other more without offending each other and possibly ruining our 

working relationship. 
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As a result of Mary Ann's study about literature discussions and the work we did 

together, Mary Ann's ideas about history and her approach to teaching history changed 

considerably. First, throughout the year of the study Mary Ann made it a pnority to help 

students relate to history in a personal way. Her goal was to provide students with 

stones, characters, and sitiiations with which students could relate and see connections 

between their lives and the lives of others. She wanted the students to find something, 

someone that they could care about. She wanted students to find something that 

mattered to them. 

Second, Mary Ann wanted the students to question things. To ask who says'' 

Whose perspective? She wanted the students to see history as stories written by people 

and about people who had biases, opinions, and culture that influenced the way they 

experienced, interpreted and wrote about what they saw. She wanted students to 

experience American history through the lives of vanous Americans; slaves, slave 

owners, pioneers. Native Amencans. and young people just like them. 

By exposing the students to such various perspectives on history, Mary Ann 

hoped to make history less simple and clear-cut and more personal, meaningful, and 

multidimensional to the students. She hoped to surprise them, to involve them, to at 

times anger them, and to get them wondering and posing questions about their own roles 

in history. It was this context of experience through literature, personal connections, and 

inquiry that Mary Ann and I tried to establish as the year unfolded. 
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Mirtha as Teacher/Researcher 

I taught first through eighth graders at various times and in vanous combinations 

in private schools for seven years before entering graduate school. This broad base of 

leaching experience enabled me to understand and enjoy students of all ages. I quickly 

learned to accommodate myself to a vast array of educational challenges and 

opportunities during those seven years of teaching. 

1 entered the graduate program with a positive outlook and practical perspective 

that enabled me to connect theory and research with the day to day life of teachers and 

students. Graduate school was much more than an intellectual pursuit. My perspective 

ensured that what I was learning and doing at the university were practical and connected 

to life. 

History was my favonte subject throughout my elementary and high school days. 

Although taught in conventional ways (lectures, outlines, note-taking, essay tests) I still 

loved the classes and lived the stones as I read and heard them. Unlike Mary Ann, I felt 

that history was a real and important part of my life. It connected with my immigrant 

background, my travels, my core values and beliefs, and my everyday adventures. 

1 had always loved to read and was particularly excited about the use of "real 

books" in the classroom. Throughout my teaching career I enthusiastically promoted 

recreational reading and provided time and books for students to learn to love reading. 

This interest led me to focus my masters' thesis on Reading Workshop (Miller. 1990). 

For one semester 1 worked with two classes of fourth graders teaching mini-lessons on 
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vanous reading strategies, providing a sustained silent reading time, and encouraging 

students to share and discuss their books together. This approach appeared to raise the 

students' interest in reading and it provided choices and time to develop reading interests. 

However it was difficult to carry on sustained discussions or integrate the books into the 

curriculum since all of the students were reading different books. 

Because of my love for reading and history, 1 wanted to explore what would 

happen to teachers' and students' perceptions of history as they read and discussed 

historical literature together. Although the idea strongly appealed to me and 1 believed it 

would reap positive results in terms of student learning, I didn't know where or how to 

begin using childrens' literature across the curriculum. 1 had never orchestrated literature 

circles and 1 didn't have a class of students to try it with. Fortunately, 1 came to be in the 

right place, taking a class on literature discussions at the right time, when Mary Ann was 

taking the class. And the rest, as they say, is history! 

How Mirtha Changed Throughout the Process 

There are several ways I changed as a result of my involvement with Mary Ann 

and her students. First of all I learned that you don't learn how to do literature circles just 

by reading and hearing about it in a university class. To learn how to do it, you've got to 

do it in a real school with real students despite the challenges and uncertainties. It's 

rather embarrassing to admit, but despite all of my "higher learning" and reading on the 

subject I still wasn't sure how to group the students, schedule the discussions and create 
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the nght environment until I started trying different things and modifying our approach 

as we went along. I had no idea how exciting this adventure would be until I tried it. It 

was worth every uncertainty, every question, and every effort. 

As I mentioned earlier, perhaps one of the more challenging aspects of literature 

circles and letting students' interests and questions drive the curriculum was planning to 

plan versus just plain planning. However, it was a process that left Mary Ann and me 

feeling uncertain. We were accustomed to beginning with the end in mind and mapping 

out the entire journey before we started. We were accustomed to setting objectives, 

determining what the product would be and then meeting the objectives, working to 

accomplish that product. But as we learned to trust the students to choose their own 

books, set their own time tables for discussing, and pursue their own questions and issues 

m the discussions we began to see that the process was more important to us than the 

product. 

I found that when I focused on the product I missed important and interesting 

adventures along the way. The process taught me to trust my intuitions. It taught me to 

trust Mary' Ann. The process taught me to trust the students' choices. Experiencing the 

process taught me to value the process like I had never valued it before. 

Trust became more important than I ever imagined it would be. I had to trust 

myself to make good judgments on the spot and know that if at first 1 didn't make the best 

choice it wouldn't be a disaster but I could always try again. I learned to trust Mar>' Ann's 

ability to think on her feet, her teacher-sense. I also learned to trust the students to 
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develop a genuine interest in their books, each other, and the content. The students cared 

about what they were reading, writing, and discussing and they welcomed opportunities 

to read and talk more about it. They frequently talked to their parents about what they 

were reading and discussmg in school and asked their parents questions about histor\'. 

their personal involvement in history and issues that confused or concerned them (FN 

262-Cliff, Rick, Aaron). That surprised and pleased me. I also learned to trust in the 

strength of the literature to evoke powerful responses and carry the students through the 

writing, sharing and meaning-making process. 

Along with trust, I learned to be less concerned about controlling the students, 

determining the outcomes and more concerned about creating the right environment in 

which they would want to pose questions and pursue their interests. I learned to relax 

and let the students' interests in the stones and histoncai issues dnve the curriculum 

instead of our objectives driving the curriculum. 1 learned to rely on the strength of the 

stories the students were reading and telling, the conflicts going on in the stories, and the 

students' responses to the stones drive the cumculum. 

I also learned some things about history that amazed me. As I stood back to view 

the big picture of what we had read, talked and wondered about 1 saw a few basic themes 

continually demanding attention. 1 found myself repeatedly focusing on issues of 

economics, society, kindness, mutual respect, and human rights throughout all our 

history. History became more personal to me than it had ever been before. I am sure that 

the many stories we read about every-day people like me made all the difference. My 
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response to what we were reading and discussing was very intimate and urgent. I felt 

that I was an important part of our history and that my character and actions could make 

a difference in helping to define the history that all of us are creating m my lifetime. 

Students 

As I already explained, it was Mary Ann's responsibility to teach social studies 

and language arts to approximately 100 eighth grade students. The 100 students on Marv 

Ann's team were divided into three groups (Group A, Group B, Group C). Groups A and 

B were divided up randomly, whereas Group C was a special group in that students who 

did not qualify for the algebra class were put together in Group C to simplify scheduling 

them for general math. Group C was smaller, and Mary Ann expressed several times that 

this group was less motivated and generally "lower" than the other groups (FN 1, TI 

4,95). 

The class selected for the study was one of the three groups that Mary Ann taught. 

Mar\' Ann suggested 1 focus my study on Group A because she felt the students in this 

group were typical of the rest of the eighth graders in the school. Approximately 32 

students participated in the study. There was a grand total of 19 male and 17 female 

students who participated in at least some parts of the study. Although a few students 

came and went throughout the year, a large core of 32 students (19 male, 13 female) 

remained the same. One of the girls, Alana, was absent most of the year. I have almost 

no mention of her in the field notes, and no written work that I collected from her, but 
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since she remained on Mary Ann's roster she is included in the total count. 

Two male students from Group A (Cliff and Jason K.) were being pulled out on a 

regular basis for special education classes, four students (Aaron, Mike, Enca, and Lon) 

participated in the gifted program and two others (Isaac and Anna) participated regularly 

in an English as a Second Language (ESL) class. 

In addition to the ESL students, three others (Jzinet, Kim. and Miguel) indicated to 

me that they identified themselves with the small Hispanic population in the community 

(referred to as "Little Mexico" by some Hispanic students at the school) although they 

were not in the ESL class. Thus the ethnic configuration of the class was made up of 

mostly Anglo-American students and nine students with Hispanic surnames (some with 

stronger linguistic and cultural ties to the Hispanic community than others). 

The students in Group A were very personable and friendly. Their smiles and 

willingness to talk made me feel at ease in the classroom. The students were friendly, 

upbeat, and cooperative with each other most of the time. They seemed to know each 

other fairly well. Eleven of the students had attended the same school since kindergarten 

and first grade. 

Data Collection 

The purpose of this study was to initiate a systematic and intensive investigation 

of how a teacher negotiated a new history curriculum with her students. 1 wanted to 

know what changes occurred in the classroom context, what changes occurred in the 
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curriculum and how those changes affected the students' ideas and perceptions about 

historv'. It was a year-long classroom study of how the simple desire to incorporate 

literature and literature discussions into the curriculum started a chain of events that 

required more fundamental changes and extended much deeper into our beliefs about 

teaching and history than we expected. The research questions were: 

1. How did the teacher and researcher go about restructuring curriculum to 

implement grand conversations in a history class? What occurred in the 

process of change? 

2. What did the grand conversations curriculum look like and how was it 

enacted in the classroom setting? 

3. What were students' responses to the grand conversations cumculum? 

What effects did the grand conversations curriculum have on the students' 

perceptions and ideas of history"' 

I collected a vanety of data to investigate these questions from various angles. 

The most prominent data source was the 285 pages of field notes. These notes helped 

me keep an account of the days I came to class, what the students and teacher were doing 

on that day and how I participated on that day. Specifically, I took e.xtensive and detailed 

field notes at each visit to; (1) chronicle the events of the day, (2) note what's usual and 

what's unusual, and (3) keep a record of how we were progressing towards a grand 

conversation cumculum (integrating reading, joumaling, talking, applying it to history 

and to their lives). 
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At the conclusion of each day I rewrote the field notes at the computer and 

elaborated on the events of the day while the happenings were still fresh on my mind. 

After elaborating on the field notes I jotted down theoretical, methodological and 

personal memos to assist me in making sense of the data and plannmg on what to focus 

next as I gently navigated through my roles as researcher, teacher's coach, and classroom 

participant. 

The next body of data I collected were the students' response journals. 1 did not 

read and analyze the journals until the end of the year because Mary Ann was reading 

and responding to them throughout the school year. 1 didn't think the students needed 

two teachers pouring over, making comments, and evaluating their response journals. 

Mary Ann used the journals as a way to measure and grade students' involvement m the 

literature and as data for her career ladder evaluation (professional development program 

for teachers in the school district). 1 collected the journals at the end of the year because 

1 thought they would give me insights on the students' responses to the literature, their 

feelings about grand conversations and working in a discussion group, and their 

perceptions and ideas about history in relation to the literature they were reading. 

Another source of data that came directly from the students were the audio tapes 

of student literature discussions. The discussions were recorded between December and 

May and spanned three different theme series. There were 19 recorded discussions about 

books from the Reconstruction and Civil Rights. Various Perspectives on U.S. History 

and World War 11 and Holocaust theme series. Figure 1 lists the books and number of 



Title of Book{s) # Discussions Recorded Y/T^f 

Theme 1- Civil War 8l Slavery 
The Tamarac Tree 2 N 
Slave Dancer -> N 
Long Joumev Home 2 N 
A Girl Called Bov 2 N 
A Rifle for Waitie -) N 
Shades of Grav ") N 
Lincoln: A Photobiographv 2 N 

Theme 2- Reconstruction & Civil Rights 
Which Wav Freedom? 1 N 
Words Bv Heart 1 N 
Lvddie 1 Y 
Be Ever Hopeful. Hanalee 1 Y 
Roll of Thunder. Hear Mv Crv 1 Y 
The Friendshio. The Gold 
Cadillac. The Mississippi Bridge I Y 
Notable African Americans-text set 1 Y 
Martin Luther King Jr.-text set I Y 

Theme 3- Various Perspectives on U.S. Historv' 
Sing Down the Moon 0 N 
Sing Down the Moon 0 N 
Thunder Rollins in the Mountains 0 N 
New Kids in Town & Ellis Island 2 N 
Silver Davs 1 Y 
Children of the Dust Bowl 2 Y/2 
Walker of Time 1 Y 
Native American Issues 5 Y/5 

Theme 4- World War II & Holocaust 
Summer of Mv German Soldier 0 N 
The Devil's Arithmetic I Y 
Number the Stars -) Y/2 
Upon the Head of the Goat 0 N 

Anne Frank; Diarv of a Younii Girl 1 Y 
FT 109 0 N 
The Bridee Over the River Kwai 0 N 
Waiting For Anya 0 N 
Hiroshima 0 N 
32 Small Groups Total 37 19 

Figure 1. Small Group Discussions for Theme Series. 
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discussions recorded for each. The numeral zero in Figure I indicates that although 

students chose to read these books, they never actually met to discuss the books together. 

I was present at every discussion to set up the recorder and microphone and to take notes 

so that 1 would know who was talking on the tape. (During the pilot study the year 

before I had learned that it was quite difficult to distinguish among students' voices on 

tape without some help from notes taken during the discussions.) I also took the notes so 

1 could provide the students with a sort of outline or map of the discussions as they went 

along, and to aid in the analysis process. I also participated in the discussions. 

Towards the end of the Various Perspectives on U.S. History theme set in April I 

asked the students to do a self-evaluation of their involvement in their literature 

discussion groups. Four questions asked the students to reflect on and evaluate their 

participation and contributions to the group. The last question asked the students to 

evaluate their group presentation. Students spent about thirty minutes answenng the 

questions. Many students wrote one and two page responses. The self-evaluation 

questions are outlined in Figure 2. I collected these self-evaluations for analysis. 

Finally, 1 conducted three teacher interviews to find out what Mary Ann thought 

about the process of changing over to using literature in history class and how the grand 

conversations cumculum had affected her beliefs and practices as a teacher. These notes 

were collected on various occasions. I interviewed Mary Ann and took notes as she 

responded to questions in a formal interview towards the end of the year (Teacher 

Interview 4/94). These interview questions can be found in Figure 3. 
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1. What book(s) did you read? Did you like it (them)? Did you finish reading it 
(them)? 

2. How many times did you write about your book in your journal? How were your 
journal entries useful to you? Did you use those ideas in group discussions, 
preparing the presentations, etc.? 

3. How well did your group work together'' Were you serious about talking and 
cooperating with others to understand your book and how it relates to history'!' 

4. How did your reading, writing, and discussions contribute to your presentation"' 
Rate how well your group represented the book and the discussions your group 
had about the book in your presentation. 

Figure 2. Self-evaluation questions for students. 

1. What are your thoughts about history now? 
2. How are you defining history? 
3 How have your definitions about history changed'' 
4. What has prompted these changes? 
5 How did you learn to teach history the way you had been teaching histor\' in the 

past? 
6. Reflect back on what you used to think about history. How/why have your ideas 

about history changed? 
7 What is the role of a historv' teacher ' 

Figure 3. Teacher interview questions. 

On two other occasions a year following the study, I visited informally with Mary 

Ann and took notes as we reflected about the year of the study and how it continued to 

affect her teaching the following year (Teacher Interview 4/95, 5/95). In addition to 

formal interviews with the teacher 1 also collected snippets of our conversations in the 

field notes throughout the year about how we felt we were changing as teachers and 

panicularly as teachers of history. These notes were important because they helped me 

understand Mar\' Ann better and because they shed light on aspects of the larger school 

context within which Mary Ann worked. 
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In summary. 1 utilized at least five different avenues to collect the data for this 

study. The data included; field notes, student journals, discussion tapes, students' self-

evaluations and teacher interviews. Each type of data provided rich sources of 

information from which to answer the research questions and each type of data also 

allowed different facets of the study to shine through. Figure 4 illustrates how the 

various data sources corresponded to the research questions. 

RQl RQ2 RQ3 
Data Teacher & Curriculum Grand Conversations Student 

Change Response 

Field 
Notes X X X 
Response 
Journals X X 
Audio 
Tapes X X 
Self-
Eval. A X 
Teacher 
Interviews 

Figure 4 How the various data sources 
correspond to the research questions. 
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Data Analysis 

Procedures For Analyzing Field Notes 

Analysis began with the field notes. On the first pass through this data I read all 

285 pages of field notes for the 59 days I observed and participated in class. As 1 read 

through the notes I highlighted what I thought was important. I highlighted teacher 

activities such as how she introduced a film, what she said during textbook question and 

answer segments, how she directed a quiz, what she said during whole class discussions 

and instructions she gave about how to do a learning activity. I was interested in looking 

at what the teacher selected as important for the students to learn and how she had them 

go about learning it. 

1 also highlighted how the students responded to the teacher-directed activities, to 

life in the classroom and to grand conversations activities (reading, writing, and 

discussing) especially. I highlighted student's comments during whole class discussions, 

stuff they said to each other, and miscellaneous things I observed them doing dunng the 

class penod (ie. passing notes, copying each other's work, helping one another with a 

question, etc.) 

1 highlighted teacher admonitions about getting ready for high school because it 

was a common theme in her teaching. I highlighted the transitions between segments 

because Mary Ann was so smooth and she said such interesting things in the transitions. 

She gave many rationales, she revealed many of her beliefs in the transitions. 

1 also highlighted discussions about tests and grading because they occurred so 
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frequently, they seemed to be getting m the way of grand conversations curriculum and 

they received so much of the teacher's and students' attention. Although 1 had not 

intended to attend to evaluation outside of the grand conversations curriculum, I 

highlighted these occurrences because of their frequency. 

I also highlighted the processes that we employed to get at grand conversations. 1 

highlighted how we did things, my instructions to the students about the discussions and 

how to prepare for them, Mary Ann and my introductions to the text sets and students' 

reactions to the text sets, reading and talking. 

1 did not highlight mundane things such as record-taking, announcements, pledge 

and end of day dismissals. 1 did not highlight desists (they were scarce) because they 

were not relevant to the research questions. I noted that government, language arts and 

grammar was beine taught, but the particulars and minute details of grammar and 

government seatwork, writing workshop and other language arts activities were not 

highlighted because how they were being taught was not relevant to the research 

questions. 

During this first pass through the data (and each subsequent pass) I also kept note 

cards to the side on which I added interpretive commentaries (explanations and 

elaborations) that came to mind as 1 analyzed the field notes. I felt these were important 

to have because as I read back over the field note data after the year was over, hindsight 

provided new insights on what had been recorded during the events. This gift of 

"hindsight" helped me interpret my experiences and added insights to those original field 



120 

notes. I called these note cards interpretive commentaries. They received the same 

analysis treatment as did the field note data. They were highlighted, coded, and added to 

the categories developed through the analysis procedures described below. 

On the second pass through the data 1 reread the field notes and coded the events 

that had been highlighted for research questions one. two, or three. If the situation or 

event applied to question one I marked a bold I on the right-hand margin of the field 

notes. If it applied to question two I marked a bold 2, etc. 

When I took the second pass through the field note data I found I needed to 

clarify' the research questions in my own mind. 1 set up criteria to define clearly the 

essential features of each research question and made a note card outlining those criteria 

to which I referred constantly as I analyzed the field notes. In this way 1 calibrated the 

data. These cnteria were especially helpful in differentiating between research questions 

one and two. These were trick'y to differentiate in the field note data because research 

question one was about the changes that were made to accommodate a grand 

conversations curriculum and question two was about how the new curriculum turned 

out. In other words, question one had features of the "old" curriculum, while question 

two had features of the "new" curriculum. 

As 1 struggled to code highlighted sections for research question one, research 

question two, and research question three, I developed and kept a written record of 

criteria 1 used to differentiate among them. While coding I referred to this criteria 

repeatedly. 
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Question one criteria included statements such as: The events that happened in 

the before and what had to change in order to get to grand conversations. Decision

making about curriculum, planning, our thinking together, our questioning about what to 

do. and why was included. Entries written in future tense- our talking about what we 

planned to do were included (although it overlapped somewhat with question two 

describing what we actually did do). Teacher factors were always strong on question 

one. Anything that had to do with the "old" curriculum of reading the textbook, 

answering questions, quizzes, grades, points were all included under question one. 

Question two criteria included the "new" curriculum (grand conversations) and 

things we did toward the goal (approximations) of grand conversations. Question one 

criteria sometimes overlapped with question two cnteria, but with question two I 

concentrated on the enactment of grand conversations (not what we talked about doing, 

but what we actually did). I attempted to create an accurate picture of what grand 

conversations in this historv' classroom looked like and what they sounded like. 

Sometimes distinctions between research questions one and two were fuzzy because even 

as we tentatively tned out "stuff for grand conversations we were right in the muddle of 

change. 

Items for research question three were the easiest to code because they included 

anything that had to do with student responses toward questions one and two. So field 

note entnes that described students went under question three. Frequently these were 

also coded with question one or question two because they described a student's response 
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to question one or question two. but identifying it as a student response was simple and 

clear-cut. 

Dunng this second pass through the field note data when I coded for research 

questions one. two. and three, several procedural questions came up which led to the 

detailed criteria I described above. For example, at first I didn't know how I should code 

the career ladder stuff Was it unrelated to this study, or did it relate to question one- a 

part of Mar\' Ann's change process? How about the librarian's career ladder stuff Was 

that unrelated to our change and restructuring or was it a part of the change process as 

wein As 1 answered these and other questions 1 kept a written record of my answers and 

the cnteria that helped me decide and differentiate among the questions. This record was 

necessaiy and helpful, and 1 referred to it regularly to stay focused and avoid drifting 

back and forth between questions one and two. 

While coding all 285 pages of field notes for research questions one, two, and 

three during this second pass, 1 also jotted down on note cards interpretive commentaries 

and insights 1 was gaining as 1 read through the data after the fact. This was how I did the 

second pass through the field note data. 

Once I completed coding events according to questions one, two, and three 1 took 

the third pass through the field note data focusing in on each research question one at a 

time. In other words 1 did the third pass three different times- once for each research 

question as described below. This part of the analysis took some refining, as I explain in 

the process described below. 



On my first attempt at the third pass through question one data 1 determined four 

different categones and began coding all of the question one highlights by those 

categories. But after 80 pages of field notes and several fhistrating hours I realized that I 

was trying to make the data fit my categories rather than letting the data fall naturally 

into Its own categories. So I altered my strategy and coded the rest of the field note data 

by reading each question one entry, thinking about what was happening, writing a brief 

description on a separate note card and coding each entry with an abbreviated descnption 

on the margin of the field notes. I kept a record of each code and category/description as 

1 went along and soon 1 discovered patterns. After writing descriptions and coding about 

100 pages of the field notes I had a reliable list of descriptions that I used for the rest of 

question one entries. 

Following the initial work of letting the categones describe themselves all that 

was necessary was to think about what was going on. find the appropriate description for 

it in the list of categories I had been writing down, and mark the code in the margin of 

the field notes. If ever I found something that didn't tit into the existing categones, 1 

simply created a new category. Being confident that I had found the real categories I 

then returned to the first 80 pages and coded those entnes according to the categories that 

had emerged from the last 200 pages of field note data. While I was describing and 

coding the highlighted entries I also kept track roughly of how many times each category 

and subcategory had been coded. I ended up with frequency tallies (roughly) for each of 

the categories. I also jotted down specific instances and examples from the field notes to 
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cite as I reported the findings. 

The practice of writing interpretive commentaries or elaborations on separate 

note cards continued through each pass through the field notes. These interpretive 

commentaries were always referenced with a field note page number for easy access and 

rechecking. 

Once I completed reading through all of the question one entries and coding 

them, I returned to the list of descriptions/categories 1 had recorded, organized them, and 

found major categones with subcategories under each of them. These are reported m the 

findings section. Finally, I quickly summarized and did some minor reorganization of 

each category as necessary , and added a brief description of what I had learned about 

each category following each section. 

I developed these procedures with question one and then used this same pattern to 

analyze research questions two and three. Obviously, these analysis procedures 

underwent further refinement as 1 progressed through the data. This is why I am being so 

careful to describe my procedures m great detail. The third pass through the data for 

each of the research questions was the most complex part and the heart of the analysis, so 

refining this process received much of my attention. Reviewed briefly, the third pass 

analysis procedures for each of the research questions were; 

* kept a list and noted descriptions of what was occurring 

* developed categones from the descriptions 

* counted frequencies 



* organized the categories 

* added interpretive commentaries 

* reorganized and summarized each category and added a bnef description 

of what I learned. 

In summarv-, the first pass through the field note data was a reading of all the field 

notes and highlighting the highlights. Second pass through the field notes I decided 

whether the highlighted information pertained to research questions one, two, or three. 

The third time through the field note data I read the highlighted portions for each 

question one at a time, wrote descriptions of each, categonzed. noted frequencies and 

summanzed the findings. Figure 5 summanzes these procedures. 

First pass Read and highlighted FN entries. Kept a running list of 
interpretive commentanes for each pass through the FNs. 

Second pass Coded highlighted FN entries for Q1. Q2. Q3 Refined definitions 
and cntena. 

Third pass Read all highlights for EACH question separately. Completed the 
following steps for Q1 before going back to do 02. etc.. 

* kept a list and noted descnptions of what was 
occumng 

* developed categones from the descnptions 
* counted frequencies 
* organized the categories 
* coded and added interpretive commentanes to 

appropnate findings categones 
* reorganized and summarized each category. 

Fieure 5. Procedures for analyzing field notes. 

The field note data served as the foundation or organizational structure upon 
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which the analyses of the other data (journals, audio tapes of literature discussions. 

student self-evaluations, and teacher interviews) rested. The categories originated with 

the field note data. I analyzed the field notes thoroughly and came up with the categories 

and important findings for research questions one, two, and three. Then I used the other 

data to confirm and add details to the field note data. Several sample pages from the 

field notes, showing how they were coded, are provided in Appendix A. 

Procedures for Analyzing Journals 

Before beginning the journal analysis, I reread the summary of findings identified 

in the analysis of field notes for research question three to refresh my memory on student 

responses. 1 predicted that analysis of the journals would amplify what I had learned 

from the field notes about how the students responded to the grand conversations, and in 

particular, to reading the historical literature. Review of field note findings aleried me to 

several areas of student response to watch for in the journals: students' responses toward 

the grand conversations curriculum in general, students' responses towards specific 

books, and students' responses to working and talking in small groups. 

As expected, comments in the journals about other aspects of the grand 

conversations curriculum (responses towards working and talking in small groups) were 

rare (only three or four for all the 27 journals). Responses in the journals focussed on the 

books that students were reading at the time since that is the nature and purpose of a 

reading response journal. Thus, the journals were used to provide insights into students' 
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responses to the literature aspect of the grand conversations curriculum. (Other aspects 

of the grand conversations curriculum pertaining to research question three were 

informed by audio tape data, self evaluations, and field note data.) 

1 began journal analysis tw reading all 27 S journals. Five students (Anna, Alana. 

Jerry, Jason K., Will) lost or simply failed to turn in their journal at the end of the year. 

As I read the journals I used small yellow "stickies" to mark off interesting entries (well-

stated responses, elaborations, making connections, and responses that expressed deep 

feelings). 1 used two stickies. one to mark off the spot in the journal for quick and easy 

reference and another to use in sorting and building categories for students' responses. 

The second "sticky" (which included name, date and brief descnption of entry) was 

placed on an oversize sheet of paper divided into different sections. The stickies were 

easy to move and rearrange as necessary. 

The categories within the reader response heading emerged from the journals. 

Most entries were retellings. Not all the retellings were marked with a sticky, they were 

too numerous to count. Although retellings was by far the largest category of reader 

response findings, retellings were frequently mi.xed with other types of responses as 

reported in chapter six. 

After all the journals were read I began the process of categorizing specific reader 

responses as marked off by the stickies. These various stickies were sorted and 

categorized by type. I identified five different types of responses. The different 

categories of reader responses were: retellings, connections, thematic statements. 
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wondenngs and wanderings, and historical understandings. These findings are reported 

at length in chapter six. 

In addition to sorting and categorizing the journal entries, I went back to each 

journal to reread the marked off entries. I copied representative quotes from the student 

journals to serve as examples for the various categories I described. I wanted my readers 

to hear directly from the students as I discussed their responses to the literature they had 

been reading. 

As I read and reread the journals, I noticed a pattern of reader response. 

Generally students began with a retelling as a way to set the stage or give a background 

for their response. I drew a diagram that helped me visualize and organize how students 

seemed to read and be "inside" the story (as reflected in their journal entnes), then step 

outside the story to retell it and respond to it. See diagram of The Reader Response 

Cycle in Figure 6. 

Using this diagram and categories to guide me, I then reread each sticky (and the 

corresponding journal entry as necessary for clarification) and put them m separate piles 

according to type of response. These piles were transferred on to a sheet of paper where 

I described the responses. It was from these journal findings that I developed my ideas 

about The Reader Response Cycle as illustrated in the diagram and upon which I 

elaborate in the discussion section for question three in chapter six. 

Finally, I elaborated and summarized journal findings and how they corresponded 

with field note data for research question three. This final step provided me with a 



Historical Lnderstanding- Knowing 
from the heart. ^ 

" .. if I was ±ere I would have wanted ' . i 
to do everything in my power to help them." (Sah^ J 

"I'm begining to lem more about slavery. ^ INSIDE 
Before I was against it, but knew very little 
about it. Now I'm begining to hate it." (Mike) 

Wonderings and Wanderings-
Posing questions. ' 

"How could we return the land to them?" 
(Native American Issues Group) - OUTSIDE 
"Couldn't the Jewish just lie and say that ~ ' 
they weren't a J ew?" (Martha) •• \ 

Persona! Connections- HowtKe 
character/story is like me. 

"Something that surprises me about Anne Frank INSIDE 
is that she has the "same birthday as me!" (Connie) 

Making the Connections- Comparing 
and contrasting te.\ts, stories. 

"I thought that this movie was pretty good but ' OUTSIDE 
some things didn't happen like they did in 
the book." (Jordan) 

Retellings- Reliving the "poem". 
Expenencing the text again. 

"They surrendered finally. After the suffering INSIDE 
of their people was so great, the Nee-Mee-Poe 
surrendered. Many had died." (Aaron) 

Retellings- Revisiting and 
reconstructing the text. Reviewmg 

_ and confirming the details. OUTSIDE 
"The friendship is about name titles." (Erica) 

Responding to the Text 
"The Book is good." (Cliff) OUTSIDE 
"This is an AWESOME book!" (Lori) 

Reading the Text- The "lived-
•< through" experience. INSIDE 

Figure 6. The Reader Response Cycle 
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Procedures for Analyzing Audio Tapes 

I recorded 19 of the small group discussions on audio tape. During the 

discussions I also took notes to keep track of who talked and what they said. Sometimes 

during the discussions the students and I referred to those notes to recall what we had 

talked about or who had said what. 

Shortly after the first six discussions were recorded I transcribed them word for 

word. I listened to the audio tapes of the last 13 discussions shortly following their 

recording and filled in the notes I had taken during the discussion, but did not take the 

time to transcribe the audio tapes word for word. In this first pass through the audio 

tapes for the last 13 discussions, 1 made sure that I had noted correctly who said what, 

filled in details I had not written down during the literature discussions, and completed 

students' thoughts that had been left abbreviated. 

When the time came to analyze the tapes I first reread the field note and student 

journal findings summaries for questions two and three. I used the discussion tapes as a 

third data source to shed more light on what I had already learned from the field notes 

and student journals about students' responses to the grand conversations curriculum in 

general and the historical literature in particular. 

Although it made up a very small portion of the discussion data, a few times 

students did mention briefly on the audio tapes about how much they had read, how they 
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had prepared for the discussions, and their feelings about the grand conversations 

curriculum in general. These comments were used to help describe how the grand 

conversations curriculum in general was enacted in the classroom setting. I added them 

to the observations I had made in my field notes. 

With the field note and journal summaries fresh on my mind I listened to the last 

13 tapes again to analyze the responses of the students to the historical literature in 

panicular. In this second pass through the audio tapes, 1 took detailed notes using a 

special foot-operated tape player to facilitate rewinding and stopping as I typed at the 

computer. 1 also kept the tape counter going and made a note of where key segments of 

the discussions were located. 

Using the transcriptions from the first six discussions and the detailed notes taken 

in the second pass through the last 13 discussions, 1 pulled out the major segments of 

student talk about history and the historical literature. Major segments were defined as 

extended discussions students had about history and the historical literature on that 

particular discussion tape. For example, one of the major segments in the discussion of 

Native American issues was the talk surrounding the notion of "powerism". A major 

segment in the discussion of Number the Stars was wondering if and how there could be 

another Holocaust. More examples of these segments are found in chapter four. These 

major segments were transcribed word for word so that 1 would be able to quote from 

them in reporting the findings for question three about students' responses. 

I did not attempt a detailed analysis of all of the talk about history and historical 



literature, nor did I analyze the procedural or conversational talk. 1 simply took the 

major segments of historical talk from each of the tapes and analyzed these portions only. 

(Clearly, there is much data that could still be analyzed in the discussion tapes.) 

Next, I reread each major segment I had transcribed and described the process 

students were usin^ to make sense of history. In the discussions students were retelling, 

making connections, building theories, questioning, making judgments, and constructing 

together their historical understandings. These descriptions were very similar to 

categories of responses found in the journals. Although the process of responding in the 

small group discussions (jointly constructed and public) was very different from the 

process of responding in the journals (where responding was individual and private), the 

literature discussions revealed many of the same basic responses. Although the 

responses in the literature discussions were constructed collaboratively- with 

opportunities to ask questions and engage in give and take with other students- there 

were many similanties between the journal responses and the literature discussions. 

They are all reported together in the findings for question three. 

Lastly, 1 stored the tapes in a box along with the transcripts and notes that 1 had 

for each discussion. These were stored to be used later for further analyses. 

Procedures for Analyzing Self-Evaluations 

At the end of the Various Perspectives on U.S. Historv theme set in April, 

students were asked to write a self-evaluation of their experiences and participation in 



reading, writing in journals, working together in the group discussions, and how each of 

those contributed to and were reflected in their presentations. When I read these self-

evaluations I was pleased to note that students were generous in their writing and 

elaborated on the processes they had been using. Every student wrote at least one page, 

many wrote more. 

To analyze the self-evaluations I read through all 29 of them first. Then I went 

back and reread each one looking for what students as a whole were saying in response to 

each of the four questions. The four questions were about reading, writing in journals, 

group dynamics, and how those three functioned together in helping the group talk about 

the books and prepare the presentations. These questions are found in Figure 2, placed 

earlier in this chapter. 

I noted findings m general for each question and copied representative excerpts 

from vanous students to serve as examples for the general findings. 

Finally. 1 organized the answers into four categories (reading, writing, group 

work, presentations) and summanzed the findings with examples for each category. 

In summary, the analysis process for student self evaluations was uncomplicated; 

I read the self-evaluations, recorded students' responses, made some general observations 

about student responses for each question, and cited sample responses for each question. 

Sample pages from student self evaluations are found in Appendix B. 
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Procedures for Analyzing Teacher Inten/iews 

Field note findings served as the foundation for analyzing the interview data. I 

used teacher interview data to fill in information that expanded or illustrated how the 

teacher and researcher went about restructuring the curriculum to implement grand 

conversations. 

The interview data included notes on three interview sessions. The first 

interview, conducted towards the end of the study, was more formal, with the researcher 

asking a set of questions and the teacher responding to those questions. Mary Ann and I 

had been working together long enough by then that I had already recorded many things 

that happened that year in the field notes. The formal interview setting just allowed us to 

formalize the whole thing and gave me specific quotes from Mary Ann to confirm what 

we both already were learning about ourselves as teachers, about grand conversations, 

and about the change process. 

The other two mterviews were conducted a year after the study was completed 

and were less formal, more of a conversation between two friends, a follow up on the 

first interview to find out m general how the grand conversation experience had 

mtluenced the teacher's beliefs and teaching. Dunng these follow up mterviews 1 asked 

questions to clarify' the field note data and verily that my interpretations had been 

accurate. I also invited Mary Ann to read and revise a draft of my description of the 

grand conversations curriculum we developed. These later interviews also provided 

more background information about the school in general that Mary Ann had not given 
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me during the year of the study. 

Dunng the mterviews I took extensive notes to record the teacher's responses. 

These notes were used in the interview analysis process. (There were also many other 

informal discussions between the teacher and the researcher after school and during 

breaks which were recorded in the field notes and analyzed with the field notes.) 

The analysis process was very simple. I reread the field note data results 

summary for question one. The summary of findings for the field note data served as a 

basic outline. Then I compared the teacher interview notes with the findings from the 

field notes and found that the interview notes confirmed the findings in the field notes. 

Basically, there were no surprises in the teacher interview data- nothing that conflicted 

with the findings m the field note data. 

What the interviews revealed that I had not already observed or been told was a 

brief history of the school, the key role played by the founding principal, and Mary Ann's 

involvement with the development of the middle school model for the school. Thus, 

while the teacher interviews did not reveal information that conflicted with the field 

notes, they revealed additional information that helped to better understand the larger 

context of the study. These last two interviews helped interpret the setting in which 

Mary Ann worked and shed light on the stresses that she experienced throughout the 

year. They provided some missing pieces that enabled me to put the restructuring puzzle 

together. 
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Summary of Analysis Procedures 

The purpose of this chapter was to describe the setting, participants and 

methodology used in this study. Above I provided a detailed outline of who was 

involved in the study, and how I collected and analyzed the data. The objective of the 

study was to explore the change process and how the teacher and students responded to 

the changes introduced. 

In conclusion, a summary of the research questions and the data sources used to 

answer each question are provided below. 

Research Question One 

How did the teacher and researcher go about restructuring curriculum to 

implement grand conversations in a history class? What occurred in the process of 

change"^ 

The first and most substantial body of data used to explore this question was the 

field notes. The field notes provided a general overview of all aspects of the school 

setting and classroom curriculum. From the moment I came on campus, I was observing 

and making note of the general atmosphere at the school that day, what was going on in 

the office (I had to sign in every day), what was happening in the hallways and most 

specifically every detail of what was occurring in Mary Ann's classroom. 

1 took great effort to leave nothing out of my field notes. When Mary Ann or a 

student talked to me 1 tried to record what we had talked about and who had said what. 
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Most every issue, difficulty, frustration, and victory that Mary Ann and I discussed were 

noted in the field notes. Every learning activity that I observed, all teacher directions 

both written and spoken, and corresponding student responses were recorded. 

Consequently, I felt confident that the field note data provided the best overall view of 

what Mary Ann and I were trying to accomplish and how we went about making the 

changes necessary to implement a grand conversations curriculum. I also collected 

matenals from Mary Ann and the librarian relating to their career ladder projects. These 

matenals were not numbered along with the field notes, and were not analyzed or coded 

with the field notes, but they provided additional information pertaining to the 

restructuring process. 

Since I was the one taking the field notes, I thought it would provide a helpful 

balance to examine the change process from Mary Ann's perspective as well as from 

mine. Thus, 1 also used the teacher interviews as a resource for answering the questions 

about what kinds of changes were necessary and how Mary Ann and I attempted to make 

those changes. The teacher interviews allowed me to ask specific questions about Mary 

Ann's beliefs and goals that otherwise she might not have had the opportunity to 

articulate. The teacher interviews provided data that went beyond my observations and 

into the heart of what Mary Ann really wanted for her students. 

Research Question Two 

What did the grand conversations curriculum look like and how was it enacted in 
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the classroom setting? 

Once again I was confident that the field notes provided the best all around 

answers to this research question because they provided a general overview of classroom 

activities, outlined how things were scheduled, and gave specific examples of the 

learning activities for the class. The field notes did not provide the only information 

from which to address this question, but they did set up a framework of findings from 

which 1 examined the other data. 

In addition to the field note data about how we enacted the grand conversations 

curriculum, I also turned to student discussion tapes to support and verify the findings for 

question two. In the discussion tapes students talked mostly about their responses to the 

books, but also in some cases bnefly about how they had prepared for the discussion, 

how much they had read and how they worked together as a group. I believed it was 

important to get an inside view of what the students actually said and did in grand 

conversations, not just what I had observed. 

Student journals was another body of data that revealed essential features of the 

grand conversations curriculum and how students were enacting the reading and 

responding part of the curriculum. In their responses to the historical literature students 

revealed how much they enjoyed and benefitted from the books. 

Student self evaluations also provided insights into how the grand conversations 

curriculum was enacted. Here the students had an opportunity to specifically address 

four cntical aspects of grand conversations cumculum. They were asked to describe 
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how they used the reading, writing, and discussing processes to make sense of the history 

they were studying. 

Once again, the field notes did not provide the only information on what the 

grand conversations cumculum looked like, but they did establish a framework of 

findings that were confirmed and verified in the student discussion tapes, student 

journals and in their self evaluations. 

Research Question Three 

What were the students' responses to the grand conversations curriculum? What 

effects did the grand conversations curriculum have on the students' perceptions and 

ideas of history? 

Field notes, once again, provided the foundation for answering this question 

because they gave an overview of my observations of how the students had responded to 

the curriculum. But the most beautiful and eloquent expressions of how the students 

responded to the books, the discussions, and grand conversations in general were found 

in the audio tapes and student journals. 

The journals provided an inside look at students' responses that I had not 

anticipated. Many students who were quiet and not expressive in class (not doing stuff 

that I would particularly notice and put into the field notes) wrote eloquently and 

passionately in their journals. The journals and the recorded discussions gave the 

students a voice that resonated throughout the data. The journals were a place where 
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students could retreat to think and feel and put what they were experiencing and learning 

about themselves, other people, events, and history together. The discussions gave the 

students a setting to try out and refine their ideas. 

In all, the data analysis was founded in my observations which were recorded in 

the field notes. Yet, the field notes were richly enhanced, elaborated, and rounded out by 

means of the other data sources. As 1 analyzed the different data 1 found that the various 

sources both confirmed and enriched the field note findings, and provided more 

perspectives on how the teacher and students experienced the grand conversations 

curriculum. The various avenues for collecting information allowed me to study the 

teacher and students from different perspectives: through my observations of what 

teacher, researcher, and students had done, through what they had said, and through what 

thev had written. 
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CHAPTER 4 

GRAND CONVERSATIONS OR COVERAGE'^ 

"We need to at least cover World War II." -Mary Ann 

The purpose of this chapter is to report the findings of the study related to 

question one. I attempted through thick descnptions of teacher and researcher actions 

and classroom events to descnbe the main categories of findings that emerged from the 

analyses to respond to the research question. Descriptions and quotes used in this 

chapter were taken from researcher observations recorded in field notes (FN) and teacher 

interview notes (TI). 

Following the presentation of findings, I briefly restate the research question, 

summanze the key findings, and discuss them. Finally, after the findings for each of the 

three research questions are presented and discussed, a concluding section found in 

Chapter Six discusses overall findings across the three research questions. 

Findings for Question One 

How did the teacher and researcher go about restructunng curriculum to 

implement grand conversations in a history class? What occurred in the process of 

change? 

Upon reviewing the findings for question one, my general impression was that 

there was a creative but sometimes frustrating tension that ran throughout the data. It 
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was as though there was a contest between two curriculums running like vectors 

throughout the data. The first curriculum was healthy and strong and had been m place 

in the teacher's, researcher's, and students' experiences for several years. This was the 

"old" way of doing history and it was well established. It was a strong vector of action 

pulling the curriculum along. Students and teacher were familiar with a textbook 

approach to history. 

On the other hand, the second cumculum was new and "wobbly". Neither 

teacher, researcher, nor students were very familiar with how to approach history through 

literature and discussions. As Marv- Ann, the students, and 1 tried out different ways to 

approach grand conversations in history, we felt successful at times and unsuccessful 

other times. The grand conversations vector of action was somewhat weak, a less 

familiar way to approach the learning of historv' and thus easy to set aside. Despite the 

newness of this curriculum the data seemed to indicate that we won several victories. 

These will be reported as the findings chapters unfold. 

Analyses of the field note and teacher interview data clearly indicated several key 

factors at work m the restructuring process that Mary Ann and I undertook dunng the 

school year. Although 1 recognize that our teaching was not unidirectional and that 

students also played an important role in the grand conversations curriculum, students' 

respon,ses were not considered in the analyses of the findings for question one. For the 

sake of analysis, students' responses were isolated and used in the analysis for question 

three only. Thus the key factors for question one identified by the analysis included; (I) 
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the role of the teacher in the change process, (2) the role of the researcher in the change 

process, (3) teacher and researcher collaboration in the change process, and (4) obstacles 

to the change process. 

Although I identified four key factors related to question one. it is necessary- to 

keen in mind that these factors were not completely discrete and separate from each 

other. There were some instances where the categories overlapped and interrelationships 

among the factors were clearly evident (i.e. teacher and researcher collaboration 

[insufficient degree of] and obstacles to change). As a result, the raw numbers and 

percentages reported in the findings must be read and interpreted carefully. These 

numbers are provided to give the reader a general idea and indication of the influence 

and role of each factor in the process. They do not give a precise explanation for how 

change occurred. 

In addition, it was not until all the data for question one were analyzed that I was 

able to identify a category for obstacles. Consequently, some of the entnes coded for 

teacher's role, researcher's role, and collaboration were also double-coded for the 

obstacles category because they worked both ways. Each of the factors identified in the 

analyses for research question one are presented in detail below. 

Chanae Factors 

Role of Teacher 

The interview and field note data indicated that the change process began with 
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Mary Ann. The data clearly showed that Mary Ann held a deeply personal and intense 

desire to change and she took action on the changes she wanted to make. Of the entries 

coded for question one in the field note data, 36 (41%) fell into the categorv' described as 

the role of the teacher in the change process. Naturally Mary Ann played a major role m 

the curriculum change process. She set things into motion by initiating several changes 

at both the school level and at the classroom level. 

First, Mary Ann developed and convinced her fellow teachers to accept integrated 

leaching assignments and an expanded schedule for eighth graders. Mary Ann's idea was 

to have all the core subject teachers integrating language arts with their respective 

disciplines. She and Trudy integrated language arts with United States History, Shelly 

and Pat mtegrated it with lab science, and Maria and Carol integrated language arts with 

math and algebra. Once she had the teachers on both teams agree to try these integrated 

teaching assignments usmg two three-hour blocks of time per day rather than the eight 50 

minute periods the eighth grade teachers had used in the past, Mary Ann then argued for 

these proposals before the school administration and got their approval the summer 

before our study began. 

Thus. Mar\' Ann developed and instituted crucial changes into the school-wide 

structure that set the stage for the changes she desired to make in her own teaching 

(Personal Communication 7/93, FN 273). That she was able to enact these substantial 

scheduling changes says much about Mar\' Ann and the high regard the administration 

and her fellow teachers had for her. These changes were also of key importance in 
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creating the necessary context for a grand conversations cumculum. 

Second, when she introduced me she made it clear to the students what her 

intentions were for the year. She announced that we would be making changes in how 

we studied history. She told the students that they would be reading and discussing a 

variety of historical literature and integrating what they learned in the literature with 

what they learned from the textbook. Thus, by armouncing her mtentions before the 

students and me. Mary Ann was in a sense making herself publically accountable for the 

changes she mtended to bring about (FN 9-1-93). 

She reaffirmed to the students her desire to change throughout the year. For 

example, her commitment to integrate language arts and history involved a commitment 

to change the way she determined grades. The year before our study began Mary Ann 

had used daily quizzes to start each penod and textbook assignments and tests for 

grading and managing student behavior (Hernandez-Miller. 1992). This year she 

assessed students' growth through vanous activities and projects, journals and portfolios. 

She even invited students to be involved in the evaluation process by having them do 

self-evaluations of journals and group projects (FTvI 199). 

Mary Ann also reaffirmed to the students her desire to change as she described 

how she wanted them to approach their end-of-year research projects. Instead of a fact

finding mission. Mary Ann told the students she wanted them to integrate the literature 

expenences they'd had during the year with a curiosity to answer significant questions 

they had raised. Her explanation reveals her changed attitudes and beliefs about 



146 

inquiring into history; 

"I want to talk with you about your research papers. You will not be 
researching a topic, you will be researching your questions. You aren't looking 
just for facts about a topic, but trying to answer your significant questions. .. 
Hopefully your inquiry will lead you to more questions. Some people spend their 
whole lives studying WWII. Hopefully you'll have more questions at the end of 
your research." (FN 204). 

As Mary Ann and I talked during one of the interviews she expressed her sincere 

desire to change. She talked about the children's literature and reader response classes 

she was taking at the university and the influence that Kathy Short and Dana Fox were 

having on her thinking. She said that these classes had inspired her to change and had 

given her a direction for change (TI 4/94). She wanted to learn how to use literature in 

language arts and history instruction. 

In a follow up interview a year later Mary Ann explained more fully other factors 

that had motivated her desire to change She told me more about the history of the 

middle school, the past administration, and the teachers' vision for an integrated 

curriculum. She explained that one of the reasons she had wanted to integrate language 

arts and history and use literature to teach history denved from her desire to follow 

through on the original vision for the middle school. She explained how this vision had 

been lost in the shuffle of losing and replacing administrators over the years. Mary Ann 

was clearly disappointed with the loss of this greater vision for the middle school and 

hoped that the changes we attempted might begin to move the school back in that 

direction (Tl 4/95). Thus, Mary Ann had a clear desire to change, a desire that she had 
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nurtured for several years, a desire that motivated her profoundly and a desire that had 

personal significance for her. Clearly Mary Ann felt a great desire to change which she 

expressed in multiple ways and shared with several teachers, colleagues and friends. 

Third, Mary Ann took steps to inform herself about usmg literature m the history 

classroom. She invited another doctoral student and me to work with her the year pnor 

to this study to test the notion of historical literature and literature discussions in an 

eighth-grade history class (Hernandez-Miller. 1992). Mary Ann and I took two classes 

together from Kathy Short on children's literature before we began working together on 

the present study. During the course of this study Mary Ann continued to take weekly 

classes at the university on adolescent literature and reader response in the classroom. 

In addition to the course work and reading required for those university classes, 

Mary Ann's own observations and data collection for her career ladder project provided 

her with relevant and helpful feedback regarding some aspects of the grand conversations 

curriculum (FN 249,263). All of these learning activities contributed to Mary Ann's 

knowledge base about how to use literature in the content areas. 

Finally, fueled by a strong desire to change, Mary Ann surrounded herself with a 

support system that included me, the librarian at the school (FN 19-26,38-39, 171), other 

graduate students she met through her classes at the university (FN 131-132), and her 

university professors Dana Fox and Kathy Short (TI 4/94). 

Mary Ann invited me to participate with her in the classroom to help her bring 

together the literature sets and learn along with her and the students how to read, respond 
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to, and discuss literature in the context of U. S. History. Mary Ann knew intuitively that 

she would need a support system, and I was eager to provide her with support for the 

privilege of participating in this change context. 

What neither of us realized at the outset was the extent to which Mary Ann would 

play a major role in teaching mg, and supporting my learning in many ways throughout 

the year. Thus, as she enlisted my support for her professional growth, she also 

supported the curricular changes we were trying to make, my professional development, 

and my participation in the classroom. 

For e.xample, when Mary Ann introduced me to the students she gave me much 

credibility, told the students 1 was studying to be a "doctor" at the University of Arizona 

and called me an "expert" in reading and using literature to study history (FN 9-1-93). 

Mary Ann also reported to me encouraging news and positive student responses 

to our project throughout the year (FN 116, 121. 148). For example, as 1 arrived one 

afternoon Mary Ann met me in the hallway and related to me several positive student 

responses to the literature. She told me about one boy from Class C, not considered a 

ver\^ good or motivated student, being so interested in the book Children of the Dust 

Bowl that he went home and told his parents all about it (FN 148), Good news like that 

inspired me and kept me headed the right direction. 

Mary Ann clued me in to the community setting, larger school context, the 

situation with the administration and other teachers, and the reality of the limits and 

constraints within which she worked (Personal Communication 10-27-98). So, Mary 
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Ann not only inspired me to imagine new heights, she also kept my feet on the ground. 

Another very meaningful and helpful way in which Mary Ann supported my 

learning and the curricular changes we were making throughout the year was by 

practicmg exemplary teaching. In particular, Mary Ann's knack for structunng the 

efficient use of long periods of time, her relaxed confidence that allowed for students to 

move about the room as they talked and worked together, and her genume interest m 

students' ideas were crucial to the success of the grand conversations curriculum and 

educative for me. Her unique style of teaching derived from her understanding of 

students, her interest in multiple intelligences, and teaching expenences involving 

school-wide gifted education programs (Personal Communication 10-27-98). 

In all. Mar\' Ann had the teacher savvy to surround herself with a support system 

that included me, Randi (the libranan), fellow graduate students, and her university 

professors. As it turned out, some of the supports that Mary Ann leaned on dunng the 

year were at odds with others. This will be discussed in more detail in the section about 

obstacles to restructunng. 

Role of Researcher 

Mary Ann set the change process into motion and 1 sustained it. 1 was her 

primarN' support system. My presence was a constant reminder of her commitment to 

change. Yet 1 struggled to find my role in the classroom. Mary Ann had introduced me 

as an "expert" from the university, but 1 certainly did not feel like much of an expert 
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since this was my first experience with literature discussions. Instead of an expert, I saw 

myself as a co-leamer, participant observer, and teacher's helper. I played the backup 

role. Mary Ann was the star. I collected and organized ail the books into sets, promoted 

the books with book talks, led the class in some discussions, plarmed with Mary Ann how 

the literature was to be used, and participated in small group discussions. But most of 

the time 1 preferred to have Mary Ann orchestrating everything, doing the whole class 

discussions and introducing the activities because I felt she had more credibility with the 

students and a better rapport than 1 did (FN 157, 161). 

Of the entnes coded for question one in the field note data, 38 (43%) were coded 

for researcher's role. Obviously Mary Ann played the leading role in the change process, 

but I played the supporting role. Although there were slightly more entnes coded for this 

category than for the teacher's role it does not mean that I played a larger role in the 

change process. Keep in mind that these numbers provide simply a ball-park figure. 

This number many also be mfluenced by the fact that 1 was the one with the p)en. I was 

the one taking the field notes. Many of the entnes coded for researcher's role were found 

in the theoretical, methodological and personal memos I kept alongside the field notes 

describing what was going on in the classroom. In these memos I regularly paused to 

observe and reflect about my role in the classroom, my activities, and my fioistrations. 

Analysis of the data revealed that my role in the change process was to examine our 

practices m the light of theor>' and our stated goals. 

One of the things I kept track of in those memos were things that Mary Ann said 
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or did in class that didn't fit with my beliefs about what we should be doing, or what our 

ultimate goals and ideals were. Wanting to maintain a respectful and friendly 

relationship with Mary Aim I didn't challenge her in front of the students, but 1 wrote my 

concerns down in my memos and brought them up later when we had a moment to talk. 

Sometimes through our discussions Mary Ann would be convinced to try a different way, 

sometimes she wouldn't. 

For example, we had decided half way through the school year that students 

would have free choice about which books they read for the literature discussions. A 

problem pertaining to this decision arose towards the end of the year when Jason K. 

started reading the same book that Alana had chosen. Mary Ann was very concerned 

about having those two in the same discussion group and said privately to me, "I can't 

have him with Alana" (FN 215). (Jason K. was one [out of only two or three] of our 

"problem students" [immature, obnoxious, generally imtating]. He got along with hardly 

anyone, but Mar>' Ann implied that Alana and Jason K. were a particularly volatile mix.) 

I suggested quietly to Mary Ann that it was OK. for him to continue with the same book 

smce Alana was almost always absent, minimizing the likelihood that there would be 

problems between them. But Mary Ann disregarded my suggestion and told Jason K. he 

must read a different book that she had selected for him (FN 214-216). Unhappy about 

the decision Mary Ann made in this matter. I wTOte a memo to myself 

I finally worked up the courage to disagree with Mary Ann [again] and I 
told her I disagree. She passes off my concern and says, 'But he isn't even 
reading!' Then she says she'll watch him and see how it goes. (FN 215). 
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This is one example of how I tned to maintain the delicate balance between bemg a 

fnend and being a coach, between being agreeable yet at the same time challenging her 

to stick to her goals and ideals despite the difficulties. I tried to walk gracefully through 

her curriculum, showing respect for Mary Ann's role as teacher yet stretching her beyond 

her comfort zone at times. I asked her (and made her answer) why she wanted to do 

certain activities probably more times than she wanted to hear (FN 160)! Although my 

suggestion in the example above didn't change anything for Jason K., it did at least make 

Mary Ann more aware of her actions and she promised to keep an eye on the situation. 

I did as many favors as 1 could for Mary Ann and still continued to do my 

research. I admit my motivation was partially selfish- I wanted to make sure I 

maintained access to the research setting. So I did my best to keep Mary Ann happy. As 

often as I could I volunteered to help her with tasks unrelated to the grand conversations 

curriculum. I worked with a small group on a language arts project for 45 minutes so 

that Mary Ann could help other students type an assignment in the computer lab (FN 32). 

I ran photocopies for her dunng the planning period while she rushed around getting 

things ready for the next session (FN 68). I helped her pull together data to support her 

career ladder evaluation (FN 261). I listened to Mary Ann's concerns about the school 

administration situation, problem students, problem parents, and life in general. But 

mostly I tried to build a genuine friendship and mutually beneficial relationship with her 

because I liked Mary Ann, respjected her as a teacher, and felt that we could learn a lot 

together. 
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I did all the footwork finding and selecting the books used in the shared book and 

text sets. I spent hours m the school and public library skimming and selecting books, 

asking others about books, purchasing, reading and grouping the books into sets. At the 

very beginning of the year I consulted with Kathy Short about how to put the first theme 

series together. Dr. Short suggested I use a collection of related same book sets to 

simplify the discussion process since it would be the students' introduction to literature 

discussions in the classroom (FN 8/30/93). I developed and organized all four of the 

theme sets to coordinate with the history textbook curriculum. 

Another way that I played an important role in the restructuring process was by 

making it my primary concern to figure out what worked best in planning the literature 

discussions and the grand conversations curriculum. Mary Ann trusted and depended on 

my expertise in the nuts and bolts of how to do the discussions. Although we never 

officially decided this, Mary Ann delegated the discussions to me by default and counted 

on me to organize and implement the literature circles. As I observed and participated 

vvith the class 1 kept notes on what I wanted to discuss with Mary Ann about general 

organization of a grand conversations curriculum and how to help the students with the 

specifics of reading, joumaling and discussing. I repeatedly referred to these notes when 

Mary Ann and I got together after school to strategize. 

Basically I made suggestions and Mary Ann accepted most, but not always all of 

them. One of the first suggestions I made to Mary Ann was very basic. I suggested that 

she change the arrangement of student desks from rows to clusters. I thought that if 
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students sat with their literature group while reading the little whisperings and small talk 

would more likely center around the books than if they just sat in their assigned seats 

while reading. When I arrived in class the day after I made this suggestion I was pleased 

to note that Mar\' Ann had taken my suggestion and rearranged the desks in clusters (FN 

1,2). She used this cluster arrangement off and on throughout the year, depending on the 

type of activities the students were doing at the time. If she wanted them to do quiet seat 

work (such as writing in language arts, grammar, read and answer questions in histor>' 

textbook, etc.) they sat m rows. If the activity was more interactive she allowed them to 

work and sit in groups. 

Another way 1 helped Mary Ann with the nuts and bolts of literature circles was 

by making notes based on observed needs of students, brainstorming ways to help the 

students and presenting these to Mary Ann. During my observations I occasionally 

would be inspired with an idea about how to organize, manage, or otherwise facilitate the 

literature circles. Field notes contained ideas I would share with students on how to 

choose a book (FN 16), suggestions for how to get started wnting in the response journal 

(FN 3.4). guidelines I brainstormed on how to prepare for and participate in the 

discussions (FN 114) and ideas on how to schedule the small group discussions (FN 174, 

211. 231, 271). After school or during a break Mary Ann and I would discuss my ideas 

and hers and make plans accordingly. 

I also kept notes on different activities Mary Ann and i could use to connect 

histoncal events and issues being brought up in the literature and textbook. I wanted 
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students to pull together what they were learning from different sources and make 

connections from the textbook to histoncal literature to life. 

[brainstorm, discuss with students] What are some themes, issues, 
problems, causes common throughout these events- Civil War, Reconstruction, 
Westward Expansion, Industrial Revolution'^ Read aloud Seven Blind Mice Ed 
Young. How does this story connect to Civil War and Reconstruction themes'' 
Look again. Look at the big picture. Introduce new text sets. Do book talks. (FN 
16) .  

Other activities I suggested to connect the historical literature with what students were 

reading in the textbook included doing a time line connecting historical events they'd 

studied so far and adding themes, issues and events from books they were reading in their 

literature circles (FN 34-37). Towards the end of the year I worked together with the 

students and Mary Ann to expand the time line idea even further, restructuring it to 

depict the recurring nature of the historical themes we had identified throughout the year 

(FN 243-249), Dunng the planning penod, lunch or after school 1 brought my ideas to 

Mary Ann and we discussed and planned and delegated responsibilities between us. 

Another ver\' important role I played in the restructuring process was the role of 

"encourager" 1 encouraged myself and I encouraged Mar>' Ann. As I reread field notes, 

listened to discussion tapes, and reflected on our progress I realized that the 

encouragement we needed was to be found in the data itself For example, at times 1 

found myself getting frustrated and discouraged about many details: the discussions 

weren't going the way 1 thought they should, I didn't think the students were finishing 

their books fast enough, there was not enough time for discussions, students were absent. 
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students cracked too many jokes and played around too much dunng the discussions. 1 

womed about all those things until I actually reviewed the data (particularly the tapes 

and discussion notes) and found that the students were putting more into and getting 

more out of the class than 1 first thought. Thus, when I reflected on the day, I came 

across specific evidence in the data that encouraged me greatly (FN 138, 151, 169). 

Here's one such example of how reviewing the actual data (not just thinking about the 

day) helped refocus and encourage me; 

Then I rewound the tape and as I listen[ed] I began to realize that the 
discussion was not as bad as 1 thought. The students chose excellent quotes and 
explained them well. [Pertaining to] My role as teacher, reader, researcher dunng 
the discussion I tried to comment more and question less. I was glad I did. I 
liked how that sounded on the tape. It sounded less teacherly and more readerlv 
(FN 138). 

Reflecting on the day and writing theoretical and personal memos as I expanded 

my field notes helped keep me encouraged. During these reflective times my thoughts 

returned to why we were doing this, how important it was to make history personally 

meaningful to students and how the books they were reading and discussing were clearly 

having an effect on their thoughts and feelings about history. Reflecting on the whys, 

making my own historical connections and thinking about the implications for changing 

student lives was a practical and necessary activity' for me. These reflective moments 

kept me going (FN 138, 146, 162-163. 169. 178.273). 

Having encouraged myself, I was then able to encourage Mary Ann. Dunng the 

day Mary Ann and I often met in a comer of the room to exchange ideas and I would 
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frequently say. "You're doing great!" Often while she was saying something from the 

front I nodded in agreement and encouragement. I gave her a "thumbs up" when the 

Career Ladder evaluators walked into the room to do her final evaluation (FN 191). [ 

listened to her concerns and rejoiced with Mary Ann in her triumphs. 1 shared her 

excitement and joy when she told me about students in this and other classes for whom 

she felt that the historical literature was making a difference. When Mary Ann was really 

feeling stressed out 1 gave a pep talk, showing her examples of how the historical 

literature, student responses and discussions were making a difference in the students' 

lives: 

When Mary Ann returned to the classroom after doing bus duty, calling 
her son to see how he's feeling, and taking a phone call from Cliffs mother 1 told 
her about my rethinking expenence. How when you really look at what we're 
doing and go back over the actual data it's not going as bad as vou think!!!! 1 tried 
to encourage her. We did some planning and stapled up our old timeline. I think « 
we both left feeling a little more encouraged 138). 

E.xpenences like this greatly encouraged her to keep at it (FN 138-140). 

Possibly the most important thing 1 did for Mary Ann was to provide a different 

perspective on the events of the day. It was very easy for Mary Ann to get caught up in 

the details of teaching and succumb to the stresses of many different demands from 

administration, parents, students and her personal life. 1 used specific examples from the 

data to offer Mary Ann a broader perspective on the events of the day. My observations 

were recorded from a perspective different from hers, uncluttered by teacherly demands. 

Thus, my observations helped her see a bigger picture and gain encouragement from that 
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perspective (FN 105. 260-263, TI 5/95). 

Another important role I played in the change process was to keep directing our 

focus on why we were doing literature circles in the first place. Every so often it was 

necessary and tremendously beneficial to thmk about the whys instead of the hows. 

Mary Ann and I did not do this often enough, but when we did take the time to reflect 

about what we were domg, what we had learned at the university and whv this was 

important to us and to our students, it provided great motivation and encouragement to 

keep going despite the struggles (FN 81, 86, 148, 159, 160). 

Teacher and Researcher Collaboration 

As I analyzed the data I realized that the grand conversations curriculum that 

unfolded came about through teacher and researcher collaboration. Neither one of us 

mdependent of the other invented the grand conversations curriculum. We invented it 

together by means of our collaborative planning, decision-making and reflecting on the 

processes and outcomes we hoped to achieve. 

Of the field note entnes coded for question one, 14 (16%) fell into the teacher 

and researcher collaboration category. Obviously this category did not make up a large 

proportion of the entries coded for question one (as compared to 41% for the teacher 

category and 43% for the researcher category), but it was crucial to the implementation 

of the new curriculum. Here again, the raw numbers do not explain the data, they just 

provide a general idea about what occurred. 



159 

Our collaboration is what made it happen. Neither one of us working alone could 

have accomplished what together we were able to do. Mary Ann was very talented at 

working with the students. She had already done much restructuring with the eighth-

grade schedule to implement grand conversations. I was her primary support system and 

I took responsibility for many of the details. I challenged and stretched Mary Ann 

beyond her comfort zone by making her examine her curricular decisions in the light of 

our grand conversations objectives. It was our collaboration, our thinking and planning, 

our teacherly grand conversations (about students, history and curriculum) that made it 

work. 

Out of the teacher and researcher collaboration category came two important 

findings that were intertwined. The first was the need for teacher and researcher 

reflection and the second was teacher and researcher planning and decision-making. The 

field note data indicated that our planning, decision-making, and reflection went 

together. 

Mary Ann and 1 reflected together about grand conversations, how best to use 

journals, the textbook, how to schedule and manage small group discussions. We talked 

a lot about how to do these things because we were inventing the how drawing from our 

experiences in this classroom, what we had learned at the university, things we had read 

in professional papers, and tips ft^om others who were doing similar things. This field 

note entry illustrates our working relationship: 
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I talk with Mary Ann and she has a better idea about how to organize the 
words [on a chart we are making about recurring themes]. Have students 
participate. Something from future problem solving. She says we could have 
students work in groups, putting them into categories, think of a title for the 
category, etc. (FN 208). 

We also reflected about the whys. We shared and talked about our beliefs about 

teaching in general and grand conversations in particular. We found ourselves saymg 

things like, "This [historical literature and literature discussions] is so much better than 

the old way of doing history [textbook, quizzes and assignments}. "(FN 81). We shared 

about our personal changes, our developing ideas about history, reading, teaching and 

students, shaping our beliefs even as we talked about them (TI 4/94). 

Mary Ann and I also worked together m plannmg and decision-making. We had 

three formal planning sessions that lasted one or two hours. These formal planning 

sessions set and reset the course for our grand conversations cumculum throughout the 

year. They were interspersed with several shorter informal planning sessions. 

The first formal planning session took place the summer before the school year. 

The focus of that planning session was the altered schedule and teaching assignments 

Mary Ann had engineered, a basic outline of what we wanted to do with history and 

literature which we named "grand conversations curriculum" and plans on how to fit our 

grand conversations curriculum into the school setting {Personal Communication 7/93, 

FN 53-54). 

The second formal planning session took place at Mary Ann's house in March. 
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The purpose of that planning session was to get restarted on the grand conversations 

curriculum in U.S. History. Following a fairly strong beginning from September through 

December Mary Ann scheduled a ten week hiatus from the historical literature to teach 

the required U.S. Government unit and focus on other requirements (grammar and 

language arts) she wanted to just get out of the way. At the March planning session Mary 

Ann and I brainstormed ideas for how to reintroduce grand conversations and the next 

theme series that 1 had pulled together. Various Perspectives on U.S. Historv. We 

planned several connecting activities including a mock trial for the wolf from the story of 

the three little pigs to show how different characters have different perspectives on the 

events in a story. We planned an activity for comparing and contrasting quotes reflecting 

various perspectives taken from the historical literature and the textbook. And we 

planned an activity for the students to use a Venn Diagram for companng and contrasting 

perspectives taken from a story in the textbook (FN 80-81. 82-84, 85-87). 

The third planning session took place late in April, five weeks before the end of 

the school year (FN 159). Our planning focused on how to make the district required 

research projects fit better with an inquiry approach to history. We also discussed how to 

illustrate/represent with the students the recumng themes idea that had been developing 

throughout the school year (FN 177, 286). 

In each of these planning sessions Mary Ann and 1 adopted a leam-as-you-go 

attitude that we learned in our university classes. Basically, we were planning to plan. 

We knew there would be more decisions to make as we enacted the curriculum with the 
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students. We expected changes. We used the planning sessions to provide us with a 

preliminary direction and focus, but we expected to modify and adapt as we explored the 

issues and learned more about the needs and interests of the students (FN 260-261, 286) 

In between Lhose longer formal planning sessions we discussed and evaluated 

several times (at least 11 times noted in the field notes) how our plans were working. 

We did this during class while students were reading silently We did it quickly after 

school or during breaks. We also made quick plans over the telephone. Our objective in 

planning was to be observant of the students, remain flexible to their needs and interests 

and be quick to adapt our plans as necessary. Undoubtedly every instance of informal 

teacher and researcher planning and making quick alterations was not noted in the field 

notes. In all, the number of planning sessions (formal and informal), including teacher 

and researcher joint reflection recorded in field notes was 14. 

Clearly, our reflection and planning went together. The planning sparked our 

reflections and our reflections affected our plans. We "tweeked" our plans as we went 

along. We did not set out deliberately to reflect. We set out to plan, but as we struggled 

with what to do and why, we happened upon reflection. Our collaborative planning 

created questions and concerns which gave us opportunities to reflect on our practices. 

Obstacles to Change 

One of the most surprising findings revealed in the analysis of the field note data 

was the category of obstacles. Off and on throughout the study I had nagging worries 
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that we were not doing enough of the right stuff (planning together more often, making 

priority time for discussions) to implement the grand conversations curriculum but 1 

could not pinpoint why. In fact, it wasn't until quite late in the analysis of field notes 

(third pass) that I identified obstacles as a category at all. 

Although I had these nagging worries off and on throughout the study I had not 

anticipated a category for obstacles to emerge from the data. This category jumped up 

and down and screamed for attention before I realized there was something there I 

needed to report. 

This category was unique in the analysis process because obstacles were not 

counted as one of the original categories for question one, but set aside as a sort of puzzle 

to figure out later. Consequently, although field note data revealed that 107 entries 

ultimately fell into the obstacles category, they overlapped entries coded for teacher's 

role, researcher's role, and teacher and researcher collaboration. Although I reported it as 

such, obstacles was not so much a separate category, but a clarifying of some of the 

conflicts or tensions that had occurred within each of those other categories. 

My first reaction to the obstacle data was bewilderment, "Why did I do so much 

complaining in my personal memos'!* What was wrong with me?" But finally after 

staring at the obvious for so long 1 realized that my complaints were valid. My personal 

memos reflected concerns that I was not adequately involved in enough of the planning, 

that mandated requirements took up too much of the time and that the grand 

conversations curriculum (especially the discussions) was always last priority. Following 
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are the various examples of the little and big obstacles that threatened to deter us as we 

attempted to restructure the curriculum and implement grand conversations; 

The first major obstacle in the way of the grand conversations curriculum was 

overcome before the school year began. The traditional junior high school schedule and 

teacher assignments were impractical as an organizational setting for extensive and 

intensive reading of historical literature, reflecting and responding in journals, various 

learning activities and extended literature discussions. We would need much longer 

blocks of time to implement the grand conversations curriculum. The year before our 

study Mary Ann taught U. S. History to 100 eighth graders rotating through her 

classroom in 50 minute penods. Precious time was consumed in transitions- coming to 

class, getting settled, wrapping up and being dismissed. Even if transitions went 

smoothly there were too many of them and 50 minutes a day was simply not enough time 

to develop a grand conversations in history cumculum. Mary Ann knew she needed 

longer sections of time to allow for reading, reflecting and developing ideas in 

discussions. Thus she masterfully solved this first problem by introducing the integrated 

teaching assignments and rotating class schedule described earlier in this chapter and in 

chapter three. 

Three remaining obstacles that hindered our progress towards a literature and 

discussion-based grand conversations curriculum emerged in the analysis of the field 

note data. The three obstacles were: (1) teacher's concern over fulfilling requirements 

and covering curriculum, (2) insufficient teacher and researcher collaborative planning-
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and reflection that accompanied planning, and (3) teacher's (and students') 

emphasis/concern over evaluation, grading, and accountability. Roughly 107 of the items 

highlighted in the analysis of the field note data for question one were coded as 

obstacles. 

Although some of the obstacles items were first coded as change factors, through 

the analysis process it became clear that they had worked both ways. For example, some 

of the instances where Mary Ann and I quickly conferred to plan an activity related to 

literature discussions were coded both as teacher and researcher collaborative planning 

and lack of planning. Clearly, it was necessary to stay flexible and respond to the needs 

of the students- thus a need for last-minute planning. Nevertheless, last-minute planning 

was not to take the place of thoughtful and deliberate planning to plan and regular 

teacher and researcher reflection and collaboration. 

Fulfilling Requirements and Covering Curriculum 

Within this obstacles factor the tension between change and the status quo was 

most evident. Through the analysis process it became clear to me that Mary Arm was 

struggling between wanting to do two things; (1) fulfilling the requirements and 

covenng the curriculum set forth by the state, district and the history textbook, and (2) 

innovating with historical literature and grand conversations. Mary Ann was obviously 

enthusiastic about historical literature and grand conversations, but when pressed for 

time or cornered into choosing between the two, the requirements and covering 
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cumculum usually won over historical literature and grand conversations. The two 

cumculums- "fulfilling requirements and covering curriculum" and "grand 

conversations" didn't always peacefully coexist. Herein was the struggle as Mary Ann 

and 1 set out to navigate between ftjlfilling the requirements and covenng the cumculum 

and grand conversations. These two purposes were finally seen as two sometimes-

competing cumculums or competing vectors. Figure 7 illustrates the tensions between 

the two cumculums. 

The "fulfilling requirements and covenng curriculum " notion prevailed from 

September through the middle of March of that school year and took over again firom late 

April through to the end of the school year. Field note data analyses showed that the 

majonty of classroom time, priorities, planning and effort was invested in covenng the 

requirements dunng these monthfe^The 14 {13% of the obstacles factors) items 

identified as "fulfilling requirements and covenng cumculum" included behaviors and 

statements by the teacher telling of the importance of completing the requirements for 

essential skills, grammar and government set by the district and completing the state 

required standardized tests (T1 7/93). These requirements appeared to be of first 

importance to Marv Ann. She made this clear to the class numerous times (FN 13, 33, 

62, 195, etc.). Once as Mary Ann was passing out the ASAP test booklets she said: "This 

booklet should look familiar to you because you already took the math test portion." A 

student commented: "Looks scary to me." and Mary Ann replied: "That's because it's 

imponant." (FN 62) 
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On another occasion as Mary Ann was previewing the day's activities wath the 

students her words revealed what she believed about the importance of covering the 

curriculum. She said: "Hey. we've gotten through all our hard [important] work like 

ASAP testing and government stuff. We can do some fun things now." (FN 141). 

Getting ready for high school, learning responsibility, learning how to take notes, 

and learning how to write a research paper were reasons Mary Ann often cited to the 

students for completing assignments and doing the homework assigned. These emphases 

also seemed to fall under the rubric of fulfilling requirements and covenng curriculum in 

that the value for doing the work was not in the work itself, nor what would be learned 

about history, but in some other, extrinsic value. On one occasion Mary Ann said; "The 

purpose of this research report is to learn the skills of writing a research paper. You'll 

use these skills many times in high school." (FN 195). Another time she said; "This is the 

end of semester crunch time. You'll need to plan to spend some after-school time and 

weekend time to work on your research paper. I've had to do some work on Saturdays for 

my classes at the university. That's what it's like in high school too at the end of the 

semester." (FN 205) 

Mary Ann frequently used projects where students worked together to make 

something as a way to cover the material presented in the textbook and essential skills 

required by the district. The nature of the learning activities or projects under the 

heading of fulfilling requirements and covering curriculum was different from the nature 

of the learning activities for the grand conversations curriculum. The projects for the 
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"requirements" curriculum didn't necessarily tie in with the whole or connect to each 

other in meaningful ways. For the most part the projects were independent of each other. 

The projects seemed to be a way to cover the material in an artsy, interesting, hands-on 

kmd of way. 

Some of the projects in the "requirements" curriculum included picture books, 

travel brochures, charts and role playing. The picture books were used as a leammg 

activity to cover two of the social studies units that dealt with westward expansionism, 

the rise of industry and the corresponding surge of immigration (FN 11, 14). The travel 

brochures were intended to familiarize students with the events surrounding the 

acquisition of Alaska and the building of the Panama Canal (FN 25, 32). Mary Ann had 

the students work together on a chart to summarize the functions of the three branches of 

government (FN 38, 40b, 52, 72-75). Students also did a Bill of Rights project, role 

playing situations that illustrated the various nghts (FN 55-56). Some of these projects 

are described in more detail in Appendi.x C. 

Another way that Mary Ann covered the curriculum was by assigning reading in 

the textbook and questions and worksheets to go along with the readings (FN 44a-k), 

although she did not do this as often as she had done the year before (T1 4/94, 

Hernandez-Miller, 1992). These assignments were frequently followed by teacher-led 

whole class discussions and recitation segments (FN 41, 48-49, 60, 77, etc.). 

Mary Ann also used films to extend the textbook materials, provide enrichment 

and add interest to the events and concepts (such as in government) being studied (FN 
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18,47. 50, 60, etc). Films were also used in the grand conversations cumculum to make 

connections across the times, people and themes, but projects as described above and 

worksheets or end of chapter questions were not used in the grand conversations 

cumculum. 

The process of converting over from the notion of "covering curriculum and 

getting ready for high school by doing projects" to curriculum as grand conversations was 

ongoing. I felt that we were just barely beginning to get the hang of it by the end of April 

when we concluded the Various Perspectives on U.S. History theme series. Figure 8 

shows a timeline for cumculum restructuring and the ongoing process of inventing the 

grand conversations curriculum. It illustrates the bumpy process of trying to change our 

ideas and enactment of curriculum from covering requirements cumculum to grand 

conversations curriculum. Figure 8 illustrates how sometimes we were operating within 

a grand conversations curriculum, and at other times we were operating more within a 

covenng requirements cumculum. In this figure 1 tried to represent the strength of the 

covenng requirements curriculum and how it tended to dominate the momentum of the 

program of action in Mary Ann's classroom. 

Within the grand conversations curriculum Mary Ann defined her role differently 

than in the covering requirements curriculum. She described her function as teacher to; 

(1)". . . invite the students to relate to history in a personal sense and to find its 
relevance and make personal connections to people and issues, (2) get the 
students to start questioning things more, and (3) [help the students to make] 
personal connections and permit students to use the particular to learn about the 
general/larger picture." (TI 4/94) 
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Early in the school year this is how she outlined her goals for the Career Ladder 

program; "Students will grow in their personal involvement with events and people m 

history through the vehicle of literature." (Career Ladder Outcomes Outline). Clearly, 

Mary Ann's perceived role and objectives as a teacher within a grand conversations 

curriculum differed from the notion of covering curriculum and meeting other people's 

(state, district) requirements. Her stated goals within the grand conversations curriculum 

were mainly to help the students make personal connections to history, whereas her goals 

within the covering requirements cumculum was to complete requirements and prepare 

students to pass on to the next grade. 

When Mary Ann wasn't preoccupied with covering curriculum, meeting the 

requirements, doing projects and prepanng students for high school, she indicated that 

what she reallv wanted to do was to invite the students to make personal connections to 

history through historical literature. She wanted students to question whose voices got 

heard and whose voices were ignored in the recording of history. But mostly. Mary Ann 

wanted the students to find their own voices and be tuned in to their personal responses 

to historical literature (Career Ladder Outcomes Outline. T1 4/94). 

The specifics about what we did in the grand conversations cumculum that was 

different from the covering requirements curriculum are presented under the findings for 

research question two. The most important things to say about the grand conversations 

curriculum are that the teacher, researcher, and students were continually learning more 

about how to enact grand conversations and why. It was definitely an "in progress" kind 



173 

of curriculum. The change process required consistent reflection, planning, collaboration 

and energy to counter the somewhat more established requirements curriculum and the 

urgency with which it was enacted. One of my personal memos reflected my attitude 

throughout the change process. I was frequently aware that we had still more to learn 

about iiow to do grand conversations; 

As we plan I keep thinking of things that need to be accounted for in our 
planning: silent reading, read alouds, discussion strategies, whole class activities, 
small group activities, projects, inquiry, question posing, etc., etc., etc. 
Sometimes it is overwhelming! There is so much to coordinate. 1 need another 
year to learn this. Perhaps then I can get it all together. (FN 160) 

The first real obstacle conflicting with Mary Ann's desire to move towards a 

grand conversations curriculum was the set of state, district and school requirements that 

she believed needed to be met before, above, and more importantly than reflecting and 

talking about books (FN 62. 72, 139, 146, 151. 160. 195. 277). Mary Ann's remarks to 

me and the students indicated that she was quite concerned about meetmg those 

requirements and that their completion was the number one priority for her. 

It seemed there were always requirements and other activities that took priority 

over anything else For example, during a telephone conversation in February Mary Ann 

told me 1 did not need to come to class for a couple of weeks since she was busy working 

on government requirements, grammar requirements, preparing students for high school 

grammar placement exam and practice tests to prepare students for state proficiency tests 

(ASAP) (FN 72). I did not need to come because the students were not going to be 

involved in grand conversations during this time. They had other (more urgent) things to 



174 

attend to first. 

Various times in theoretical memos I reflected on the requirements obstacle to the 

grand conversations cumculum: 

"Some plans are set in stone [projects related to requirements). No 
amount of my asking why will budge Mary Ann from these plans. These 
are the plans related to district committee or career ladder requirements 
that she arranged prior to our planning." (FN 160). 

Mary Ann's commitment to completing the requirements was evident as she 

ushered the cumculum along. It was particularly noticeable towards the end of the year 

when It seemed we had not yet covered enough. At the same time that I was trying to 

convince Mary Ann to allow the students more time to develop their ideas, more time to 

reflect on their Vanous Perspectives on U. S. History theme senes books, Trudy (the 

other language arts/social studies teacher) came in to tell Mary Ann that her class was 

already doing World War II (FN 138). It was clear that Mary Ann felt the pressure to 

cover a certain amount of the curriculum. I reflected on these tensions in a personal 

memo. "Mary Ann is still concerned about "coverage". She's determined to "cover" 

WWII and get those research papers done. They have to get done, she promised the 

distnct about that. This concern about coverage is what is driving our plans." (FN 139). 

Requirements consistently received first priority so that by the end of the school 

year I was especially concerned we had not given the students enough time to reflect, 

discuss and fully develop the ideas and issues they were identifying through their reading 

(FN 57, 145, 146, 148, 151, 170). I felt that if we had not been so concerned with 
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covenng the curriculum we would have had more time to grow in skills that were 

important to grand conversations such as leammg to talk and work together m small 

groups and using the journals to work through ideas, reflect and record thoughts for the 

discussions. Although she wanted to use the literature and small group discussions in 

history , the field note data and Mary Ann's own words indicate that completmg the 

requirements was her first priority. 

Near the end of the Various Perspectives on U. S. History theme senes Mary Ann 

and I decided that it would be good for the students to develop a presentation to tell 

about their books. Although I suggested that students prepare presentations on these 

books. I thought they should have more time just to talk about them before beginning to 

develop their presentations. However, Mary Ann was anxious to move along and got the 

students started on their presentations as soon as I suggested it. In a memo I reflected 

about this: "Augh! They [students] can't do this without discussion expenence. Three 

groups haven't even gotten together to talk yet! We can't hurry them into a presentation 

yet!" (FN 145 ) But hurry along they did. Students did their best to talk about the books 

as they prepared their presentations. 

Specifically, field notes recorded students getting together for just a few small 

group discussions here and there throughout the year. Instead of students getting together 

to talk about each book set two. three, or four times, they were lucky if they met once or 

twice (see Figure 8). Simply put, field note data clearly showed that students had very 

little time to talk with each other about their books because the teacher's pnonties were 



176 

focused on completing requirements (FN 57, 145-146, 148, 151, 170, 204, 209,211-212. 

284). I tried numerous times to shift the priorities from requirements to grand 

conversations but was rarely able to do so. 

Lack of Planning 

Because requirements (grammar, grammar placement test, ASAP testing, 

government and essential skills 1 were her first prionty Mary Ann did not always make 

time to implement the grand conversations curriculum. Because grand conversations 

cumculum was not a requirement we also did not plan and reflect together often enough. 

There were 11 (10%) entries coded for lack of planning and insufficient teacher and 

researcher collaboration in the field notes. As researcher and coach it was my 

responsibility to help Mary Ann achieve her goals about grand conversations, and in 

retrospect 1 realize I did not insist enough on collaborative planning and reflection. I 

believe we could have integrated many of the state and local requirements into the grand 

conversations process and met the criteria through different means if we had tned. We 

simply did not harness enough of our collaborative and creative energy to figure out how 

to do it. In a personal memo I reflected on this very problem: 

1 stayed in the office area after dismissal reflecting on the day and feeling 
pretty down about the whole thing. 1 wrote about how Mary Ann is discouraged 
[personal problems]. . . and how Mary Ann told me she doesn't want to put much 
more into planning literature discussions and inquiry for the rest of the year 
because she's just plain tired of the whole school situation and teaching eighth 
graders. (FN 138). 
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I knew we needed to discuss and plan together more than we did. More than once I made 

commentaries on our need for additional planning and talking together in my personal 

memos: "Just now (12:30) she left for lunch. I would have liked to talk with her and 

revise our plans for Monday." (FN 146). But Mary Ann was too busy to take much time 

for collaborative planning. She was being pulled m too many different directions most 

days to have the energy to collaborate with me. Often she was too humed to want to take 

the time to plan and to think about how we could carefully work in the mandated 

requirements without jeopardizing grand conversations in history. 

Although I reported earlier that one of the best things Mary Ann and 1 did was to 

reflect on our goals and beliefs and plan together, as we both got caught up in our daily 

routines, we simply did not do it enough {FN 138, 160, 201, 204, 209). The few times 

that we did sit down together to reflect, dream about the possibilities and plan for a grand 

conversations cumculum were very beneficial as I pointed out in the teacher and 

researcher collaboration section. When we did plan together it made a tremendous 

difference. The simple problem was we just did not do enough of it. 

Teacher (and Student) Concern Over Evaluation. Grading, and Accountabilitv 

Finally, as it turned out, the major obstacle to grand conversations that emerged 

in the analysis of the field note data were teacher and student concerns about evaluation. 

There were 82 (77'' o of factors coded as obstacles) field note entries coded for 

evaluation. It was quite late in the year (end of April) before I realized evaluation was 
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something I should have been paying closer attention to. Once I realized I needed to pay 

attention to concerns about evaluation I was surpnsed to note how prevalent these 

concerns were: 

Evaluation, grades, progress reports are such a big thing. This is 
something I haven't fully explored. I am just now noticing the tip of the iceberg. 
What else is there? What scares me about this grade business is that I haven't 
really given it much importance. Since I haven't given grades much importance I 
have observed and field noted myself into a problem. 
(Theoretical/Methodological Memos in FN 199) 

From that point on I did begin to keep a better record of evaluation in Mary Ann's class. 

When the time came to formally analyze the data 1 went back over the field notes and 

culled out the vanous times teacher and/or students talked about evaluation. There were 

numerous instances recorded in the tleld notes even though for most of the year 1 had not 

made any special attempt to record every mention of grades. 

Although I did eventually become aware of the importance of evaluation m this 

study. I was not sure what I would do with all of those entnes coded for evaluation until 1 

realized they fit into the obstacles category. Once 1 decided to put them into the 

obstacles category it was clear that by far the greatest challenge to the changes in 

curriculum we wanted to make came from issues of evaluation. Eighty-two of the entries 

coded obstacles (77%) were about how students would be evaluated, students talking 

about grades, Mar>' Ann's own concerns about how she would be evaluated in the career 

ladder program, and also the librarian's career ladder project. Clearly, evaluation was a 

big issue for Mar\ Ann and thus for her students as well. 
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After analyzing field note and teacher interview data coded for question one 1 

decided that issues of evaluation (students' attitudes toward grades, teacher talking to 

students about grades, teacher's career ladder evaluation, librarian's career ladder 

evaluation) fit into that nagging obstacles category because they distracted everybody 

from the grand conversations goals of reading, reflecting, and dialoguing and instead, 

focused their attention on grades and evaluation (FN 32, 45, 61, 63, 89b, 88-91. 95, 115). 

Mary Ann was very detailed about what she was looking for as she graded journal 

entnes. She let the students know the criteria for getting an A, B, C, etc. (FN 32, 142, 

162) and how much the journal grade counted towards their quarter and semester grades 

(FN 89b, 162). The problem 1 had with the detailed explanations about how journals 

would be graded was the implication that the journals existed in order to be graded. 

What was lacking for most of the year was a clear explanation of how the journals could 

help students record their thoughts, reflect, reconsider, and think through the historical 

issues they were reading and talking about (the "real" reasons for keeping a reader 

response journal). 

Mar\' Ann gave elaborate explanations about grading and criteria for "quality" 

journal entries (FN 32. 52, 59). creative writing memoirs (FN 115, 142, 227 ), practicing 

for the ASAP test (FN 62), a history' quiz early in the year (FN 12, 13), history projects 

throughout the year (FN 11, 14, 25. 32. 55-56, 72-75), government assignments and tests 

(FN 43, 88, 92) and the WWII research paper (FN 213, 223 239, 240, 267). Basically, 

Mary Ann gave detailed explanations about how to score well within every aspect of the 
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curriculum that counted toward the students' grades. 

Mary Ann was not the only one who placed much importance on grades. 

Students did too. In the eyes of the students who seemed to care about their grades the 

questions were "How will it affect my grade?" and "Will it be on the tesf" For those 

who seemed to just want to get by the question was, "Is it somethmg I have to do to 

pass?" 

It was clear that students placed much importance on grades. They also saw 

themselves through their grades (FN 68, 118, 125, 192, 197-198). Once when Marv' Ann 

had passed back the progress reports Jim declared, "Ooh, I'm smart!" and Marcia 

quipped, "I got better." Jerry said to Jason K., "I'm not smart." (FN 68). 

Unfortunately, the data indicated that at least some students internalized their 

grades and judged their value to the group in accordance with their grades (FN 95. 221). 

Tico (Eduardo) revealed this attitude about himself during a small group activity that I 

observed. Following a small group session where students had been asked to respond to 

Mar\' Ann's reading aloud of Rose Blanche. Mary Ann asked students to select a group 

member to share their group's ideas before the class. Quoting from my field notes 

observations: 

This announcement causes our group to erupt in bitter recruiting and 
arguing [about who would present). Erica, Melinda and Tico insist thev will not 
go up. They are adamant! [Tico and Erica had not been getting along.] Tico 
says that Erica or Melinda should go up [because] "You get A's. We [Rick and 
T i c o ]  g e t  D ' s  a n d  F ' s ! "  ( W h a t  d o  g r a d e s  h a v e  t o  d o  w i t h  t h i s ?  I  a s k  m y s e l f ( F N  
192). 
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The last aspect of evaluation that factored into the obstacles category was Mary 

Ann and Randi's (the librarian) participation in the career ladder program. Although the 

career ladder projects for both Mary Ann and the librarian appeared to be complimentary^ 

(both centered around literature discussions), the way each of them defined literature 

discussions and the materials and methods used for each were different. 

For example, Mary Ann and I asked for written responses in the journals. Randi 

wanted the students to fill out a book discussion form before coming to her discussions. 

The discussions we had as a part of the grand conversations cumculum were centered 

around shared book sets or closely related text sets. For the discussions Randi 

conducted, students could discuss whatever book they wanted. Our groups were fairly 

small (from three to six students), and the topic quite specific. Randi's discussion groups 

were larger (between 10-12 students) and the conversation was general since the books 

were all different. Although Mary Ann's and Randi's career ladder projects sounded 

similar (literature discussions) and it seemed that each would benefit the other, several 

fundamental differences listed above seemed to slow the implementation of our grand 

conversations cumcuium. Accommodating the librarian's career ladder project was one 

more thing that had to be done, one more activity on which to spend the allotment of 

precious class time. 

The career ladder evaluators that observed Mary Ann also did not seem to capture 

what our grand conversations curriculum was all about. On the day of Mary Ann's final 

evaluation for her career ladder project she chose to have the evaluators observe the 
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students do a "Sketch to Stretch" in response to her reading of Rose Blanche. Following 

the individual response, students divided up into small groups to discuss their responses 

and share their sketches. In their critique of the activity the evaluators wrote. 

Utilizing art and symbolization was a powerful motivator to increase 
thought and reactions. It might be good to try to frame the discussions a little 
more so that some substantive debate concerning the meaning and merit of each 
drawing could be discussed. Creating some criteria by which to make their 
judgments might enhance the purpose of the assessment. (District Verification of 
Data form 5/4/94). 

Since they didn't quite get the point of reader response and literature discussions their 

critique and suggestions pulled at Mary Ann, confused her, and made her wonder if she 

knew what she was doing. Mary Ann was upset by the evaluation and showed it to me. 1 

wrote a response to Mary Ann that helped clarify and confirm for her our reasoning for 

doing a sketch to stretch (FN 235). 

My response centered around several key words and phrases that had struck a 

dissonant chord with me I reminded Mary Ann that "Sketch to Stretch" was not a 

"motivator", it was a way of responding to a story using a different sign system from 

language. And besides, why would we even want the students to "debate" over each 

other's responses to the storv'!' Although it appeared that Mary Ann was reassured by my 

counter-observations about what the ladder evaluators thought, the outcome of the 

evaluation still mattered ver\ much to Mary Ann (FN 235). She let me know that the 

career ladder bonus was a considerable sum of money, and that her reputation was at 

stake She wanted a good evaluation very badly and she got it (FN 19, 32, 116, 116b, 
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191,242, 250). 

Thus, the data analysis showed that although on the surface it seemed that the two 

career ladder projects would compliment our grand conversations curriculum they did 

not. The career ladder projects introduced too many different objectives (Randi's, the 

career ladder evaluators') that competed with the grand conversations curriculum and 

distracted Mary Ann from her focus. 

In summary, the data indicated that evaluation influenced the implementation of 

the grand conversations curriculum in many different ways. First, it strongly influenced 

what got "covered". Second, it determined what "counted" or what "mattered" to both 

the teacher and the students. Finally, concerns about evaluation seemed to detract from 

Mary Ann's interest in discussions and had her focusing only on what she could objectify 

for assigning student grades and for her career ladder evaluation. 

Summary of Findings for Question One 

How did the teacher and researcher go about restructuring cumculum to 

implement grand conversations in a historv' class"^ What occurred in the process of 

change'' 

The analyses of the data indicated that two major forces were at work in the 

process of restructuring curriculum to implement grand conversations in a history class. 

First, there were those forces that brought about change. I called them the change 

factors. The actions of the teacher, the researcher, and in particular the collaboration 
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between teacher and researcher were instrumental in bringing about grand conversations 

in Mary Ann's history class. 

Mary Ann initiated the change process by rearranging the eighth-grade teaching 

assignments and class schedules. She informed herself through university classes, 

professional reading, and her own inquiry (Career Ladder self-assessment) about how to 

make the most of children's literature, journal writing and discussions in the curriculum. 

She buttressed herself with a support system (researcher and school librarian), told the 

students of her intentions to integrate literature with the study of history, and acted on her 

desire to integrate literature and history. In other words, she worked hard at change. 

1 supported and extended the change in several ways. 1 assisted Mary Ann by 

assembling all of the shared book and text sets used in the literature circles. As I 

observed the class and participated in a variety of activities I kept a record of events, 

mteractions, and how the students responded to the curriculum. By reflecting on these 

observations I was able to report to Mar\' Ann on our progress and make 

recommendations about how to make better progress which would be more in keeping 

with the theoretical underpinnings of a grand conversations approach to history. Last, 

but not of least importance, I encouraged Mary Ann throughout the change process by 

showing her the data. I provided specific feedback on students' responses that 

demonstrated progress in the direction we wanted to go. 

Most importantly, however, Mary Ann and I worked together inventing the grand 

conversations curriculum as we muddled about in the thick of change. The data strongly 
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indicated that the grand conversations cumculum did not come about solely by the 

efforts of Mary Ann or Mirtha alone. We invented the grand conversations curriculum 

together. The cumculum happened when we planned together, tried out different 

approaches together, and reflected together on our progress and our goals. 

Second, there were those forces that hindered our progress towards grand 

conversations in a history class. I called them obstacles to change. The obstacles that 

emerged were unintended and unanticipated. Heavy concern over fulfilling requirements 

and covering the curriculum, insufficient planning, and a strong focus on evaluation were 

the primary obstacles that inadvertently worked against the grand conversations 

curriculum. These obstacles seemed to undermine in particular the setting aside of time 

and making priority for small group discussions. 

Data analyses indicated that fulfilling the requirements was Mary Ann's major 

concern and her highest priority. The essential skills, specific projects, and testing 

required by the state and district assumed prionty in Marv- Ann's planning. These things 

were done first. In this case, the grand conversations curriculum was like dessert. 

Everyone wanted it. but it came last. 

Although teacher and researcher collaboration and planning was identified as the 

key factor to change, lack of teacher and researcher collaboration and planning was also 

a significant obstacle to change. The data clearly indicated that it was in our 

collaboration and working together that we invented the grand conversations cumculum. 

The problem was that we simply did not do enough of it to overcome the weight of the 
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other obstacles. Thus, planning (or more accurately- lack of collaborative planning) 

became another one of the obstacles. 

The third obstacle on the road to change was the teacher's and students' 

preoccupation with evaluation. Grades and passing appeared to factor heavily into 

teacher's and students' perceptions of what counted and what mattered in the cumculum. 

Students sat up just a little bit straighter and listened just a little harder whenever Mary-

Ann talked about how many points something was worth or what would be on the test. 

Similarly, Mary Ann was also concerned with how §h£ was being evaluated in the career 

ladder program. Thus, evaluation fell on both sides of the desk. Both teacher and 

students had to worry about it. 

In all, data analyses for question one revealed that the change process was 

complex and bumpy. There were various perpendicular agendas competing for attention 

as we planned and implemented change. The process of implementing grand 

conversations in Mary Ann's histor\' class involved a pushing and pulling between two 

dominant forces: (1) the actions of the teacher and researcher to bring about change 

(change factors) and (2) underlying institutional forces and well-established habits that 

worked against change (obstacles to change). Although Mary Ann and I were pro-active 

in working to bring about change we were up against subtle forces that resisted the very 

changes we wanted to make. Table 1 summarizes the change factors and obstacles 

factors described above. 
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Change Factors Raw Numbers Percentages 

Teacher's Role 36 41% 
Researcher's Role 38 43% 
Tchr/Rsrchr Collaboration 14 16% 

Total 88 100% 

Obstacles Factors Raw Numbers Percentages 

Requirements 14 13% 
Lack of Planning 11 10% 
Evaluation 82 77% 

Total 107 100% 

Table 1. Factors Related to Restructuring of Curriculum. 

Discussion of Findings for Question One 

Analyses of the findings for question one showed that there were several factors 

contributing to change m Mar\' Ann's classroom and several factors hindenng change. 

These opposing factors created a pushing and pulling between activities in the class that 

either added to or detracted from the grand conversations cumculum. There are several 

reasons the restructuring process did not do as smoothly as Mary Ann and 1 envisioned it 

would. First, there was a lack of collegiality and support for change from fellow teachers 

within the school. Second, the support provided in the collaboration between the teacher 

and researcher was insufficient. Third, the nature of the curriculum itself made it 

difficult to envision and implement. 

E.xcept for Mary Ann's partnership with me (and to some degree with the 
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librarian) in the grand conversations curriculum, her excursion mto teacher and 

curriculum change was essentially a solitarv' undertaking. Mary Ann smgle-handedly 

initiated the effort to change the eighth-grade schedule and teaching assignments to 

integrate language arts with science, history, and math. There were no regular sessions 

among the eighth-grade teachers for brainstorming, planning, and problem-solving 

throughout the year that Mar\' Ann and her colleagues needed to bring about and sustain 

change. Consequently, although Mary Ann had an outside support system provided by 

the researcher and university' colleagues, support from within the school was weak. This 

was unfortunate because as the literature on teacher change asserts, interacting and 

working with colleagues provides critical support to teachers in the process of change 

(Scharer, 1992). 

As far as 1 observed and according to comments made by Mary Ann, the other 

teachers' initial enthusiasm and support for an integrated curriculum declined as demands 

on the teachers' time and energ\' to deal with the administrative situation increased 

throughout the year. Studies about the larger school context and how it affects teacher 

change point out that stressful working conditions encourage teachers to seek to maintain 

classroom control and routine rather than change (Placier & Hamilton, 1994). Thus, 

although the teachers in this study embraced Mary Ann's ideas at the beginning of the 

year, the stressful situation created by the upheaval in the administration put a damper on 

the teachers' motivation to innovate. The lack of support from within the school made it 

all the harder for Mary Ann to change. 
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Although data analyses showed that both the teacher and researcher played 

important roles in moving towards a grand conversations in history curriculum, the key 

change factor was our collaboration- not either one of us individually. The data 

indicated that the grand conversations curriculum was invented in teacher and researcher 

collaboration. The reason our collaboration was so critical was that the grand 

conversations curriculum was not a pre-packaged program. It was not a formalized 

curriculum that I could come in and do or hand to Mary Ann to implement. There wasn't 

a grand conversations in U.S. history cumculum outside of what we were inventing in 

our e.xperiences in the classroom. We had to work together to invent a grand 

conversations curriculum in eighth-grade histor\'. I had some ideas about students 

reading histoncal literature, responding in journals, talking in small groups, and bnnging 

concepts and students together in a whole class setting. But it was not clear in my mind 

how we were going to do this. I needed Mary Ann's involvement to make these ideas 

workable. As Whitmore's (1992) study suggested, m our collaboration together and with 

students. Mary Ann and I were inventing a cumculum. 

It was in the calling forth of our beliefs and our goals in the 14 (documented) 

periods of planning and reflecting, and as we interacted with the students in class, that 

Mary Ann and I invented the grand conversations curriculum. It was through our 

collaborative planning, our reflecting together about teaching history that we experienced 

our own grand conversations and thus were able to envision experiences that would 

enable the students to experience their grand conversations. While we worked together 
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planning, wondenng, wandering, and reflecting about grand conversations we 

conceptualized this curriculum not as a program someone gave us to follow, but 

meanings and inquiries that we and the students could create in collaboration with others 

(Harste, Short & Burke, 1988: Peterson, 1992; Short & Burke, 1991). 

Although the literature on changing teacher beliefs and practices pomts out that 

we must not ignore teacher beliefs when attempting to change teacher practices 

(Fenstermacher, 1994; Richardson, Anders, Tidwell, & Lloyd, 1991), the unfortunate 

truth was that Mary Ann and I did very little collaborative planning wherein we could 

invent cumculum and carefully examine and reflect on our beliefs and practices. We 

could have been more intentional and more aware of underlying obstacles to change had 

we taken more time to plan together and reflect on our expenences. 

Additionally, in our failure to work more closely together, we did not address 

Mary Ann's concerns about accountability and evaluation. Several studies have pointed 

out that teachers' concerns about testing, assessment, grades, and accountability play a 

major role in shaping teachers' practices (Anders & Richardson, 1992; Scharer & 

Detwiler. 1992; Zancanella, 1991). These studies reported that teachers experienced a 

high degree of pressure to see that their students measured up and satisfactorily 

completed the district requirements. These concerns were strongly felt by the teachers 

and created intense and emotional affective responses. Clearly, in order to affect 

changes in practice, teacher concerns about accountabilit\' and evaluation would need to 

be addressed. 
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The data surrounding the obstacles factors was subtle and complex. There did 

not appear to be outright resistance to change in the larger school context or among the 

teacher and students. Thus, it was difficult to understand the interactions among 

insufficient teacher and researcher collaborative planning, requirements, and evaluation 

in relation to the change factors. Why, when Mary Ann obviously wanted to implement 

grand conversations, was there a pushing and pulling between the change factors and the 

obstacles factors'^ The best way I could find to describe the pushing and pulling between 

the change factors and the obstacles factors was to think of them as competing vectors. 

The literature on classroom organization and management states that teachers 

make it their pnmary role in the classroom to establish and maintain an activity system, 

or vector of action to usher a cumculum or program of study along (Doyle. 1986). The 

teacher establishes a vector of action early in the year and then hovers over it to protect it 

from interruptions and to keep it moving along throughout the year. In essence, through 

the vector of action the teacher communicates somehow, "This is how we are going to do 

history this year." Thus, the teacher sets the curriculum in motion by establishing and 

maintaining a vector of action (Doyle, 1992). The momentum created by the vector 

carries the students through the curriculum like a wave carries a surfer through the water. 

Completing requirements and "covenng" the skills and content outlined by state 

and district guidelines appeared to be Mary Ann's pnmary vector of action. It was to 

these objectives that Mary Ann felt accountable and most responsible. Yet, because she 

wanted to implement grand conversations in history she set up a second, competing 
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vector of action- the grand conversations curriculum- to move alongside the requirements 

curriculum. Thus, there was a pushing and pulling between two vectors of action; the 

completing requirements vector of action and the grand conversations vector of action. 

The grand conversations curriculum was more difficult to implement than the 

covenng requirements curriculum because its essential nature was more passive, 

ambiguous, and student-centered than the active, concrete, and teacher-driven covering 

requirements curriculum. Student choice, self-paced reading, reader response, and 

collaboration in small groups charactenzed the grand conversations curriculum. 

The grand conversations program of action had a more passive structure than the 

covering curriculum and completing requirements program of action to which students 

and teacher were accustomed. Pacing and motivation depended on the students' interests 

and degree to which they were able to choose their books, group mates, and topics of 

inquiry. 

Pacing and motivation depended on the students, not so much on the teacher. 

Whereas Mary Ann could usher along the covenng curriculum and completing 

requirements vector of action by collecting assignments, giving quizzes, setting time 

limits, assigning more points to projects completed on time, etc., she could not very well 

hurry students along in their silent reading of the historical literature or in their 

conversations about the literature. Some students read several books during a theme 

series while others did their best to complete one. To a large degree, pacing and 

motivation within the grand conversations curriculum were internal and controlled by the 
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students rather than by the teacher. 

The processes of grand conversations were also more ambiguous (Doyle & 

Carter, 1984) than the traditional history curriculum. Responding in a journal was a 

more ambiguous task for students to complete than answenng questions at the end of a 

chapter Silent reading of histoncal literature and small group literature discussions were 

also more ambiguous tasks than doing a project with a given set of specific critena. 

In addition to ambiguity. Mary Ann established a low level of nsk (Doyle & 

Carter. 1984) for the grand conversations cumculum by neglecting to make students 

accountable for silent reading or small group discussions. No mention was made about 

how reading and discussing fit in with the rest of the class, and in particular, how they fit 

into the accountability and grading system that Mary Ann had set up. 

Ambiguity also atTected Mar\' Ann and me as we sought ways to implement the 

grand conversations curriculum. We weren't always sure of what we were doing. There 

was no formula to follow. Uncertainty about what to do surely slowed our progress at 

times. Thus, the grand conversations curriculum, when put alongside the strongly-driven 

requirements curriculum, did not create as strong a vector of action as the requirements 

curriculum did. 

The passive nature of the grand conversations processes and the ambiguity of the 

different tasks related to the grand conversations curriculum made this a more difficult 

curriculum to envision and implement than we anticipated. Considenng the high level of 

ambiguity and the low level of risk attached to the grand conversations curriculum in this 
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context, it was amazing that the students engaged in the grand conversations curriculum 

at all. The combination of high ambiguity and low risk associated with reading historical 

literature and responding to it could have resulted in complete disengagement by the 

students. That they djd read the books, ̂  write in their journals, and ̂  talk about 

their books in small groups was a great credit to the students and to the literature that 

captivated their interest. 
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CHAPTERS 

WHAT REALLY HAPPENED 

"I like that discussing stuff."- Daniel 

This chapter presents the findings for question two. Analyses of field notes, 

student response journals, audio tapes of small group literature discussions, and the 

students' self-evaluations revealed the various components of what 1 called the grand 

conversations curriculum. (It also revealed some unintended aspects of these 

components that detracted from our purposes. These are related to the "obstacles to 

change" section for research question one.) The following pages provide a detailed 

description of what the teachers and students did within the grand conversations 

framework. 

Findings for Question Two 

What did the grand conversations cumculum look like and how was it enacted in 

the classroom setting? 

The primary components of our grand conversations curriculum included 

extensive and intensive reading of historical literature, written journal responses, various 

learning and connecting activities orchestrated by the teacher and researcher, and 

literature discussions about the books. Silent reading and responding in the journals 

were activities that students did on their ovm, but many other activities within the grand 
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conversations curriculum were enacted in whole class or small group settings. In these 

group settings students were encouraged to talk, think and work together to question and 

shape their ideas about the various historical issues raised. 

Although Eeds and Wells (1989) and Peterson and Eeds (1990) did not talk 

specifically about a grand conversations curriculum. I have adopted this term to describe 

all of the different things we did to create a suitable context in which students could read, 

respond to, and talk with others about the historical literature. 

Historical Literature 

Four different theme series, consisting of seven to ten shared book sets per theme, 

were used throughout the school year. One of the theme series also included several text 

sets which were a collection of books related by subject. Each theme series 

corresponded in general with what the students were reading in their history textbook at 

that time. Appendix D provides a listing of the historical literature used throughout the 

year and how it was arranged in the theme series. The historical literature was intended 

to extend, deepen and ennch what the students studied about U.S. history from their 

textbooks. 

Although we followed somewhat the chronology of events outlined in the 

te.xtbook in selecting which histoncal literature books to use when, Mary Ann and I both 

agreed that it was more important to focus on a theme for each of the series of books 

than it was to stick to a specific time frame or chronology. One of the criticisms cited 
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about history textbooks is that they frequently fail to make a point because their stories 

are not organized around a theme or topic, but simply put into chronological order (Holt. 

1990: Levstik. 1995). Thus, to ensure that students' reading expenences made a point, a 

theme orientation instead of a time orientation dominated our thinking and planning for 

our grand conversations cumculum. 

We thought that if we took many of the same stories often retold in history 

textbooks but organized them in such a way that their similarities would be more obvious 

they would make more of an impact and the thematic connections across stories would 

be more clear to the students. For example, stones from the experiences of African 

Americans offer many connections about living with prejudice and injustice. But these 

stones span many decades, even centunes and are often scattered throughout 

chronologically ordered textbooks as though they are unrelated. In our grand 

conversations cumculum we put them together again. The stories in the Reconstruction 

and Civil Rights theme series connected the underlying problems (injustice, racial 

prejudice, economic factors, etc.) although the specific events discussed in the books 

spanned over a century. By putting these different stories together and having our 

students read and discuss them in connection to each other, the themes and central issues 

were more obvious. 

They read stories about slaves during the Civil War (Which Wav Freedom). 

former slaves' recollections of life before emancipation (Long Joumev Home. To Be A 

Slave). African Americans surviving the harsh depression years (Roll of Thunder. Hear 
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Mv Cry), conditions throughout the 1940s and 1950s before the modem Civil Rights 

Movement (The Gold Cadillac) and heroes who worked for civil rights (Martin Luther 

King Jr. text set. Notable African Americans text set). Although each student did not 

read each book, these stories became a part of the shared "classroom text" Students 

listened to what others said about the vanous books and thus opportunities for thematic 

connections were rampant. 

Shared book sets within each theme series were made up of multiple copies of the 

same book that each member (3-5 students) in the group read and discussed. A text set 

was a group of books closely tied by topic for group members to read one or two of the 

books, retell parts to other group members, discuss how the books related or differed, and 

share their ideas about the themes and issues raised in the books. An example of a text 

set was the set of books on Martin Luther King Jr. There were six different biographies 

about Martin Luther King Jr., var\'ing m length and difficulty in this set. A short book 

about Gandhi was also included m this set because of Gandhi's influence on Martin 

Luther King's thinking regarding nonviolent passive resistance. 

Shared book and text sets included books of varying difficulty and appeal for 

different student interests. Some books contained many pictures and captions that were 

as important to the telling of the story as the text was (such as Children of the Dust Bowl 

and Ellis Island), but most had no pictures. Some books were short such as Mississippi 

Bridge with only 62 pages, but most others were longer such as Number the Stars that 

was 137 pages long. 
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Many of the most popular books were nonfiction such as the biographies of 

Martin Luther King Jr. and Jesse Jackson, oral histories about immigrants to the United 

States of America (New Kids in Town) and slave narratives (Long Joumev Homei. One 

of the most powerful nonfiction books read was Children of the Dust Bowl. All of these 

nonfiction books were very well-received. 

The historical fiction was also well-liked. Mildred Taylor's books about families 

living with prejudice made a big impression on the students as did the books about 

Native Americans by Scott O'Dell. The Holocaust stories by Janet Yolen and Lois Lowry 

were also riveting and begged many questions in the discussions. A complete 

bibliography of the historical literature used in this study is found in Appendix E. 

Reading Historical Literature 

The most consistently applied component of the grand conversations curriculum 

was the silent reading of historical literature collected and brought into the classroom by 

the researcher. The number of books read by each student varied considerably. For 

e.xample. one student (Jason K.) didn't complete any of the books he started throughout 

the year, and Miguel completed only one of the books. Most of the rest of the students 

completed at least four historical literature books (one for each theme series). Some of 

the more avid readers like Lori and Erica read between 8 and 12 historical literature 

books altogether. In all. over 47 different historical literature books (fiction and non-

fiction) were available for students to read throughout the year. 
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Mary Ann was consistent and careful to always make time for silent reading of 

the historical literature. Every day students were given from 15 to 40 minutes to read 

silently. Occasionally Mary Ann allowed as much as 60 minutes to read. Segments 

where students actually read silently without getting distracted or being interrupted lasted 

from 10 to as long as 40 minutes (FN 17.57,64, 131, 213-216, etc.). Even after an 

interruption students usually resumed reading for another 10-20 minutes during the time 

Mary Ann allowed, with the exception sometimes of students who were more easily 

distracted such as Jason K., Cliff, Miguel, Will, Rick, or Erica, who at times reverted to 

whispenng, doodling or passing notes (FN 89b-90, 135-137, 149-150, 153-154, 187-188, 

205-208, 242-243. etc.). 

Mary Ann skillfully used the silent reading segments to smooth transitions 

between activity segments and when students were returning to class, especially after PE, 

lunch or breaks. Before students left for the break they were reminded that they would 

be reading in their historical literature when they returned. This seemed to help students 

settle into the class period quite effectively. Time for silent reading was consistently 

scheduled and the data indicated that students expected it, enjoyed it and for the most 

pan, used it wisely (FT^i 7-8, 29-30. 105, 188a. etc.). 

Students were given time to read each day. This amount of time was usually 

enough for the students to complete their books (FN 105, 188a). For example, by the end 

of the Multiple Perspectives theme set in late April. 25 students (85% of the class) 

reported having completed reading their books (some had read more than one) and only 
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eight were not quite finished. Of those eight, three completed their books a few days 

later. Only one student, Jason K., never reported having completed a book. Field notes 

recorded that Jason K. often doodled, day-dreamed or passed notes during the silent 

reading segments (FN 154, 187, 242-243). 

Neither reading ability. English language fluency nor grades seemed to determme 

who read and who didn't. During a discussion Cliff (labeled LD) reported that he had 

completed one of the longer books in the Manin Luther King Jr. text set and was in the 

middle of a second book (AT 3). He talked enthusiastically about the books and read 

aloud several paragraphs he wanted to share with the group. Janet (whom Mary Ann said 

should be in ESL classes- but whose parents objected [FN67]) and Lon (member of 

National Junior Honor Society [Graduation Program]) each talked e.xcitedly about 

several of the books they had read from the Notable African Americans text set (AT 1). 

Isaac (ESL) and Eduardo completed Sing Down the Moon although it took them a few 

weeks longer than the time allowed in class for that particular theme senes (FN 215). 

Rob and Sharon (both students who regularly got A's) chose to reread books about the 

Holocaust because they had enjoyed them so much the first time through (AT 10). 

Several of the students who were unable to finish their books during class time 

bought their own or borrowed library copies and finished their books at home. Stan, for 

example, did not have enough time to finish Anne Frank: The Diarv of a Young Girl in 

school, but he reported to me that his mom had bought him a copy and that he finished it 

at home that weekend (FN 231). Lori found copies of several of the historical fiction 



202 

books at home and told me she was also reading at home (FN 220, 230). Anna (ESL) 

struggled reading the books in English, but asked to borrow my copy of New Kids in 

Town so she could finish at least three of the chapters at home (FN 271-272). Janet 

asked to borrow my copy of A Nightmare in History because she needed more time to 

research her World War II topic. She returned the book the next day admitting that she 

had meant to just skim the book for information but had ended up reading the book from 

cover to cover because it was so interesting (FN 271-272). 

For the first two theme series students had only a limited amount of choice over 

which books they read. Mary Ann was concerned that given complete choice on books, 

students would not select their books according to what interested them, but by who else 

was reading it. During the first two theme senes (Civil War and Slavery and 

Reconstruction and Civil Rights) Mary Ann divided the students into discussion groups 

and then let the discussion groups vote on the text sets or shared book sets that they 

wished to read (FN 1, 16). Mar\' Ann assigned students to a discussion group rather then 

just letting them choose on their own because she wanted the groups to be mixed (boys 

and girls) and she didn't want fnends just goofing around. She selected students she 

thought would work well together. Unfortunately this strategy for grouping limited 

mdividual students' reading choices during the first half of our grand conversations 

curriculum. 

Lack of choice seemed to produce a negative effect in some of the students (FN 

17, 29-30). For example, no one in the group reading Lvddie was particularly 
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enthusiastic about it. That group of students had been the last to go up to the back table 

to select a book set. When asked how they liked the book all of the students said it was; 

" Ok, but kind of boring" (FN 29-30, AT 2a). Connie was the only one who finished 

reading it. Jerry and Martha almost finished, but they ran out of time. Miguel and Isaac 

read only about the first 20 pages. Isaac said he thought the book was confusing and 

boring. Miguel said that when he came to the end of a page he would stop and could not 

even remember what he had just read (AT 2a). Possibly, Miguel and Isaac would have 

read more and enjoyed their reading more had they been able to choose more freely 

among the books offered. Later on in the year both Miguel and Isaac did choose, and 

finish, reading books that they were excited about. Miguel read Children of the Dust 

Bowl and Isaac read Sing DOWTI the Moon, books which they themselves had selected. 

The text sets such as Notable African Americans that mcluded eight different 

books for five students permitted quite a bit of choice within the set. The variety and 

ability to choose within the text sets seemed to please students and created quite a bit of 

mterest in reading the books (FN 30. AT lab). Full choice in selecting from the Various 

Perspectives on U.S. History and World War H and the Holocaust books also created 

much enthusiasm and seemed to make quite a difference in motivation to read among the 

students (FN 220). 

To introduce each new theme series of books, Mary Ann and I gave book talks 

promoting the different books and invited students to add what they had heard or read 

about the books that might also interest their fellow students. For the last two theme 
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senes students were allowed to choose the books more freely than before. Students were 

encouraged to browse through the books for a day or two, thinking about which book or 

set of books mterested them. Then students were called in random order to choose 

which ever book they wanted from the ones available. Thus, as students chose the books 

they wanted to read, they automatically became members of a discussion group- based 

upon which books they had chosen. 

It was fun observing the reactions of the students to these sets of books and their 

freedom to choose among them. They were as excited as kids on Christmas morning and 

they hung around the back table browsing the books and asking me questions about the 

books before and after class (FN 184-185). Students browsed the books and made their 

choices. Apparently, dunng the time made available for browsing the books students 

talked to their friends about which book(s) they should choose because most of the 

groups were made up of best friends. Nevertheless the fnendships did not appear to 

hinder productive discussions and group work; rather, it seemed that students welcomed 

opportunities to be together with fnends, even if it was "to do work" (FN 196. 220, 283). 

Another aspect of reading historical literature that played an important role within 

the grand conversations curriculum was read alouds. Mary Ann and I selected 12 picture 

books or short selections from a longer book to read aloud to the class throughout the 

year We read aloud for fun and because we wanted the whole class to experience and 

talk about some stories together, not only in small groups. After having experienced a 

book together students were usually quite eager to share their ideas and impressions of 
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the story'. 

Taking advantage of the enthusiasm the shared story created, we often concluded 

these read aloud times with opportunities for the students to share in large group and 

discuss in smaller groups. These teacher-directed discussion times provided the students 

with guided practice and specific ideas about how to prepare for. begin, and sustain a 

discussion. We used these times to present a mini-lesson of sorts {Atwell, 1987) on how 

to have a discussion. (A complete description of two of our strategy lessons is found in 

the section on learning activities.) A complete listing of the books we used as read 

alouds are found in Figure 9. 

Theme Series 1- Civil War and Slavery 
To Be a Slave. Julius Lester 
Nettie's Trip South. Ann Tumer 

Theme Series 3- Vanous Perspectives on U.S. History 
Sneetches and Other Stories. Dr. Seuss 
The Words of Martin Luther King Jr.. Coretta King (selected portions only) 
America the Beautiful, poem by Katherine Bates, illustrated by Neil Waldman 
How Many Davs to America?. Eve Bunting 
Seven Blind Mice. Ed Young 

Theme 4- World War II and the Holocaust 
A Picture Book of Anne Frank. David Adler 
The Big Lie: A True Storv. Isabella Leimer 
Faithful Elephants. Yukio Tsuchiya 
Rose Blanche. Roberto Innocenti 
Hiroshima No Pika. Toshi Maruku 

Figure 9. Books Read Aloud By the Teacher 
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Writing About the Historical Literature 

Students were required to maintain a response journal to reflect on the historical 

literature. The journals were also used to provide the teacher with objective data for 

assigning their language arts grades. (The emphasis on grading and using the journals as 

a "data bank" for grades was another of those unintended components. Not that Mary-

Ann and shouldn't have used journal entries to evaluate students' learning, but that the 

emphasis on grades got out of hand.) 

Mary Ann directed the students to write in their journals on the average about 

once every week or two. (Keep in mind that the class did not meet five days a week due 

to the expanded schedule. They met three and four times a week for about two and a half 

to three hours each session.) During the last four weeks of school when students were 

domg research reports they were required to wnte in their journals every class period to 

tell what they had done that day. They were also encouraged to record any questions, 

reflections or observations they might have had about the historical literature or the 

materials they were reading in relation to the research reports (FN 220, 221). 

All students were required to mamtain a journal throughout the year. Although 

the tleld note data confirmed that all students had a journal, 1 was unable to collect five 

of the journals because some students either took them home, threw them away, or lost 

them before I could collect them on the last day of school. Thus I collected a total of 27 

out of the 32 journals kept dunng the year. The average journal had about 34 entries. 

Denny's journal had only 13 entnes, while Kim's journal had 41. 
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Length of entries in the journals varied greatly. Janet, for example, frequently 

wrote entnes that were one to two pages long. In contrast, Ted's entries were rarely 

longer than a quarter of a page. Some students just needed to write more than others to 

organize their thoughts and to sort out their ideas. Some students also obviously put out 

more effort than others. Mike reflected about how he struggled with writing in his 

journal. In his initial entries he admitted that he had attempted to produce a finished 

product, but later he realized that the journal was a useful tool for thinking, and that 

perhaps the entries did not need to be so "polished", but practical: 

I just realized that trying to organize my thoughts for journal entries limits 
them significantly. The above entry I wrote what I was thinking at the time I was 
thinking it. Before I'd think it out and then write what I remembered [about what 
1 had been thinking.] My above entry might not be very organized, but it is more 
complete than most of my former entries. (Mike, 2/3/94) 

Field note, audio tape and journal analyses revealed interesting differences among 

students. Some students such as Cliff Sharon, Martha and Miguel were great talkers 

who had plenty to say in the small group or whole class discussions, but they wrote short, 

"economical" journal entries. On the other hand, other students such as Aaron. Connie 

and Jason N. spoke up ver\' little in whole class or small group discussions but wrote 

lengthy and impassioned journal entries that revealed a high level of involvement not 

evident in the observational data alone. This finding confirmed the need to collect a 

vanety of data to get a well-rounded picture of what actually occurred in the grand 

conversations cumculum and how the students enacted it. 

Almost all of the journal entries were preceded with a prompt from Mary Ann. 
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During the first half of the year Mary Ann assigned five "text set questions" for each of 

the theme series which students were required to answer m their journals (for examples 

see Appendix F). These questions were written in a generic form so that they would 

apply to any of the books students were reading. Students were also assigned to write a 

synthesis statement in their journals about what they had learned from the textbook and 

from their histoncal literature about the Civil War. A few times students were also 

directed to do some language arts and government assignments (vocabulary definitions, 

government notes, wnting down assignments/criteria) in their journals. 

Mary Ann frequently urged students to think and write about their personal 

connections with the book. One of the prompts directed students to "Pretend you are the 

character and describe your feelings." (FN 104) Personal connections with histoncal 

literature were clearly her emphasis and rationale for "doing" the histoncal literature as 

evidenced in the Career Ladder project she developed for herself and the critena by 

which she chose to be evaluated (Career Ladder papers). 

When I asked Mar\ Ann why she was so directive with the journals (always 

giving a prompt, assigning text set questions) she responded that she felt the students 

needed help getting started thinking about their books and knowing what to write about. 

For the last two theme series of the year I was able to convince Mary Ann to not assign 

text set questions and to allow more free responses (FN 114). I also presented a mini-

lesson of sorts and discussed with the students authentic purposes for maintaining a 

journal (FN 119). I presented this mini-lesson because 1 was growing concerned that 
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students were not using the journals for authentic purposes. Students were not using 

their journal entries to prepare for discussions, nor did their journals seem to be helping 

students extend their small group discussions. I hoped this mini-lesson would encourage 

the students to reflect more about their histoncal literature and use the joumaling process 

to help them come better prepared to the literature discussions. For a complete 

explanation of this activity see Appendix G. 

Unfortunately the data revealed that Mary Ann's need for an objective measure by 

which to assign grades and collect her career ladder data drove the functional use of 

journals for most of the year. Students believed (and unfortunately they were right) that 

one of the primary purposes for writing in their journals was to get a grade. As it turned 

out It was the only part of the grand conversations cumculum for which students were 

actually accountable. It was the only component that "counted" in the conventional way. 

Obviously 1 think the journals "counted" for much more than that. 

Unfortunately for our goal to implement a grand conversations curriculum, data 

analysis revealed that the journal component of the curriculum lacked student-

centeredness because it was used as a management tool for qualifying the reading 

experience so that Mary Ann could assign a grade. Field note and journal analyses 

showed that Mary Ann leaned heavily on journals for Language Arts and History grades. 

Journals plus projects equaled grades in history (FN 52, 85, 113, 162). 

Journals would have been far more useful as tools for students to use to respond 

and reflect on their reading and prepare for discussions. Nevertheless, once I read the 
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journal entries I realized they were still nch sources of student responses and windows 

into the students' experiences in the grand conversations curriculum. This is evident in 

the findings section for research question three. 

Learning and Connecting Activities 

The grand conversations curriculum not only involved students reading historical 

literature, writing journal responses and talking about the books in small groups, it also 

included various leammg activities orchestrated by the teacher and researcher. 

We designed the leammg and connecting activities to help students become more 

comfortable talking together about the books, make personal and historical connections 

with the text, and understand how to more effectively use the literature, journals and 

discussions in studying history. We also wanted the students to see how their journals 

and small group discussions might add to their historical understandings. 

Use of History Textbook 

Instead of throwing out the textbook to concentrate on historical literature, Mary 

Ann and I experimented with a different way to use the textbook within our new grand 

conversations curriculum. The textbook we used was American Adventures: People 

Making History, written by Ira Peck with Steven Deyle and published in 1991 by 

Scholastic. Although we used the textbook less and less as we invented the grand 

conversations curriculum, there were several reasons why we didn't throw out the 



textbook completely. 

First, we liked the textbook. The textbook possessed many redeeming qualities 

useful to our purpxjses. It was interesting. The writing flowed smoothly. It told many 

stories, quoted eyewitnesses and used excerpts from actual journals. The stories were 

generously peppered with anecdotes and the voices of real people. We liked how the 

textbook turned frequently to the particular and specific to make the history come alive. 

Second, we believed the textbook provided a general framework from which we 

could build many different connections and extensions to the students' lives usmg 

historical literature and discussions. The textbook presented the chronology of events, 

provided an overview of the broader context of that time, and filled in details the 

students might not get through the literature and their discussions alone. 

Third, use of the textbook was required by the school district. Although teachers 

were given freedom to extend and enrich the social studies curriculum through literature, 

they were still expected to use the textbook and cover the material presented there. 

Nevertheless, the fact that we continued to use the textbook was not as interesting 

as the way in which we decided to use the textbook. Since the textbook contained so 

many great stones we decided to have the students read it as a story. When we decided 

to make these changes in how we used the textbook (March) Mary Ann introduced the 

new textbook unit by reading the introduction aloud to the students as they followed 

along silently. While reading, Mary Ann paused to explain things and elicit student 

responses. This was done to build context and activate the students' prior knowledge for 
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what they were about to read in the following chapters. 

For some of the students the portions of the textbook Mary Ann read aloud were 

about all they read. None of the students completed the assigned textbook readings 

before class time ran out. and only a few students took their books home to finish reading 

the assigned chapters although that is what they were asked to do (FN 143, 172, 187). 

One afternoon I remarked to Mary Ann that very few students had taken their books 

home to complete the reading assignment. Mary Ann indicated that she was not 

surprised by this. At least they had gotten a brief overview from the introduction she had 

read aloud. 

After Mary Ann read the unit introduction aloud the students were asked to read 

the entire unit skipping over all the end-of-chapter questions and assignments. We 

wanted them to just read it and respond to it as they would any other story. On several 

occasions Mary Ann asked the students to record questions in their joumals that came up 

as they read the assigned chapters. Another time she had the students draw a sketch or 

graphic representation of what one of the chapters had meant to them. This was how we 

moved the students through the textbook from the unit on "The Turbulent Twenties" 

through World War II. 

Rarely, did the students refer to their history textbooks in their small group 

literature discussions. The group discussing Be Ever Hopeful. Hanalee referred to their 

reading in the textbook about the reconstruction after the Civil War (AT 2a). The Native 

American Issues group contrasted the textbook version of the Nez Perce story with the 
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story told by Scott OTDell in Thunder Rolling in the Mountains. They noted that though 

Nez Perce was the name given to this tribe by whites, they called themselves the Ne-mee-

poo (AT 6). 

Discussion Strategv Lessons 

Other learning activities Mary Ann and I orchestrated were discussion strategy 

lessons. To allow students to practice small group discussions, we handed out a sheet 

describing vanous discussion strategies (see Appendix H: Harste. Short, & Burke, 1988: 

Short, 1990). This list gave a brief explanation of various strategies for supporting 

discussions in literature circles. Some of our favorite discussion starters were "Sketch to 

Stretch". "Webbing". "Anomalies" and "Save the Last Word for Me". Students were 

asked to keep this list of strategies in their journals for quick reference. As we read 

various picture books aloud we gave the students opportunities to form informal small 

groups and try out one of the strategies on the list. 

"Sketch to Stretch" (Harste. Short, & Burke, 1988; Short, 1990) was one of our 

favorite strategies to do with the students. We used this strategy several times, once after 

reading a unit in the textbook (F>I 121), and several times after reading picture books. 

After reading aloud Rose Blanche Mary Ann asked the students to respond to the story by 

doing a sketch to stretch (FN 189-195). Students were asked to make a sketch (a quick 

graphic drawing) of what the story meant to them. They were told not to be overly 

concerned about their abilit\' to draw, but that the purpose was to represent their ideas in 
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graphic form rather than with words. After the drawings were completed, students 

shared their drawings with their small group and discussed the different ideas people 

raised in their drawings. Many students also chose to write a brief explanation on the 

front or back of their drawing. A few examples of student sketches are found in 

Appendix I. 

Another discussion strategy we used in our whole class learning activities was 

"Save the Last Word for Me" (Harste, Short, & Burke, 1988: Short, 1990). Mary Ann 

and 1 used this one during the Civil War and Slavery theme series. As students began 

their silent reading segment that day they were asked to watch for passages or quotes that 

caught their attention because they were interesting, powerful, wrong, confusing or 

contradictor\'. Once they had selected the quote they wrote it on the front of an index 

card. On the back they wrote their response or why they found that particular passage 

noteworthy (FN 6-8 ). Later, when their groups met to discuss their book they took turns 

reading the quotes. After each student read his or her quote the group briefly discussed 

their responses to that passage. After everyone had said what they wanted about the 

quote, the person who selected it flipped the card over and shared why they had chosen 

the passage. That person had the last word and then the group moved on to another 

person who shared a passage (FN 6-8). 

We found that letting the students practice vanous discussion strategies in a 

whole class setting supported their learning about how to participate in discussion 

because we were nearby to offer help as students had questions about the strategy. 
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The data showed that students used the most familiar strategies as they prepared 

for their small group literature discussions. They used the ones we had practiced 

together in class to prepare for some of their small group discussions. For example, the 

Walker of Time group prepared for discussion with a "Sketch to Stretch" (FN 132); 

Children of the Dust Bowl and New Kids in Town groups prepared for discussion with 

"Save the Last Word for Me" (FN 137, 145); and the Native American Issues group 

prepared with "Webbing" (FN 150). These strategies were very helpful to the students in 

setting the stage for their discussions. 

Connecting Activities 

Mary Ann and I were also concerned with providing learning activities that would 

help students strengthen, extend, and reflect on the many connections among historical 

issues and themes evident throughout the historical literature and textbook. I will 

descnbe three activities we used to do that. Appendix J contains descriptions of other 

connecting activities we used in the grand conversations curriculum. 

One of the first connecting activities we did at the conclusion of the second 

theme series. Reconstruction and Civil Rights, was to construct a wall-sized timeline of a 

few key dates and events, book titles and significant themes or problems discussed in the 

historical literature (FN 37). Mary Ann introduced the timeline activity to the students 

saying, "We will be making a timeline to wrap up our civil rights text set books. This 

activity will help us get a picture of the expanse of issues brought out in these books and 
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how these novels fit with the events in the textbook." (FN 36). Students worked on their 

own individual timelines first, discussed them within their literature groups and then the 

groups shared them with the whole class. Finally the wall-sized timeline including all 

the above was completed and tacked high on the fi^ont wall. The timeline helped us keep 

track of the books we had read and see the continuity of histoncal themes and issues 

throughout the year. 

Another connecting activity that we did was the perspectives activity. Students 

were divided into groups of four to maximize participation. Then they were asked to 

read three pairs of quotes that illustrated contrasting perspectives on slavery, war and 

labor issues (issues that students had been reading about in textbook and historical 

literature) and identify from whose viewpoint each quote came. Students were then 

asked to write a definition for perspective and use some real-life examples to illustrate 

their definition. The purpose of this activity was to introduce the new theme series, 

Vanous Perspectives on U.S. History, and to help students make the connection between 

textbook and histoncal literature (FN 85). More details on these and other connecting 

activities are available in Appendix J. 

Films were also used to help students make connections across histoncal times 

and issues to their own lives. The students watched Animal Farm, Grapes of Wrath, The 

Diary of Anne Frank and The Longest Day (FN 96-100, 158, 164, 224, 275). Students 

always had ideas and responses to share following the films and they often continued 

making connections among the films, books and their personal lives later during 



217 

discussion groups and in their journals. Student responses to films and the connections 

they made are discussed in the next section. 

One of the most powerful connecting events of the year, however, was a visit 

from Carol Garrard in May. She was a local author and histonan who was m the process 

of collecting primary data on the slave labor camps of the Holocaust and interviewing 

Holocaust survivors for a book she was writing. Dr. Garrard talked frankly with the 

students about the prejudices and propaganda that numbed the minds of the German 

people enabling them to accept and even cooperate with Hitler's "final solution". She 

showed the students some of the accounting records, engineenng diagrams, photos and 

maps she collected for her research. She also related the story of her uncle, an Amencan 

soldier in the 104th infantry, who as one of the liberators, was an eye witness to the 

horrors of the concentration camps. 

Garrard's talk had a powerful impact on the students. Even after her 75 minute 

presentation students crowded around asking her many questions and encouraging her to 

tell them more (FN 252-263). They asked her many questions that afternoon and 

returned to their study of WWII and the Holocaust with renewed zeal and new angles to 

explore. Throughout the last few days of school they continued to draw on her passion 

and story as they discussed in their literature discussion groups (Anne Frank: The Diarv 

of a Young Girl [AT 8], The Devil's Arithmetic [AT 10], Number the Stars [AT 11 ]). 

Carol Garrard was also very impressed with our students. Before leaving, she 

commended Mary Ann for her fine group of students and expressed how impressed she 
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was with their high level of sensitivity and interest in the Holocaust. She wanted to know 

what we had done to prepare them so well for her visit. Mary Ann and I smiled 

knowingly at each other. We agreed afterward that had not prepared them; their 

encounters with histoncal literature had. 

Small Group Presentations 

At the completion of the Various Perspectives on U.S. History theme series Mary 

Ann and I had each of the groups prepare a presentation about their book. Because we 

were inventing the grand conversations curriculum and learning as we went along, we 

did not think to have the students do presentations until late in the year. Nevertheless, 

after seeing the presentations and observing the processes students went through to 

prepare the presentations, Mary Ann and I both agreed that the presentations had been a 

valuable use of time. Unfortunately, students did not have the opportunity to prepare 

presentations for the last theme series on World War II and the Holocaust due to lack of 

time. 

Wanting to give the grand conversations cumculum a more central focus in the 

activities of the class and to give the literature discussions a more meaningful part in the 

curriculum I suggested to Mary Ann that we have the students prepare presentations. 

The presentations activity gave the students an opportunity to synthesize and have a sense 

of closure for the theme series before we moved along to the next series (which was what 

Mary Ann was already starting to do). I don't mean closure as in completely finished, but 
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as in an opportunity to back up from the experience and say, "This is what we learned." 

In preparing the presentations we asked the students to consider what they wanted 

their classmates to understand about the book and their discussions about the book (FN 

145). Walker of Time. Silver Davs and Thunder Rolling in the Mountains groups used 

drama to present the climax, conflict or interesting part of their book. Both the Sing 

Down the Moon and Children of the Dust Bowl groups selected three or four issues and 

quotes to share with the class. Each group wrote their quotes or issues on a large sheet of 

butcher paper, added bold illustrations and then shared with the class about why they 

chose those particular quotes or issues. The New Kids in Town group role-played the 

thoughts and impressions of the various immigrants as portrayed in their book and 

showed a large hand-drawn map of the world marking where each of the immigrants had 

come from. They also synthesized the immigrant experience as depicted in this book by 

sharing how the teens' expenences had been uniquely different and yet surprisingly 

similar (FN 182-184. Video Tape). 

What was most telling about having the students prepare presentations was that 

students who had not finished reading the books or groups who had not engaged in 

several in depth discussions really struggled with their presentations. They didn't know 

what they thought about their books because they had not read them or talked about them 

enough to form strong opinions about them (for example Cliff and Jason K. who read 

only the first chapter or two of Walker of Time). But groups who had read the books and 

discussed them on various occasions had at their disposal an array of ideas that they had 
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already worked with to choose from as they looked for creative ways to present their 

expenences to the class. They had options to choose from. They had ideas about their 

books that they wanted to share with the class. They weren't starting from scratch as they 

prepared the presentations. 

Having to boil down their experiences of reading and discussing into a brief and 

catchy presentation pushed the students into rethinking their books. As they prepared 

they retold their favonte parts, discussed what was most significant about their books and 

created different representations of their experiences. The presentations gave the class a 

glimpse of what each group had learned, it allowed each group to relive the literary 

expenence, and it provided different symbols (art, drama) with which to reinterpret the 

meanings they had created in their reading and discussion groups. 

Literature Discussions 

Talking about books was at the heart of grand conversations curriculum. Without 

the conversations, it would have been simply a "grand curriculum". There were 32 

shared book and text set groups that formed for discussing historical literature throughout 

the year. Of the 32 groups, altogether for the whole year students met a total of 37 times 

for small group literature discussions. Nine of these groups never met formally to 

discuss their book. Twelve of the groups met only once to discuss. Ten of the groups 

met twice to discuss. The Native Amencan issues group met five times to discuss their 

books. Figure 10, Small Group Discussions. lists the different discussion groups for each 
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•4 •f Title of Bookfs) # Discussions Mixed? 
Theme 1- Civil War & Slavery 

1 The Tamarac Tree 2 mixed 
2 Slave Dancer 2 mixed 
J Long Joumev Home 2 mixed 
4 A Girl Called Bov -) mixed 
5 A Rifle for Waitie 2 mixed 
6 Shades of Grav 2 mixed 
7 Lincoln: A Photobiographv 2 mixed 

Theme 2- Reconstruction & Civil Rights 
8 Which Way Freedom? 1 mixed 
9 Words By Heart 1 mixed 
10 Lyddie 1 mixed 
11 Be Ever Hopeful. Hanalee 1 mi.xed 
12 Roll of Thunder. Hear Mv Crv 1 mixed 
13 The Friendship. The Gold 

Cadillac. The Mississippi Bridge 1 mixed 
14 Notable African Americans-text set 1 mixed 
15 Martin Luther King Jr.-text set 1 mixed 

Theme 3- Various Perspectives on L'. S. History 
16 Sing Down the Moon 0* mixed 
17 Sing Down the Moon 0 mixed 
18 Thunder Rolling in the Mountains 0 mi.xed 
19 New Kids in Town & Ellis Island •) mixed 
20 Silver Days 1 girls 
21 Children of the Dust Bowl -) bovs 
T) Walker of Time 1 bovs 
23 Native American Issues 5 mixed 

Theme 4- World War 11 & the Holocaust 
24 Summer of Mv German Soldier 0 mixed 
25 The Devil's Anthmetic 1 mixed 
26 Number the Stars 1 mixed 
27 Upon the Head of the Goat 0 mixed 
28 Anne Frank: Diarv of a Young Girl 1 mixed 
29 PT 109 0 boys 
30 The Bridee Over the River Kwai 0 mixed 
31 Waiting For Anva 0 mixed 
32 Hiroshima 0 mixed 

32 Groups 37 Discussions 
Figure 10. Small Group Discussions 

*0 indicates that these small groups did not meet to discuss their books. 



222 

of the theme series, how many discussions each group had, and whether groups were 

mixed boys and girls, only boys, or only girls. 

The researcher tape recorded 19 of the small group discussions and documented 

them with discussion notes. Most recorded discussions lasted from 20 to 50 minutes 

long. One discussion was 90 minutes long, but most averaged about 30 minutes. 

There were from two to si.x students in each small group. Some of the groups for 

the last theme series (World War 11 and the Holocau.st). were especially small (pairs of 

students) because there were so many book sets (nine) to choose from. However, several 

of the groups reading books on the Holocaust (The Devil's Arithmetic. Number the Stars. 

Anne Frank: The Diarv of a Young Girl) were completely full (all the copies taken) with 

four to six students. 

The groups that Mary Ann assigned for the first two theme series early in the 

year, were mixed boys and girls. Later, when students were allowed to choose their own 

books and their own groups for the last two theme senes, there three groups with boys 

only (Children of the Dust Bowl. Walker of Time, and PT 109) and one group with girls 

only (Silver Davs). The remaining 13 groups that students formed on their own during 

the last two theme series were mixed boys and girls (see Figure 10). 

The students got along and worked together about the same when Mary Ann 

assigned the groups as when they chose their own groups. There was possibly a little 

more social talk during the last two theme series when students were basically grouped 

with their best fnends (I did not measure this), but the social talk did not appear to 



interfere with the discussions or group work (see Barry and Jason A.'s Self Evaluations in 

Appendix B). Obviously students especially enjoyed working with their best fnends, but 

for the most part they were happy enough working together with most any of their 

classmates. Being with friends made the group work and small group discussions all the 

more fun and rewarding for the students (FN 196, 220). The most important difference 

between the first two theme senes (when Mary Ann selected the groups) and the last two 

theme senes (when the students chose their own groups) was the matter of how students 

chose the books they read. For the first two theme series the group voted on which book 

or text set they would all read, whereas for the last two theme series each individual 

student was allowed to first choose the book, and then join the appropriate discussion 

group. 

Mary Ann did not participate in any of the formal small group discussions. 

Although she played an active part in orchestrating the learning activities, making 

assignments, and managing the journals, she left me alone to organize, schedule, and 

participate in the discussions. When we tape recorded a discussion we moved to an 

enclosed office area next to the classroom where the recording equipment would not pick 

up background classroom noises and where we would be free to talk in normal 

(sometimes excited) voices without disturbing the rest of the students. 

I participated in all of the recorded small group discussions. Because these 

discussions were being tape recorded the students looked to me as the leader for the 

discussions. 1 usually initiated the discussions with an open ended question like, "What 
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did you think of the book"!*" or a dumb question like, "What book were you guys 

reading?" and then backed away from the discussion to let the students do most of the 

talking. I thmk the students waited for me to start the discussions because they knew I 

wanted to record them. Since I controlled the "record" button the students waited for me 

to start the talking. After the students had warmed up to the story or issues, the 

discussion was often quite lively and students asked most of the questions and 

maintained their own conversations. 

During discussions 1 took notes on who was saying what so that I'd be able to 

recognize their voices on the audio tapes later. My notes were also used to report back to 

the students about what they had talked about so far. At times 1 acted as "facilitator", 

asking students to take turns and not all talk at once. Other times I was "encourager" 

keeping the conversation going and enlisting the participation of all of the students. I 

tned (it was hard, believe me) to keep my mouth shut and just take notes but often I was 

drawn into the discussions. 

Most of the time I participated as a reader and inquirer along with the students. 

When I participated 1 tended to forget to take notes because the discussion was so 

engaging. Thus, the notes tended to fade in and out. but fortunately, the tape was still 

recording. 

Frequently we held informal small group discussions following a read aloud in 

the larger class setting where there were six or seven groups talking all at once. These 

were not tape recorded and were not officially counted as small group discussions since 
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they were short-term groups formed for only a one-time discussion following a read 

aloud. In those cases Mary Ann and I each picked a group to participate with, but no 

effort was made to record or observe all of the groups at the same time. The purpose of 

these informal small group discussions was to give the studems opportunities to share 

their responses to the read alouds and practice some discussion strategies they could later 

use m their shared book or text set groups. 

Students' responses to the literature discussions component of the grand 

conversations curriculum are discussed in the findings section for question three. 

Summarv of Findings for Question Two 

What did the grand conversations cumculum look like and how was it enacted in 

the classroom setting ' 

Data analyses indicated that there were five major activities that made up the 

grand conversations curriculum. The five major components were: (1) historical 

literature, (2) reading histoncal literature. (3) writing in response journals, (4) a variety 

of learning and connecting activities, and (5) small group discussions. 

Teachers and students alike were enthusiastic about the historical literature. The 

literature seemed to be most everyone's favorite aspect of the grand conversations 

cumculum. It also laid the foundation for the grand conversations curriculum. In all, 

students read over 47 historical literature books ranging in length, difficulty, topic, and 

genre. In addition, the teacher read aloud to the students at least 12 other picture books 
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or short chapter books on history topics. Although the sets of books were selected to 

correspond loosely with the textbook organization, care was taken to group them 

according to themes, not just chronology. 

Time for silent reading in historical literature books was planned into each class 

penod by the teacher. Students consistently got 15-40 minutes to read silently from the 

books during each class period. The amount of time set aside for reading allowed most 

of the students to complete their books most of the time. Some students (Lon. Erica. 

Ted. Janet, Mike, Denny, etc.) read more than one book for each of the theme series. 

Only one student out of the class of 32 never completed a book. 

Another interesting finding about the historical literature was that the books were 

enthusiastically accepted regardless of student differences. Labels such as Learning 

Disabled. A-student. member of Junior Honor Society, Limited English Proficiency, male 

or female seemed to make little difference. Students of all shapes, sizes, colors, and 

dispositions embraced the reading of historical literature with indiscriminate enthusiasm. 

Lack of choice in books or small groups was the only negative factor related to 

reading historical literature. Lack of choice seemed to negatively affect students' attitude 

and interest toward some of the books during the first two theme senes. Ability to 

choose books and their small group discussion companions seemed to make a positive 

difference in the attitude and desire to read for some students. This change in attitude 

was specifically noted in boys such as Miguel. Isaac and Eduardo. 

The third major component of the grand conversations curriculum was the 
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response journals. All students were required to keep a journal where they could wnte 

their responses to the literature on a weekly basis. The length of entries vaned as much 

as the students themselves varied, although most entries were one fourth to half a page 

long. 

In addition to responding to the historical literature in their own way. students 

were also instructed to answer text set questions, respond to specific teacher-made 

prompts, and on some occasions record language arts or history assignments. Field note 

and journal data analyses revealed that the teacher directed students to use the journals 

for many different things unrelated to and not necessarily in keeping with the purposes of 

grand conversations in history. Primarily, the teacher used the journals as a resource for 

extracting quotes to demonstrate student compliance with her career ladder objectives. 

She also relied heavily each grading period on her assessment of the journals for 

determining student grades in language arts, and in the last quarter for histor\' as well. 

Despite these abuses of the purpose of response journals, the students also had 

opportunities to use their journals appropriately. They used the joumaling process to 

respond to and reflect about the histoncal literature. Students were encouraged to bring 

their journals to the discussions and to vvnte in the journals in preparation for 

discussions. The journals opened up windows through which students' experiences with 

the literature and classroom activities could be examined. These responses were not 

obvious through observation alone. Student responses as recorded in the journals are 

reported in question three. 
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A fourth major component of the grand conversations curriculum were the 

various learning and connectmg activities that Mary Ann and I planned and orchestrated 

together throughout the year. The activities included reading the textbook, practicing 

discussion strategies, viewing films, and preparing group presentations, to name just a 

few. 

Although the district required the use of the history textbook Mary Ann and I took 

great freedoms m how we used it. Dunng the last few months of the year when the grand 

conversations curriculum was in full swing we asked the students to read the textbook as 

though it were yet another story or perspective on history. Our intention was that the 

textbook should serve as a sort of backdrop for the historical literature. Rarely did the 

students make reference to the textbook in their small group literature discussions, 

however 

An assortment of learning and connecting activities were used to give students 

opponuntties for large and small group discussions about the historical literature and 

themes they identified. Following a read aloud the teacher and researcher sometimes had 

students practice discussion strategies as we circulated around the room answenng 

questions and/or participating. We showed films that connected to several of the books. 

We invited a guest speaker to answer questions and elaborate on a topic that interested 

most all of the students. 

Finally, Mary Ann and 1 invited the students to prepare presentations about their 

books. Students were asked to reflect on their reading and their experiences talking 
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about the books and present something significant about these experiences with the class. 

The resulting presentations revealed much about how well the groups had worked 

together. Strong correlations between having read the books, having had productive 

discussions, and good cooperation and working relationships within each group were 

revealed in the presentations. 

The fifth component of the grand conversations curriculum was the small group 

literature discussions. Of the 32 shared book and text set groups throughout the course of 

the year, there were 37 small group discussions. Some of the shared book and text set 

groups never had the opportunity to discuss their books. Some groups only discussed 

their books once or twice. Only one group discussed their books at great length, meeting 

a total of five times to discuss. 

In addition to the 37 formal small group discussions, Mary Ann also directed the 

students to form informal small groups to share and discuss their responses to many of 

the picture books and short chapter books she read aloud to the whole class. These 

informal discussions were not recorded. 

The data indicated that proportionately little time was given to the shared book 

and text set literature discussions. The scheduling of small group discussions was left 

primarily to the researcher who was not regularly involved in the planning until later in 

the year, and who struggled to bnng the small group discussions to the forefront of the 

grand conversations curriculum. Consequently, most students had few opportunities to 

discuss their books in depth. Thus, small group literature discussions was the one 
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component of the grand conversations curriculum which was least consistently enacted, 

seemed to be lowest on the list of pnorities, and which received the least amount of time 

given to classroom activities. 

Discussion of Findings for Question Two 

There are several things to discuss in relation to the various aspects of the grand 

conversations cumculum and how it was enacted in the classroom setting. 

First, it is interesting to note that both teacher and students were enthusiastic 

about reading the histoncal literature. The teacher and students enjoyed the literature, 

the reading choices, the narrative mode, and the stories about particular people. These 

stories gave readers humanizing details that brought them into the real-life drama of 

history and created little hooks on which to hang important histoncal concepts. 

Teacher's and students' enthusiastic reading of historical literature stood in stark 

contrast to what the research tells us about the reading of history textbooks. Although 

Anders and Guzzetti (1996) point out that textbooks are a well-ensconced artifact of 

schooling, other studies have shown that students actually rarely read their histor\' 

textbooks, relying instead on the teacher to supply the important information (what they 

need to know for a test) in the form of lecture, films, and classroom activities (Downey 

& Levstik. 1988). However, as this study showed, in the grand conversations cumculum 

students did nm rely on others to tell them what they needed to know about history. 

Though they talked together about the books- constructing meaning together and 



exchanging ideas- they also read the books and thought about the stories for themselves. 

In this study, students were using texts to construct subject area knowledge, not merely 

relying on someone to tell them what they needed to know. 

Response journals were another part of the grand conversations curriculum that 

was particularly interesting. This was the first time Mary Ann had used journals in her 

teaching and she was still learning how to help students use them effectively in 

responding to literature. Frequently students were given highly-specific directions about 

what to write in the journals, and sometimes they were instructed to do assignments in 

the journals. The literature on response journals argues that students need to be able to 

exercise choice and develop ownership of the journals by using them to meet their own 

practical needs (Atwell. 1987: Edelsky, 1986). Although the students deserved more 

freedom and trust concerning how they responded to the literature and histoncal concepts 

m the journals, Mary Ann's control over the journals reflects familiar problems teachers 

face as they change their ideologies and methods of teaching. New methods and new 

ideologies require that teachers stop to rethink their role as teacher and address issues of 

control and student choice in learning (Sumara & Walker, 1991, Spiegel. 1996). The 

findings indicated that the student response journals were one area of the cumculum 

where Mary Ann needed to think about how to balance her need for control and 

accountability with student ownership and choice. 

Mary Ann's watchful eye on the journals reflected the fact that she was still 

figuring out how to use journals in her teaching. Since it was the first time she had used 
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the journals and how much direction students really needed. It was all a part of the 

inventing process and demonstrated that we were still in progress. We had not yet 

arrived. 

The learning and connecting activities that Mary Ann and I developed were 

another important part of the grand conversations curriculum that needs to be discussed. 

Through our collaboration in developmg and presenting the vanous activities, Mary Ann 

and I demonstrated to the students that the grand conversations curriculum was 

important. Our partnership in the invention of this curriculum was a defining aspect of 

grand conversations, and demonstrated the value we placed on it. Therefore, though the 

cumculum didn't count in the conventional way (counting for points or a grade) our 

collaboration and enthusiasm for it communicated that in pnnciple it did matter. 

These learning activities were also important to the development and enactment 

of the grand conversations cumculum because they played an important role in helping 

the students connect and organize in a meaningful way the many different characters, 

conflicts, issues, and events that they read about in their books. We didn't want the grand 

conversations in histor>' cumculum to be simply an entertaining experience or interesting 

collection of stones. We wanted history to make sense and we wanted it to matter to the 

students. Therefore, Mary Ann and I worked together to think of ways to help the 

students make personal connections, link the issues, and search for patterns in order to 

construct their historical understandings. We believed that the connections and patterns 



students developed as they read and talked about the literature would help them make 

sense of history- and life (Short, 1993). 

One of the most memorable connecting activities of the year was the presentation 

by Carol Garrard whom we invited to speak to the students about the Holocaust. The 

students listened with rapt attention and flooded her with questions that had grown out of 

their own reading about the Holocaust. Although Dr. Garrard assumed that Mary Ann 

and I had carefully coached the students for her presentation, Mary Ann and 1 realized 

that we were not the reason students were so well prepared to talk about the Holocaust. 

Mary Ann and 1 recognized that it was the students' emotional engagements with 

literature, their intense interest in their own questions, and the degree to which they were 

learning to care about events and people in history that "prepared" them for Dr. Garrard's 

presentation. Facts had not prepared them. Stones had. 

The findings indicated that small group discussions were the one component of 

the grand conversations curriculum which was least consistently enacted throughout the 

course of the year. Here again, the ambiguous nature of grand conversations made it 

somewhat unclear as to how we should proceed with the literature discussions. Although 

I had a general idea, there was no formula to follow or set standard by which 1 could 

make decisions about how to help the students make the best of the discussions, who 

should schedule them, or how often groups should get together to talk. This was the one 

aspect of the grand conversations curriculum that Mary Ann left up to me to 

conceptualize and schedule on my own. 
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I discovered that the small group discussions were not somethmg I could develop 

and plan for ahead of time and implement independent of Mary Ann. In planning for 

literature discussions, I needed to accommodate her plans and the students' plans Quite 

frankly, I needed Mary Ann's ideas and collaboration in thinking through this aspect of 

the curriculum. I needed Mary Ann's support and collaboration to invent, schedule, and 

enact this part of the grand conversations curriculum just as much as I needed her 

collaboration to invent the other parts. 

Finally, the findings about how Mary Ann. the students, and 1 enacted the grand 

conversations curriculum reflected a curriculum in progress. We made mistakes. We 

changed our minds more than a few times. Many of our actions reflected the three 

phases of pedagogical change that Brown and Coy-Ogan (1993) identified: (1) a 

mechanical phase where the teacher seeks specific answers on "how to do" a certain 

method, (2) an experimental phase where the teacher tries different ways of applying a 

panicular methodology', and (3) an internalization phase where the teacher internalizes 

the philosophy and personalizes the approach to suit teacher and students. 

Clearly, this study confirms what other studies have already shown- the processes 

of change survive best within a supportive environment, involve fine tuning (or 

"tweaking"), and require experimentation over a period of time (Pappas. Oyler, Barry & 

Rassel. 1993; Placier & Hamilton, 1994). 
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CHAPTER 6 

THE REST OF THE STORY 

"I'm begining to lem more about slavery. Before I was agamst it, but 
knew very little about it. Now I'm begining to hate it." - Mike 

The purpose of this chapter is to report the findings for question three. I 

attempted through thick descriptions of classroom activities and student responses to 

describe the main categories of findings that emerged from the analyses to respond to the 

research question. Descnptions and quotes were taken from researcher observations 

recorded in field notes (FN), student response journals (J), audio tapes of small group 

discussions (AT). and student self-evaluations. Finally, after the findings for question 

three are presented and discussed, a concluding section discusses overall findings across 

all three research questions. 

Findings for Question Three 

What were the students' responses to the grand conversations cumculum? What 

effects did the grand conversations cumculum have on the students' perceptions and 

ideas of history'' 

Field note, audio tape and journal data analyses revealed a wide variety of student 

responses to the vanous components of grand conversations curriculum. In general, 

student responses indicated that they enjoyed and drew many benefits from the grand 
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conversations cumculum which included historical literature, journals, learning 

activities, small groups and literature discussions. Specifically, students expressed 

overwhelmmgly positive responses to the historical literature and demonstrated many 

benefits and a growing historical understanding fi-om reading, reflecting and talking 

about the books. Data analyses revealed students retelling selective portions of the 

historical literature, making evaluative statements about the stories they read, posing 

many questions and making connections among texts, learning activities, films, and life 

experiences. Finally, data analyses also showed students working through complex and 

larger historical, social and cultural issues in their journal entries and in the small group 

literature discussions. Each of these categories of student responses will be discussed in 

the sections which follow. 

Although most of the specific responses quoted here referenced a particular book, 

all were situated in the context of the grand conversations curriculum; extensive and 

intensive reading of histoncal literature, reflecting in journals, whole class and small 

group discussions, and a vanety of learning activities as outlined in the findings for 

question two. All responses were informed and mediated by the whole of the 

curriculum, discrete parts of which were not separated out in the analysis for question 

three. 

To preserve the students' voices and not break up the continuity of their thoughts 

with editing 1 did not correct the spelling or grammar in the portions quoted unless 

necessar\- to clarify meaning. Student quotes taken from journals, self evaluations or 
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other written work were quoted as wntten. I felt that too many brackets and [sic]s would 

break up the flow of the entry and detract from what the students were trying to say. On 

the rare occasions where I chose to edit or add explanatory notes to student quotes cited. 

I did so within brackets to distinguish between students' voices and my own. 

Students' Responses to the 

Grand Conversations Curriculum in General 

Data analysis showed students clearly enjoyed having the opportunity to work 

together and talk about the books with their friends. Students were engaged in their tasks 

and contributed and received multiple benefits from working together in small groups. 

Opportunities to work and talk together in small groups was a distinguishing 

charactenstic of the grand conversations curriculum. Early in the year following a silent 

reading segment I overheard a student say as he left class; "Yeah, I like this class." (FN 

4). Based on my observations and the wonderful rapport that Mary Arm had with her 

students, I think that most of the students felt the same way about the class. Daniel 

wanted to know when they could have another discussion: "I like that discussing stuff" 

(FN 70). Isaac thought discussion groups were helpful to him because; "... if we didn't 

have disccusion groups we wont be able to understand parts that we don't understand." 

(Librarian's Career Ladder Feedback Form, in FN). 

Although she was reading a completely different book which was unrelated to the 

Holocaust Kali asked to join The Devil's Arithmetic discussion group. This indicated 
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issues related to the texts and classroom activities. Kali also knewr how to use the 

discussion groups to her advantage. She joined that group because she wanted to talk to 

others about some questions that had arisen in her mind through the events of the last few 

days (whole class discussions, reading m the textbook and guest speaker Carol Garrard 

who talked about the Holocaust) (FN 276). 

In the self-evaluations following the Various Perspectives on U.S. History theme 

series, students were asked to reflect on the whole grand conversations process of reading 

histoncal literature, joumaling and talking about the books. They also were asked to 

judge how well their group had worked together and to describe how their discussions 

had helped them better understand their book and how it related to history (FN 184 and 

Self Evaluations). On the whole, analysis of the self evaluations revealed that students 

valued the group expenences and believed that they had been largely beneficial to their 

understanding of history. 

They rated themselves very high (higher than I expected) on cooperation and 

collaboration in small group discussions, and working together to prepare presentations. 

Martha explained;"... some historical things were not so clear in the book and the 

people in my group helped me see the hidden historical things better (Self Evaluation)." 

Although Anna spoke very little English (or more likely because Anna spoke very 

little English), she too felt the discussion groups had been beneficial to her; "Yo pienso 

que si alluda mucho porque a si pueden agarrar mas ideas (Self Evaluation)." 
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(Translation; I think that yes they [discussion groups] do help very much because you 

can get more ideas [from the others in the group].) 

Mike was generous in his appreciation towards a fellow classmate and her 

contribution to the group discussions. "Kali had studied the story at her last school, so 

she knew more about the historical aspects of the book. I think she really knew a lot 

about the story, and shared some of it with us." The data is clear that students felt that 

the group discussions and group work had contributed to their understanding of the book 

and to their broader historical understandings. 

There were many instances of humor recorded in field notes and audio tapjes of 

the small group discussions indicating that in addition to working on meaning, students 

had fun and enjoyed working and talking together. For example, since they had been 

talking about "advanced civilizations" in the Native Amencan Issues discussion group, I 

asked the students if eighth-grade culture was an advanced civilization. All the students 

laughed and Kali responded; "Yeah! We're advanced more than the seventh-graders, the 

sixth-graders . (AT 7a). In talking about wars and how to avoid them, Sharon 

suggested that rather than sending armies out to fight, the leaders should settle their 

disputes by arm wrestling. Daniel added; "They could do mud wrestling." (AT 8). 

Students had fun playing with those ideas for a few moments before continuing with the 

discussion. 

Some students admitted that they had "goofed off', but the group discussions and 

work related to preparing their presentations nevertheless, was useful as well as fun. 
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Barry said; 

Most of the time there was someone that was always, or most of the time, 
goofing around.. . . But I thought that Janet worked the hardest on our poster, 
comeing up with ideas, etc. Our presentation wouldn't have been as good as it 
was with out her. (Barry, Self Evaluation) 

Jason A. said, "We mostly goofed off but we got the work done." Despite the inevitable 

"goofing around" (see Searle & Dudley-Marling, 1995) students largely enjoyed and 

benefitted fi'om working and talking together. 

There were only four instances recorded in the data where group work was not 

positive and students did not enjoy the experience. What was interesting about each of 

these incidents was that they all had one particular student. Erica, in common. 

The first instance occurred during one of the early discussions and was recorded 

on audio tape and later transcribed (AT la). Dunng this discussion of three short books 

by Mildred Taylor (The Friendship. The Gold Cadillac. The Mississippi Bndge). Enca 

sat quietly and disdainfully refused to add to the discussion e.xcept to correct and hassle 

Jim. She seemed to be delighting in making Jim work hard. Rather than adding to the 

discussion, Enca seemed to position herself as a critic of others' comments. I sensed that 

this made Janie feel uncomfortable (and reluctant to talk) and at the very least put Jim on 

the "hot seat" throughout the discussion. 

1 did not say anything to Erica about her participation and cooperation with the 

group, or lack thereof, at this time, or later. In retrospect, I wish I had. Erica's behavior 

towards others in the class, and particularly when working in small groups, fluctuated 
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between being aloof and being mean (FN 86-87, 101, 168-169, 197,198). Regrettably, 1 

did not address the problem of how Erica treated others because 1 was unsure of myself 

and how I should respond to Erica. When 1 asked Mary Ann about it she mdicated that 

she did not think it was a problem. Nevertheless, as the following examples illustrate. 

Erica tended to intimidate and treat harshly students who were not in her closest circle of 

friends. 

The second instance occurred when I assigned Jason K. to work on a 

brainstorming activity vvith Erica, Rick, and Melinda (FN 153-154). The group objected 

to having Jason K. in their group and did not begin work on the activity for several 

minutes. 1 tried to encourage them to work together and Erica complained: "How do you 

expect me to work with him? He took the paper from me and he won't listen to me."(FN 

153). 

The third instance of negative student responses to group work occurred while 

Erica, Rick, Connie, and Rob were prepanng a collage of quotes for their presentation on 

Sinu Down the Moon (FN 155). Erica ndiculed Rob for drawing a Navajo rug design 

around the edges of the collage instead of working on the inside of the collage itself. She 

said that since he "forced" his ideas that the book was about racism on the group, he 

should be drawing something about that, not just designing the border. Even dunng the 

presentation itself. Erica attacked Rob's ideas (Video Tape). Although Rob 

diplomatically ignored Erica on both of these occasions, he later wrote in his self 

evaluation; "My group got along like Germans and Jews if you know what 1 mean." (Self 
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Evaluation, 4-26-94). When the class watched the video of presentations Rob groaned 

and said, "Oh man!" and leaned forward in his seat with his hand on his head (FN 183). 

Clearly, this was an unpleasant experience for Rob- and many others who quietly 

sympathized with him. 

The last instance of negative responses during group work occurred as Rick, 

Enca. Melinda, and Tico worked on a discussion strategy after Mary Ann had read aloud 

Rose Blanche (FN 191-194). Mary Ann had directed the students to get together in 

groups of four and share their sketch to stretch about Rose Blanche with the group. Tico 

hesitated to join their group, hinting that he really didn't want to be with Enca. but was 

urged by Rick and Melinda to join their group anyway. It was not a pretty picture. They 

argued about who should share first. Then they argued about who should share next. 

The group was quite dysfunctional. In the end Rick said, his voice shaking as he shared 

with the class; "We discussed our pictures and then we fought the whole time." (FN 194). 

According to my observations, it appeared that Erica was the only student who 

overtly resisted the grand conversations cumculum, and the group work aspect of it in 

particular. Some words in the field notes used to describe Erin and how she worked with 

others were: critical, harsh, caustic, punitive. As I reflected on this phenomenon in my 

theoretical memos I concluded; "Erica works as a silencer in the groups. She is not a 

safe and comfortable person to have in your group, she's not even challenging. She's 

dangerous!" (FN 169). My best guess as to why Enca was so generally disagreeable in 

the small groups grew out of something she said to me during a small group discussion. I 
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had asked Jim, Janie, and Erica to take a few moments to think about the books and write 

some responses they could share. Erica refused to write anything, stating; "I do that in 

my room at home." (AT la). What 1 inferred from this comment was that Erica preferred 

to work on her own and had already achieved much in school (good grades. Junior Honor 

Society, gifted student) without the benefit of collaborating with other students. Why 

should she begin to learn from and with others now? 

Students' Responses to Historical Literature 

Overall, student responses to the historical literature was very positive. The data 

revealed much enthusiasm for the histoncal literature, great curiosity for new books 

bemg introduced, active participation in making good book choices, and generous 

interest in the read alouds. Aaron had this to say about the books, "Historical fiction is 

what I like because 1 learn some part of history while I'm enjoying a good story (Self 

Evaluation)." When new books became available, the students were eager to make their 

selections. They did their best to ensure their first choice: 

Several girls are waiting outside the room when we return from break. 
They enter with us and prowl over the books on the back table, talking excitedly 
about which [books] they've already read, which ones they want to read. As other 
students (boys and girls) enter they join the crowd around the table. The crowd 
grows until just about the whole class is crowded around the table. They talk 
about related WWII movies. Students grab books to their chests. They talk about 
hiding them so others won't get them first. They try convincing others not to read 
it so they can. Students are so excited about the books that they are late settling 
into their seats for class to resume. Mary Ann scolds the class for being late." 
(FN 184-185) 
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There was also great interest and positive responses to the read alouds. These 

eighth graders enjoyed the picture books Mary Ann and I selected for class. This was 

especially encouraging to Mary Ann since in the past she had been concerned that eighth 

graders would feel put down if she read them a picture book, or "baby book" (Hernandez-

Miller. 1992). The students expressed no negative responses to the read alouds; rather 

they demonstrated how much they enjoyed the books by listening attentively and craning 

their necks to see the illustrations on even the Dr. Seuss book, Sneetches (FN 103). 

When Mary Ann introduced The Big Lie: A True Storv. Erica wanted to know if there 

were any pictures and Mary Ann explained that it was a short chapter book; 

. . well, there might be two or three illustrations, but that's all." She added, "Sorry." 

when Erica and others showed their disappointment (FN 239). 

Another way that students demonstrated their interest and involvement in the read 

alouds was by their enthusiastic and emotional responses to the stories. The first thing 

the students typically wanted to do after Mary Ann finished reading was to say something 

about the book, ask a question, or share their feelings about it. As students were 

brainstorming and webbing ideas about the sadness and cruelties of war following the 

reading of Faithful Elephants one student made the comment that no one would care 

about the memory of these elephants when they looked at the memorial years later. 

Upon hearing this comment, several students cried out their disagreement and Marcia 

exclaimed, 'If they know the story they'll care because ws heard the story and cared. 

(FN 185-186). 
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Retellings 

A careful examination of what the students were doing when they retold a stor\' or 

a selected portion of the story revealed many different functions for the retellings. 

Journal and audio tape analyses revealed that students used retellings to serve many 

practical purposes in responding to and reflecting on the stories. 

Establishing a common text. First, the retelling (either in a journal or in a 

discussion group or both) established a common text to be discussed. Data analyses of 

literature discussions and journals indicated that students used the retellings to sort out 

the facts of the story. They wrote and retold portions of the stories to review or find out 

what really happened. The retellings illustrated students working on understanding 

history- what happened, when, where and why. 

For example, the group discussing the post civil war story Be Ever Hopeful 

Hanalee used a collaborative retelling (with clarifying questions) to reconstruct the story 

so they could discuss it. After asking students to tell me how they had liked the book, I 

started the discussion by asking a question. The students responded by establishing the 

setting for the story through a collaborative retelling; 

Mirtha Did it [the book] apply to the history that you have read? 
Tico Not really. 
Ted Um, sort of When they're building up Atlan-Atlanta. Whatever. 
Tico It didn't really contribute to the civil war, huh? 
Kim Yes it did. 
Tico Not really. 
Ted Uh huh. 
Kim After the civil war. 
Tico I know, reconstruction! 
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Ted Yeah, reconstruction. 
Tico (unintelligible) got a carpentry job 
Mirtha It was about how they were trying to-? (interrupted by Ted) 
Ted Yeah, put back the town or something. 
Kim After It got bumed down by that-
Ted By Sherman. Guy that plowed through and destroyed everything 

After establishing the setting they went on to introduce the characters in the same way. 

through a collaborative retelling of the story. Then they got into the plot: 

Tico They moved from their old town to Atlanta to get jobs. 
Kim To get jobs. 
Mirtha So everyone moved? The whole family moved? 
Ted Yeah and-
Kim Yeah and their friend um— Marilee? or something like that? She 

moved with them cuz they used to live with them (unmtelligible) 
when the Yankees bumed down their house. 

Ted And she hates all the Yankee guys and the Blue Bellies. 

So the conversation continued, retelling and asking questions to clanfy as they 

progressed through the story. Only after they had retold most of the highlights did they 

go back to discuss how badly Sherman had devastated the land and all the work involved 

m the reconstruction (AT 2a). Retellings were by far the most common form of talk in 

the discussion groups because establishing a common text was a natural and necessary 

prelude to the heart of the discussions. 

Reexamining kev aspects of the storv The second function of a retelling was to 

lay out on the table what the students wished to talk about, the parts that had a significant 

impact on him or her. 

Some of the retellings in the literature discussions and response journals were 

very basic, pierfunctory. Students were just stating the facts as they saw them, getting the 
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job done, so to speak. For example, in his journal response to Long Joumev Home Barry 

wrote: 

"I like this book. I read from pg. 7-17. I'm on the top of pg. 18. Right 
now, there is a guy whose name is Rambler. He is a awesome guitar player. So 
he goes m a Cafe, and starts to play. But there is another black guy who at first 
didn't like him, but after a little bit, he learned to like him. And ended up getting 
paid 5 dollars." (Barry, J 9/3/93) 

Ted had this to say in one journal entry about Anne Frank: "Today 1 read about 7 entries 

from Anne Franks Diary. So far she is just having her normal Life untiL they haLF To 

move." (Ted, J 4/29/94). Cliff gave a brief sketch about Slave Dancer in one of his 

journal entnes: "it is a bout slave being taking to become sold. The Book is good. It 

tak's about how they died of deses. They were also thrown over bord." (Cliff, J 10/1/93) 

Cliff and Barry did offer simple evaluative comments about how they liked their books, 

but basically all three just retold generally what the book was about and some of the 

things that happened. Enca provided a succinct retelling and analysis about The 

Friendship: 

"The fnendship is about name titles. Whites must be called with a Mr. or 
a Mrs. tacked on to their last name. One old black man won't call the store owner 
anything but 'John' because he saved him as a boy several times so the old man 
believes it's his right." (Enca, J 11/29/93) 

It is unlikely that students wrote the retellings to prove to the teacher that they had read 

the book (as in a book report) since this was never asked of the students. Rather, 

retellings were more likely done to relive the experience, reexamine the part or parts of 

the story they needed and wanted to think more about. However, what is interesting is 
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that although students were not told to retell thev did for their own purposes. Like Jenny 

said, about writing in her journal; "My entries really collected my ideas about how I 

understood the book (Self Evaluation)." 

Janet was profoundly interested in New Kids on the Block, a collection of oral 

histories about immigrant teens. She wrote lengthy, detailed retellings of the stories 

because they held special significance for her 

"I just read in my texset book. It talks about this boy. he from 
Afghanistan hes haveing trouble in shcool. he doesnt know english. But he says 
now that hes seventeen he has a couple of years in the U.S. he cought on. He says 
he found out 'If you act the way they do, say the things they do the will be clam 
[calm] So he trys not to act strange to them. 'I wear T-shirts and stone-washed 
jeans and his hair looks like thire hair and he watches TV- Three's Company' 
Diffrent Strokes' to help him know whats going on in American familes. what 
they do so now they cant even tell he Afghanistan epople If he tells them they are 
very surpnsed He is a muslim His Religions has a big part of his life it effects 
every part of his life eating, dateing, ect this religion forbids for him to date. His 
parents have to decide who he should marry, for him his mother and his uncle 
will discuss because his father died. He says it fine with him. he says in fact it 
perfact. He knows his mother went threw it herself He dosent want to change his 
culture and forget his language. They are to wear a long black robe covers 
everything His sister dosent wear hers (he dosent neather because people will 
laugh at him he not to talk to girls at certain times he makes a sin if he looks at a 
lady the chadoor [unintelligible wnting], "From diffrent cultures who come here 
get what Amencan do 

"Ten years from now he hopes to be maried have a cereer, a home and 
children. They are the face of his future." (Janet, J 3/22/94) 

Although the details of Abdul's story don't align perfectly with Janet's own 

immigration story, his experiences are sufficiently similar to hers so that she might want 

to retell the story to sort the facts out. The pans she selected to retell were the parts that 

were most significant to her and those that she wanted and needed to think more about. 
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The portion of Be Ever Hopeful. Hannalee that Eduardo selected to retell in his 

journal was a part that seemed illogical to him; "1 guess they go look for Davay because 

he took off cause he's charged with murder. Why should he run if he's not really guiltv'. 1 

think he should stay and plead innocent." (Eduardo, J 12/13/93). Later, as he read further 

m the book and as he talked with fellow students reading the same book Davey's actions 

made more sense to Eduardo. But writing about it in the journal gave him the 

opportunity to put his uncertainty into words, rethink it, and make a note of it so that he 

could seek out more information from his fellow classmates in the literature discussion 

group. 

Jenny's retelling in first person of a selected portion of the book. Sing Down the 

Moon shows her returning to a part of the story she wanted or needed to think about 

more. 

"Im hungr\'. 1 havent ate and 1 left the tortiallas on the ground. If I go 
back, 1 will be a slave for the rest of my life. 1 want to go home Hurry, Hurry, 
Run, get those horses Running Bird, go, go. 

"This book lets me feel like Im one of the girls and 1 can feel the fear that 
the young girls feel, which kind of makes me feel wierd. 1 dont know why I feel 
this fear. I just feel it rotating into [my] body[.]" (Jenny, J 3/17./94). 

After the first paragraph where Jenny retold a significant event from the story in first 

person, she backed up from the retelling and seemed to be wondering about her strong 

emotions and reactions to it. Why did Jenny choose to retell that portion of the story? It 

may be that she chose to write about that part of the story because the strong emotion she 

felt as she read the book had surprised her. As she retold the story she was able to relive 
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it. As she retold and relived the story through the eyes of Bright Morning she was able to 

rethink her emotions and examine them. 

In his retelling of Thunder Rolling in the Mountains Aaron did the same thing: 

"They surrendered finally. After the suffering of their people was so great, the 
Nee-Mee-Poe surrendered. Many had died. It's kind of sad because I really 
wanted them to be free. But that's not going to happen. The soldiers always lie. 
They will probably kill them." (Aaron, J 4/18/94). 

You can almost hear the bitterness in his voice and feel the heaviness as he pauses 

between the last three sentences and imagine that there was a lot of rethinking going on 

between each of those thoughts. "But that's not going to happen" implies that the story 

didn't turn out the way Aaron wanted, and that he probably spent some time imagining 

how he would have liked the story to end. Jenny and Aaron's responses also revealed 

strong emotions that needed expression and reflection. These will be discussed later. 

Evaluating the storv. Students also retold highlights or portions of the story to 

evaluate the story and give their opinions as illustrated by Daniel in his brief retelling of 

portions of Slave Dancer: 

"Well like you said the story is get better and more intense. Well Jessie is 
over hearing conversation, about Purvis. And I got to that part about Purvis and 
the wad of vile brown stuff flew by Jessie's ear, it was pretty funny. OH! I am 
still wondering why the kidnaped Jessie and put him on the boat and make him 
work. Well maybe I will find out latter in the chapter. Well 1 feel so far that I 
pick a pretty good book to read about slavery." (Daniel, J 9/13/93) 

Isaac's retelling of Lvddie shows him retelling his favorite portion of the book and 

offering his opinions on it; 

"The book Lyddie is a very good book. It tells so many good things and 
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bad things. And also it tells very funny ones too. My favorite part was when 
Charles sneeked the cow to the next door naighbor. I wonder if the naighbor ever 
found out. I also think that it was funny and a good idea. That is an easy way to 
get alot of money. They sold the little calf to a very rich man. That nch man 
invited them to eat dinner. 1 think that man was very polite because he also gave 
them a ride to town." (Eduardo, J 12/14/93) 

Kim also selected brief parts of Anne Frank: The Diarv of A Young Girl to retell 

in order to set the stage for her comments and evaluation of the book and its main 

character: 

"1 like the Anne Frank book so far. Jason K. is letting me read it. Some 
parts of it are hard to understand. I'm passed the part where she said 'Memories 
are worth more than dresses.' I agree with her. If she was to become a writer and 
usually writers base their books on memories she would need her letters and her 
diary to look back on and reflect. I think she is prettier than her sister but she's 
not beautiful. It seems to me that she is a little bit confused about the hideout at 
this early point in the book." (Kim. J 4/29/94) 

Lon wove her opinions and analysis of the stor\' mto her retelling of Waiting For 

Anya; 

"This is an AWESOME book! This is the story of how a boy, Jo, through 
several events, gets involved in a smuggling ring. They hid Jewish children then 
took them over the border in the mountains to freedom. 

"1 like the way this book shows Germans as humans. Yes, they did 
horrible things with no excuse, but they suffered too. Also, not all of them were 
for Hitler's plans. Some were forced into it. 

"In the book, the high ranking soldier that was one of the soldiers 
patroling for village was a German, yet he won over many of the village people. 
Especialy the children. It's so sad. Both sides lost. Jo's village didn't have 
freedom and the officer had to fight for something he didn't believe in. There 
were so many ironies in WWII. The officer has to guard against escaping 
children, then his own child dies. It was this that later led the officer I think to do 
what he does later." (Lori. J 4/18/94) 

The retelling was a springboard Lori used to revisit the story and tell the reader her 
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thoughts about the story. 

Barry also used retelling as a way to get back into Long Joumev Home and give 

his opinions on the stories and the history they recount: 

"I finished the book today. This book was very sad. The murder that they 
(white people) put slaves through. On the slave ships and off. The very last storv-
was probably my favorite. I think that it told the most about the hardships of 
slavery. Like, on the ships, when they had to go to the bathroom, they had to just 
go right where they were standing. So they had 'mess' all over them all the time. 
And it smelt bad too. But it also tells about how some slaves didn't take the crap 
from their 'massa'. One of the slaves whipped their overseer. So the overseer got 
scared and sold her." (Barry, J 9/27/93) 

Working through strong emotions. Often, as students were retelling selected 

portions of the story (selection was purposeful, retelling was purposeful) strong emotions 

were attached to the retelling and evaluative comments. In these instances the retellings 

enabled the students to begin to work through the strong emotion as they retold the story. 

Aaron illustrated this as he wrote about A Rifle for Waitie: 

"The part 1 just read got me really ticked, Indian raiders stole there stock. 
It got realistic because the sergeant got shot and died. It started and ended in a 
few seconds. It really tells me the pain and agony of marching for days and days . 

The book is really great, its better than I thought. I'm a very slow reader and 
I'm only on p. 109 of 332." (Aaron, J 9/20/93) 

Jason N. used the first person voice to retell a selected portion of his book and 

express his emotion about what happened to the Native Americans in Thunder Rolling in 

the Mountains:"At this point in the novel I am very angry about the white's living on our 

land and about the soldiers comming in and telling us to move or else war." (Jason N., J 

3/25/94) 
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As these examples illustrate, retellings served many imf)ortant purposes for the 

students as they responded to the historical literature. Retellings provided an avenue for 

students to review and summarize the story and establish a common text among 

themselves, their small group discussion mates, and the audience that would read the 

journals. Retellings provided an opportunity for students to go through the story again 

and work at comprehending the story Retellings were also very important occasions to 

relive the story, particularly the parts that held strong emotion for them so that they could 

work through and reflect on both the story and their responses to it. Retellings enabled 

the students to expenence anew the "Poem" and then elaborate and work through what 

they thought and how they felt about the story. 

Making Connections 

Another specific way that students responded to the curriculum was by making 

links and connections among the many "texts" within our grand conversations 

curriculum. Data analysis revealed students connecting whole class discussions, movies, 

historical literature, textbook, read alouds, guest speaker and small group discussions. 

Students connected issues and themes they had identified and discussed previously. 

Students also made numerous personal connections among the books, characters and 

their own life experiences. 

Connecting among books. Students made many connections among books, 

characters and their challenges. Here are just a few. Marcia wrote about two books she 



254 

had read, A Girl Called Bov which was about slavery and The Devil's Arithmetic which 

was about the Holocaust; 

"This book is good I'm possitive know that I've read it before. I can 
remember little parts. This book is so similar to Devils Antmatic because it's 
about a stubbum young girl that is sick of hearing about her herritage until shes 
sucked into that time." (Marcia, J 9/3/93) 

As Aaron read Thunder Rolling in the Mountains he saw many similarities and 

some differences with another book by Scott O'Dell; "This book is almost the same as 

Sing Down the Moon. But in this book, the indians decide to stay and fight. It's exciting 

reading about the battle. In a way I wish I was there, and in a way, I'm glad I was not." 

(Aaron J, 4/6/94). It is also interesting to note the way Aaron also made another even 

more personal connection by putting himself into the book, "In a way I wish I was there, 

and in a way. I'm glad I was not." He did this on several occasions. I'll discuss this more 

later. 

Barry reflected about the connections between New Kids in Town and the "I Have 

a Dream" speech by Martin Luther King Jr., which Mary Ann had read aloud that day: 

"My mam character is a Greek girl named Anna. She is an immigrant. 
She was not treated fairly when she first moved to America. Kids at school made 
fun of her. But she's learned to fit in with kids at school now. 

"That is like MLK Jr. Free at Last speech. Everybody is created equal, 
and they should be treated like our friend. And I believe that everybody will at 
some time in the world." Barry, J 4/21/94) 

It is interesting to note that Barry not only connected events or details. He also alluded to 

connections among the larger racial and societal issues that Anna, Afncan Americans 

and new immigrants faced and still face. He also stated his hopes and desires for the 
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future, and implications for his own actions. More about this later. 

Connecting books and movies. Students also made connections between the 

books and movies Mary Ann showed in class. Stan reflected about several of the 

activities he and his group did in connection with Children of the Du.sthowl: 

"The preasmtation [presentation] that me and John drew was very fun to 
do. The movei grapes of wreith ["Grapes of Wrath"] was touching (was also 
menchond in Children of the dustbowl) example of one famalys strugle to make it 
back then it had a happy ending So im happy" (Stan, J 4/21/94) 

Both Jim and Kim read Anne Frank: The Diarv of a Young Girl and had these 

things to say about the book and the movie: 

"I thought that this movie was pretty good but some things didn't happen 
like they did in the book. In the beggening she gets the diary at her house and in 
the movie she gets it in the 'secret annex'." (Jim. J 5/4/94) 

"I think the theme of the book is survival and hope. After watching the 
movie each time 1 read and entry I can see the girl on the movie wnting and the 
things she's writing about happening in my head." (Kim, J 5/12/94) 

Kim's lived-through experiences with both book and movie worked together to create a 

powerful response to the story of Anne Frank, the Holocaust and World War II. In this 

entr>' she reflected on how the movie provided a visual image that stayed with her as she 

continued to read the book. Kim's connection from book to movie was quite different 

from Jim's. Jim focused on how the movie and the book were different. Both Jim and 

Kim's connections were valuable because they demonstrated that Jim and Kim were 

integrating various sources of information in order to better understand Anne Frank's 

experiences in the annex. 
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Connecting historical themes. In addition to direct references to other texts 

(books, speeches, films), students also made connections across historical and societal 

themes that they encountered in their books and literature discussions. Several students, 

after seeing the movie Animal Farm saw connections among its themes, the motto, "All 

animals are equal, but some are more equal than others" and the issues of racial 

prejudice, slavery, and genocide that they encountered in their reading and talking. Here 

are a few examples: 

I think the statement "All animals are equal, but some are more equal than 
others." is just another way of saying one race is better than another. Some 
humans think this way. and it causes a lot of trouble. (Connie, J 3/18/94) 

That statement was written by the pigs and basically meant that all the 
animals were equal but the pigs are more equal. This is also true in real life. For 
mstance this happened in history with the issue of slavery. The slave owners saw 
themselves as more intelligent and basically on a higher evolution level than the 
slaves. In other word everyone was equal but whites were more equal. (Kali, J 
3/18/94) 

1 think that means that all animals have nghts but that some animals have 
more rights Hitler showed that by saying that jews have some rights but gentiles 
have more rights. (Marcia, J 3/18/94) 

Kim responded to the read aloud of Sneetches by reflecting on what it meant to 

her and how it related to the issues brought up in her book Silver Davs. textbook readings 

and class discussions on World War II: 

"The meaning of this book is not to judge a book by its cover. This relates 
to World War 2 in that people who werent german or were jews were 
discriminated aginst even if they were good people." (Kim. J 3/22/94) 

During several discussions with the Native American issues group Connie and the 
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others grappled with reasons why the Native Americans were unjustly treated by the 

white man. The students discussed whether the mistreatment of Native Americans had 

been motivated by racism or "powerism", a term they coined that meant "the group of 

people w^th the bigger guns [or more advanced technology] wins." (AT 6.7). This was an 

issue that was never really resolved by the students and the following journal entry 

illustrates how Connie was still trying out the connections between racial prejudice and 

"powensm"; 

"Bright Morning was treated badly like blacks. Both had been victims of 
prejudice, and victims of invasion. The indians were invaded and moved so 
whites could have there lands. Blacks were invaded and moved so whites could 
have there bodies." (Connie. J 4/8/94) 

Connectin^ books with their life expenences. Another way that students made 

sense of their books and the historical events they were vicariously experiencing was by 

connectmg the events and issues in the books with their own life expenences. In this 

way they personalized the stories and strengthened their links to the past through a twin 

reading of the historical literature and their own lives. The following journal entries 

illustrate this well; 

"In the stor\' there is a part where Harriet Tubman's master threw a big 
rock and hit Tubman in the head. She was unconchince [unconscious] for a long 
time. (I don't know exactly how long). I can relate to that because when I was 7 
years old, my brother threw a rock and hit me in the head. Blood was 
everywhere. I was unconshuce [unconscious] for only about ten minutes, not 
quite as long as Harriet was." (Jason A., responding to Harriet Tubman J 
12/13/93) 

"I can make a connection with Boy because I think that I would be able to 
get away just like she did but I am starting to change my mind because I never 
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took into consideration that other slaves would tell on you. ... I think 1 can relate 
because if I am somewhere I am not supposed to be then one of my parents' 
friends will catch me." (Jim, responding to A Girl Called Bov J 9/27/93) 

"Lena and I have alot in common we both are very shy. When she thought 
it would be cool to move. I had the same promblem when 1 moved I thought it 
would be cool but it wasent and that makes me mad. I didnt know anyone, I felt 
like an outcast and thats how Lena feels. (But I relize know that even though 
Lena is black we all can have similarities even if we are different colors.)" (Jenny, 
responding to Words Bv Heart J 12/8/93) 

Being able to identify with Lena's experiences in a new town helped Jenny make 

a personal connection with Lena. This personal connection with a girl from a different 

racial background apparently helped Jenny come to the conclusion that;" . we all can 

have similarities even if we are different colors." 

Kim also found that she had much in common with the main character in Be Ever 

Hopeful Hannalee: I think I kind of have a similar attitude like Hannalee's because like 

her 1 have an indomitable spirit and an ever-hopeful optimism. People say I'm always 

smiling and never angry or sad. (Kim. J 12-5-93). 

These personal connections to the places, events and people from the past helped 

to shorten the distances between far-away places and unknown people. The connections 

made the students' reading of history more applicable to their lives and limes. They also 

helped change students' attitudes and beliefs about other racial or cultural groups as was 

evident in Jenny's insights above. 

Connie and Marcia seemed to be caught by surpnse with some unexpected 

personal connections to the historical literature: 
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Something that suprises me about Amie Frank is that she has the same 
birthday as me! (Connie, responding to A Picture Book of Anne Frank. J 4/29/94) 

The book is good and while I was reading it I figured out that my Grandpa 
was about 16 when this book took place then I figured out how this wasn't that 
long ago. That 1 think is ft-eaky because for me its easier to read this stuff if it 
was 50 years ago I think that is normal. (Marcia, responding to Roll of Thunder-
Hear Mv Cr\-. J 12/13/93) 

In the literature discussion group for Roll of Thunder. Hear Mv Crv both Melinda 

and Marcia registered a double-take as they realized their close cormections to the life 

and times of the story characters: 

Marcia This [story] happened when my grandpa was alive and that kind of 
freaked me out. Cuz like it was in the 1930s and my Grandpa is 
like 15 then. 

Melinda That's just weird to think about. 
Mirtha Did he live in the South'* 
Marcia No. he lived in-
Melinda My grandpa did.- my relatives lived in the South.— 
Marcia He lived like up m Illinois. 
Melinda He had things like that happen when my grandpa was alive. 

After a bit more discussion about Jim Crow laws and discrimination toward Blacks 

Melinda stated; "There are still Whites that don't like Blacks and they're prejudiced." (AT 

2ab) It seems that until Marcia and Melinda saw their faces stanng back at them through 

their grandfathers' expenences they could read the story as "out there". But once the 

personal connection was made they were hooked into the story. Gulp. Now they were 

inside the story, and they realized that those kinds of sentiments are still around today. 

Janet was very engrossed in the oral histories of immigrant teens in her book. 

New Kids in TOWTI. She read each of the stories with great interest, but was particularly 
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moved by the story of Tito from Mexico because his experiences paralleled hers so 

closely. She also felt that she could apply to her own life the lessons learned from his 

experiences; 

Know [Now] I am reading about this boy Tito from Mexico 1 like what he 
talles about 1 can relate very well amost like me and my brothers. Well my whole 
family. He say one part of the story. What matters is that 1 know what I am about 
and so do the important people in my life. You come from a backround so to get 
ahead you have to do twice if not three times better than the American bron 
person You have to learn the American culture. ... He talks about true facts, he 
says Tell them work hard remember who we are. Dont get into easy money stuff 

. . We can't climb the whole stair case all at once just one step at a time. . . . I 
think he thinks very good 1 agree highly because he belives in himself and in 
both coutnes. America [is] a beutiful country in both stories. Jorge and Tito. 
(Janet, J, 3/25/94). 

Putting self into the storv. As students made personal connections with the 

historical literature there were times when they also actually envisioned themselves in 

the book, reflecting on how that would be, how they would act and how they would feel. 

They wrote comments that began with, "If I was I would . . ." These types of 

personal connections were uniquely different because instead of the book reminding 

students of something in their lives, students personalized the story in the other 

direction, by putting themselves into the story. Aaron did this quite often in his journal 

reflections. He frequently pondered the events and conflicts from the inside looking out: 

It's exciting reading about the battle. In a way I wish I was there, and in a 
way, I'm glad I wasn't. 

In both books [Sing Down the Moon and Thunder Rolling in the 
Mountains), the Indians have a very hard life. Moving is a hard thing to do. I 
know because I used to move alot because my father was in the army. The 
sadness of leaving your friends and house. (Aaron, J 4-6-94) 
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I just finished the first major battle that Jeff was m. I would never be m a 
battle. (Aaron responding to A Rifle for Waitie. J 9-22-93) 

I finished the book today. After Bright Morning escaped, it was a 
hardship filled time for her, her husband, and her baby. I am glad 1 did not live 
then. (Aaron responding to Sing Down the Moon. J 4-5-94) 

In this book 1 would hate to be Hannah. She has traveled back to the 
worse time possible, the beggining of WWII. The Nazis shall come and take 
them all away. 1 hate Nazis. 1 hate anyone who is prejiduce. Or anyone who 
thmks that they are better than another person. (Aaron responding to The Devil's 
Arithmetic. J 4-29-94) 

Aaron expressed such strong emotion in these entries, especially this last one, that it was 

difficult to know who was talking. Was it the Aaron of the 1990s who upon pondering 

the whole situation was saymg he hated Nazis? Or was it the Aaron living through the 

humiliation and ordeal of the Holocaust through the literary experience whose voice we 

hear saying that he hates the Nazis'' 

Janet also put herself into the life of Abdul, an immigrant teen whose story is 

found in New Kids in Town: 

If 1 was Abdul I would think 1 wasn't living my life because people are 
living it for me picking what 1 should eat who 1 should marry what I should wear 
what to do in his life to come. 1 would fill I would be liveing a life that would 
make me fill 1 wasn't leveing at all. So I would try to do the stuff 1 wonted not 
what other people wanted for me. (Janet, J 3-22-94) 

The data analyses found that students made numerous connections among books, 

characters, books and movies, connections across themes and issues, between the book 

and life experiences and by putting themselves into the book, "If I was I would ..." 

It was very gratifying to find students making a variety of cormections because you could 
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see that by so doing, they were piecing the history together, making sense of the pieces as 

they wove them together. 

Through the literature and the opportunities students had to respond to the 

literature through discussions, writing, drawing and drama they were not studying histor\' 

at arms-length, unrelated piece by unrelated piece but as they connected it to their own 

lives they experienced history up close and personal, making history meaningful and 

most of all, making history matter. 

Thematic Statements 

As was shown above, students were able to reflect on the literature and integrate 

it with other "texts" created within the grand conversations cumculum. Students 

integrated prior knowledge, life expenences, movies, textbook, whole class activities and 

discussions throughout the year. As we worked to integrate and construct the 

expjerienced curriculum, students were able to make historical and social thematic 

statements. 

Mary Ann and I tried to encourage the students to identify- historical and social 

themes as they read and discussed the texts. We encouraged the students to step back 

from the literature, textbook and films to interpret them and think about themes or 

theories they saw emerging from these texts. 

Making broad thematic statements. Several journal entries demonstrated that 

students stepped back from the literature and their immediate responses to the literature 
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to construct broad thematic statements: 

I thought this book has a "sad air" to it and showed the reahty of the after 
effects of the bomb. I think people pay more attention to the history of the 
holocaust than what happened in Japan because we as Americans helped stop the 
Hallocaust and we caused the bombing in Hiroshima and Nagasaki. People just 
don't want to recognize the damage our own country caused. (Kali, in response to 
Hiroshima No Pika. J 5/5/94) 

In this entry Kali demonstrated that she was beginning to formulate some theories about 

why some portions of history are well-remembered and popular to analyze while others 

are not. 

Although Stan enjoyed Shades of Gray very much;"... 1 thought it was the best 

book Ive ever read . . ." (J 10/1/93), he clearly disagreed with the main character's 

opmions on war. While the story allowed him to understand and sympathize with Will's 

ideas, Stan continued to disagree with Will and provided his own perspective on war in 

general: 

In my story [W]will strongly Bleved that if a person is in a war the[y] 
should fight for what they beileve in[.] him baliving [His beliefs] that [are what] 
caused most of the conflicts between him and his uncle. 1 disagree with his 
[Will's] baliefs beacuse if you dont whant to fight you dont have to fight[.] (Stan, 
in response to Shades of Grav. J 10/1/93) 

Identifying recumng themes. Students also indicated that they were beginning to 

build theories about history during whole class discussions. For example, near the end of 

the year I led the class in a discussion about the themes they had already discussed and 

identified throughout the year. As the students talked we made a list of the main ideas 

they identified. Then the students discussed how the ideas were interrelated: 
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Mike We could connect each theme to the others. 
Mirtha A giant web, connected? 
Stan Peace and discrimination, [Martin Luther King Jr.] workmg 

peacefully to end discrimination 
Mirtha That's what the Civil Rights Movement was all about! 
Mirtha (Pointing out another idea on our web) Has technology heliDed us 

achieve peace? 
Mike Without the A-bomb WWII could have gone on and on. 
Daniel What about technology and discrimination? The cotton gin 

helped decrease the need for Black slave labor. 
Mirtha See how things are so interconnected? I think it helps us to see 

history as a lot of things that are interconnected rather than a lot of 
events that happen and that don't really influence something else 
that might happen. 

A bit later in the discussion Stan concluded: 

Stan Many of these recumng themes have something to do with greed 
or fwwer. 

Denny I predict that in the future, forever and ever there will always be 
these things [war, peace, discrimination, increase of technology, 
etc.] in society. 

Mirtha It's not just that they have occurred over and over in the past, but 
that they will continue to recur'^ 

Kali We've seen them repeat in our lifetime already! 
Mirtha She's only 13 years old and she's already seen them repeat! (FN 

243-249. transcribed from audio tape) 

The following are more e.xamples of students making those broader thematic 

statements from what they e.\penenced in the grand conversations curriculum. 

Mike was a very active learner, always seeking ways to synthesize what he 

learned in school and make it applicable and meaningful to life: 

A while ago, Mrs. Miller challenged me to find a theme prevalent through 
history. 1 have, "Might makes right". This means that those with the most power 
decide what's right, based on what they want, with little respect to those with less 
power. (Mike, responding to historical literature, discussions and textbook in 
general J 4/22/94) 
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Aaron was also very uncompromising in his conclusions about the motivations and 

underlying deceptions leading to the Holocaust. He seemed to be building a theory about 

what caused the Holocaust; 

If there was and never had been racism in the world or people thinking 
that they're better, almost all the deaths of innocent people in WWII could have 
been prevented. If there was no racism, then WWII and many other wars could 
have been prevented. (Aaron, in response to The Devil's Arithmetic and WWII in 
general, J 4-94) 

The broad social and historical themes mentioned in the examples above weighed 

heavily on many students. These reflections often led students to consider the rightness 

or wrongness of others' actions and the personal implications. These judgments and 

implications for action are presented in a later section. 

Wondenngs and Wandenngs 

Another type of student response to the grand conversations curriculum (and the 

literature in particular) was what I have termed wondenngs and wanderings. These 

wondenngs and wanderings were sometimes stated as questions and sometimes just 

statements of unresolved issues students contmued to wonder about. They indicated that 

students were engaged in working to identify and explore questions and issues worth 

discussing. Student responses also demonstrated students working through issues and 

posing some questions for which they sought answers and others for which they were not 

necessarily seeking an answer. 
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Working to identify questions and issues. The Native American Issues discussion 

group (formed by students who had read different books about Native Americans during 

the Various Perspectives theme set) met five times. These meetings gave them multiple 

opportunities to pose many questions and suggest a broad range of ideas and issues to 

discuss in depth. Some of the questions this group discussed were about how the various 

speeches by Native American chiefs could have been recorded and translated and how 

the meaning could have been preserved accurately for so many years. They also 

wondered how we today could make some of the wrongs committed against the Native 

Americans right. "How could we return the land to them?" "Can we resolve these 

issues?" "Is It possible?" (AT 7). 

Even after they finally decided to focus their discussion on "powensm"- the 

powerful imfx)sing their will on the less powerful- there were still many questions and 

much wondenng and wandering as students grappled with very big and complex ideas. 

Dunng one of the discussions Kali finally asked in frustration: "Is there an answer to the 

question we are raising?" And Connie replied: "Well, you have to figure out what you're 

trying to solve before you can find out if there's a solution or not." (AT 7) Thus. Connie 

showed that she understood that it took some wondering and wandering before they 

could even identify the questions- much less suggest answers to the questions. This 

comment also illustrated an attitude or belief that students were beginning to develop 

about history- that learning about history is a complex process. It is not a clear open and 

shut case. 
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Posing questions that are left unresolved. Some of the questions students raised 

were eventually answered (at least in part) through further reading, asking someone who 

had more background information, or by doing library research. Other wondenngs were 

not resolved. These questions may not have even been meant to be answered. 

The group discussing Number the Stars raised many tough questions and 

demonstrated much of this wondering and wandering: 

Jenny I was wondering, if there was a WWIII and the Holocaust came 
back, would we be able to control it now? 

Mirtha I wonder. 
Melinda Hitler's dead. So we probably would 
Jenny You think it would take a Hitler? 
Sharon Probably take another Hitler. 
Mirtha What if somebody else rose in power? Would we be able to fight 

It'' 
Jenny We didn't know that the Holocaust was going on back then and 

now what to do, maybe. Or like more highly-
Mirtha Maybe now we're smarter? 
Melinda We fought against the guy in the Gulf War and he was bad. 

{Everyone talking at once. Much interest m the question. Mirtha calls on Jerry to 
elaborate. 

Mirtha 
Jerry 
Mirtha 
Daniel 
Mirtha 
Jerry 
Mirtha 
Jerry 
Jenny 
Jerry 
Jenny 

Jerry 

Jerry what do you mean you doubt it? 
Doubt what'.' 
What are your thoughts'' 
You don't have to say something. 
Well, he's doubting. I hear it. 
(Reluctantly) I don't know. I think that history repeats itself 
So you think the Holocaust could happen again? 
Yeah, easy. 
Would they have to have a different race? Two different races? 
If they did it would be the same thing. Another leader. 
Would it go back to the Jews and the Germans? Or would it be 
with like Hispanics and- (interrupted) 
It doesn't matter. Whoever they pick. They could pick— the 
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Mirtha 
Daniel 
Rob 

Daniel 
Christians or something. 
They could pick people with brown hair! (Not trymg to be funny 
[for a change],) 
Do you think it would take a good leader"^ 
Dictatorship. 
Yes, Hitler had several qualities that contributed to his 
dictatorship. He had a very good grasp on human psycho log> so 
he was able to kind of sway— not just some guy off the street. 

In this example many questions are posed, some answers are suggested, but no 

definite conclusions are reached. The only real strong conclusion you are left v^dth is a 

heavy feeling of responsibility, that these issues are real, that "another Holocaust" is 

within the realm of the possible when you consider human nature. 

Kim and Stan demonstrated this kind of posing of questions in their journals. 

Their entries demonstrated a wondering and wandenng through ideas. They sought 

answers to some questions, but other wonderings seemed just to express their indignation 

and amazement at what humans can do to each other; 

If American's were against what Hitler was doing to the Jews, why did 
they do it [internment camps) to the Japanese"' (Kim, J 4/26/94) 

The story was sad made me fell very sorry like why would anyone put any 
kind of Humans through That kind of torcher[''] mad[e] me very mad[.j (Stan, 
response to The Diarv of Anne Frank. J 4/29/94) 

Posing questions to pursue an answer. Many students who talked with me about 

their World War II research projects wondered why the Jews couldn't conceal their 

identity. Martha wanted to know: "How did the Nazi's know who was Jewish? Couldn't 

the Jewish just lie and say that they weren't a jew?" (Martha, J 4/26/94). Several students 

wondered the same thing. This question became a motivating force behind many of the 
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WWII research projects. It also moved me to call the Jewish Federation to arrange a 

guest speaker to talk to the students about the Holocaust. Dr. Carol Garrard's talk 

addressed many of these questions and held the students' intense interest for nearly two 

hours. 

Thus, some of the students' wonderings and wandenngs turned into a quest for 

answers. This quest was evident in students' research questions, classroom conversations 

and questions they asked me as recorded in the field notes. Their wonderings and 

wanderings were also evident m topics they chose to investigate for their research 

reports. 

Other wonderings, such as those expressed by Kim and Stan above, were never 

fully satisfied, nor is it clear that they could have been. They were expressions of 

questions, amazement and indignation that the students would carry with them into their 

future forays into history. 

Histoncai Understandings 

Finally, analyses of the journal and literature discussion data indicated that 

students integrated facts from the textbook, stories from the literature, and their 

responses to the stories to construct new historical understanding in the grand 

conversations curriculum. Analysis of student journals and small group discussions 

indicated that the literature played an important role in helping students gain insights into 

history and construct a multi-faceted understanding of history. This historical 
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understanding integrated rational/logical with emotional/affective knowing as many of 

the following examples illustrate. 

Integratme fact and fiction to develop historical concepts. Students' responses to 

the grand conversations curriculum showed that they were actively constructing 

historical understanding and integrating information from many sources as they read, 

reflected, listened, and talked. This was evident as Jenny put together her thoughts about 

the Civil War: 

The civil war has really increased my thoughts about it. 1 never knew that 
pres. Lincoln played a big role in the civil war. The civil war was never a real 
interest of mine but I relize now that the civil war was really, really, important but 
it wasent put in one spot altogether it was in several spots example (battles were 
fought everywhere and some had to do with the war), there wasent two generals 
in the war there were several and the civil war didint effect just the soliders, ect. 
It effected almost everybody. 1 leamed something about the civil war that 1 didnt 
know, which was that so many people didnt just die because they were injured, 
they also died of starvation, fatigue and fear. The civil war was very evil. (Jenny, 
synthesis statement about the civil war, J 10/1/93) 

Jenny's synthesis statement about the Civil War illustrates how the students integrated 

details that they leamed from the histoncal literature with what they leamed from the 

textbook and vice versa. Each text informed the reading of the other. The textbook gave 

her the facts about the setting and the characters (i.e. the battles fought in many different 

places, different generals, the role of President Lincoln) and the historical fiction 

provided valuable humanizing details (".. . people . . . also died of starvation, fatigue and 

fear."). It told of the human cost and how war affected the civilians in their everyday 

lives. 
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Janet's synthesis statement about the Civii War also illustrates how she integrated 

facts and fiction to put together a whole picture of slavery and the Civil War: 

I think my view of the Civil War had change as I read and heard more 
because the frist time at the beining of the unit was boring because we just read 
about it [from the textbook] and as I started reading I stared thinking and then we 
got to do stuff that showed what hapfied and we stared reading books [historical 
literature] that talk but to good informatin but told storys about people [books that 
gave good information but also told stories about people]. So it really change for 
me since the beining of the unit of the Civil War because I stared likeing it in the 
middle. Well one opinion I have regarding the destnction [destruction] that was 
cased [caused] by the War [is that] I think [the war] was worth it[.] [It] was the 
war that freed the slavy [slaves] and anther opinion I have about the destruction 
that the war cased is how bouth colored people and white both fought. I think my 
novel contributed alot to my knowledage my book was in a time Unit like know 
[now] and then it put people like us now in time back then and it helped me alot 
because 1 could amiage [imagine] myself, it just contributed alot of knowledge 
that gave me a good view about the war. (Janet, civil war synthesis statement, J 
10/I793) 

Although the above entry was long and somewhat difficult to decipher I included 

all of it because it showed how Janet worked her way into meaning as she wrote. This 

entry demonstrates how Janet used reading, wnting and talking in small groups to 

construct a historical understanding about slavery and the Civil War. Janet's historical 

understanding of slavery and the Civil War was not extracted from just one source, but 

integrated and constructed from many sources of information. 

Jason N. said he could see the "whole picture" and create what he felt was a 

rounded-out and enhanced understanding of history by putting various texts together. 

My view of the Civil War has changed since the beginning of the unit. 1 
never really saw the whole picture. I never saw how many deaths took place. 
Now by reading books and text sets [historical literature] I now know. I also feel 
sorry for all of those poor people who wanted nothing to do with the war but still 



272 

had to go through the pain of relitives being shot and killed. (Jason N.. synthesis 
statement about Civil War, 10/1/93) 

It IS quite likely that Jason N. had read the facts from his textbook about how many 

people died in the Civil War, but the numbers did not mean as much to him until 

someone he knew through personal experience or through a story died. It was then that 

Jason N. really saw " how many deaths took place." 

The examples above showed how students pulled together many different sources 

of information and many experiences to create, for example, what Jason N. called the 

"whole picture" of histoncal understanding. The excerpts that follow are just a few more 

examples of students' histoncal understandings that were full of insights and "aha" 

experiences. 

Writing specifically about The Tamarack Tree. Jenny explained how the book 

had helped her understand the civil war better; 

I never really thought the war was like this. If you were sitting in your 
house you could get shot, even if you werent outside. I have really learned alot 
about the civil War. 1 didn't know that everybody ran out of food (1 just thought 
the solidiers did) and 1 didnt relize so many people died. (Jenny. J 10/1/93) 

This reflection about The Tamarack Tree and the siege of Vicksburg reveals a depth of 

insight for Jenny into what it really meant to live through one part of the Civil War. 

Jason N. also expressed insights into life in Tokyo dunng World War II; 

I think that it is very sad about what the Japaneise had to go through in the 
war. Things had to be destroid even down to the zoos where everyone could go to 
get their minds off of the war and have a little fun. 1 just feel that war in general 
is sad and cruel. (Jason N. responding to Faithful Elephants. 4/26/94) 
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Although this picture book didn't provide lots of factual information about events m 

Japan during World War II, Jason N. was able to expenence some part of being there. 

Jason N. seemed to recognize that despite the threat of bombing, people would still want 

to; " . . go [to the zoo] to get their minds off of the war and have a little fun." This 

diversion was of course eliminated when it was decided that the animals would have to 

be destroyed. 

Journal responses and small group discussion data indicated that students were 

constructing a meaningful-to-them understanding of history that integrated fact and story, 

head and heart knowing. 

Enca alluded to this kind of knowing in her response to the slave auctions in 

Nettie's Tnp South: "I would not have been able to watch an Auction Block. When the 

mother and her children were seperated in the story my heart would have broken." 

(Erica, J 9/17/93). Mike demonstrated a kind of heart knowing that was very meaningful 

to him and also verv powerful; ""I'm begining to lem more about slavery. Before 1 was 

against it, but knew very little about it. Now I'm begining to hate it." (Mike, in response 

to To Be A Slave J 9/7/93). 

What Mike said about slavery is significant. Obviously he had knowTi slavery 

was wrong all along, but to be against slavery as he said was only a philosophical and 

intellectual position. Yes, slavery is wrong. A head knowledge. There is a sense of 

intellectual, scientific, dispassionate distance there. But to hate slavery, well- that is a 

different story. To hate slavery' is to feel the lash, to taste the sweat and the blood, to 
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experience the agony through the story of real people as in the slave narratives in To Be 

A Slave. That is heart knowledge. There is passion in this knowing of histor\ . 

Later in the year Mike again demonstrated this kind of knowing. As class was 

dismissed after viewing the film ^bout Anne Frank, Mike came up to Mary Ann and me 

and exclaimed, "She died! I just thought of them [the Jews] as a bunch of nameless 

people, but this was a real person and she died!" (FN 224). His response was intense. He 

sputtered. He exclaimed. He didn't complete his sentences. I asked him to put his 

thoughts in his journal for safe-keeping and this is what he wrote: 

I had to stop reading the book (someone else was already reading it), but 
sometime I'd like to read it. I was thinking, at the end of the movie, she died! An 
innocent. I'm not sure 1 realized that before. Thousands of people, individuals 
died because of the Nazis. (Mike, responding to the movie Anne Frank. J 5/4/94) 

In the entry above Mike made several statements that carr\' much meaning. Mike 

told me he knew that many people died in the Holocaust, but "thousands of people" was a 

faceless abstraction for him until he met Anne Frank about whom he could exclaim, "She 

died!". He knew, but he had not realized. "Thousands of people" did not mean as much 

to him as that one person he had come to know. (In fairness to the other students, pretty 

much all were deeply affected by the film, but I was not able to record any other specific 

e.xamples in the field notes. Mike came right over to talk to Mary Ann and me. blocking 

access to other students. However I did observe much general excitement and emotional 

responses following the film. Lunch penod followed and there was also a rush to get to 

lunch.) 
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Making moral judgments about histoncal events. Another aspect of histoncal 

understanding that came through in the data analysis was that making judgments about 

the events of the past seemed to go along with this heightened sense of historical 

knowing. Students considered the results of decisions made and what they might have 

done if they had been there. Their responses indicated that they had gained new 

perspectives about the world and past events, and that these new perspectives had helped 

them better understand their role in the present. They judged the nghtness and 

wrongness of the actions of others and envisioned themselves behaving better than most. 

Erica envisioned herself taking alternative actions if she had been the zoo keeper 

in Faithful Elephants; 

1 thought the story was sad. You know that what was done was done for 
the best, and yet you want to keep it from happening. If I was the zoo 
keeper/trainer, 1 would have tned to ship all the animals somewhere else, so as 
not to watch them suffer. (Erica, responding to Faithful Elephants. J 4/26/94) 

Stan also indicated he would have wanted to play a part in the history of the 

Okies if he could; 

Children of the dust bow l was a ver\ interesting book [It] was a very 
touching story it must have been real hard to live in those conditions and then 
leave there land and go all that way to California and when they get there They 
were disscriminated and couldn't even find jobs if I was there 1 would have 
wanted to do everything in my power to help them over all it was a very well put 
to geather book. (Stan, responding to Children of the Dust Bowl. J 4/10/94) 

As Mike reflected on the injustice of Native American relocation to reservation 

lands he implied that he wished he could have rewritten history, somehow changing the 

course of action; 
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My character feels America is to beautiful to leave. She is an Indian and 
IS fighting against being placed on a reservation, along with her tribe. The whole 
tribe IS fleeing the army and fighting as they go. 

I really reject that our race, the white men, did put the Indians on the 
reservations, and enslave the Blacks. (Mike responding to Thunder Rolling on the 
Mountains. J 4/8/94) 

These responses are just some examples of how students expressed a desire to make a 

difference and to change, if you will, the course of history. 

In her synthesis statement about the Civil War (Journal 10-1-93) Janet concluded 

that although the war had been very destructive, it "was worth it" because it was the war 

that freed the slaves. During a whole class discussion one boy stated that had we not 

dropped the A-bomb, World War II could have dragged on and on (FN 244). Thus, 

students judged the rightness or wTongness of the decisions others had made and weighed 

the results of these decisions. 

The small group discussing Number the Stars pondered the possibility that we 

could repeat something like the Holocaust and wondered if we would be "smart enough" 

to stop It from happening again. Jenny asked: "If there was a World War III and the 

Holocaust came back would we be able to stop it?" (AT 10). Jerry pointed out that most 

humans tend to be gullible followers. Rob thought that with just the right leader figure it 

might be possible to repeat such a horrible event in history. 

The direction of the discussion was somewhat pessimistic. As students talked 

about the book they recalled the allegations against the Nazis made by Dr. Garrard that 

greed, prejudice, and racism were the causes behind the Holocaust. Students integrated 
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their understanding of Hitler's propaganda campaign against the Jews and other gloomy 

facts they had gathered in their research for the World War II reports as they reflected on 

this story. 

Essentially, the question Jenny posed made the students stop and think about the 

condition of the human heart, of our morality and the way we treat others. As the 

discussion continued students talked about modem-day examples of white supremacist 

attitudes, skinheads, the neo-Nazi movement and the persistent problem of racism (AT 

10). As they talked about these serious issues, they could not help but make judgments 

about the actions of others and hope that they would behave differently. 

In the group discussing Anne Frank; The Diary of a Young Girl the students 

reflected together about what had motivated the Franks to bring others into the secret 

annex. They debated whether they would have been as willing to take on the nsk to 

family and self in order to hide others. In the discussion section that follows, Martha cut 

to the heart of the matter. She challenged her classmates to look honestly at themselves 

and ask themselves: "What would I really truly do in a situation like this''" 

Marcia I think that the Franks were very selfish. I think they were all 
stupid selfish. 

Mirtha The Franks? 
Martha I don't think they were selfish! 
Kim The Van Daans. 
Martha The Van Daans were selfish. I don't think the Franks were. 
Marcia I think they both were because like-
Jim They ate the children's food. 
Marcia I think they were selfish because they bickered and stuff, and they 

complained. 
Kim I don't think they had any right to complain because ~ 
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Mirtha 
Martha 

They should have been thankful? Is that what you mean? 
I mean think about it. You say that they shouldn't have, but if vou 
lived there I think you would have been complaining Marcia. 
I don't think the Franks were selfish because they are trying to save 
their own lives by living up in the attic and they're bringing in 
other people to save their lives also. 
So you don't think they're selfish? 
Oh yeah. And they're sharing the food and their hide out. 
I think everybody there complained. I mean if you had to stay 
there you would have complained. 
Do you think the Franks should have let the dentist hide out with 
them? 
Well the dentist I don't think was a big problem. 
He was always looking out the window. (AT 11). 

Barrv 

Mirtha 
Barry 
Martha 

Jim 

Martha 
Barrv 

Marcia felt that the Van Daan and Frank families should have been more grateful 

for their hiding place and more pleasant to each other. Martha thought that although that 

might have been the way they should have acted, if Marcia and she had been in the same 

situation they would have complained and bickered just as much as the Van Daans had. 

Jim and Barry wondered if the Franks really should have admitted these others into their 

hiding place since every addition increased their risk. 

The discussion continued with students telling stories they had heard of people 

who had sacrificed personal safety or comforts to help others in greater need. Students 

openly admitted that they respected and admired the self-sacrificing attitudes of the 

characters in these various stories. Finally, towards the end of the discussion Martha 

admitted, "I think it's selfish, but I would have done everything [for] myself" Yet the 

other students continued to assert that they would have done what the Franks did. They 

would have aided fellow Jews despite the risks to self and family. It was the noble thing 
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to do. Nevertheless Martha's honest admission had made them stop to think. Possibly 

Martha's comment had even made the other students more determined than before to 

make the harder choices, to take the higher road as the Franks had done when placing 

their own lives at nsk to help others m need. 

Evidently the discussion about Anne Frank encompassed much more than just a 

simple story. As students talked they situated the discussion m a larger frame. It 

challenged the students to place themselves in difficult historical times and then ponder 

how they would feel and how they would act. 

Analyses of discussions and journal responses revealed that the students were 

begmning to approach history in a whole new way. The historical literature and the 

aesthetic stance they brought to the literature provided a different reading of history- a 

personal knowing, an ownership, an understanding of whv it was important and why it 

really did matter to them. This personal knowing, coupled with historical facts and 

details, seemed to enhance the students' historical understandings and sense of personal 

civic responsibility. 

The many responses cited above indicate that students' understanding of history 

which was brought about by reading, discussing, and reflecting on the historical literature 

is a rich and complex construct. The data demonstrated that as they read, discussed, and 

responded to the literature the students were developing a compelling and workable 

understanding of history. Many students were inclined to action. Clearly, this knowing 

was not a lifeless or useless artifact but a living, breathing and practical understanding of 
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history that moved students to consider their role in the history their generation was 

writing. 

Summary of Findings for Question Three 

What were the students' responses to the grand conversations cumculum? What 

effects did the grand conversations curriculum have on students' f)erceptions and ideas of 

historx'"^ 

In evaluating the responses of the students towards the grand conversations 

curriculum in general, two features stood out in importance: group work and 

engagements with historical literature. Students' responses were overwhelmingly 

positive towards both the group work aspect of the cumculum and towards the historical 

literature. These aspjects of the cumculum were clearly important to the students. They 

obviously enjoyed working in small groups and reading, writing and talking about the 

literature. Further analyses of students' responses indicated that they not only enjoyed 

these aspects of the grand conversations cumculum, but benefitted from them as well. 

Specifically, the opportunity to read, wnte and talk about historical literature 

wuhin the context of the grand conversations cumculum had many positive effects on 

the students' perceptions of historv' Students retold the stories, relived the experiences, 

and felt the emotions anew as they wrote and talked about the literature. 

Students made multiple connections among stories, characters and issues. They 

identified links between issues of class, power, and race throughout many of the 
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significant historical events presented in their reading. Most importantly, students 

connected self to history. As they lived through the stories of particular people, students 

identified with the characters' struggles and recognized their own faces m those of the 

characters. 

Students attempted to build some theones about history. They stepped back from 

particular stories and historical details to think about what the particulars meant as a 

whole all put together. Within the context of their small groups and in their personal 

reflections students tested their explanations for why certain events took place. They 

tried to explain, for example, what could have been the motivating factors behind the 

relocation of Native Amencans ("powerism") and the Holocaust (Nazi greed and racism). 

Students also wondered and questioned what they were reading, wnting and 

talking about. Students' wondenngs and wanderings were instrumental in helping them 

connect historical themes and build their theories about history. Their wondenngs and 

wanderings were one way that students expressed puzzlement and outrage. These 

questions and speculations also served to keep up the students' interest and fan their 

desire to know more about a particular aspect of history. 

Finally, students constructed many histoncal understandings that engaged both 

heart and head. Written journal responses, comments made in class discussions and 

small group discussions revealed that students generally approached the historical 

literature from a predominantly aesthetic stance. Their responses indicated that when 

students picked up one of the books they mostly set their minds on reading and 
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expenencing a story, focusing less on hunting for facts or information to carry away. 

Their initial stance toward the historical literature set them up to consider a broad range 

of ideas and experience a "whole picture" understanding of history. The understandings 

created in these predominantly aesthetic engagements with history resulted in a personal, 

practical, meaningful, and powerful knowing of history. 

Discussion of Findings for Question Three 

Analyses of the field notes, journals, self-evaluations, and audio tapes of literature 

discussions showed that students were overwhelmingly positive in their responses toward 

group work and reading historical literature. The importance of the positive responses of 

the students toward working with their fnends in small groups and their sincere interest 

in the stones can not be minimized. These two factors were very important to the 

students and resulted in the ultimate success of the grand conversations curriculum. 

Other studies of small group discussions support these findings. According to 

Peterson (1992), the importance of social relationships to learning are revealed in how 

students use dialogue to collaboratively construct meaning. He stated that to listen 

attentively and follow in the thinking of another and perceptively join in their thinking to 

create meaning, requires that group members share a true interest in the topic and have 

empathy for the others in the group (Peterson, 1992, p. 105). Other studies have also 

found that the level of attention, curiosity, and interest necessary to sustain the most 

creative and productive discussions occur in groups where students enjoy both the books 
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and being together (Noll, 1994; Short, 1992, 1993). Furthermore, Crowell (1993) found 

that students not only enjoyed, but needed the emotional support of friends as they 

explored the horrors of war in their literature discussion groups. 

Thus, this study illustrated that talk enhanced learning in this setting and that 

"control" and "order" were not necessarily lost when students talked in class- especially 

about books and topics that were stimulating, interesting, and important to them. The 

findings showed that the students' main interest in school- their friends- did not 

undermine the grand conversations curriculum, but enhanced it. 

In addition, the discussion data showed that students were actively working at 

constructing meaning in collaboration with others by bnnging their thoughts to conscious 

awareness, listening to others' thoughts, joining in the thinking of others, and critiquing 

the various interpretations (Peterson & Eeds, 1990). According to the critena above set 

forth by Peterson and Eeds, students' actions demonstrated that they were engaging in 

grand conversations m history . They were not just waiting for the teacher to "give" them 

what they needed to know, they were working on constructing their own historical 

understandings. The students' wonderings and wandenngs kept the creative juices 

flowing. Their historical imaginations were not stifled. The students' own inquiry into 

history through grand conversations sustained students' interest as they kept working on 

understanding history. 

As I analyzed the journals and audio tapes of literature discussions 1 got the sense 

that students were moving through responding and reflecting in much the same way as 
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they moved through the reading process. The many different student responses recorded 

in the journals and literature discussions indicated that just as students' attention during 

the reading process fluctuated between private (aesthetic) and public (efferent) purposes 

(Rosenblatt, 1978), their attention also fluctuated as they reflected on the reading through 

writing and talking. Some responses focused on the private realm (their feelings, their 

surprise, their indignation, the lived-through experience) whereas other responses seemed 

to focus on an evaluation of what they objectively or critically thought about the reading. 

The different student responses identified in this study seemed to coincide with 

the four stances that Langer (1990) identified in the reading process. In her study Langer 

observed students (1) being out and stepping into an envisionment of the text, (2) being 

in and moving through an envisionment. (3) stepping back and rethinking what one 

knows, and (4) stepping out and objectifying the experience. The findings in this study 

on specific student responses seemed to indicate that this movement between stances did 

not only occur during the reading process, but also occurred following the reading 

experiences- dunng times of reflection such as journal writing and small group 

discussions. 

As I analyzed the findings I got the sense that students sometimes seemed to be 

reliving the stories, and other times were trying to take away a kernel of truth as they 

responded in their journals and discussed in their small groups. It appeared that students 

moved back and forth freely from being inside the story (responding with strong emotion 

and personal connections) to stepping outside the story (evaluating, synthesizing, and 
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making generalizations). This shuttling back and forth between stances showed that in 

the response process students were attending both to private thoughts and feelings and 

public and general matters as they constructed their understanding of history This 

process is represented in Figure 6, found in chapter three, in what I termed the Reader 

Response Cycle. 

Another aspect of the grand conversations curriculum that greatly helped students 

engage with and construct a personally meanmgful understanding of history were the 

many opportunities to make personal connections with the characters and their struggles. 

Undoubtedly, the personal connections drew students into reading history as an 

e.xploration and illumination of their lives (Peterson and Eeds, 1990) and not just a fact

finding mission or an assignment to complete. In their studies, Crowell (1993), Gilles 

(1993). and Short (1993) also noted that students made many piersonal connections 

during literature discussions that allowed them to link the experiences of others with 

their own. The findings for question three showed that personal response was the 

springboard from which students entered history and worked to understand history. 

Engaging students' personal responses contributed to the merging of heart and intellect in 

the grand conversations cumculum. 

Finally, the historical understanding that students in this study demonstrated was 

not necessarily more information or knowing a greater quantity about history. Nor did 

the kind of historical understanding that students constructed in the grand conversations 

cumculum make them immune to the biases of authors. In addition, it was not 



286 

necessarily always balanced with differing points of view. It was not comprehensive and 

did not cover all of the different facets of a historical event or issue. 

Rather, the historical understanding demonstrated by the students in this study 

was one of personal knowing. It was an understanding gained through expenence. Just 

as Louise Rosenblatt (1978) said that no one can read a poem for you, you can not merely 

hear about history to truly know history. To create the "poem" you must read and 

experience it for yourself Similarly, no one can read history for you, nor can someone 

give you an understanding of history. It is something only you can construct for yourself. 

Thus, the kind of historical understanding the students in this study demonstrated 

was created by them and for them in literary expenences. The histoncal literature and 

grand conversations curricuium introduced students to narrative as another way of 

knowmg history, providing balance to the pnmanly logical-factual way history is 

presented in textbooks. Rather than getting the students through the curriculum (as in 

"covering curriculum"), the crucial difference in grand conversations was that the literary 

experiences (the reading, vvxiting. listening, and talking) allowed the cumculum to get 

through the students. The grand conversations curriculum allowed history to become a 

pan of them, to let students say:". . before I was against it [slavery], now I hate it." 

(Mike's journal, 9/7/93). 
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General Discussion of the Findings 

This was a study about how Mary Ann and I worked to implement grand 

conversations about historical literature within the context of eighth-grade history and 

the responses of the students to the new curriculum that resulted. Many important 

findings for each of the research questions were reported and discussed above. In this 

final section several general points that intersect all of the three research questions are 

presented. 

First, It is important to point out that although the participants, setting, and 

findings are reported as separate and distinct entities, they did not function as discrete 

and separate parts. Each agent- whether teacher, researcher, students (individually and 

collectively), pnnted curriculum, enacted curriculum, fellow teachers, larger school 

setting, and district policies (to name a few)- played an important role in the restructuring 

process, the invention and enactment of the grand conversations curriculum, and 

students' responses to the curriculum. It was the joint action of all of these agents that 

made up our e.xpenences and to which I refer in my descnptions of the participants, 

setting, and Findings. Although it was necessarv' for the reporting of this study to focus 

mdividually on the various different agents, I emphatically acknowledge the 

participation- particularlv of the students- in the invention of the grand conversations 

cumculum. 

Given the complexity and systemic nature of the classroom setting, it was not 

surprising that many interrelationships and many classroom processes were affected by 
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our attempts to restructure the cumculum to implement grand conversations in history 

In retrospect, it makes sense that when you make changes m one area of the classroom 

system, you affect changes and may encounter resistance in other areas. As the work of 

De Voss (1984) on classroom structures pointed out, attempting to make a change in the 

curriculum was not a "starting from scratch" venture with inert or passive subjects. To 

the contrary, because the classroom was a complex system it required that Mary Ann and 

I take into account the already-in-place organic classroom processes and organize our 

efforts around them to bring about change. Our efforts to change may have been more 

effective had we improved our understanding of these organic processes and our own and 

the students' well-established assumptions about school (requirements, evaluation, and 

accountability) that were challenged by these changes. 

As [ thought about the findings for question one. the best way I could think of to 

describe the tension between the change factors and the obstacles to change was to think 

of the pushing and pulling between two different vectors of action (Doyle, 1986). The 

first and stronger vector of action was the completing requirements and "covering 

cumculum" vector of action. The momentum created by this vector pulled the students 

through the textbook assignments, tests, and various projects that embodied this 

cumculum. The second and weaker vector of action was the grand conversations in 

history curriculum that was being invented even as we enacted it. 

Grand conversations in history were interesting, valuable, and enjoyable, but 

"covering curriculum" was more urgent. The result was that most often there was a 
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combination of the two cumculums- a mixing and matching of the two vectors of action. 

Mary Ann made sure that she covered the requirements first, then supplemented, or 

"gussied up" (Eisner, 1991) the curriculum with literature, reader responses, and 

whenever possible, small group discussions. Figure 7, Curriculum as Competing 

Vectors, placed within chapter three, illustrates the tensions between the two curriculums 

in motion throughout the school year. 

The highest pwint depicted in Figure 8, Timeline for Cumculum Restructuring, 

placed within chapter three, indicates that something special occurred during the Various 

Perspectives on U.S. History theme series. The timeline indicates that the grand 

conversations curriculum was stronger during this theme series. It is worthwhile to note 

the things we did differently that strengthened the grand conversations curriculum vector 

during this theme series. 

Several aspects of how this theme senes was implemented made it unique from 

the other theme series. First, it was the only theme series that Mary Ann and I planned 

together. During this theme senes, inventing grand conversations in history was not a 

matter of Mirtha suggesting this or that to add to the existing flow of activities that Mary 

Ann had already planned m advance for the class to do. Most of the classroom events 

occurring dunng this theme series were planned during our second formal planning 

period of the year, and continued evolving as we continued to talk together about the 

curriculum. The weeks during this theme series were marked by an unusually close 

working relationship between Mary Ann and me. 
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Second, students for the first time m the year had complete choice in which book 

they read and consequently in which discussion group they participated. During this 

theme series more students completed their books (85% of the class) than during the 

other theme senes. This high rate of completion indicates the motivating force and 

importance of student choice in what they read and with whom they choose to discuss 

(AtwelL 1987; Harste, Short, & Burke, 1988; Von Dras, 1990). Choice gave students 

ownership of their learning, making the learning activities more meaningful and relevant 

to them. 

Third, students also participated in the invention process dunng this theme series. 

We enlisted their ideas about the benefits of reading historical literature (FN 145, 168, 

182-184), vvnting in their journals (FN 114, 168, 182-184), and talking in small groups 

(FN 119. 168, 182-184). During this theme series Mary Ann dropped the text set 

questions from the journaling process and students were encouraged to use the journals 

for their own purposes- to think through their ideas, jot down their questions, and record 

their responses to the literature in preparation for small group discussions. Thus, the 

reasons for participating in the constructive processes of grand conversations (reading, 

writing, listening, and talking) came from the students and were used to meet the 

interests and needs of the students. This gave authenticity to the processes we were 

asking the students to engage in. and once again made the reading, writing, listening, and 

talking more meaningful to the students (Edelsky, 1989). 

Fourth, as Figure 10 (Small Group Discussions, placed earlier in this chapter) 
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records, several opportunities were given for small group discussions during this theme 

series. Although there were not many formal small group discussions during this theme 

series, preparing for presentations gave students extra informal opportunities to talk 

about their books that were not counted as literature discussions per se. There was also 

an opportunity for any students who had read books on Native Americans to join a 

special discussion group which met five times to discuss issues brought up in their books. 

These multiple opportunities to talk together allowed the students to first try out a wide 

range of issues, then to revisit some topics and talk about them more in depth (Short, 

1992. 1993; Short & Armstrong, 1993). 

Finally, it was also possible that during the Various Perspectives theme series 

Mary Ann may have expenenced a momentary mental respite from her obligations to the 

requirements since she had just completed a ten week emphasis on grammar, 

government, and standardized testing. This theme series may have marked a 

psychological break from the "covering requirements" curriculum until Mary Ann 

initiated work on the last set of requirements. The last requirements Mary Ann directed 

her attention to were to "cover" World War 11 and have students do research reports (FN 

139). This took place from late April to the end of school in the middle of May. 

In conclusion, as I reflected on the obstacles to change and the two curriculums 

competing for time and attention throughout the year I noticed something very 

interesting. Despite the gentle pushing and pulling between the two opposing forces, 

despite the more definite nature of the covering requirements cumculum, and despite the 
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evidence that the literature reading and participation in discussions were not being 

graded, students seemed to go along rather willingly with the grand conversations 

cumculum all year. As I observed the students, it became clear that they had their own 

purposes for being in school; (1) friends, (2) passing, (3) friends, (4) friends, (5) 

completing assignments, (6) friends, (7) getting good grades, (8) and friends. Marcia 

summed it up when she suggested that the last few weeks of school be dedicated to 

"bonding" (FN 196). I believe that the students' strong interest in friends and "bonding" 

was one of the key factors that allowed the grand conversations curriculum to go forward 

despite the obstacles. Students' own interests and needs were met in the books and 

literature discussions, and thus they were willing and even eager to enact the grand 

conversations cumculum. 
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

"I was wondenng, if there was a World War III 
and the holocaust came back 

would we be able to control it now'!'"- Jermy 

The purpose of this chapter is to restate the research problem, give an overview of 

the literature reviewed for this study, review the research design and methodology. 

review the findings for each of the research questions, present the conclusions, outline 

some implications for practice, and suggest recommendations for further research. 

Restatement of the Problem 

The purpose of this study was to tell the story of how Mary Ann- an eighth-grade 

social studies and language arts teacher, Mirtha- a doctoral student observing and 

participating in Mary Ann's class, and 32 students explored United States history through 

reading and discussing histoncal literature. We called this approach to learning history 

grand conversations. Because grand conversations m history were new to all of us, this 

study also examined what the teacher and researcher did to implement the new 

curriculum. The assumption underlying this study was that the grand conversations 

approach to learning history would engage the students in active construction of 

historical understandings as they read the literature, wrote about their responses, and 

discussed their ideas in small groups. 
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There were three research questions designed to examine this assumption. 

explore the process of implementing grand conversations in history, and discover how 

the students would respond to reading, writing, and talking about histoncal literature. 

The three research questions were; 

1. How did the teacher and researcher go about restructuring cumculum to 

implement grand conversations in a history class? What occurred in the 

process of change? 

2. What did the grand conversations curriculum look like and how was it 

enacted in the classroom setting? 

3. What were the students' responses to the grand conversations curriculum? 

What effects did it have on the students' perceptions and ideas of history? 

Literature Reviewed 

Five major areas of theory and research related to grand conversations in history 

were reviewed. First, the key study on grand conversations by Eeds and Wells (1989) 

was presented to provide a background for the present study. In addition, three leading 

theones about reading and learning that apply to grand conversations were examined: 

Louise Rosenblatt's reader response theory. Ken Goodman's transactional 

sociopsycholinguistic theory of reading, and Lev Vygotsky's social constructivist theory 

of learning. Second, studies about using talk as a tool of learning were reviewed. Third, 

studies that examined the use of literature and small group discussions in language 
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learning were reviewed. This section also included studies of literature discussions with 

diverse learners, across different age levels, and in whole language classrooms. Fourth, 

reports on how children's literature is being used across the curriculum, particularly in 

social studies education, were reviewed. This section also included studies of small 

group literature discussions about histoncal or social topics. Finally, some of the 

literature on teacher change was reviewed to shed light on the change processes involved 

in this study. 

Design of the Study 

This year-long case study was designed to explore what changes occurred as we 

added literature and literature discussions to an eighth-grade history curriculum. The 

setting was Coronado Middle School, a large rural elementary and middle school in the 

Amphitheater School District located about 20 miles from Tucson. Arizona. 

The teacher. Mary Ann McClung, had 13 years of experience teaching elementary 

and middle school students. Mary Ann and 1 met at the university where she and I were 

taking a graduate course on literature discussions in the classroom. Mary Ann expressed 

a desire to implement literature discussions in history and 1 volunteered to help her 

because of my long-time interest in history and my concern that so many students seemed 

uninterested in learning history. I, the researcher, acted as observer and participant. In 

addition to collecting data for this study. 1 worked with Mary Ann to develop and 

implement a grand conversations curriculum in history. 
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Mary Ann was part of a team of six eighth-grade teachers. In all, there were 200 

eighth-graders, but Mary Ann and two other teachers were each responsible for teaching 

the core subjects to only 100 of those students. It was Mary Ann's responsibility to teach 

language arts and history. The two other teachers taught language arts and lab science, 

and language arts and math. 

The class selected for this study was one of the three groups that Mary Ann taught 

each week. Mary Ann selected this class for the focus of our study because she 

determined that the students in this group were pretty average and typical of the other 

eighth graders in the school. Approximately 32 students (19 male, 13 female) 

participated in the study. 

I collected a variety of data to investigate the research questions. 1 took extensive 

and detailed field notes (totaling 285 pages) during each visit to Mary Ann's class to 

develop an overall picture of what occurred. 1 expanded field notes in the evenings, and 

added theoretical, methodological, and personal memos at the end of the field notes to 

assist m the interpretation of the data. 1 also collected the students' response journals to 

examine their responses to the historical literature. 1 recorded 19 of the small group 

literature discussions on audio tape to analyze student talk in the discussions. I collected 

the students' self evaluations following their presentations to get an idea of how students 

thought they were doing and what they felt they were accomplishing. Finally, I 

interviewed Mary Ann on three separate occasions to discover what she was learning in 

the process of implementing grand conversations in history. 
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Data analysis began with the field notes. Although all five types of data were 

subjected to extensive analysis, the analysis of the field note data was the most involved 

and provided a general foundation for the analyses of the rest of the data. Dunng the first 

pass through the field note data I read all the pages and highlighted the entries pertinent 

to the research questions. In the second pass through the field notes I determined 

whether each highlighted portion corresponded to question one, question two, and/or 

question three. During this phase of the analysis process I developed criteria for 

determining what fit within question one, question two, and question three. 1 conducted 

the third and final pass through the data three times, once for each of the research 

questions. In the third pass I; (1) kept a list and noted descriptions of what occurred, (2) 

developed categories from the descnptions, (3) counted the frequencies. (4) organized 

the categones. (5) coded and added interpretive commentaries to the appropriate 

categones, and (6) reorganized and summarized each category. Each time as 1 read 

through the field notes I kept a list of commentaries that reflected my interpretations of 

the findings. These interpretive commentanes were analyzed using the same procedures 

used for the field notes. 

To analyze the journals, 1 read each one and made notes of typical, particularly 

interesting, and well-stated responses. These responses were marked otT with a yellow 

sticky in each student's journal and many were entered into the computer where I 

collected quotes 1 thought I might use in the presentation of findings. A second yellow 

sticky referencing each quote was also used for building categories of responses on a 
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large sheet of paper After each journal had been read and all the yellow stickies were on 

the large sheet of paper. I organized the categories and wrote a descnption (with 

examples) for each category of reader response. 

1 transcribed the first six audio tapes for analysis of the literature discussions, but 

did not take the time to transcribe the last 13. Transcribing some of the tapes gave me a 

good feel for the nature of the data and helped me decide that for my purposes, exact 

transcnption was not necessary and there were other procedures I could use to analyze 

these data. Instead, for the last 13 discussions I listened to each audio tape immediately 

following the discussions and added to the outlines I had made during the discussions. 

Later as I listened again to the tapes I elaborated the discussion notes at the computer by 

adding short excerpts and examples from the tapes that illustrated the types of responses 

students were making in the discussions. Finally, using the notes and discussion e.xcerpts 

1 had collected. I put the different responses into categories. As it turned out. these 

categories were very similar to the categones of reader response found in the journals. 

To analyze the self-evaluations I read through each of the 29 student papers and 

summarized students' responses to each of the questions. 1 copied representative excerpts 

from various students to serve as examples in reporting the findings. 

Teacher interview data included notes from three different interviews. Notes 

from the first interview included general comments made during the course of the 

conversation as well as answers to a set of questions 1 asked Mary Ann. The other two 

interviews were conducted one year after the study ended and were much less formal. 
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The teacher interview data served mostly to support and confirm the observations and 

conversations recorded and analyzed already in the field notes. I read the interview notes 

and Mary Ann's answers to the questions and added these details to what 1 had already 

learned from the field notes. 

Review of the Findings and Conclusions 

Research Question One 

How did the teacher and researcher go about restructuring curriculum to 

implement grand conversations in a history class? What occurred in the process of 

change'^ 

Findings 

Data analyses revealed that two opposing forces were at work in the change 

process; (1) change factors and (2) obstacles to change. 

First, the teacher initiated the change process. Mary Ann set the restructuring 

process in motion. Then the researcher sustained the change process. I encouraged, 

assisted, (nagged), guided, and kept the restructuring process in motion. Although both 

teacher and researcher played important roles in the process to implement grand 

conversations in eighth-grade history', the key to change was in the collaboration between 

the two of us. The grand conversations cumculum was invented in our collaborative 

action. We did not wait for all the conditions to be perfect. We did not wait for change. 
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but we invented the change even as we learned what we needed to change. 

Conversely, several obstacles to change slowed our progress and threatened to 

interfere with the restructuring process. The teacher's felt need to complete requirements 

and cover a certam amount of the textbook curriculum ("We need to at least cover World 

War II." FN 139) was one of the obstacles. Insufficient teacher and researcher 

collaboration and planning also greatly hindered our progress towards restructunng. 

However, the greatest obstacle that threatened the invention and implementation of the 

grand conversations in history curriculum was teacher's and students' concerns about 

evaluation. 

Conclusions 

As the findings for question one seem to indicate, teacher and curriculum change 

ire challenging and complex. Change produces many ripple effects. For example, 

changes as fundamental as giving students choices about which books to read and who to 

discuss them with has the tendency to create resistance to change- a need for the teacher 

to maintain order in the classroom setting. Similar to what Montera (1996) found in her 

study of school and community change, this study revealed that an adjustment to one area 

of the curriculum created disturbances or resistance in another area of the curriculum. 

Throughout the analysis process, I came to realize that teacher and curriculum 

change was not a matter of simply adding something different to a teacher's belief 

system, the classroom context, or classroom processes. Change in one area may very 
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well challenge and produce conflict in other areas. This study supports what the 

literature on school change says: institutional pressures and long-held teacher beliefs 

work to create stability rather than promote change (Montera. 1996; Pajares, 1992. 

Sarason, 1990. 1996). 

Because change is so complex and challenging it requires deliberate action, 

reflection, and a supportive environment. This study revealed the critical role of support 

and collaboration in teacher and curriculum change. As this study revealed, bringing 

about change in the classroom was not a solitary venture. It necessitated ample time for 

teacher and researcher reflection, debriefing, and analysis of what we were attempting to 

change and from where resistance might appear. This study illustrated that only by 

bringing institutional pressures and long-held teacher beliefs to light could we effectively 

act on them. The importance of taking time for teacher and researcher reflection and 

careful examination of what is occurring in the classroom or school setting and why is 

therefore emphasized. 

In addition, this study demonstrated that when cumcular change did occur, it 

occurred in action. Change was a process that came about as we were in motion. It was 

messy and the vanous systems we set up required many adjustments along the way. 

Writing about the teacher change process Richardson (1994) stated that it is not unusual 

for teachers' practices to be inconsistent with their beliefs and that it is OK to be "in 

process." Although we wanted to "get it nght" the first time, or better yet- be assured 

before even starting that we were on the right track, Mary Ann and 1 found that we 
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learned nothing until we risked something. We made mistakes along the way, but 

discovered that the learning was actually in the doing. 

Finally, despite our challenges, this study illustrated that change must begin from 

the bottom-up. For change to occur, teachers and students must willingly participate m 

conceptualizing and enacting the changes. After years of trying to bring teachers around 

to more holistic methods in language arts instruction, Au and Scheu (1996) realized the 

benefits of "going with the goers", helping those teachers who came to them for help, 

who expressed a desire to change. In this study, Mary Ann initiated the change and 

sincerely pursued it. One can only imagine the struggle, the passive resistance, and the 

obstacles to change had she been talked into this venture or worse, had it been mandated 

upon her. 

Research Question Two 

What did the grand conversations curriculum look like and how was it enacted in 

the classroom setting? 

Findings 

Data analyses revealed that there were five distinguishing features of the grand 

conversations curriculum. The first feature of the grand conversations curriculum was 

the use of historical literature to supplement the use of the textbook. Then, students 

enacted the grand conversations curriculum by reading the historical literature, keeping 
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response journals, engaging in whole class learning and connecting activities, and 

participating in small group discussions of histoncal literature. These were the different 

components of the grand conversations curriculum. 

Reading historical literature laid the foundation for the grand conversations 

curriculum. The historical literature was most everyone's favorite aspect of the 

curriculum. Mary Ann gave pnonty to planning time for silent reading each class period. 

The teacher used the response journals as an evaluation tool- to determine 

students' grades and collect data for her career ladder project. There were considerable 

teacher control and directives in the joumaling aspect of the grand conversations 

curriculum. Students used their journals to reflect on the stories, record their thoughts, 

and e.xpress their feelings about the stones. 

The teacher and researcher planned specific learning activities for students to 

practice vanous discussion strategies. The teacher and researcher also planned activities 

to highlight connections among historical issues, events, and themes. Group 

presentations provided a synthesizing opportunit\' for students to step back and reflect on 

the books and what the group had talked about in their discussions of the books. 

Of the four aspects of the grand conversations curriculum, the small group 

discussions were the hardest to implement. The teacher left this aspect of the curriculum 

solely in the hands of the researcher. I struggled to plan and schedule the discussions 

amidst the many requirements that had priority over this aspect of the curriculum. 
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Conclusions 

The grand conversations curriculum had universal appeal. It was a friendly 

curriculum. It blended stones and students talking with their friends about the stones 

(and other things). These were clearly activities that interested and engaged the students. 

In addition to being "friendly", this approach invited and enabled all students to 

participate m the grand conversations in one form or another. Some students participated 

more fully in the discussions, others preferred working with and refining their ideas and 

responses in wnting. Multiple ways of constructing meaning (reading, writing, talking) 

were made available to students through the grand conversations curriculum. Because 

there were different ways to participate in the curriculum, students had more 

opportunities to get involved. While some students took advantage of every opportunity 

to encounter history, others at least took advantage of a few. 

The findings of this study support what other researchers (Downey & Levstik, 

1991: Egan, 1989; Levstik, 1989) have been saying about the effectiveness of historical 

literature for inviting students to enter into history, "live" histor\' and ultimately care 

about history. Student responses indicated that through aesthetic engagements with 

literature, students were expenencing a reading of history that balanced cognitive 

knowing with affective knowing. 

Although there were many positive aspects of the grand conversations 

curriculum, the ambiguous and as-of-yet-uninvented nature of grand conversations in 

history made it a little dif?lcult for the teacher and researcher to implement. How to 
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conceptualize, organize, manage, and evaluate the various features of the grand 

conversations curriculum were not always obvious to Mary Ann and me. Thus, our 

enactments of the grand conversations curriculum were not always consistent with our 

goals and desires. For example, lack of choice and lack of authenticity in how students 

were instructed to keep their journals went to some degree against the true intent of 

journals. Nevertheless, despite our missteps, students'journals still provided valuable 

opportunities for students to reflect and record responses to the histoncal literature. 

The various learning and connecting activities designed by the teacher and 

researcher helped students (and teachers) put the puzzle pieces together. The connecting 

activities helped us identify themes and gave all of us a sense of having learned 

something! 

To get the most out of the curriculum, students needed more time and more 

frequent opportunities to discuss m small groups. Although concluding a historical 

mquirv' with more questions than they started with may have been invigorating or may 

have indicated that students were commg to realize the comple.xities of a topic, it is not 

in ever>' instance a good thing. Sometimes many questions- or even a lack of questions-

indicate that students have not had sufficient opportunities to adequately explore their 

ideas. Other studies have demonstrated that students needed several opportunities to 

explore a broad range of ideas in literature discussion groups before they are ready to 

discuss ideas in depth. In these studies, early discussions were used to wander far afield: 

subsequent discussions were used for further and deeper consideration of the ideas 
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identified in the early discussions (Gilles, 1993; Short, 1993). 

Although new or lingering questions are inevitable in any inquiry, too many 

questions left unresolved may indicate that students were not given sufficient time and 

resources to grasp the "slippery intuitions" (Barnes, 1992) in order to fully explore them. 

For example, in this study many students could have taken half of the year (or a whole 

year, or a lifetime for that matter) to explore World War 11 and the holocaust. But to 

glibly say that it is good that students ended with more questions than they began with 

may not take into consideration that they were not afforded sufficient time to explore, 

reflect, discuss, organize, and interpret the many different stones, facts, and issues they 

confronted. 

Research Question Three 

What were the students' responses to the grand conversations curriculum? What 

effects did the grand conversations curriculum have on the students' perceptions and 

ideas of history ' 

Findings 

In general, students' responses were overwhelmingly positive towards working 

together with their friends and talking about the books in small group discussions. 

Students were also clearly interested in the histoncal literature, enjoyed the books, and 

were eager to make their selections each time new books became available. 
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Students' perceptions and ideas of history were obviously molded and influenced 

by the literature, the process of writing in their journals, and talking with members of 

their small group as they enacted the grand conversations curriculum. 

Students used retellings to sort out the facts, work on understanding "what really 

happened", and establish a common group understanding about the text with members of 

their discussion group. Students also used written and oral retellings as a means to 

examine and comprehend their strong emotions and responses to the historical literature. 

Students' engagements in all aspects of the grand conversations curriculum 

prompted them to search for relationships and connections among people, events, issues, 

and themes in history. In particular, students made multiple personal connections with 

the characters and conflicts they encountered in the histoncal literature. 

Students' engagements in the grand conversations curriculum led to making 

thematic statements and constructing their OWTI theones and explanations for particular 

events or issues in histor\'. 

Students' engagements in grand conversations led to many wondenngs and 

wanderings about history. Their experiences caused them to pose a vanety of questions 

about history and develop a "need to know", an urgency, and curiositv' about history. 

Finally, student response data indicated that as a result of their experiences within 

the grand conversations cumculum, students were coming to know history in a new light. 

Their understandings of histor\' were shaped not only by a logical-cognitive knowing, but 

also through an affective-intuitive sense of what it truly meant. Because of their 
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experiences with literature, students were able to know history in multiple ways and say 

as Mike did; "I knew ... but I had not realized." (FN 224). 

Conclusions 

The activities of the grand conversations curriculum were eagerly enacted by the 

students. From the honor roll students to the special education students to the students 

with limited English proficiency, from the quiet and reserved students to the outspoken 

students- all participated and benefitted greatly from different aspects of the curriculum. 

Dunng the small group discussions all students were invited to participate and all 

viewpoints were respected. No one judged who the better readers were, who the better 

talkers were, or who had the best ideas. It was like Darcy said (in Short, 1997, p. 7), 

"Here everybody is equal. We can all read books and talk about them with each other in 

literature circles. ' 

The nature of the grand conversations cumculum permitted each and every 

student to participate and contnbute to the curriculum in their own way, regardless of 

their ditTerences. Student differences were not a problem to be overcome. Rather. 

student differences were a resource that enhanced the conversations. Thus, diversity 

among students did not detract from the grand conversations curriculum, it improved it. 

Students responded positively to the choices made available in the grand 

conversations cumculum. When permitted, students relished the freedom to choose the 

books they wanted to read and the fellow students with whom they wanted to discuss the 
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books. The different books offered variety of genre (information books, fiction, 

biographies), topics, length, and they addressed varied interests. The flexibility of the 

cumculum and the multiple opportunities students had within the processes of grand 

conversations to think histoncally (reading, wnting, talking) accommodated students' 

diverse interests and needs. 

Most importantly, reading the historical literature, writing in their journals, and 

working out their understandings in small groups was well-received by students. They 

liked this cumculum and used the different activities to construct useful and meaningful 

engagements with history. Thus, grand conversations in history addressed a most thorny 

problem I had struggled with for several years- how to engage students in the concepts 

and process of education above and beyond the requirements of schooling. Students' 

responses showed that the grand conversations curriculum engaged students in the 

process of working on knowing history itself It concentrated their attention on 

constructing their own historical understandings over and above completing assignments 

and earning a grade. 

Although the grand conversations did not "count" towards their grade in history or 

language arts in any way. students still read the books, wrote in their journals, and 

discussed their ideas in small groups. That they paid any attention to these things at all 

gives evidence to the power of literature and its value for studying history. 

Students' responses in the journals, small group discussions, and self evaluations 

revealed that they were actively constructing for themselves historical understandings 
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that were personally meaningful and relevant- that which Barnes (1992) called action 

knowledge. The historical understandings that the students in Mary Ann's class were 

constructing for themselves were practical and moving. The integration of affective and 

cognitive knowing rounded out their understanding of history, creating a heightened 

urgency and awareness of personal responsibility. Best of all, many student responses 

indicated that the personal knowledge of history that students were able to construct 

through grand conversations did not merely mform them about history, it transformed 

them into more compassionate and canng human beings. Remember what Marcia said, 

"If they know the story they'll care because heard the story and we cared."(FN 186). 

Implications 

The findings and conclusions of this study suggest a variety of implications that 

need to be considered by teachers and researchers who are interesting in implementing a 

grand conversations m history curriculum and seeking to conduct further research into 

these and related questions. The following sections outline the various implications for 

practice and further research, and conclude this study. 

Implications for Practice 

Teacher and Curriculum Change 

The findings of this study lead to several practical considerations for teachers and 

those who wish to support teachers in the change process. Probably the most important 
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thing that must be considered when planning to make cumcular and pedagogical changes 

is how much time is required to think through, plan, and enact those changes. Teachers 

and researchers endeavoring to change their beliefs and practices must set aside ample 

time to think about and work on the changes they want to make. They must take time to; 

( 1 )  R e f l e c t  t o g e t h e r  a b o u t  w h a t  n e e d s  t o  c h a n g e ,  w h y  t h e y  w a n t  t o  c h a n g e ,  a n d  

what are the possible obstacles they may encounter. 

( 2 )  C o l l a b o r a t e  m  p l a n n i n g  a n d  i n v e n t i n g  n e w  c u r r i c u l u m .  T a k e  t i m e  o u t  t o  

reflect about the curriculum and how the students are responding to it. 

( 3 )  L e a r n  n e w  p r a c t i c e s -  d o n ' t  e x p e c t  t o  g e t  i t  p e r f e c t  n g h t  a w a y .  P l a n  o n  r e f i n i n g  

your methods and making many adjustments along the way. It's ok to be "in 

process" 

( 4 )  T h i n k  a b o u t  h o w  s t u d e n t s '  w o r k  w i l l  b e  e v a l u a t e d .  K e e p  i n  m i n d  t h a t  n e w  

goals require new measurements. Take time to think about what is truly 

important and how to evaluate those things. 

Each of these activities are essential to change and require time. Change does not 

occur in a hurr\'. or without thoughtful attention and purposeful action. Change is 

invented in motion. Don't let the fear of "doing it wrong" immobilize you. Rather, 

accept the fact that you will need time for practicing, inventing, improving new 

procedures, debriefing, planning, and evaluating your progress. Make time for change. 

Take time to reflect. But most of all, don't give up. 



Grand Conversations in History 

Similarly, the conclusions of this study suggest several things for teachers to 

consider when implementing a grand conversations approach in the history cumculum. 

First, students also need ample time. They need time to read silently, reflect and 

respond in journals, and talk together about what they have read. One or two bnef 

discussions for each book are not sufficient for students to retell the stones, explore 

broadly various topics to discuss, and develop ideas in depth. Respxinding. critiquing, 

and constructing new meanings together take time and vigorous attention. These habits 

of heart and mind cannot be developed all in one sitting, nor can they be hurried along. 

These things take time and are worthy of our time. 

Second, as students and teachers enter into grand conversations m histor\- it is 

important for teachers to recognize that students' participation and engagement with 

grand conversations can not be judged nor evaluated on observational data alone. 

Students' responses and participation in whole class activities, small group discussions, 

or other public demonstrations of personal response to the historical literature do not tell 

the whole story. Sometimes, and for some students, what is written in the journals 

reflects a more intensely personal, emotional, and authentic response than what students 

are willing to express publicly. Thus, a teacher must reserve judgment about students' 

involvement in the grand conversations and historical literature until all avenues of 

student response have been explored. The beautiful thing about a grand conversations 

approach to history is that the many ways through which meaning is constructed and 
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private, different students' needs and preferences. 

Regarding evaluation, the findings of this study point to the need for teachers to 

work out evaluation of students that is consistent with the goals of grand conversations. 

Care must be given that subtle messages about "what counts" or "what is important" that 

are communicated through our evaluation methods be consistent with the philosophy and 

true aim of grand conversations. In addition, students should be encouraged to examine 

and evaluate their own experiences reading the historical literature and working in the 

small groups. These opportunities for self-evaluation provide valuable feedback to the 

teacher and reveal areas of strength in the curriculum processes and areas that need 

improvement. The self-evaluations also challenge students to find and appreciate the 

value in their reading, writing, and talking expenences and encourage them to synthesize 

what they are leammg. 

Fourth, because group work is such an integral and important part of meaning 

construction in the grand conversations curriculum, students need to learn how to get 

along and cooperate in their small groups. Creating a classroom environment of mutual 

respect, and inspiring students to become a community of learners is essential to grand 

conversations. Basic courtesy and simple ground rules for student interactions need to be 

established in order for small groups to function at optimal levels. This is learned by 

example- as teacher models the shanng process in whole class activities, and in the mini-

lessons- as teacher and students discuss and practice various strategies for engaging in 
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the grand conversations. Consideration and cooperation will precede collaboration in the 

grand conversations curriculum. 

Fifth, as student responses demonstrated, the activities of the grand conversations 

curriculum powerfully linked the interests and needs of the students with the objectives 

of the teacher. Grand conversations in history are an effective way to engage students in 

learning subject matter. This study demonstrated that this approach to studying historv' 

has potential to connect subject matter with students' real needs and interests. The 

activities of the grand conversations curriculum did not work against the interests and 

drives of the students, but capitalized on students' interest in stories and their desire to 

work and talk with their friends. Grand conversations effectively brought students and 

subject matter together through the enactments of the cumculum. 

Also, as this study demonstrated, students need to have opportunities to work 

with, manipulate, challenge, and question concepts and issues of history in small groups 

to create for themselves personally meaningful understandings of history. Through the 

vanous constructive means (reading histoncal literature, writing, talking) that students 

used to work with big ideas, they created relevant, "whole picture", and personally 

meaningful understandings of histor\. The literature invited students to experience 

historv' personally and affectively as well as intellectually. Opportunities to experience 

the heart and feelings of historv- brought balance to knowing history. Clearly, students 

need more opportunities like this to learn history. As this study demonstrated, it is not 

enough for education to merely enable us to know more: education must also help us 



become better people. 

Finally, it is important to note that the teachers and students m this study did not 

go much beyond the history textbook, historical literature, and library reference materials 

to explore history. Although the use of various types of text in learning about history was 

helpful, and although the literature was powerful in its impact on the students, merely 

reading literature and other secondary sources was not really "doing history" as a 

historian would. Mary Ann and I became aware of this, particularly in May when the 

students worked on their WWII research projects. That is why Mary Ann encouraged the 

students to develop and explore their own questions in an inquiry format. Inviting Dr. 

Garrard, a genuine historian, to tell us about her inquiry into the Holocaust and how she 

was collecting the information for her book, was an attempt to expose the students to the 

real "doing" of history. In her presentation to the students she showed how she utilized 

primary sources such as diaries, interviews, photographs, engineenng diagrams, etc. to 

write a book about history. Admittedly, however, these two bnef experiences students 

had "doing history" were too little, too late. Clearly, more of the actual "doing" of 

hisior\\ as well as reading about historv', is needed in history education. Upon reflection, 

both Mary Ann and I acknowledged that this was a deficiency in the history curriculum 

we invented (Personal Communication, 10-27-98). 
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Implications for Further Research 

Changes in Methodology for Collecting Data 

The conclusions of this study suggest that some changes in the design of 

methodology for investigating teacher change and cumcular restructuring should be 

considered. 

First, teachers and researchers need to schedule time together each week to make 

plans, reflect on their impressions and students' responses, and examine what the data 

(field notes, discussion tapes, student journals, etc.) indicate about the progress they are 

making toward their goals. 

Second, researchers need to carefully prepare and plan for these regular meetings 

with teachers by developing thoughtful questions to draw out teachers' beliefs and goals 

in the process of change. Researchers must anticipate some of the internal and external 

pressures against change that teachers encounter and carefully consider how to enable 

teachers to also examine them. 

Third, considenng the fundamental changes involved in teacher and cumcular 

change studies, researchers and teachers should consider extending the duration of the 

study from one to two or more years. As other classroom studies have indicated, 

teachers' ideas and methods evolve over time (Atwell, 1987: Von Dras, 1990). 

Re-analvsis of Data 

Re-analyzing the present data should also be considered. All 19 recorded tapes of 
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small group discussions could be transcribed to allow more detailed analyses of student 

talk and student participation structures in the discussions. The role of gender. 

popularity, class, and other student factors could be examined. 

Fine analyses of discussion transcripts would also permit the researcher to more 

closely examine the role of teacher talk in the discussion groups. Teacher participation 

in the small group discussions and how teacher participation affects students' 

participation, the histoncal concepts discussed, and the overall role of teacher mediation 

in discussions could be examined. Detailed analyses of small group discussion 

transcnpts might also reveal more information about students' perceptions and ideas of 

history and demonstrate patterns in the history concepts discussed. 

Collecting Additional Data 

Additional data could also be collected to provide more information on the 

teacher change and cumcular restructuring process. Regularly scheduled teacher 

mterviews could be expanded and recorded on audio tape. In addition, planning sessions 

and times when teachers and researchers pause to reflect on the change process could be 

recorded and analyzed. This data could be used to compare current teacher practices in 

relation to their evolving beliefs. Gathering more detailed data about teachers' beliefs, 

planning, and rationales would help to make sense of some of the relationships and 

classroom systems that are as of yet unclear in the present study. 

Videotaping verv' nth class penod would permit more fine analysis of cumculum 
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enactment, curriculum restructunng, and resistance to change. Detailed analysis of video 

tapes could reveal more details about activity segments and could provide better 

understanding of obstacles to change. 

Interview questions could also be developed to investigate students' historical 

perceptions and understandings of history. Pre- and post-test student interviews about 

historv could be collected to assess how their perceptions about history have changed 

throughout the year. Pre- and post-test answers to questions about history could also be 

collected to assess how students' perceptions of history have changed. 

New Research Settings 

New settings could be selected to investigate grand conversations in history. 

Teachers who are expenenced in using literature circles in language arts instruction 

could be invited to expand the use of literature circles in their classrooms to include 

subject area learning in histon,' It would be interesting to note how teachers and students 

who are already comfortable with literature circles, transfer their knowledge and 

exfjertise with literature circles in language arts to the subject areas. 

The processes and responses of teachers and students within a classroom where 

the grand conversations in history curriculum has been in place for some time could also 

be studied. The actions and responses of teachers and students who are experienced and 

comfonable with the systems of grand conversations in history could be examined. 

In addition, to further examine and expand the potential of grand conversations in 
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the content areas, various studies similar to this one couid be conducted in different 

settings; 

* grand conversations m other subject areas such as science, math, art. music, etc. 

* grand conversations in multi-cultural or multilingual settings such as ESL 

classes or bilingual classrooms. 

* grand conversations in multi-grade classrooms. 

* grand conversations at different grade levels. 

* grand conversations with special needs or special education students. 

* grand conversations in different socioeconomic settings. 

* grand conversations in high school content area classrooms. 

Other Questions to Explore 

Many questions about this study still need to be explored. What are the long term 

effects on teacher and students of the grand conversations in history curriculum we 

invented'' How did students' expenences m this eighth-grade histor\' class affect their 

experiences with history in high school and beyond'^ How did Mary Ann's expenences 

with the grand conversations curriculum influence her beliefs and practices in later 

years? Follow up interviews with students and teacher would give added insights into 

these and other questions. 

Many other questions about grand conversations also need to be explored. How 

flexible is this approach to teaching history and/or other content areas? Can it help 
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teachers meet the growing diversity of interests and needs that students bring to school 

from their neighborhoods'^ Will this approach help teachers take advantage of students' 

diverse perspectives, diverse interests, diverse cultures, and diverse languages m learning 

together'^ 

Quasi-experimental Research Design 

Finally, the effects of using historical literature and literature discussions to learn 

history could be measured through a quasi-experimental comparisons design. Two or 

more history classes could be observed. One class could utilize a textbook and 

assignment approach to history learning while the other class engaged students in the 

reading and discussing of histoncal literature to learn about history. Pretests and post-

tests measunng students' historical understandings and attitudes toward history could be 

collected from each class and results from the different classrooms could be compared. 

However, I would not recommend trv'ing to examine something as broad and complex as 

grand conversations by using a pure expenmental design. The nature and scope of this 

curriculum naturally lend themselves much better to whole classroom studies and thick 

descriptions. In this case, the whole is most definitely much greater (qualitatively and 

quantitatively) than the sum of its parts. 



Concluding Comments 

Students' responses in this present study indicate that we have only scratched the 

surface of the potential to affect students' perceptions and ideas of histor\' through 

engagements with literature and small group discussions. Further research needs to be 

done in this area. Questions remam to be explored. 

This study is only a beginning effort to understand multiple ways of knowing in 

history and the potential for using grand conversations to engage students m learning 

history-. The results indicate that grand conversations in eighth-grade history hold much 

promise for engaging students in histoncal inquiry. Results of this study revealed that 

engagements with histoncal literature and the activities of the grand conversations 

cumculum successfully mvited students to participate in the construction of knowledge, 

to wonder and wander about therr^y whys of histor\\ to construct a whole and affective 

knowing of history, and to want to make a difference in the world they are living m 

today Thus, throughout the many activities of the grand conversations in histor\' 

curriculum students were involved in a truly educative endeavor and not just going 

through the motions of school. 



APPENDIX A 

Sample Pages from Field Notes 



field not.4.29 Friday, April 29 ,AM 

8.28 S are sitting quietly as I enter. MA has 
already finished taking attendance and 
announcements. She has sent a Junior 
Honor Society paper around. 

., Passes by her desk where 1 am seated to 
P I greet me. Says, 'Glad you're here. What are 

we doing today?' 

I (Ugh! Not today! That's not the right thing to ask me 
^ today. I'm having a bad day already!) 

X 

MA begins read aloud. She justifies her 
reading with. This may be a picture book, 
but it's not a baby book.' MA encourages S 
to talk with Melinda and look at the books 
she brought from Germany, Netherlands, 
and from the Anne Frank Museum/Attic 
hide out. 

(Who said anything about picture books being babyish'!' 
Has anyone in this class complained about being read to 
from the picture books'^ I haven't heard any such 
comments. Perhaps someone in another class has. Or why 
IS MA having to justify reading these books?) 

8;34 MA begins reading A Picture Book of Anne 
Frank by David Adler. 

8:35 IVIA interrupts herself to ask S to jot down 2 
questions, in journals, that pop into their 

^ minds as they hear the story. I add that they 
C can jot down questions or also what 

surprises them as they listen to story. Then 
MA resumes reading. 

8 "*43 

CFNi ^0 
Some visiting S congregate just inside the 
door. I don't know why they're here but they 
have some papers in their hands and they 
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look official. They whisper some and create 
a distraction from an intense and important 
part of the book MA is reading aloud. 

MA tells visiting S to. Please step outside.' 
MA continues reading without stopping her 
reading. The continuity and importance of 
what she is reading is not lost. This is the 
climatic point in the book where Anne 
Frank and her family are discovered in the 
attic. 

(I was happy that MA chose the least disruptive way of 
getting rid if the distraction. There were only 2 minutes 
left in the reading. Good choice!) 

^ % 

8:44 

dT 

8:46 

8-48 

The book ends. MA asks S to take 2 
minutes to wnte their questions or surprises. 
She gestures to me with a shrug of her 
shoulders and smile that I interpret to mean, 
'Are we doing ok?' I nod in agreement and 
smile, 'You did good!' As she gestures, MA 
walks to the door where the S are waiting 
for her. Exits the room for about 2 minutes 
to talk to S. 

MA asks S to turn to person behind them 
and share/discuss their questions or 
surprises. I hurry to sit behind Cliff because 
1 see that he's the odd one out in his row. 
Rick chuckles as he sees me slide into seat 
behind ClifT. I think Cliff might have 
shown some kind of expression on his face. 
1 don't know. I sat behind him and couldn't 
see his face. Cliff is foiled again! 

FN' 
(I do this because 1 want to participate and I want to give 
Cliff someone serious to work with- also, someone where 
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he won't have to get up and move to share. He's less likely 
to get in trouble if he stays put.) 

^ Cliff wonders why Anne or the Franks 
^ S' ^ couldn't have hidden deeper within the attic 

0^ escape the Nazis? I express my surpnse 
^ ^0-'^ n that the Jews were so discnminated against, 

^ allowed into movie theaters, stores, etc.-
/I just like segregation and discrimination of 

blacks in southern U.S. states. 

^ ^ ' 8:54 MA brings class back to order after the 
sharing. MA invites some S to share th 

^3 

3 

3 

sharing. MA invites some S to share their 
wonderings with the whole class. 

Denny (1 think?) shares 'Why did the Jews 
comply with wearing the yellow stars to 
identify themselves?' 

Rob is surprised that such a simple 
hideaway could last for so many years, that 
they didn't get found sooner. 

Jason N. wondered how the Nazis could tell 
the Jews from other people'^ 

3 (This IS a frequentlv asked question. Both MA and myself 
find this a puzzling question. We wonder too.) 

^ MA shares her memories from childhood 
when she watched the movie of Anne Frank. 

^ (Of course Marcia! suggests 'Why don't we see it?') 

CrN' 
MA says her memories of the part where the 

^0?>) gestapo finally finds them is very vivid in 
her mind and is more horrible than any 
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I 

3 

horror film because it was true. Horror 
films are too fantastic to really frighten you. 
but this was realistic and awful. . . truly 
frightening that it could ever have happened. 

Some more of the S wonderings include. 
'Why did Nazis shave their heads when they 
went to the concentration camps?' Some 
explanations were: lice, to keep the Jews 
under control, as a disciplinary measure so 
the Jews could work harder without having 
to worry about their hair, and to put them 
down. S also asked, "But why should the 
Germans care if the Jews had lice?' And 
someone suggested, 'Because the lice could 
easily infest the guards too.' 

Connie shared, 'I was surprised to learn that 
Anne Frai 
June 12.' 

':2. 
^ Anne Frank had the same birth date as me. 

9:00 As MA transitions to a new segment Rick 
asks me, 'Mrs. Miller, how did Hitler die?' I 

^ point my finger to my temple and pretend to 
squeeze the trigger. Janet turns around and 
says, 'He killed himself I read it in the 
encyclopedia last night.' 

, S ^ says, 'I want to talk with you about your 
^ research papers. You will not be 

j-sC ^ 1 A researching a topic, you will be researching 
\ / / cA- your questions. You aren't looking just for 

^ about a topic, but trying to answer your 
\ ' e.Kp ^ sienificant questions. Here's a strategy or 

organizer you can use as you collect your 
information. You can treat this as your zero 
draft.' 

jLO'f) This organizational strategy will help you 
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make sense out of your report. Hopefully ^ 
your inquiry will lead you to more 
questions." 

av 6l3 

Some people spend their whole lives 
studying WWII. Hopefully you'll have more 
questions at the end of your research. A 
quality research paper is like that.' 

(Good. We do want S to pose questions. But what are we 
domg to support the questioning, the inquiry process? Are 
S working together to question the questions, to wonder 
about and critique the findings'^) 

9:04 

J 

\5 

MA continue talking about the research 
paper. "Ok. the way it ties in with your 
journal is that at the end of each class period 
I'm going to ask you to write what you did 
that day in your journals.' 

'This is the end of semester crunch time. 
You'll need to plan to spend some after-
school time and weekend time to work on 
your research paper.' 

[ f K  ^ 0 5 )  'I've had to do some work on Saturdays for 
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my classes at the university. That's what it's 
like in high school too at the end of the 
semester' 

I (The old "getting ready for HS argument.") 

'So. if you're feeling a bit overwhelmed, a 
bit stressed?? That's normal!' 

9.10 MA, Tvfow, get your text set books out and 
/I begin to read, and I'll write some passes for 

those of you going to the library to do 
research.' 

{ F N  3 i O S -  )  
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Meiinda 
4/26/94 

1. The book I read was Silver Days. 1 like it because it was about a German 
girl and her life in america during the war, she tells in detail what she goes 
through, her life and family. Yes, 1 finished this book. 

2. I wTOte about my book 6 times in my journal. My journal entries were 
useful to me in the way that if I had forgotten anything in my book I could 
go back and find it out. 1 keep all of my journals so 1 can go back on the 
books 1 read. The questions that we wrote in our journals our group went 
over in a discussion, one of our entries we used for our presentation. 

3. Our group worked together well 1 think because we are all girls, we 
planned the presentation pretty quickly because we all knew what we 
wanted to do. my book relates to History in the way that it is set in World 
War II. they have to be careful of spies (the Japanese) the Japanese were 
sent to intan- bla bla bla camps (I can't remember the name.) 

4. I wasn't here for my presentation so I can't really say anything about it. 



Bairy 
4/26/94 

I read "New kids in Town", and "Ellis Island." I really did like both of the 
books. I guess I didn't realize how bad discisimination was in the schools. 
I did finish the books. 

I wrote in my journal 6-7 times. We did use one of Janet's journal entries. 
It did help us with our presentation. 

I thought that most of our group worked great together. But most of the 
time there was someone that was always, or most of the time, goofing 
around. Now it wasn't just one person, it was maybe two people, or 
someone differant. But 1 thought that Janet worked the hardest on our 
poster, comeing up with ideas, etc. . . Our presentation wouldn't have been 
as good as it was with out her. 

Well, we had to read the book, to get anything out of it. So that did help 
alot. Some of the writing that we did helped us alot also. But the 
discussion groups were sort of messed up. Like I said in #3, there was 
always some one goofing around. But we did get it done. And it went 
very well. On a scale of 1-10. I would give us about a 7-8. We did have 
some problems though. Like Daniel and Janet on how to say Jorge, and 
maybe Anna's got a little long and bonng. And my head wouldn't stop 
swaying. 



Jim 
4/26/94 

I read Children of the Dust Bowl 1 liked it because the illustrations helped 
tell the story. And I finished the book. 

1 wrote about it 7 times. My entries helped me during discussions so I 
could refer back to them. They also helped me if I forgot what I read the 
times before I could refer back and that helped me. 

Our group worked together pretty well. We were serious sometimes and 
we got alot done but when we werent serious we got nothing done. 

The reading helped us out so we knew what the story was about. Our 
writing enabled us to give our opinion and discussions helped us 
understand the books better. Our group represented the book very well 
and we used things from our discussions in the poster. 
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Kali 
4/26/94 

Thunder Rolling in the Mountains I finished it because I liked it and it was 
fast reading. 

I wrote 6 entries about my book in my journal. When we had discussions 
I could refer back to my entries to answer different questions we had. We 
all used vanous entries when we made up our skit for the presentation. 

We worked pretty well. Sometimes it was hard to stay on the topic but 
everyone contributed to the discussion. Everyone had a different idea or 
"perspective" on the events in the book but we eccepted the different ideas 
and agreed on a common one. We all agreed that the relocatmg of the 
many native tribes in America by the government was unfair and verv 
wrong. The book showed a clear theme that "War doesn't pay cause 
everyone gets hurt." 

They gave us the idea for our skit and helped us in our explanation of our 
presetation. On a scale of 1 -10 our group gets an 8 for our presentation 
and discussions because our skit was about the surrender of Chief Joseph 
to the Army and the incident really shows the struggle and hardships the 
Nez Perce went through. However we weren't completely compared 
[prepared] because we didn't have enough time to make nfles and head 
dresses. 
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APPENDIX C 

Projects for Covering Curriculum 



Unit 15; 20th Century Brochure Project 

Requirements for the Project: 
•Each topic must be represented by a 5 panel brochure. 
•Brochures must answer all the questions for the topic. 
•Each brochure must be designed attractively in color, historically correct and 
with excellent mechanics. 
•Presentations will be made by a group panel of everyone working on that topic, 
but brochures will be individually designed. 
•Brochures will be worth 50 points each- choose 2 below. All brochures are due 
at the beginning of the last class in December. 
•Presentations will be made at this time. 

Alaska 
Cite reasons why U.S. purchased Alaska from Russia. 
List the resources of Alaska. 
Describe how people moved into Alaska. 
War with Spain 
What reasons did President McKinley have for not declaring war on Spain 
immediately after the sinking of the Maine? 
Describe the conditions Amencan soldiers faced when they went ashore in Cuba 
and fought their way to Santiago. 
Panama Canal 
Describe the reasons for building the Panama Canal. 
What hardships faced the workers who dug the canal? 
What was the strategic importance of the canal during the early 1900s. 
Hull House 
Descnbe Addams' decision to work with the poor. 
Descnbe the activities at Hull House. 
How did Addams try to further women's role in politics. 
Theodore Roosevelt 
What were the character traits that attracted people to Roosevelt"^ 
What were Roosevelt's accomplishments. 
E.xplain "Big Stick" Diplomacy. 
E.xplain what Roosevelt did to fight corruption in politics and big business. 
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Social Studies Questions Chapters 61 -64 

1. Explain how the outcome of the battles of Gettysburg and Vicksburg 
affected the ultimate course of the Civil War. 

2. Describe Sherman's war strategy and its effect on the Southern morale. 

3 Compare and contrast Lee and Grant's personal qualities and military 
skills. 

4. In your opmion, what was the impact of the assassination of President 
Lincoln on the Amencan people. 

5. Answer the questions on page 366 using the data on page 367. 

6. Make a timeline of the major events of the Civil War. Include the ten 
events that, in your opinion, were the most impwrtant. (Note: This was not 
the same timeline used in the grand conversations curriculum.) 
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Civil War Research Report 

(This assignment was given in late September) 

Your assignment is to choose one of the designated topics and write a 
three page report. 

Your report should explain the impact your topic had on the outcome and 
the course of the Civil War. 

You should include relevant facts, examples, details, descriptions, and 
historical information to support you explanation. 

One of the pages may be an illustration relevant to the topic. 
You must include a bibliography (minimum of two sources) and note card 

or a honeycomb as your zero copy. 

Points will be assessed as follows; 

40 points Content: details, information, examples 
20 points Style: introduction, body, conclusion, coaect paragraphing 
20 points Bibliography: correct form 
20 points Two drafts: zero draft, rough draft 

100 points will be possible on this assignment. 

An excellent report will focus on the reporting information, begin with a 
main idea statement or topic sentence and present information in a logical order. 
An excellent report includes appropnate details to clarify ideas. An excellent 
report uses grammar, mechanics, and usage that do not detract from the clarity 
and meaning. 
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Bill of Rights Packet 

Students were given a packet of information about the first ten 
amendments to the U.S. Constitution. (It is too long to include here.) Briefly, the 
packet spelled out the ten amendments and gave an explanation of each. Several 
questions about each of the amendments followed this information. 

Here are some of the questions students were required to answer; 

1. List the five freedoms in the First Amendment. 
2. What are the possible consequences people risk when they refuse to 

respect the limits placed on freedom of speech and freedom of the press"^ 
3. The Second Amendment established the right of a state to have a militia. 

What did it say about the right of private individuals owning weapons'!' 
4. Dunng peacetime, no soldier shall be quartered in a house without the 

consent of the owner. Where do you think this idea came from? 
5. What is the nature of the job of the grand jury? 
6. What is bail? 
7. What happens to all those powers that are not specifically given to the 

federal government"^ 

After answering all 29 of the questions in the packet, students were 
divided into small groups and asked to prepare a short skit to role play a situation 
that illustrated the different amendments. 



APPENDIX D 

Historical Literature Used in 
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Historical Literature Read bv Students 

Theme 1- Civil War and Slavery 

The Tamarack Tree. Patricia Clapp 
Slave Dancer. Paula Fox 
Long Joumev Home. Julius Lester 
A Girl Called Bov. Belinda Hermence 
Rifles for Watie. Harold Keith 
Shades of Grav. Carolyn Reeder 
Lincoln: A Photobiography. Russell Freedman 

During the Harvest of Characters month (October) all students were required to 
read Across Five Aprils by Irene Hunt, but no discussion groups were formed. 

Theme 2- Reconstruction and Civil Rights 

Words bv Heart. Guida Sebestyen 
Lvddie. Katherine Patterson 
Be Ever Hopeful. Hanalee. Patricia Beatty 
Roll of Thunder. Hear Mv Cr\'. Mildred Taylor 
The Friendship. The Gold Cadillac. The Mississippi Bridge. Mildred Taylor 

Text Set about Notable African-Americans; 
Jesse Jackson: A Biographv. Patricia McKissack 
Walking the Road to Freedom: A Storv about Sojourner Truth. Jen Ferris 
Sojourner Truth: Ain't I a Woman"!*. Patricia and Fredrick McKissack 
Jesse Jackson: Still Fighting for the Dream. Brenda Wilkinson 
Scott Joplin: Composer. Katherine Preston 
Langston Hughes: Poet. Jack Rummel 
Sojourner Truth: Antislaver\' Activist. Peter Krass 
Harriet Tubman: Antislaver\' Activist. M. W, Taylor 
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Text Set about Martin Luther King Jr.; 
Martin Luther King Jr.: The Peaceful Warrior. Ed Clayton 
[ Have a Dream: Tlie Story of Martin Luther King. Margaret Davidson 
Marching to Freedom: The Storv of Martin Luther King Jr., Joyce Milton 
Manin Luther King Jr.: Young Man With a Dream Dharathula Millender 
Meet Martm Luther King Jr.. James deKay 
Manin Luther King. Nancy Shuker 
Ghandhi: Peaceful Wamor. Rae Bains 

Theme 3- Various Perspectives on U.S. History 

Sing Down the Moon. Scott O'Dell 
Thunder Rolling in the Mountains. Scott O'Dell and Elizabeth Hall 
New Kids in Town. Janet Bode (Also available for extra reading or browsing: 

Ellis Island by Conrad Stein, The Statue of Liberty by Natalie Miller. The 
Bill of Rights by Conrad Stein) 

Silver Davs, Sonia Levitin 
Children of the Dust Bowl. Jerry Stanley 
Walker of Time. Helen Vick 

Theme 4- World War II and the Holocaust 

Summer of Mv German Soldier. Bette Greene 
The Devil's Arithmetic. Jane Yolen 
Number the Stars. Lois Lowry 
Upon the Head of the Goat. Aranka Siegal 
Anne Frank: The Diarv of Young Girl. Anne Frank 
PT 109. Roben Donnavan 
The Bndge Over the River Kwai. Pierre Boulle 
Waiting For Anva. Michael Morpurgo 
Hiroshima. John Hersey 

Also available: 
The Upstairs Room. Johanna Reiss 
Farewell to Manzanar. Jeanne Houston 
Snow Treasure, Marie Swigan 
A Nightmare in History. Miriam Chaikin 
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Text Set Questions 

(Theme 1-Civil War and Slavery) 

1. List as many conflicts as you can identify from your novel and the 
outcomes of these conflicts. 

2. Of the conflicts you have listed which one do you think is most important 
to the story'' 

3. Historical fiction is a blending of the facts fi'om history and fictional 
elements from the imagination of the author. In your novel descnbe a 
minimum of three facts from historv' and how the author integrated them 
into the novel. 

4. Give a brief characterization of the main character in your novel and how 
their personal it\' changes by the end of the novel. 

5 In your novel the main character had ideas that he/she strongly believed 
m. How did these beliefs affect their lives? Explain how you agree or 
disagree with these beliefs? 

6. The genre of the unit you are reading about deals with the Civil War, civil 
rights issues, or war. Decide what genre your particular novel relates to 
and write a brief paragraph supporting your choice using examples from 
your book. 

7 Identity the following components of your story; plot, setting, and theme. 
As these components change, note the changes and where they occur in 
the book. i.e. chapter, page, and paragraph numbers. 

8 Choose a character, setting, or situation from the novel and explain how 
you relate to that character, have lived in a setting like the one in the 
novel, or how you have expenenced a similar situation in your life. 
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Text Set Questions 

(Theme 2- Reconstruction and Civil Rights) 

1. Describe the book you are reading as it relates to Civil Rights issues. 

2. What is the conflict in the story and how are the characters dealing with 

3. Give a complete charactenzation of the main character. 

4. How does the main character deal with his/her strongly-held beliefs? 

5. Describe the setting of the novel. 

6. Choose a character, setting, or situation from the novel and explain how 
you relate to that character, have lived in a setting like the one in the 
novel, or how you have expenenced a similar situation in your life. 
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.APPENDIX G 

Hows and Whys of Response Journals 
and Literature Discussions 



Hows and Whvs of Response Journals 
and Literature Discussions 

While we were doing the Vanous Perspectives on U.S. Histor\- theme 
series I noticed that students seemed to lack authentic purposes for writing m 
their journals and preparing for discussions. I decided to talk with the students on 
April 6 about the value of thinking ahead, writing out their ideas, and coming 
prepared for the discussions. 

The following summarizes what the students and 1 together concluded 
about these two aspects of our expenences reading and discussing histoncal 
literature. I asked questions and students suggested answers. 1 also made some 
suggestions. 

1 Why do we have discussions about the books ' 

Will said the discussions help him understand the books better and help 
him answer questions he had about the book. 

Erica said the discussions help us aam other perspectives. 

1 added that the discussions also provide us with opportunities to share 
and eniov the books together and help us to deepen our understanding and 
make connections among the story, historv. and the issues involved. 
While reading we bnng our e.xperiences. feelings, perspectives, and 
mterpretations to the stor\ Because we each add so much to the reading 
from our own expenences it is interesting and helpful to hear the 
responses of others in a discussion. We also discuss to pose questions as 
well as to answer them. 

2 How can we prepare for a discission'' (Setting up authentic purposes for 
keeping a response journal.) 

Read the book. Stop to think about the book Writing dowTi your ideas 
helps you develop them. Writint: down your ideas also helps you 
remember them! (This comes in very handy during a discussion.) 
Drawing a sketch is also useful. Drawings can be ver\' thought-provoking. 
Basically, the object is to come to the discussion with an open mind but 
not with an empty mind. 



During the discussion be considerate of others. Do not force someone to 
talk. Remember, we are here to interrogate ideas, not people. 

After you have read the books and talked about them your group will have 
the opportunity to prepare a presentation for the class. As you prepare for 
the presentation you will want to consider: 1) what vou want your 
audience to understand about the book, and 2) what vou want them to 
understand about vour discussions about the book. 
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Literature Discussion Strategies 

This is a collection of strategies we used to support discussions m the grand 
conversations cumculum. These strategies are found in Harste. Short, & Burke 
(1988). 

SAVE THE LAST WORD FOR MF 
As you read a book, watch for passages or quotes that catch your attention 
because they are interesting, powerful, wrong, confusing, or contradictorv'. Note 
the quote on the front of a 3 x 5 card. On the back of the card, wnte your 
response or why you found that particular passage noteworthy. 

In the group, one person begins by shanng one of the passages they chose. The 
group then briefly discusses their response to that passage. When the discussion 
dies down, the person who shared the passage flips over the card and shares why 
they chose the passage. That person has the last word and then the group moves 
on to another person who shares a passage. 

Younger children can show a page from a picture book and the others m the 
group then share their responses, letting the child who chose that page have the 
last word. 

SKETCH TO STRETCH 
After readmg 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 ditTerent ideas people have raised in 
their drawings 

ANOMAIJFS - HAVE 1 GOT A OIJFSTION 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 identity' the ones that you are 
still wondering about. Ev en 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 group discuss the questions and generate new questions or anomalies. 
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WEBBING - WHAT'S THERF 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 m the conversations. 

FREE WRITES 
After reading the book, set a timer for 10-20 minutes. Dunng that time, wnte 
continuously about your thoughts related to the book. If you run out of things to 
wTite. you can wnte "I don't know what to write" until you think of something 
else. 

In the group, one person begins by reading all or part of their ft-ee wnte aloud. 
The group discusses the ideas in that paper and then moves on to the ne.xt person. 

Another way to do the free wnte is to combine it with the Anomaly strateg\-. 
Each person shares their questions and anomalies and then everyone chooses one 
or two of these to do a free wnte. 
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Connecting Activities 

What is perspective"^ 

To introduce the Vanous Perspectives in U.S. History theme senes Mary-
Ann and I read aloud the familiar story of the three little pigs to the class. The 
two books we used presented the story from two different perspectives. The first 
booL The Three Little Pigs by Paul Galdone, told the story in the familiar way. 
from the pigs' perspective. The second book. The True Storv of the Three Little 
Pias bv A. Wolf as told to Jon Scieszka, told quite a different story. It presented 
the events from the perspective of the wolf 

Following these stones we had the students do several different activities 
to retlect on the notion of different perspectives. These activities were 
intermingled among the other classroom activities and took place over a period of 
two days. 

^Compare and contrast the two stones using a Venn Diagram. 

^Respond to the two different versions of this familiar story in your 
journals. Who is telling the truth and why do you think so"' 

^Students were selected by teacher to create and role play a mock tnal for 
the wolf Prosecuting attorney and defense attorney prepared their cases, 
sorted out the "facts", invented exhibits to present as evidence, and 
interviewed expert witnesses. Teacher chose students to play judge. 
bailiff, court reporter, witnesses, victims, and defendant. The following 
day the tnal was held. While the judge weighed the evidence and thought 
through her verdict, the rest of the class was asked to write in their 
journals who they thought was guilt\', why, and if their ideas had changed 
since yesterday. The wolf was declared not guilt\ . 

^Students were divided into small groups and given four different sets of 
quotes to read and discuss together. These quotes illustrated contrasting 
perspectives about slaver\", war. and labor. 

*Students were asked to define perspective and give examples from their 
lives in their journals. 
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Timeline 

Students were asked to record information about the book(s) they read for 
the Reconstruction and Civil Rights theme senes on a sheet of paper. They did 
this in their small groups according to the set of books they had read. The 
information they provided included; 

*title of book 
*author 
*time penod that story took place 
*main characters 
*2-3 underlying issues or conflicts facing these characters 

Next, students transferred this information on to the chalkboard for the 
rest of the class to see. 

Students were asked to mark out every 100 years in a timeline on a long 
strip of paper from 1600 to the present. Then they added the titles of the various 
books read in the class along with the key issues/conflicts present in each 
particular book. 

The interesting result that students observed was that although the books 
ranged in time from the 1860s to the 1960s, many of the issues and conflicts 
remained the same. Time in and of itself did not erase prej udice, discnmination, 
harsh working conditions, etc. 
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Webbing 

Working with their Reconstruction and Civil Rights discussion group, 
students bramstormed different issues reflected in their histoncal literature books 

They organized the different ideas into a web and shared these webs with 
the rest of the class. 

The next day I gave the students a compilation of the different words 
found in the various webs and asked them to organize the words again into 
categones. If they did not know what a word meant they could ask around. 
(This activity gave them more words and ideas from the other books to think 
about and add to their original webs and discussions. It helped to draw the 
various books and ideas together.) 
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