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Preface

This is a book for teachers and teacher educators concerned about
literacy instruction in elementary and middle-school classrooms. We wrote
this book in response to and consistent with current beliefs that promote
literacy instruction as: (a) integrating reading, writing, and oral language;
(b) integrating literacy instruction with instruction in school subject areas;
and (c¢) recognizing the social as well as cognitive aspects of literacy learn-
ing. At the same time, we share a concern that literacy instruction as re-
defined not be considered so broadly that it becomes lost. That is, we
worry that by infusing literacy instruction within other areas, it may even-
tually cease to exist. Thus, our purpose in this book is to explore the
nature of literacy instruction with a specific emphasis on teaching students
about written text: meaningful contexts in which such instruction can
occur, how such texts “work,” how readers and writers respond to and talk
about texts, and how to evaluate text understanding and interpretation.

In writing this book, we were guided by assumptions that influenced
everything from our choice of content to our organization. Our assump-
tions grow out of a particular orientation to learning and development—
social constructivism. This perspective underscores the active nature of
the learner and the importance of language. We believe learning is a social
process and through language—oral and written—learning opportunities
are created and meanings are constructed. We also believe that to under-
stand today’s issues in literacy instruction, we benefit greatly from consid-
ering the history that has preceded our current efforts.

In each chapter, we examine how social constructivist perspectives
influence the contexts within which instruction occurs, the knowledge
base used by successful teachers, and the curriculum content of the in-
struction itself. Our history of reading instruction, dating back thousands
of years, reflects changes in our assumptions about literacy learning; changes
in how teachers of literacy were perceived; changes in our knowledge of
reading and its relationships to other literacy development (i.e., writing),
to oral language development and discussion, and, more generally, to thinking
itself; changes in beliefs about where meaning resides; and changes in what
constitutes appropriate literacy instruction.

This book consists of three different sections, focusing, respectively,
on building background, describing knowledge critical to successful
literacy instruction, and discussing specific strategies for instruction,
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vi Preface

assessment, and planning. In the first section, building background, are
three chapters. The first chapter takes a historical look at how literacy and
literacy instruction have been defined over time, the impact of these defi-
nitions on instructional research and classroom practices, and how the
perspective we adopt in this book—social constructivism—has emerged.
The second and third chapters present two “cases” of elementary literacy
instruction. Chapter 2 presents Deborah Woodman’s fourth-fifth split-grade
classroom in Lansing, Michigan. Deb has used a literature-based approach
to reading instruction, one that attempts to integrate reading, writing, and
oral language practices as she helps her students develop abilities in com-
prehension, interpretation, and talk about text. Chapter 3 presents Laura
Pardo’s classrooms when she taught third, then fifth grades in Lansing,
Michigan. We focus on two units connecting literacy instruction and con-
tent area learning, one in her third grade when students studied commu-
nity and the other in fifth grade as they studied the Civil War.

With the theoretical perspective and two case-studies classrooms as
background, the next section explores the knowledge base that teachers,
such as Deb and Laura, draw upon in creating and implementing their
thematically based units. Chapter 4 examines language practices in the
classroom, with an emphasis on teacher-led and student-led discussion
activities. Chapters 5 and 6 focus on “text.” Chapter 5 focuses on narrative
texts, often the most pervasive of those used to teach students to read and
to create texts, while Chapter 6 examines expository or nonfiction text,
what makes such texts difficult for students and how teachers can help
students develop strategies for understanding and interpreting informa-
tional text.

The third section of the book explores pedagogical practices in reading
and writing, and related assessment practices for evaluating students’
progress. In Chapter 7, we focus on comprehension strategies and ways in
which instruction in strategy use can be meaningfully embedded within
the context of students’ reading and writing activities. In Chapter 8, the
focus is on writing—specifically writing as a tool for helping students de-
velop strategies for comprehension and interpretation. Journal writing and
reading logs from a number of classrooms are presented and guidelines
included for bringing writing into reading instruction in a meaningful way.
Further, we discuss ways in which literature can serve as an important
connection to students’ own writing development. In Chapter 9, we explore
ways of creating assessment processes and tools that are consistent with a
social constructivist perspective in literacy instruction. The book ends
with a short chapter that synthesizes a social constructivist perspective on
literacy instruction and assessment and provides recommendations for
moving toward a principled approach to planning literacy instruction for
today’s classrooms.

Throughout the book we integrate theory and practice by presenting
multiple examples of classroom dialogue—talk among students and between
teacher and students—and of students’ writing. All of these examples are
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from real classrooms and real children and serve to highlight both the
importance of language and the nature of the instructional and learning
opportunities that are created when we focus on both social and cognitive
aspects of learning.

There are many people we wish to acknowledge who helped make this
book possible. As we worked over the years, we have had much support
from our secretaries, including Julie Ashi and Kathy Lessard, and their
student aides. Several of our graduate students helped us, serving as critics,
piloting the chapters as they taught graduate courses, gathering reference
materials, and generally providing encouragement. Special thanks go to
Ginny Goatley, Cindy Brock, and Peggy Rittenhouse for their efforts. We
also thank the students who have taken Michigan State University’s Ad-
vanced Methods of Reading Instruction courses both on and off campus
and who have helped provide us with important feedback as we revised the
book over the years. We have had wonderful input from reviewers who
have helped us strengthen the content of the book. Our thanks to Susan
McMahon (University of Wisconsin-Madison), Sam Miller (University of
North Carolina—Greensboro), Sheila Cohen (State University of New York—
Cortland), Sandra Wilde (Portland State University), and Susan Britsch
(Purdue University). Also, we wish to thank the people at Harcourt Brace.
Jo-Anne Weaver, the acquisitions editor, expressed continued dedication to
our ideas and helped us put those ideas in this book. Tracy Napper, our
developmental editor, provided support over a much longer term than she
had anticipated. Our thanks for her patience and her editing skills. Steve
Norder’s careful attention to the manuscript during production helped
considerably as we moved toward publication. He was assisted by Peggy
Young, the art director in charge of the book’s design and art work, and
Melinda Esco, who oversaw the nuts and bolts of the production process.

Finally, we wish to make a special acknowledgment to James Gavelek
who has strongly influenced our thinking about and understanding of socio-
cultural theory, has introduced us to many of the influential figures within
that tradition, and who served as a constant source for references, ideas,
and help in clarifying the many complex concepts that are a part of the
theory.
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May 1995
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chapter l

A Perspective on Language,
Literacy, and Learning

What does it mean to create an integrated approach to literacy in-
struction? Calls for integration are becoming increasingly frequent in the
professional literature (e.g., Lipson, Valencia, Wixson, & Peters, 1993;
Morrow, Smith, & Wilkinson, 1994). In this book, we explore what it means
to create an integrated classroom environment, what we mean by literacy
and literacy instruction, and what effective pedagogy and assessment look
like from such a perspective. It is our belief that to understand these ideas
we must understand our history as literacy educators, how our theoretical
beliefs have evolved, and how our instructional practices have changed.
Thus, in this chapter we begin with our history as a profession: (a) What
is literacy and how have our definitions changed over time? (b) What is
literacy instruction and how has this changed over time? (c¢) What is the
perspective that defines the “integrated” approach to literacy instruction
described in this book?

What Is Literacy?

Literacy seems like an obvious term, yet entire books have been devoted
simply to exploring what literacy is. Literacy can mean something as
“narrow” as reading and writing. Literacy has been extended to include
oral language as well. It has been used to describe thinking and has been
used synonymously with knowledge. In short, literacy has multiple mean-
ings from simply the ability to decode to broad-based concepts involving
social and political actions. In the examples that follow, it becomes appar-
ent that literacy can mean different ideas for different people, from the
most straightforward considerations of print to very broad conceptions of
political and social power.

Some definitions of literacy focus on perception and decoding. For
example, Spache (1964) describes literacy (i.e., reading) as a series of word
perceptions. Kaestle (1985, p. 96) describes literacy as “the ability to de-
code and comprehend language at a rudimentary level, that is the ability
to look at written words corresponding to ordinary oral discourse, to say
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2 CIIAPTER 1 A Perspective on Language, Literacy, and Learning

them, and to understand them.” These two definitions emphasize the as-
pect of literacy that involves being able to read the printed symbols on the
page (e.g., to understand the difference between and meaning of the squiggles
against a blank background) and to map those symbols onto our under-
standing of oral language. This definition is consistent with teaching read-
ing through an emphasis on sound-symbol correspondence, and helping
readers make connections to their oral vocabulary and comprehension
abilities.

Others have emphasized cognitive processes in describing literacy,
some more generally and others more specifically. For example, Goodman
(1976) suggests that reading is a psycholinguistic guessing game. Venezky
(1991, p. 49) states that it is “a cognitive skill.” Calfee and Nelson-Barber
(1991, p. 44) describe it as “the capacity to employ language as a tool for
thinking and communicating.” These definitions are consistent with teach-
ing reading and writing as cognitive processes that involve the processing
of information through such strategies as activating background knowl-
edge, encouraging readers to make predictions or writers to organize their
ideas into categories, and so forth.

Some push the definition still further to incorporate the political and
social dimensions of literacy. For example, Scribner (1984) uses the meta-
phors of adaptation, power, and state of grace to characterize what literacy
is; Resnick (1991) suggests that literacy is one set of cultural practices in
which people engage; and Gee (1990) suggests that literacy is a way of
acting and speaking, defined in terms of differential power relationships
and structures. Such definitions push us to consider students’ cultural
backgrounds and real-world functions of literacy in our teaching. Luis
Moll’s literacy instruction project (Moll, 1992; Moll, Tapia, & Whitmore,
1993) represents such a perspective. Teachers in this project worked with
sixth-grade students in a largely Hispanic community in the southwest
United States. They taught their students to observe, interview, and study
the way in which literacy was used in the everyday lives of people in their
home communities, to use reading and writing as tools for exploring their
social world, and to emphasize the value of this knowledge in their own
lives and the lives of their family and community members. Such a model
stands in stark contrast to instruction using textbooks and focusing on
teaching skills in isolation from their use within the broader community.

Some scholars use literacy to underscore the difference between those
who are truly “literate” and “those who have used reading and writing
merely as tools to achieve somewhat limited ends within occupational
roles” (Heath, 1991, p. 4). Bruner’s (1991) description is a good summary
of the controversy, debate, and disagreement surrounding how we define
literacy. Ile suggests that “literacy is an issue that transcends the mere
mastery of reading and writing, one that has deep roots in our national
history” (p. vii), that it is a “first step in the empowerment of mind, albeit
a crucial one. For what we learn from history, from anthropology, and from
studies of human development is that literacy not only provides access to
the culture’s written record, it also shapes the way in which mind is used”
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(p. vii). Defining literacy is complex and can be confusing, but it is impor-
tant to consider since the definition has far-reaching implications for the
day-to-day lives of students in classrooms and for the literacy curriculum
teachers enact. We turn to the state of Michigan as an illustration of how
changes in the definitions of literacy can have direct impact on the literacy
lives of teachers and students.

At more local levels such as the state, the district, or the school,
literacy, and specifically reading and writing, has been defined as a way to
guide the development of curriculum frameworks. For example, the State
Department of Education in Michigan requires state testing in reading for
all students at three specified grade levels (e.g., 4th, 7th, and 11th grade).
The definition of reading that the state has adopted shapes the types of
passages and questions that comprise the state-wide reading assessment,
which in turn influences the content of the reading instruction curriculum
in individual districts and classrooms. From the 1960s to the early 1980s,
reading was defined in terms of getting meaning from the printed page. The
Michigan Educational Assessment Program (MEAP) developed a set of “stan-
dardized norm-referenced tests designed to rank students from highest to
lowest in vocabulary, reading comprehension, English usage” (Roeber, Kirby,
Coleman, Dutcher, & Smith, 1991, p. 3), the key objectives of the language
arts curriculum. These tests used isolated skills assessment, multiple choice
items, and short passages constructed specifically for the test which stu-
dents read, then answered questions related to content and vocabulary.
Predictably, the emphasis of instruction within this time period was on
decoding, vocabulary knowledge, and the ability to demonstrate that main
ideas or important information could be identified after reading vocabu-
lary-controlled texts often created specifically for use in instruction and
assessment.

In the early 1980s, many of the state’s reading educators from the
state department, schools, and universities worked to develop a definition
emphasizing readers’ meaning-construction: “Reading is the process of
constructing meaning through the dynamic interaction among the reader,
the text, and the context of the reading situation” (Wixson & Peters, 1984,
p- 4). The change in definition led to changes in the state assessment test
to include longer length texts (e.g., short stories from magazines or other
sources of children’s reading), response to both narrative and expository
selections, and measures of students’ background knowledge. Test items
were distributed among constructing meaning (20 items), knowledge about
reading (14 items), and students’ self-report about performance, effort,
and interest (12 items). Similarly, inservice programs in reading instruc-
tion held throughout the state emphasized teaching strategy use, using
“authentic” full-length texts, and helping students become more aware of
when and why particular strategies would be appropriate to achieve par-
ticular purposes within their reading.

Current efforts reflect still further evolution of reading definitions.
Peters (1993) presented a new framework for reading within the state,
one that argues for an integrated reading-communication arts framework
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and that identifies its goal to “develop independent, self-sufficient, lifelong
learners whose understandings and capabilities allow them to become
personally, socially, and civically involved in the world around them” (p.4).

Within this framework are specific curricular goals, emphasizing (a)
use of information in authentic ways, (b) active learning, (c¢) an integrated
knowledge base organized around big or powerful ideas, (d) ethical issues
related to democratic values, and (e) a literary heritage beyond traditional
notions of literary history and genre study, to include traditions from vari-
ous cultures and to consider the moral, social, intellectual, and cultural
effects of literary works. In short, Peters argues that literature should be
taught not simply as a collection of works, but as “encounter(s) with the
minds of great writers and thinkers” across history, cultures, and societies
(Peters, 1993, p. 18-19). An assessment that reflects such goals requires
multiple measures, collected over an extended period of time; involves
maintaining a portfolio of students’ work; and uses assessment measures
that reflect depth of understanding, not simply breadth.

The example from Michigan’s assessment program illustrates the wide-
reaching impact of how we define literacy; what we emphasize when we
discuss reading, writing, or both; and how we see reading in relation to
writing and the other language arts. In this book, we use the terms lan-
guage and literacy to underscore the value of both oral and written lan-
guage, to emphasize that both are critical to an integrated approach to
classroom instruction, and to suggest that they are not the same.

We use the term language when we refer to oral (i.e., speaking and
listening) activities and literacy when we refer to activities that involve
print (i.e., reading and writing). We do not equate literacy with knowledge;
thus, we would not suggest that scientific literacy means that one is literate
in the sense of using written language skills even if the individual shows
expertise in science, nor would we suggest that someone who uses literate
thinking in analyzing a television program is necessarily able to use written
language skills to engage in such analysis. With this definition of literacy
in mind, we now turn to a discussion of the history of literacy instruction,
beginning with early emphases specifically on the teaching of reading.

How Has Literacy Instruction Evolved?

Most educators today have heard such unfortunate aspersions cast as George
Bernard Shaw’s famous comment from his play, Man and Superman, “He
who can, does. He who cannot, teaches” (cited in Shulman, 1986, p. 4).
Such an opinion of teachers and specifically, teachers of reading and writ-
ing, has a long history in our society, dating back at least to early Greek
culture. Mathews (1966) notes that “those who taught children to read and
write were regarded with great disdain and contempt. . . . In old Athens
there was a saying of one who was missing that he was either dead or had
become a schoolmaster and was accordingly ashamed to appear in polite
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society. . . . The most probable explanation of (such a belief) is that
teaching to read was widely recognized as something anybody could do”
(p. 9). While philosophers and individual tutors may have been held in
high esteem, apparently the teaching of reading and writing was not a
means for achieving status within that society.

The attitude toward teachers of reading and writing may be explained
in terms of differences between the early Greek alphabet and that of many
of today’s language systems. The Greek alphabet was far more regular than
many of today’s languages—each symbol had only one sound, thus learning
to decode the written symbols may have been seen by people of that era
as something straightforward and not particularly challenging. At that time,
prior to the printing press, there may have been less emphasis on formal
conventions such as spelling and grammatical markings. Thus, criteria for
expertise may not have been as stringent as is typical of many of today’s
languages. In short, reading and writing were viewed as far less complex
processes than is typical today.

Even several centuries later, some of our current views of literacy
continue to reflect somewhat simplistic definitions. For example, a “trans-
portation” metaphor has been offered as a way of thinking about how
meaning is acquired (Bruce, Collins, Rubin, & Gentner, 1982). The trans-
portation metaphor brings to mind a system in which ideas from an author’s
head are transported to the reader. One means of transportation is through
the print symbols that have a one-to-one correspondence to the sound
each symbol represents. The ability to write requires that the author
knows the relationship between sounds and symbols to convert one to the
other. Readers then decode the symbols back to sounds to understand the
author’s meaning. Thus, the ideas expressed by the sounds are trans-
ported from the author to the reader through the symbols.

Such a perspective emphasizes how critical it is for our learners to
know the sound-symbol relationships that underlie literate activity, and
not surprisingly, many of our literacy programs were created to reflect this.
Throughout the mid-part of this century, we taught phonetic relationships,
debated hotly whether such instruction should proceed from the whole
word (i.e., analytically) or from the symbols themselves (i.e., syntheti-
cally), but rarely questioned our basic assumption that “breaking the code”
was the primary goal of literacy instruction.

A second aspect of the transportation metaphor is that the ideas of the
author are transmitted through print and that there is a specific meaning
that the reader must obtain for a “correct” interpretation or to appropri-
ately comprehend the author’s message. Such a metaphor ignores the
complexity of what readers bring to the act of reading: their background
knowledge, cultural experiences, purposes for reading the text, interac-
tions and discussions around the text with teachers and peers, their ability
to connect current readings to past texts, and so forth. Thus, just as writing
may not simply involve encoding thoughts, reading may not simply involve
decoding print.
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. Early Views of Effective Literacy Instruction

Within the past few decades, there have been considerable changes in our
goals for literacy learning, our definitions of what it means to be literate,
and our knowledge about cognitive and social processes underlying success
in literacy activities (see Anderson & Pearson, 1984; Bloome & Green,
1984; Resnick & Resnick, 1977; Scribner, 1984). Yet, we have continued to
be influenced by beliefs that reading is most easily learned when the com-
ponent subskills are emphasized, when we “slow it down and make it more
concrete” (Allington, 1991, p. 25). Such beliefs are particularly visible in
programs that emphasize skill instruction for students who have experi-
enced difficulties in learning to read. These students often receive instruc-
tion that focuses on learning and mastering isolated skills to be put together
for successful reading.

Beliefs about the importance of learning subskills are also visible when
we examine assessment tests that measure students’ abilities in terms of
performing tasks on isolated reading skills (e.g., picking a title representing
a main idea of an isolated paragraph, circling words with “short e” sounds).
Students who do not succeed are given more of this instruction, more
drills, more practice on isolated sounds and conventions (e.g., grammar,
punctuation, spelling) (Allington, 1991).

Such views have had a stranglehold on literacy instructional practices
for far too long. It was not until the last 20 years (see Pearson, 1986) that
the cognitive revolution, with its emphasis on thinking that underlies lit-
eracy learning and development, influenced us to consider comprehension
and composition as processes that could be taught. Durkin (1978-1979)
criticized the nature of comprehension instruction within our decoding
perspective, suggesting that, in fact, little comprehension instruction oc-
curred during what was defined as the elementary reading program (i.e., the
dominant basal reading programs of the time). Neilsen, Rennie, and Connell
(1982) revealed similar findings in exploring social studies instruction.
Together, the studies implied that comprehension instruction simply did not
exist—not in the reading program nor during content area instruction.

Further, as we tried to understand why such instruction was appar-
ently missing, researchers began to study the instructional materials them-
selves—the teachers’ manuals that accompany both basal readers and
content area textbooks. Durkin (1981) and others (e.g., Armbruster & Gud-
brandsen, 1986; Osborn, 1984b) criticized the materials available in both
the teachers’ manuals and supporting workbooks and worksheets, arguing
that such materials provided teachers with little or no examples of what
literacy instruction might actually look like and suggested to students that
reading was basically an ability to complete a set of isolated skills, prac-
ticed out of the context of reading connected text.

Similarly, in writing instruction, Hairston (1982) describes the strong
influence of product approaches to writing, approaches that grew out of a
combination of behaviorist perspectives about learning in general, and the
belief that writing was an inherent talent, an art, and not amendable to
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instruction. Therefore, skills that could be observed and measured re-
ceived the attention of writing teachers, who emphasized what were basi-
cally editing skills such as correctly parsing a sentence, recognizing
appropriate verb tense, punctuating a paper correctly, and so forth. Such
an emphasis was not questioned because of the deep-seated conviction
that since one cannot teach writing, the best a teacher could do was
provide students with knowledge of editing skills. Good writers would need
such skills, while poor writers needed at least the basics to communicate
clearly. Thus, these approaches ignored both the process of writing and
any social aspects of this process.

Like those in the reading area of literacy instruction, those in writing
instruction came under criticism from several fronts. Psycholinguists docu-
mented the relationship between the nature of the errors students made
and underlying cognitive processes in writing (Shaughnessy, 1977); psy-
chologists (e.g., Bruce, Collings, Rubin, & Gentner, 1982; Flower & Hayes,
1980) detailed the process of writing; educators such as Graves (1983)
demonstrated the successful development of writers as young as first grade.

These criticisms from the late 1970s and early 1980s from both sides
of literacy development led to alterations in approaches to reading and
writing instruction and the development of related strategies. For example,
by the 1980s, reading workshops (Hansen, 1987) and writing workshops
(Calkins, 1986; Graves, 1983) were being discussed and implemented in
many classrooms. In these approaches, students were encouraged to read
books and create texts that were personally meaningful to them, share
their ideas with their peers and teachers, and, in so doing, learn to see that
literacy practices had meaning to them beyond simply school activities.
The whole language movement (Y. Goodman, 1989) was emerging during
this time as a force for change, prompting educators to consider the inte-
gration of the language arts and to place more control over the curriculum
in the hands of teachers.

These movements were critical for helping push the thinking of lit-
eracy educators, and they can be seen to have had a lasting impact on how
literacy education is approached in today’s schools. However, in the early
1980s, typically, those studying reading instruction and those studying
parallel activities in writing instruction were (and many still are) members
of relatively separate groups, belonging to different research communities,
teaching organizations, curricular and state departments, and so forth.
Thus, critics suggested changes in terms of reading or writing, rarely ex-
ploring their relationship. Further, while questioning the product and skills
orientation, the primary influence on the content of instruction tended to
be research within psychological or psycholinguistic traditions.

In short, while there were beginnings of change in the form of curricu-
lum revision and arguments for a focus on process, the areas of reading,
writing, and oral language were largely separate ones. Within the area of
reading, there was a greater emphasis on using authentic literature as the
basis for instruction, but little mention of literary theory and its connection



8 CHAPTER 1 A Perspective on Language, Literacy, and Learning

to teaching students to comprehend and interpret text. Still to be “discov-
ered” was the body of research from literary theorists that would provide
insights into the nature of how meaning develops and the potential for
meaning to be co-constructed among young readers, their teachers, and the
texts. Thus, while reform was successful at moving the field toward a
process orientation, it was limited in both integrating the language arts and
in focusing on broader issues such as the nature of meaning construction
in reading and writing.

Reading-Writing Connections

During the 1980s and more recently, theories suggesting relationships be-
tween reading and writing (e.g., Tierney & Pearson, 1983), calls for integra-
tion of reading and writing, and for the infusion of literacy instruction
across subject matter areas (e.g., Graves, 1990; Pappas, Kiefer, & Levstik,
1990) have provided impetus for further reform. For example, more recent
reading-methods textbooks (e.g., Au, Mason, & Scheu, 1995) address through-
out their text how writing can be used in supporting reading instruction, in
contrast to earlier editions that had writing as a separate chapter. Other
books have identified ways in which process writing could be integrated
within content area learning and the writing of informational text (e.g.,
Graves, 1989). Recent award-winning research studies (e.g., Hartman, 1991)
have argued for alternative definitions of comprehension, for understand-
ing reading in terms of how readers read and make sense of multiple texts.
Hartman raises questions about the prevailing paradigm which

posits that comprehension is the act of understanding single

passages . . . , reading lessons center around the comprehension of single
passages, instructional strategies focus on the comprehension of
individual passages, post-reading discussions evolve around a single
passage, and reading research instruments measure comprehension of
solitary passages, . . . when much of what good readers do while reading
is connect and relate ideas to their previous reading experiences over
time. (Hartman, 1991, p. 49)

Further, numerous edited volumes (e.g., Mason & Murphy, 1989; Langer
& Smith-Burke, 1982; Shanahan, 1990) provide insights into reading-writing
relationships, though many of these still assume a basic approach that in-
volves separate instructional programs for reading and writing, albeit ones
that connect through the relationship among strategies taught.

In addition to recognizing the need to integrate reading and writing
instruction, recent journals and books have also brought to light the role
of oral language in literacy learning. Introducing the November 1994 spe-
cial issue of Language Arts, devoted to discussion in the language arts
classroom, editor Bill Teale notes that discussion serves critical functions
related to literacy development and learning. However, he points out that
as the focus on increasing discussion in classrooms has received more and
more attention, there are causes both for celebration and concern.
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[I]t’s about time that talk about books becomes an indispensable part of
the language arts curriculum at all grade levels, [but it’s] bad because such
an activity can be a mere fad that lacks the depth and rationale to make it
a valuable learning experience for children. Just because children are
talking about books doesn’t necessarily mean they’re learning any more
than they would be if they were doing worksheets after reading the books.
It all depends on the nature of the discussions that occur and on the
reasons that both children and teachers have for such discussions.

(Teale, 1994, p. 485)

In this book, we argue for an infusion of literacy (i.e., reading and
writing) instruction within the studies of literature and content area sub-
jects such as science, social studies, and math. We also argue for con-
scious attention to and teaching about the language that relates to reading
and writing. Our approach is grounded in a specific view of how students
learn (i.e., social constructivist theories of learning), and the implications
of this view for our beliefs about how meaning is constructed. In the
following section, we describe social constructivist perspectives on learn-
ing, then consider the implications of such a theory for comprehension
and interpretation. Finally, we end with an overview of the way in which
the remaining chapters in the book provide support for teaching language
and literacy from a social constructivist perspective.

Social Constructivist Perspectives of
Instruction and Learning

Why is the transition to social constructivist perspectives on instruction
and learning important? Perhaps the first explanation is that it represents
a critical departure from our past practices. Education as a whole, and
literacy education in particular, had been guided for years by behavioral
theories of learning in which learning was considered to be the result of
reinforced response to a particular stimuli (Hairston, 1982; Venezky, 1984).
In reading that meant that students were given much practice on recogniz-
ing letters, sounds, and words. At one extreme, reading programs such as
the Sullivan Programmed Readers were created. Students worked individu-
ally through workbooks in which they filled in missing letters, matched
words to pictures, and engaged in other similar activities that provided
drills on phonetically regular words initially in isolation, then in gradually
longer sentences and texts. Checking their answers immediately completed
the stimulus-response-feedback loop.

Less extreme were the basal reading programs prior to the mid- to late
1980s in which instruction emphasized learning sound-symbol correspon-
dence and developing a large sight word vocabulary. Similarly, linguistic
readers provided students with practice on phonetically regular words char-
acterized by sentences using words with similar phonograms (e.g., The cat
sat on the mat) or those distinguished by particular sounds (e.g., Pam had
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a pan). Programs such as these provided practice on developing knowledge
of the “code,” but often were free of substance when it came to compre-
hension (Cunningham, 1992).

The cognitive science revolution brought changes to instruction,
wherein learning was assumed to occur through modeling and explanation
of expert behavior (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989). These perspectives
encouraged thinking aloud about strategic literacy behaviors so that our
naive students could “see” what more expert readers and writers did. For
example, Raphael, Englert, and Kirschner (1989a) created an instructional
intervention that focused on developing students’ awareness of the writing
process and the role of text structures in writing and reading expository
text. While considered “successful” in that students’ awareness of writing
processes, strategies, and their ability to create texts following a specific
structure improved, it lacked attention to what the young readers, writers,
or both brought to the task and how they might have used this knowledge
in new situations not directly taught. Further, most of the instruction
depended upon the teacher’s talk, modeling for the students her writing
processes and leaving little room for the students’ contribution and use of
alternative strategies. Thus, while being somewhat progressive, such a
perspective still was limiting. It implied that the naive learner brought
little to the learning situation. It also implied that learning was unidirec-
tional, from the expert to the novice. Finally, it assumed that learning and
instruction were “universally” similar, ignoring important differences that
might stem from cultural and language backgrounds of the students (see
Au, 1993, for extensive discussion on the role of culture in literacy
learning).

Social constructivism pushes current thinking in important ways for
integrating reading and writing, as well as language and literacy. This theo-
retical perspective is based on three assumptions:

e First, through language, teachers and learners construct
knowledge. Thus, language and literacy are the foundations for
students’ intellectual and social development. It is through
language that the participants can create understandings
together.

¢ Second, literacy (i.e., reading and writing) reflects “higher mental
processes” learned through their meaningful use across multiple
contexts within and beyond the classroom.

e Third, learning is facilitated through the interactions among
learners and more knowledgeable members of the social and
cultural communities within and beyond the classroom. Such
knowledgeable others include teachers, of course, but also
include peers, children of different ages and abilities, and other
adults.

These three assumptions push us to think in terms of how learning actually
occurs in general and as learning relates to literacy.
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Assumption #1: The Critical Role of Language

Scholars from a social constructivist perspective stress language as funda-
mental to thinking, problem solving, and learning (see Barnes, 1986, 1992;
Wells & Chang-Wells, 1992; Wertsch, 1985). These scholars have based
their ideas upon the work of Lev Vygotsky, one of the leading developmen-
tal psychologists of this century and the founder of socichistorical theory
on which the social constructivist perspective detailed in this book is based.
Vygotsky (1986) emphasized how language provides the tools that learners
need to think and the tools that the more knowledgeable members of a
community use to help explain the world to the learner. Thus, language is
both the medium of thought as well as the medium of instruction. Scholars
interested in literacy learning have similarly argued that classroom talk
plays a critical role in acquiring and fine-tuning literacy abilities (see, for
example, Corson, 1984; Florio-Ruane, 1991; Goldenberg 1992/1993; Wells
1990b; and their ideas developed more fully in Chapter 5). If knowledge is
constructed among individuals within the socio-cultural environment, the
classroom is the community within which students explore new ideas,
develop new ways of thinking, and construct knowledge through their in-
teractions. Language is the primary means through which such learning
oceurs.

Barnes (1995) details the exploratory talk that should be characteristic
of the language use in classroom. Exploratory talk helps speakers in col-
laboration with others “to clarify and reshape ideas. It is often, but not
always, characterized by hesitations, false starts, and qualifications, and
frequently lacks a clear sequential development” (p. 4). Such talk is critical
to learning, whether learning to read and write, or learning content knowl-
edge through written language use. He argues that children are more likely
to engage in exploratory talk when they talk about topics that matter to
them, with an audience with whom they truly wish to communicate. This
principle of meaningful exploratory talk is the basis of work by researchers
and teachers such as Wells and his colleagues (1993a). Their research has
explored how to establish collaborative projects—in science, social studies,
and other content areas—through which students use oral and written
language tools (i.e., conversation and journals) to explore big ideas such as
the concept of time or the creation of communities.

Throughout this book, we explore ways of using language and the
content of the language related to literacy instruction. The second assump-
tion of social constructivism focuses on the nature of the mental processes
that such language use is designed to encourage and develop.

Assumption #2: Reading and Writing as
Higher Psychological Processes

In his widely read book, Mind and Society, Vygotsky (1978), coined the
term “higher psychological processes.” He used this term to distinguish
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what is learned through interactions with others (i.e., social mediation)
from biological processes that develop without social mediation. The higher
psychological processes are those learned through social interaction, one
common example of which is education. Thus, higher psychological pro-
cesses such as reading and writing might include knowledge about strate-
gies (i.e., metacognitive knowledge), about text, and about genres and
purposes for writing. They might include strategies for intentionally learn-
ing from text. Finally, they might include knowledge about human emo-
tions such as love, fear, and envy and how such human emotions might
influence the way a text is interpreted or the kind of personal response a
text may evoke.

Literacy is characterized as a higher psychological process, rather
than as one that would evolve naturally as a human biological process. One
source of evidence that literacy is not “natural” in the sense that oral
language is “natural” is that written language varies across human cultures.
Some human cultures develop an elaborate written system for literacy,
others have no written symbol system, yet all humans communicate with
oral language. Further, the written symbol systems created vary across
cultures both in terms of the system itself as well as the purposes for which
it is used. In some cultures, literacy plays an important role for social,
business, educational, and religious aspects of the culture; in others, it is
more limited (see, for example, Scribner & Cole, 1981). Thus, reading and
writing are examples of higher psychological processes, varying across
cultures and changing historically. Immersing children in the literacy ar-
tifacts—books, paper, pencils, crayons—does not necessarily lead to liter-
ate activity in the same way that immersing students in oral language
experiences helps them learn to use language appropriately. Reading and
writing are abilities that are learned.

According to Vygotsky, all higher psychological processes originate in
social interaction, bringing us to the third assumption of social con-
structivism: Learning is facilitated through the interactions among learners
and more knowledgeable members of the social and cultural communities
within and beyond the classroom.

Assumption #3: Literacy Learning Occurs Through
Interactions with More Knowledgeable Others

Gavelek and Raphael (in press) characterize literacy learning from a social
constructivist perspective, drawing upon a model that was developed by
Ilarré (1986, p. 121-122). We find the model useful for underscoring the
complexity of literacy learning, defining the social relationships that con-
tribute to literacy learning, and making clear the role of language practices
for promoting literacy development.

Harré called this model the “Vygotsky Space” since it provided a visual
representation to Vygotsky’s theory (see Figure 1.1). How higher psycho-
logical processes such as reading and writing are learned can be visualized
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FIGURE 1.1 The Vygotsky Space
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through the relationships created within this model. The model has two
dimensions—(a) the public<> private and (b) the social«> individual—rep-
resented by the horizontal and vertical lines in the figure. By crossing
these two lines, Harré has created four quadrants: social-public; social-
private; individual-private; and individual-public. Four processes—appro-
priation, transformation, publication, and conventionalization—describe the
transition between the four quadrants. We draw on the model represented
in the figure to detail what we mean by learning higher psychological
processes.

The first dimension (public<> private) represents the degree to which
any cognitive activity can be observed. Cognitive activities are, by defini-
tion, hard to observe since they are happening in the mind of the reader
or writer. However, through discussion, such cognitive activities can be
made visible and accessible to teachers and learners. For example, public
cognitive activities can occur in a whole-class setting when a teacher reads
aloud to her students and shares her thinking as she reads (“I'm confused
here, I thought Morning Girl had already left the campsite.” “This is really
exciting. I predict that the hatchet his mother gave him is going to be an
important part of the story—no wonder that’s the title Paulsen gave to this
book!”).

Making cognitive activity visible can also occur in smaller settings
such as a teacher-student writing conference. Denyer and Florio-Ruane
(1995) describe how teachers’ questions can elicit students’ thinking about
their own writing within such settings, as well as making visible to students
strategies and processes that the teachers think valuable.

Students can make their cognitive processes available to each other
through talk without the teacher’s direct involvement. Englert and Raphael
(1989) describe a conversation between two students working to create
beginnings to informational articles they were writing. Chris had had a
problem in an earlier selection in which his introduction rambled on for
quite some time. In contrast Carla had begun too abruptly. The two were
sharing their current introductions. Carla explained to Chris that she was
going to begin by sharing information about her interest in fish before
getting to the informational details about how to feed fish. Chris responded,
“I tried that the last time and now I am going to get right to the point”
(Englert & Raphael, 1989, p. 144). As these examples illustrate, the public
dimension of cognition can become visible within a whole-class setting, a
teacher student conference, or through student-to-student interaction.

In contrast, when cognitive activity is private, we can only infer through
indirect means that it occurred. Private activity means the cognitive ac-
tivity cannot be directly observed, such as when a student reads indepen-
dently and personally responds to the text. We cannot know directly what
processes the child has used. As teachers, we might infer what our students
are thinking as we read written responses in a reading log or when we
eavesdrop on a group of students in a literary circle. The log entries are
observable, hence giving the sense of a public act, but the thinking that led
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to the response, the intertextual or cross-situational connections the child
has made, are unobservable. We must infer from the public record created
by the reading log entry the kinds of cognitive activities in which the child
might have engaged. Thus, the public+> private dimension represents the
range of cognitive processes from the observable to the unobservable.

The social<> individual dimension of the Vygotsky Space represents at
one end the community’s approach to cognitive processes (i.e., the “social”)
and at the other, the ways in which a single student may come to define
how a particular process is used (i.e., the “individual”). It represents move-
ment from what is taught and learned as part of the social setting of the
classroom to what eventually becomes the individual as that person person-
alizes his or her learning. The social end of the dimension is reflected in
settings such as whole-class discussions and peer-led discussions, but what
is social is the conventional use of the to-be-learned language and strate-
gies. There are many different ways in which language is used in general as
well as in classroom sessions.

Language concepts such as prediction, story mapping, asking ques-
tions, answering questions, responding personally, and so forth have mean-
ings that are defined within the social systems in which they are used.
They are “social” whether they are used publicly in a whole-class setting
by a teacher or student, or used privately by students within the classroom
in ways that have been taught. In contrast, students move toward the
individual end of this dimension when they individualize or make personal
the higher psychological processes they first met within the social-public
quadrant.

In summary, what is learned occurs first in the public domain where
it is used in social ways by one or more knowledgeable members of the
culture and made visible to the learners. It is only after social interactions
within a public domain that individuals adopt and adapt what they have
observed and begin to use privately what they have learned. This process
of moving from the publicly shared use of strategies, concepts, and ways of
thinking to private, individual use is called internalization. In terms of the
Vygotsky Space, the processes of internalization are depicted as moving from
one quadrant to the next. This movement involves four different processes:
appropriation, transformation, publication, and conventionalization.

Appropriation describes movement between the social-public and the
social-private quadrants. Students appropriate strategies and concepts first
introduced in the social-public context of classroom learning. As they
appropriate strategies, they use them in ways quite similar to that which
they had observed through public-social discourse. Roller and Beed (1994)
describe such an example in their study of book-sharing sessions. In one
of their examples, the authors describe the nature of interactions between
Teri and Lisa around the alphabet book Q Is for Duck (Eltong & Folsom,
1980). The goal of the interaction was to help Teri (the book sharer)
create original riddles. The book is one of riddles (e.g., Q is for duck
because the duck “quacks”). In the conversation that follows, notice how



16 CHAPTER 1 A Perspective on Language, Literacy, and Learning

Lisa appropriates a pattern of interaction that is quite typical of the teacher-
student interactions (Cazden, 1988) that we discuss in depth in Chapter 5.
The pattern involves teacher questions eliciting specific student responses:

Lisa: Are you going to make another book about it?

Teri: Yeah, at home.

Lisa: I mean like, if you made it, what would you add?

Teri: Oh.

Lisa: Would you add different kinds of [inaudible]?

Teri: Yeah, I'd add different kinds of [inaudible] and then, like,
um, A is for Zoo.

Lisa: Yeah.

Teri: And then I'll make different things.

Lisa: Because, uh, [inaudible]

Teri: I'll make different things like A is for Zoo. I'd make like a
different sentence ending—"Because Animals live in a Zoo.”

(from Roller & Beed, 1994, p. 513-514)

Lisa had appropriated a way of interacting around literature and writing
that involved listening to her peer, providing encouragement and probing for
specific information until Teri was able to state the principle she would fol-
low in creating her extension of the alphabet book. Further, Lisa showed
evidence of appropriation in that she was working from the public-social
discourse of the written alphabet book, not changing the format or the con-
cept, but appropriating it to create additional text in keeping with the origi-
nal. Both of these examples are starting points toward internalization.

Transformation of strategies can only be inferred, of course, since the
act of transforming from the social to the individual ways of using language,
strategies, and concepts occurs in that unobservable private dimension.
Publication provides insights into transformations that may have occurred.
For example, Gavelek and Raphael describe Jason, a student in Laura Pardo’s
fifth-grade classroom. Jason and his peers participated in a literature-based
reading program called Book Club (see Chapter 2, also Raphael & McMahon,
1994) in which reading logs played a prominent role in students’ responses
to the literature they read. Jason’s fourth-grade teacher, Deb Woodman,
featured in Chapter 2, and his fifth-grade teacher, Pardo, both emphasized
the importance of creativity and invention when personally responding to
literature. When Jason was in Woodman’s class, his teacher encouraged the
kind of exploratory talk in the social-public quadrant that Barnes (1995)
described. Students were encouraged to try out new ideas, play with differ-
ent ways of responding, and combine responses they had learned in class
in new and different ways. In fourth grade, the students invented a form of
responsc called “in the character’s shoes” in which they placed themselves
in the character’s position in the story and wrote about how they might
have acted if they were the character.

In fifth grade, Jason showed evidence of continued transformation of
ways of responding to literature. He became interested in the ways authors
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used titles to tease, create suspense, foreshadow, or simply signal a move
forward in the plot. He invented a category of response called “titles” and
presented his idea publicly to his peers for their use in their reading logs.
Through his presentation to his peers, Pardo could infer that transforma-
tion had occurred. Finally, the response, “titles” was added to the list of
personal responses that students drew upon during Book Club, reflecting
the process of conventionalization, where transformed and publicized ideas
become part of the conventional conversation in the classroom.

These processes occur over and over throughout the lifetime of the
learners. Each time students revisit ideas, concepts, and strategies that
they have internalized in one context, they continually refine and expand
their knowledge and abilities and learn to apply them in new contexts.
Figure 1.1 depicts both the social and the historical nature of learning. The
social aspect of learning occurs as students interact within the four quad-
rants created by the Vygotsky Space. The historical aspect is depicted
below in the figure that notes that the process occurs across time and
within new social settings. The entire process of learning is based on the
language that is used in these social contexts across time.

Language Use and Students’ Understanding of
Literacy Instruction

Social constructivist perspectives argue strongly for the way in which class-
room talk—the teachers’ and the students’—is the means by which stu-
dents learn and define the goals of instruction. The role of language in
learning cannot be overestimated since it is through language that con-
cepts take meaning, and that teachers convey the goal of a particular
interaction. Recent emphases on literature-based instruction led McMahon
(1992) to examine the role of language in students’ developing abilities to
participate in student-led discussions about literary selections. McMahon’s
case study of a group of five fifth-grade students reveals how critical the
teacher’s language is in suggesting the goals for discussion, eliciting particu-
lar ways of responding to literature, and establishing patterns of interac-
tions among students.

For the first part of a 10-week unit on World War II in Japan and
Europe, the teacher used a combination of chapter and picture books to
model personal response. Activities within the social domain—both public
and private—emphasized personal response. For example, whole-class dis-
cussion encouraged students to think about how their experiences related
to what they were reading, to their feelings about the story line, to their
understanding of the characters and their motivations, and so forth. Stu-
dents maintained reading logs, which included prompts for them to iden-
tify parts of the book they wanted to share with their peers, favorite lines,
and things that they thought about while they were reading. Throughout
the first part of the unit, the teachers’ language, the written language used
by the students in their logs and other writing activities, and the oral
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language used in small- and large-group discussion all underscored stu-
dents’ personal response and involvement with the selections they read.
McMahon noted that students appropriated this language of thoughts and
feelings in their own writing, drawing, and talk.

During the second half of the unit, however, changes in the classroom
context led to a different public emphasis. The teacher, because of profes-
sional commitments that took her away from the classroom, had different
substitute teachers working with the students. Because these adults were
unfamiliar with the kinds of literacy activities that constituted the reading
instruction in this classroom, the teacher modified her instruction to ac-
commodate to the needs of these adults, who expressed a need for more
structure within the reading program. The language emphasized finding
information from the text—predicting upcoming events, testing their pre-
dictions, and summarizing what had occurred. The students quickly re-
verted to using their discussion groups as a way to check their reading log
“answers.” Thus, McMahon’s work reveals the influence of language in (a)
teacher modeling, (b) teacher-student conferences, (¢) students talking
among themselves, and (d) written literacy activities.

McMahon’s work also suggests that students with histories of reading
instruction that has been defined as reading to decode the words and
respond to questions may find it difficult to step outside that role, or easy
to step back into such a model. David Pearson described an event during
one of his doctoral students’ dissertation studies of basal reading instruc-
tion. The doctoral student was teaching elementary students to take con-
trol and construct multiple interpretations of the texts they read. After
more than two months of such activities, students in one group partici-
pated in reading and talking with their teacher about a story.

After videotaping an exciting discussion, Pearson’s doctoral student
began to talk with the children. One youngster asked, “Okay, so what was
the right answer?” When the researcher suggested that she did not think
there was one, and that she had heard them raise many different possibili-
ties, the student knowingly informed her that this was true, many interpre-
tations had been made, but to find the right one, all she had to do was look
in the teachers’ book for the words in italics. Instruction was not enough
to help students overcome their own histories as students in school. En-
couraging students to interpret text and accept multiple interpretations
when reading requires sustained efforts across grade levels.

Similar observations have been made in process writing classrooms.
For example, in a case study of Ella, a sixth-grade student in a process-
writing classroom, McCarthey (1992) documented not only the impor-
tance of language per se, but just how significant shared language can be.
As part of her writing class, Ella had maintained a writer’s notebook
(Calkins, 1986) from which her teacher wanted her to select some “im-
portant” ideas to use in developing a more extended personal narrative.
The teacher had meant the word to mean, ideas important to Ella, while
Ella said to McCarthey in an informal interview, “I don’t know what I'm
going to do . . . because there’s no really big important issues in here
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[indicating notebook]. Except for this, I wrote about the news. . . .” Ella
had apparently assumed that her teacher wished her to identify something
that would be important enough to warrant a slot on a public news
broadcast. It was not until Ella and her teacher developed some shared
understanding about the word “important” that Ella was able to success-
fully develop her personal narrative.

Learning is not merely a response to stimuli, nor is it a unidirectional
transfer of knowledge from the more knowledgeable adult to less knowl-
edgeable youngsters. Rather, literacy learning is a social process mediated
by the classroom teacher as well as other students within the classroom.
Nowhere is this more visible than in recent discussion and research about
how meaning is constructed during reading and responding to text.

Implications of Social Constructivism for
Identifying “Meaning”

A social constructivist perspective assumes that language is used to ne-
gotiate meaning, and further, that meaning results from this negotiation
in which the students’, teacher’s, and author’s voices all have a role. If
knowledge is constructed through language use, then models of instruc-
tion that try to transmit knowledge make little sense. Yet, knowledge
construction has boundaries—not just anything makes for a reasonable
interpretation—and conventional knowledge does exist within our culture
and time period.

This raises fundamental questions for those involved in reading in-
struction, including how “meaning” has been historically defined and what
it means to comprehend text. In the field of education, educators have
debated about who determines what is taught: the teacher? the district
curriculum? the publishers? the students’ interests? a combination? Simi-
larly, in the field of reading instruction, reading educators must come to
terms with questions about where the meaning resides: Is meaning in the
text? in the reader? or through co-construction?

Defining Meaning: Contributions of Literary Theory

These questions about meaning may be new to those in elementary read-
ing instruction, but they have been the primary focus for scholars in an
area called literary theory (e.g., Eagleton, 1983; Rosenblatt, 1991). Within
literary theory, different movements have existed that emphasized the
prominence of the author (e.g., biographical and social theories), the text
(e.g., new criticism), or the reader (e.g., reader response) (Eagleton, 1983).
Harker (1987) suggests that these perspectives parallel in many ways vari-
ous psychological models of reading, which also emphasized the text (e.g.,
Gough, 1971; LaBerge & Samuels, 1974), the reader (e.g., Goodman, 1976),
or the interaction between text and reader (e.g., Rumelhart, 1977). How-
ever, Harker also suggests that the two groups developing these theories



20 CHAPTER 1 A Perspective on Language, Literacy, and Learning

apparently were not interacting around each other’s ideas. Table 1.1 pro-
vides a brief overview of selected literary theories, some of which are dis-
cussed in more detail below.

For example, new critics argued the importance of looking within the
text for meaning, admonishing against considering either the author’s in-
tent or the reader’s response as being important, as well as ignoring any
historical or cultural influences on interpreting the text. As Harker de-
scribes, “the reader’s task was to explicate the text and to determine the
meaning embedded in it . . . not to . . . impose some individual meaning”

TABLE 1.1 Literary Theories: A Brief Overview!

Literary Theory Description

Biographical and  To determine text’s meaning, readers must look “outside the
social theories text” to the author, literary history, literary biography,

of criticism impressionistic criticism. An understanding of the author’s

mind and life leads to understanding of the text.

New criticism To determine text’s meaning, readers engage in “close
reading” of the text. Meaning is built from the text itself,
without reference or influence of knowledge of the author,
historical era in which the book was written, social milieu in
which it is read, and so forth. Readers themselves are
marginal in the process of interpretation. The teacher is the
“master explicator” who, based solely on the close reading of
the text, assumes the authority for knowledge construction
and interpretation.

Structuralism To determine text’s meaning, concentrate on the nature of
writing in isolation from the writer, the historical context, the
readers’ purpose and look to the rules that make the text
“work.” Structural systems include grammatical structures,
literary conventions including genre and elements of genre
(e.g., story lines, settings, roles). These are the conditions
that “govern” interpretation. The teacher plays a central role
in transmitting such knowledge to students (e.g., comedies
have happy endings), so they can then apply the rules to an
appropriate interpretation.

Reader response Readers adopt a range of roles that are central to constructing
meaning. Reader response theories concentrate on the
readers’ experienced. At its extreme, reader response theory
views texts as having no existence until they are read. More
moderate positions suggest that readers act upon the text in
order to give it meaning. Reader response theories dismiss the
objective existence of the text and emphasize the primacy of
the reader and the act of reading as contributing to meaning
construction.

1Based on information from Beach (1993), Clifford (1991), Eagleton (1983), Freund (1987),
Harker(1987), Seldon (1985)
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(1987, p. 243). Such a view might be seen as consistent with those who
argue the primacy of the text in reading instruction, the importance of
teaching students the code to provide access to the text’s meaning. Other
“formalist” theories focused on looking to the structure of the text to
determine its meaning. These theories shared a concern that the text itself
had been ignored by earlier biographical and social theories of criticism.
Literary critics within those views based meaning-construction on factors
the formalist critics felt had little to contribute to text understanding—the
author’s intention, the context in which the text was written, and so forth.

In contrast, theories within reader response criticism “place readers in
ascendancy over the text” (Harker, 1987, p. 245). Literary theorists asso-
ciated with this movement suggest that meaning begins and ends with the
reader. As Fish (1980, p. 3) states, “the reader’s response is not to the
meaning; it is the meaning. . . .” Thus, literary theorists who take a read-
ers’ response stance emphasize the importance of the readers’ being able
to turn to their own knowledge and experience, rather than to the text
itself, to determine what “meaning” exists. Rosenblatt (1938, 1978, 1991)
is perhaps one of the most influential literary theorists within the reader-
response tradition. She introduced the transactional theory of reader re-
sponse, with transaction defined as the interaction between reader and
text that leads to meaning construction. In short, the transactional theory
of reader response suggests that texts are “an experience shaped by the
reader under the guidance of the text” (Allen, 1991, p. 16). Like the reader-
driven models of reading (Goodman, 1976) that suggest that reading is a
process by which readers generate hypotheses and then sample from the
text to support or disclaim their original assumptions, reader response
criticism suggests that the reader is the primary source for determining the
meaning in the text.

Theories Influence Instructional Approaches

These different beliefs or theories provide avenues for thinking about the
range of responsibilities reading teachers must consider. The new critics
suggest part of instruction must focus on close reading of selections and
how ideas within the selection relate to form meaning, while structuralists
emphasize the importance of understanding how texts are structured and
the way in which their structures provide meaning. Reader response theo-
rists place their emphasis on reader’s contribution to meaning, ranging
from the primacy of the reader over anything found in the text to the
suggestion that meaning exists through a transaction in which both the
reader and the text are changed as a result of the process.

However, if meaning is a co-construction that privileges neither the
reader nor the text, what is the nature of instruction? Traditionally, the
role of the elementary teacher was to teach students to read by helping
them construct the meaning from the text, to determine what the author’s
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intent might have been. Students were taught the code in which text
appears, as well as comprehension strategies to determine its meaning. The
very strategies that are central to the reconceptualization of reading as a
process of comprehension make obvious the prevailing perspective that
meaning is in the text and it is the readers’ task to get the meaning from
print. For example, current reading instruction related to stories is often
based on the use of story maps. A story map implies that there is a prob-
lem in the story and once the reader has determined the problem, the rest
of the story can be understood in terms of how that problem is solved (see
Beck & McKeown, 1981). Yet, finding the main idea assumes that there is
a single, correct main point to the text on which we all agree and that may
then be represented by picking an appropriate title or creating a topic
sentence.

Finally, instructional practices in elementary schools have tended to
emphasize only one level of literacy interaction, what Scholes (1985) de-
scribes as “reading,” ignoring what he suggests are two higher level lit-
eracy abilities—interpretation and criticism. Traditionally, such “higher
levels” of response to text were saved for high school and beyond, not
available to or even appropriate for the young student whose only mission
was to focus on literal meaning. Such an emphasis is consistent with the
emphasis on reading skills in the elementary curriculum. However, even
when questioned about literature instruction, many elementary teachers
professed a “literacy-skills” philosophy in which literature was viewed
primarily as a vehicle for practicing reading skills. Instruction using liter-
ary selections closely resembled reading activities associated with tradi-
tional basal series, including vocabulary and word identification skills
instruction, setting purposes, and discussion centered on students answer-
ing questions posed by the teachers, followed by written assignments or
projects (Walmsley & Walp, 1990).

Advocates of a social constructivist perspective argue that the elemen-
tary classroom should be a site in which young readers’ experiences with
interpretation moves beyond the text to construct meanings, in light of the
“transaction” between the text and the readers. Meaning arises from the
changes the text evokes in the reader and the reader evokes from the text.
Neither has meaning alone. Also consistent with a social constructivist
perspective, such meaning construction will occur only through the use of
language—classroom talk about texts.

Instruction falls short even if it moves beyond dealing with the code
to considering ways to enhance comprehension. Teachers must establish
instructional practices that encourage students to read the words, compre-
hend the text, consider interpretations of the text, and evaluate the text
in terms of the personal meaning it engenders. It requires teachers to
consider alternatives to traditional reading instructional practices that
emphasize decoding and identifying the meaning in the text. To do so
involves differences in the use of language in the classroom to the way in
which reading is modeled for students.
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Concluding Comments

Regardless of the literary theory we may draw upon, it is clear that reading
instruction cannot be limited to a focus on access to the code. If we
assume that knowledge is constructed by readers within a social commu-
nity as they read and respond to their texts, we must begin to address a
number of relevant questions. First, what kinds of classroom contexts illus-
trate situations consistent with the principles of social constructivism?
What is the nature of teacher-student interaction as well as interactions
among peers within such settings? What knowledge bases are important for
teachers to draw upon as they work with students to develop the disposi-
tions, abilities, and knowledge to successfully engage in literacy practices
within and outside of school? Finally, what instructional practices in lit-
eracy are central to successful readers and writers in the elementary
schools?

In the remaining chapters of this book, we address these questions.
The next two chapters focus on the classroom contexts, presenting two
“cases,” Deb Woodman’s fourth-fifth grade classroom and the literature-
based reading program she uses and Laura Pardo’s third-grade classroom in
which literacy instruction is integrated within the social studies curricu-
lum. Woodman and Pardo are exemplary teachers who draw upon their
knowledge of both classroom language use and text. Chapters 4-6 focus on
this knowledge base, discussing language, narrative, and expository text,
respectively. These teachers take advantage of “teachable moments” that
occur within the context of their literacy instruction programs, and they
orchestrate instructional opportunities. They focus both on comprehen-
sion instruction, detailed in Chapter 7, and on the role and uses of writing
activities, detailed in Chapter 8. In Chapter 9, we explore assessment
practices consistent with the theory and pedagogy described in the earlier
chapters. In Chapter 10, we present guidelines for planning the instruc-
tional curriculum.



chapter 2

Integrating Talk, Reading,
and Writing in a
Whole Literacy Classroom

We began this book with a discussion of how our views of literacy,
learning, and response to literature have changed over time and how these
changes in perspectives have led to current suggestions for literacy educa-
tion based on social constructivist principles, integration of the language
arts, and reader response to literature. In this chapter, we describe an
upper elementary school classroom that illustrates these principles in action
within a literature-based reading instruction program. This classroom, a
fourth-fifth grade “split” at Allen Street School in Lansing, Michigan, was
taught by Deb Woodman during the 1991-1992 academic year.! We follow
her and her students through their study of folktales and examine how
their activities illustrate the principles described in Chapter 1.

Woodman taught literacy using the Book Club Program. This approach
to reading instruction integrated reading, writing, and oral language and
centered around empowering students to talk in small groups about the
books they had read (see McMahon, 1994; Raphael & McMahon, 1994;
Raphael, Goatley, McMahon, & Woodman, 1995). The Book Club Program
was the result of a collaborative project that involved Woodman and her
colleague at Allen Street School, Laura Pardo; and Taffy Raphael, Susan
McMahon, Virginia Goatley, Fenice Boyd, and Jessica Bentley from Michi-
gan State University (see Raphael, et al., 1992; Raphael, Goatley, Woodman,
& McMahon, 1994, for a description of the collaborative effort).

Woodman’s instructional emphases are consistent with the three prin-
ciples of social constructivism discussed in the first chapter and with a
reader response perspective on literary criticism. First, the Book Club
Program stresses language and its critical role in helping teachers and

'We occasionally refer to Laura Pardo who taught some of these students in third grade in
1989-1990 and again in fifth grade in 1992-1993. Pardo’s classrooms are highlighted in
Chapter 3, so the reader may notice Eva, Mei, Jason, and some of their peers mentioned
in each of these chapters.
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learners construct meaning.? From small student-led discussions to whole-
class sessions, the focus is on teaching students about language for talking
and writing about text and on using written and oral language to respond
to and analyze text.

Second, the “higher mental processes” of literacy (i.e., reading and
writing) are learned through their meaningful use across multiple contexts.
Students engage in using writing as a tool to reflect on their thoughts, to
explore new ideas, to remind them of earlier thinking, and to trace changes
in their thinking over the course of their reading. They engage in writing
in single sessions as well as over extended periods. (See Chapter 8 for
further discussion on contexts for writing to support students’ reading and
discussion.) They read novels, informational texts, articles, and short sto-
ries on their own, with partners, and in small groups. They listen as their
teacher reads to them from chapter and picture books.

Third, the book clubs and whole-class sessions emphasize the impor-
tance of the social aspects of learning. Through social interactions with
their peers as well as their teacher and other adults, these students learn
to consider alternative perspectives, to support each others’ learning, to
serve as resources for each other, to recognize expertise within themselves
and others, and to value the opportunities to talk about books in ways that
they find meaningful and interesting. (See Chapter 4 for extended discus-
sion on talk in the classroom.)

Consistent with reader response theories of literary analysis, students
in Book Club are encouraged to bring their experiences to the texts that
they read, to make sense of the texts in light of such experiences. While the
text bounds the range of meanings that could be constructed and the range
of responses that might be evoked, the primacy of the reader is emphasized
during the initial response to the texts the students read. This is balanced
by later analysis of the authors’ craft, of issues and ideas presented within
the text, and of connections among texts they have read, all of which are
designed to balance comprehension, interpretation, and response.

In this chapter we first discuss the conceptual basis of Book Club, the
research that supports such a program and how it represents one means
for creating an integrated approach to literacy instruction. Second, we de-
scribe Woodman, her school, classroom, and students. Third, we present
the Book Club Program, describing it in terms of one thematic unit through
which the study of the genre of folktales was explored. In this presentation
of Woodman’s class as a “case study” in literature-based reading instruc-
tion, we touch upon several ideas that are expanded more fully in subse-
quent chapters in this book, noting where our readers can go for further
information.

2The Book Club Program takes its name from the small, student-led discussion groups
called book clubs. To distinguish the program from the discussion groups, we treat the
program as a proper noun, Book Club, and use lower case letters to indicate a discussion
group, book club.
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The Conceptual Basis of Book Club:
Reading, Writing, and Talk in Literacy Instruction

As we described in the first chapter, perspectives on reading instruction
have changed substantially in the past few decades: from a heavy emphasis
on teaching isolated skills and on fluency in oral reading to an emphasis
on comprehension and thinking. In current conceptions of literacy, schol-
ars have suggested that writing and reading are closely related and, in fact,
successful readers think like writers as they engage with text (Tierney &
Pearson, 1983); that reading is a dimension of thinking (Pearson & Raphael,
1990); and that reading is not only a cognitive process in which strategies
and skills are acquired, but it is a social process in which meaning and
interpretation are key (Feds & Wells, 1989; Green, 1990; Harker, 1987).

We believe that reading is an integral part of the language arts, that
instruction in reading must also include and draw upon the other language
arts. Lipson, Valencia, Wixson, & Peters (1993) have described the bringing
together of the language arts as “intradisciplinary” integration. They sug-
gest that such integration involves bringing reading, writing, and oral lan-
guage together in meaningful ways. They suggest that such integration is
often constructed around literature or a set of literary works by the same
author, on a similar topic (e.g., friendship), or within a single genre (e.g.,
fantasy). The literature serves as the foundation for exploring themes cen-
tral to literary works.

The content of literature is the study of humanity, what it means to
be human: the issues we face, the values we uphold, the loves, fears, and
joys that we experience (Probst, 1988). Children’s literature is a reflection
of all that makes us human, from the complexities of our country’s history
illustrated in Coerr’s (1977) Sadako and the Thousand Paper Cranes, to
relationships between parents and children as told through the fairy tale,
The Enchanted Tapestry (San Souci, 1987), to the value of friendship in
works of fantasy or science fiction such as Babbitt’s (1975) Tuck Everlast-
ing and LU'Engle’s (1962) A Wrinkle in Time. The Book Club Program empha-
sizes literature as the basis of its instructional program and from the
literature, creates reasons for students to engage in reading, writing, and
talking about text.

The Book Club Program also emphasizes the social as well as cognitive
processes of literacy learning. Literacy education provides multiple oppor-
tunities for students to engage in discussions and for those discussions to
be meaningful. As literacy educators, we can easily imagine the joys of
finding a good book to read. We probably each have suggested that our
friends read the book we have recently enjoyed so much, encouraging
them by our recommendation or by physically handing them the book.
Further, we each are likely to remember our eagerness to talk about the
book once our friend(s) had the chance to read it—talking informally over
the phone or lunch or more formally in adult book clubs. However, our
prediction is that none of us begins such conversations by asking, “Can
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you tell me where this story took place?” or “Who was the main charac-
ter?” Instead, we focus on our personal response to the book—how we felt
about it, other books it sparked us to remember or perhaps to obtain and
read for the first time, issues and feelings that it evoked. Such discussions
are what we define as meaningful. The goals of the Book Club Program are
to create similar opportunities for students to interact as members of a
literature community, as well as to enable students to become successful
community members through instructional support.

The Book Club project in which Woodman participated was designed
to address how literature-based literacy instruction could be integrated
with the best of what research suggests with regard to comprehension and
skill instruction so that students would belong to a community of readers
(Smith, 1988), recognize their role in author-reader relationships (Graves
& Hansen, 1983; Tierney & LaZansky, 1980), and have opportunities in
school to participate in the meaningful school-based reading and writing
events that others have found possible (e.g., Au & Scheu, 1989; Short &
Pierce, 1990).

Setting the Context: Woodman and
Her Fourth- and Fifth-Grade Class

We introduce Woodman and her fourth- and fifth-grade students during the
1990-1991 school year, the time span examined in this chapter. We pro-
vide general information about the school, Woodman, her students, and
their literacy program, illustrating her implementation of a literature-based
reading program that integrates reading, writing, and talk about text.

The School

Woodman teaches at Allen Street School, whose diverse students come
from a low-income neighborhood that suffers from many of the problems
typical of larger urban areas: transience and related high percentage of
student turnover in the school, high proportion of single-parent families
affected by increasing unemployment within the state, and concerns about
increasing availability of drugs near the elementary school.

Because of these potential problems, the principal of the school is
committed to providing a place of stability and opportunity for his stu-
dents. Resources within the school, such as its central library, provide
support and extend to the students’ Book Club experiences. Midway through
the school year, Woodman was able to obtain three computers for her
classroom through a grant to her school from one of the computer corpo-
rations. Students used these to write and publish their own texts. The
school has an extensive Chapter 1 program and two special education
resource rooms. Extracurricular activities emphasized academic, athletic,
and social events.
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The Teacher

Deb Woodman had been a long-term substitute teacher at Allen Street
School for three months in 1989-1990 before joining the faculty full-time
in 1990. She left a career in business because of her desire to contribute
to young children’s development. Recruited to the Book Club project by
her next-door teaching colleague, Laura Pardo, Woodman felt that the
project would help her develop a stronger reading program than she had
used during student and substitute teaching.

In an early fall interview, as the Book Club project began, Woodman
described her ideal reading program as one that would include quality
literature, active student interaction, critical thinking, and oral language
connections. She characterized her role in such a program: “First present,
and model, and make the instructions clear, and let it go. Let them work
it out for themselves, that’s when learning takes place and it does, every
time. . . . I picture the kids becoming more part of the program. . . . It’s
their learning too.” While these ideas developed more fully over time, from
the beginning she was interested in encouraging students to assume more
ownership over their literacy learning, in enabling students to work in
small groups, and in assuming her role as one of modeling and providing
instructional support.

Woodman was adamant about not wanting to repeat what she saw in
her student teaching, where “you know, you have your lower kids in
Moonbeams or whatever, and your middle kids, and then your higher kids

. . assign workbook pages this day and so many, and make sure you keep
with the schedule . . . the test at the end of the week. I wanted to do
something more than that!” While she did not articulate specific principles
of social constructivism, her beliefs were consistent with concepts of shared
responsibility, multiple interpretations of text, and using strategies in
multiple contexts.

Despite a clear sense of where Woodman wanted to go with her pro-
gram, she also expressed concern about how to begin and whether or not
such a program would provide students with the skills and strategies they
needed. She was concerned that her students had had little experience
with literature as the basis for their reading program and little to no ex-
perience working collaboratively in student-led groups. She reported ask-
ing herself, “Could it be done? What were the expectations? Could they be
accomplished? . . . I had that fear that much as [Book Club] liberated me
to get away from tradition, I had the fear that the skills wouldn’t be cov-
ered, because each grade level has their own curriculum statements and
expectations, and I thought, how am I going to cover these skills. . . . I'm
scared to death. . . . I can’t do it.” Woodman saw the Book Club project
team as a group that could support her efforts in learning to teach literacy.

The Students

Woodman’s class had 19 fourth- and 5 fifth-grade students. Three of her
students received special services from the special education teacher but
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were mainstreamed for part of the day, generally in content area learning.
Her class was smaller than was typical for the school, because of the split
grades and her status as a first-year teacher. Woodman’s student popula-
tion included Hispanic, African-American, Asian (one who had recently
arrived from Vietnam and spoke almost no English), and Caucasian stu-
dents. These students were a microcosm of the school’s population: More
than three fourths received federal assistance in the form of school break-
fasts or lunches, and many were defined as reading “below grade level”
based on the Michigan Educational Assessment Program and a standard-
ized achievement test. Individual students are discussed throughout the
chapter as we draw on specific examples of their written work and oral
discussions about text.

The Book Club Program: An Intradisciplinary
Approach to Literacy Instruction

The Book Club project was developed collaboratively by the researchers
and teachers from Michigan State University and Allen Street School dur-
ing the 1990-1991 academic year. The project’s team was interested in
creating a context for students to engage in interesting conversations about
books. As a group, team members had read numerous articles and books
about student discussions. For example, Eeds and Wells (1989) described
how changing the nature of the questions they asked led teachers to en-
courage more personal responses among their students. Short and Pierce
(1990) presented several different examples of students’ talking in interest-
ing ways with peers (see Gilles, 1990; Short, 1990). In describing Writers’
Workshop, both Calkins (1986) and Graves (1983) provide examples of
students engaged in interesting discussions with each other about the texts
they had written. Thus, not only did the theory support such interactions,
but others had written descriptions of classrooms in which such interac-
tions occurred.

Susan McMahon and Taffy Raphael had introduced the idea of the four
components—reading, writing, book club, and community share—that
comprised the Book Club Program (see Figure 2.1). They developed the
idea that in an integrated approach to literacy instruction, even one cen-
tered around talk about text, the focus needed to include instruction in
reading and writing, and talk about text would likely occur in both small-
group (i.e., book clubs) and whole-class (i.e., community share) settings.
However, beyond the overall framework, it was the goal of the project’s
team to develop each component and the instructional support each would
require.

The first unit to be tried was based on one novel, Sadako and the
Thousand Paper Cranes (Coerr, 1977), and two picture books, Hiroshima
No Pika (Maruki, 1982) and Faithful Elephants (Tsuchiya, 1988). These
books were selected for several reasons: (a) they had been shown to be of
high interest to elementary students (Au & Scheu, 1989), (b) they were
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FIGURE 2.1 Book Club Program Overview

Book Club

Discussion
Groups

Instruction

“meaty” books with a reading level that would give most students access to
the print, and (c) they provided a potential link to a social studies unit that
focused on the impact of war on the lives of ordinary citizens.

During the year, the team met biweekly to discuss what had occurred
in the classroom and to create and extend the unit instructional plan.
Further, university project members spent time observing in the classroom.
Students’ written products, relating to the books, were copied and audio-
tapes were made of students’ discussions. The project’s team members
spent a lot of time in the early part of the program evaluating students’



The Book Club Program 31

discussions and written responses and considering areas of instruction that
needed immediate attention.

The following discussion among Eva, Mei, Ken, and Joshua occurred
relatively early in the first unit, after reading the first five chapters of the
book about Sadako. As they did each day, students had recorded ideas in
their reading log in preparation for their upcoming book club. Some days
they recorded anything that came to mind. Other days Woodman had
prompts to guide their preparation for discussion. On this particular day,
she had been concerned that students understood the critical events in the
first five chapters. These events led up to the point where Sadako learns
that she has developed leukemia and understands the seriousness of the
disease.

Woodman had asked students to consider what they had read in the
first five chapters and to illustrate in any way they chose what they thought
the four or five most important events had been. Some students wrote a
sequence of sentences, others drew a sequence of pictures, and still others
combined drawing and writing. After about 15 minutes of time for reading
and review and 10 minutes for recording their thoughts, Woodman an-
nounced that they could move into their book clubs, small heterogeneous
groups of three to five students that she had formed at the beginning of the
unit. Students brought their logs with them, and several began the book
club discussion by sharing their logs. The following exchange was from
October 8, one of the initial weeks of Book Club in this classroom (from
Raphael & McMahon, 1994, p. 105).

Ken opened, sharing his reading log entry, a sequence of pictures depict-
ing the ideas he thought important to discuss. He ended saying, “. . . Chapter
5. Her friend gave her one paper crane and told her to make more. She told
her to make a thousand.” Eva’s question, “A thousand what?” was the only
response. When Ken answered, “a thousand more,” no one responded to his
still ambiguous comment. Rather, Mei shared her ideas. Before anyone could
respond to her, Ken turned to Joshua.

Ken: Your turn, Joshua

Joshua: 1 don’t got nothing to read.

Ken: You gotta tell about/ go / you gotta tell about your
pictures. Talk!

Eva: You copycat, Joshua.

Ken: Talk!

After listening to this exchange, one of the researchers in the class-
room suggested that Joshua could share “just a little bit” of what he had
written and drawn. Joshua looked up, smiled, and nodded, and the re-
searcher moved to a different group. A later examination of the discussion
transcript revealed that Joshua had not said another word. Rather, Eva
read her entry. After Eva’s turn, Ken again said, “Now it’s Joshua’s turn!”
followed by Mei’s comment, “Joshua’s turn, your turn.” Finally, Ken took
Joshua’s paper, read from it and described the pictures; Eva responded by
claiming that he copied it from her.
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The quality of this interaction left room for improvement on multiple
levels, and provided Woodman with valuable information. While evidence
certainly exists that elementary students can and do engage in meaningful
response to literature (see Galda, 1983; Gilles, 1990; Roser & Martinez,
1995), teachers cannot assume that good literature and freedom to talk will
be sufficient. Raphael and McMahon (1994) suggest that “This exchange
illustrates two norms of classroom literacy that may hinder authentic con-
versations about books: turn taking and the emphasis on individual work”
(p. 105). Mei and her group were not unusual. In school conversations, the
emphasis is on taking turns and making sure each student is able to con-
tribute. In actual conversations, we talk when we feel we have something
to say. Further, in school, students have traditionally been rewarded for
successful individual work. Eva’s assumption that the similarity in Joshua’s
and her reading logs was due to his copying shows her naivete. The activity
had been planned to underscore similarities across students’ logs, helping
them decide upon the most significant events in the book thus far.

Problems such as these revealed students’ difficulty in knowing both
“what” to talk about in a literary discussion as well as “how” to engage in
authentic, meaningful talk about text. The project’s team worked over the
next several weeks to develop more fully the instructional focus for each
of the four components and to discuss factors such as grouping and text
selection that potentially contributed to the success of the Book Club
Program. We discuss each of the four program components—reading, writ-
ing, community share, and book club—and the instructional focus within
each component. We then illustrate how the components work together.

Reading

To be able to participate in their daily Book Club Program, students need
to have read the relevant material. To prepare for their book club discus-
sions and to give students of different abilities the support they needed
Woodman used several different opportunities for reading. These included
partner reading, choral reading, oral reading-listening, silent reading, and
reading at home the evening prior to Book Club.

The Book Club book reading was supplemented by the teachers read-
ing aloud a theme-related book. For example, when students read books
thematically connected by genre such as fantasy (James and the Giant
Peach by Dahl, 1961), Woodman read aloud from L'Engle’s (1962) A Wrinkle
in Time. Students selected theme-related books from the classroom and
school libraries to read during Drop Everything and Read, Allen Street
School’s sustained silent reading program. Thus, students had a diverse
range of books available, across many different reading levels and by a
range of authors. Some were read independently and brought into discus-
sions, others that were more difficult were usually read in small groups and
subject to more instructional support. Further, all students could partici-
pate in reading the grade appropriate books by the support from the teacher,
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their peers, or parents and siblings at home. No students were denied
participation in Book Club because the texts were deemed more difficult
than they may be able to read independently, but rather, if the text was
difficult, support was provided.

In addition to support for reading through actual reading, Woodman
was also concerned that somewhere within the Book Club Program there
would be a place where she could teach reading strategies and make ex-
plicit to the students places where it might be useful to use strategies they
had learned. Michigan has a state-wide assessment program that requires
that all fourth-grade students take a standardized test. She felt it important
that she include teaching specific strategies, though she wished to do so in
a way that would be meaningful to the students.

For example, Woodman and the rest of the team members felt that it
was important to help students develop their reading vocabularies. Re-
search by Anderson and his colleagues (Anderson, Wilson, & Fielding, 1988)
has shown that reading is one of the primary ways in which our vocabu-
laries, written and oral, develop. Thus, one of the reading log entries stu-
dents were encouraged to use was “wonderful words.” On a chart of ideas
for reading log entries, Woodman included: “new, crazy, or descriptive,
ones I might want to use in my own writing, ones that are confusing or
whatever. Write down the word or words and share them with my book
club group” (Raphael & McMahon, 1994, p. 109).

A second type of log entry on the chart of log ideas enabled students
to explore literary elements, one of the foci of a literature-based reading
program. One suggestion was to critique the books they had read in terms
of specific literary tools the author used, a category known as “Author’s
Crafts and Special Tricks,” described as follows:

Sometimes authors use special words, paint pictures in my mind with
words, make me wish I could write like they do, use funny language, write
dialogue that is really good, and many other things. In my log, I can write
examples of special things the author did to make me like the story

(from Raphael & McMahon, 1994).

Also within this category was a response entry focused on critique, called
the “Book/Chapter Critique.” Students were encouraged to consider what
the author did particularly well or what he or she might have done to
improve the text. Randy, one of fifth graders in Woodman’s room, wrote
a critique of Sadako and the Thousand Paper Cranes on October 17,
commenting that the author had been successful in describing war in
terms of Sadako’s death, yet needed to tell additional information about
what the story was based on, since it did not “blend out [of] the story”
(see Figure 2.2)°.

3
All students’ writing samples are included with their original spelling and grammatical
conventions.
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FIGURE 2.2
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Thus, the reading logs and related writing activities served to encourage
students to engage with the text in terms of meaning construction (e.g.,
vocabulary, sequencing), interpretation (e.g., critique), and personal re-
sponse. The reading logs contained blank pages for representing ideas
through pictures, charts, and maps, and lined pages that could be adapted
for writing reflections on elements such as story events and characters,
interesting words or language use on the part of the author, funny sections
including dialogue and descriptions, and so forth. Students were encour-
aged to use their logs both for required activities and activities of their own
choosing.

Over the course of the year, Woodman’s language use within the com-
munity was designed to help them learn to create new ways of responding.
When students noticed that they often talked about what they would do if
they were a character in the stories they read, she helped them invent a
label for such a response. Together the class created, “in the characters’
shoes.” Such public discourse had a long term impact on these students.
Jason, Mei, and others from Woodman’s room moved up to Sth grade with
Laura Pardo. They continued to participate in Book Club, illustrated by
Pardo’s description (in press) of how Jason became interested in the titles
authors use.

Jason suggested creating a new type of response that involves analyz-
ing and critiquing the titles, such as their ability to create suspense, to
tease, or merely to provide a clue to the upcoming events. Similarly, Mei,
a second student from Woodman’s class who, like Jason, moved into Pardo’s
room, created a new response called, “life.” Mei suggested that one kind of
response is how the book makes you think about your own life and that
this would be an interesting category for response in their reading logs and
later discussion in book clubs. This evidence of appropriation and trans-
formation (see Chapter 1) supports a social constructivist view of literacy
learning and underscores the long term nature of such learning.

The reading log activities foreshadow the important and visible con-
nections between writing and reading in the Book Club Program. In the
next section we describe the purpose that writing served within the lit-
eracy program, as well as areas that were addressed outside the Book Club
Program.

Writing

Researchers have suggested that writing and reading share basic cognitive
and social processes (Shanahan & Lomax, 1986; Tierney & Pearson, 1983).
Writing can take different forms in relationship to the Book Club Program.
For example, in the preceding section, we described how Woodman’s stu-
dents engaged in short-term writing activities (i.e., the reading log) de-
signed to support their discussions and reflect on ideas they had as they
read the Book Club books. In addition to such short-term writing for re-
flection and memory, students engaged in more sustained writing using
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“think-sheets” to synthesize and extend their learning. Finally, outside the
Book Club Program, students participated in writing personal stories in a
writers’ workshop setting (Calkins, 1986; Graves, 1983) and in report writing
through science and social studies projects. We describe the two types of
writing within the Book Club Program in this section.

Writing in the reading log stemmed from two lines of research. First,
research suggests that students’ writing prior to meeting in their book club
influenced their discussions, and that their book club discussions influ-
enced the amount and type of information included in later writing activi-
ties (McMahon, 1992). Since book clubs were designed to promote personal
response, interpretation, and analysis, it was important to provide students
with the time to engage in response and to encourage them to record ideas.
While readers may not invest in such time-consuming reflection when
reading a newspaper or a junk novel, many of us who are readers find
ourselves marking a favorite passage in the books we read, jotting down
ideas we may wish to remember, and so forth. The log was a site where
such literate activities could be introduced and encouraged.

Second, research on the process of literary understanding (Langer,
1990) suggests that readers adopt four “stances” as they read any text.
These stances are all related to the readers’ “positioning” themselves rela-
tive to the world that is created through the reading. These stances are not
linear in that they may be adopted at any point in the process of reading,
but they all exist. To understand the four stances, it is best to imagine a
book recently read and well remembered. When reading that book, readers
metaphorically “step into” the world that the author creates. In stepping
into that world, readers draw upon all the resources they have available:
information about the kind of books this particular author tends to write,
the description of the book on the book jacket or back panels, table of
contents, critics’ comments, and so forth. A reading log entry was designed
to encourage students to assume a “stepping in” stance. Prompts encour-
age readers to study the book’s cover, read the back jacket of the book, and
skim illustrations. Then, using the information gleaned from these activi-
ties, students write their predictions about the story (e.g., characters, events,
setting, purpose) in their reading log. Randy’s reading log entry from Oc-
tober 23 illustrates sources of information he has drawn on as he prepares
to step into the world of a new book. He wrote:

Well I think that the book Hiroshima No Pika is going to be about
African people. Because the title and the picture on the front cover looks
like African people and this story could be true or it could be true about
some of the people in Africa.

And probably why the people dropped the adam bong.

Well Becuase It was into a war.

His entry reflects a combination of the thematic unit they had studied
(e.g., “adam bong,” “into a war”), his knowledge of sources of information
(e.g., “the title and the picture on the front cover”), and perhaps some of
his own personal interest as an African-American (e.g., “it could be true
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about some people in Africa”). At the same time, it signals to Woodman a
need to help him make connections to conventional knowledge about the
atom bomb and where and when it had been dropped (i.e., not in Africa).

A second stance characterizes readers as they “move through” the
world of the book, drawing on their background knowledge, personal expe-
riences, intertextual relationships, and so forth to make sense of the plot
or text descriptions. Moving through the book is suggestive of what is
meant by “comprehending” a text. Readers use their background knowl-
edge to construct what they believe the author is trying to say.

Moving through the world of the text is a stance that invites readers
to make use of comprehension strategies. For example, when students read
Sadako and the Thousand Paper Cranes, Woodman wanted them to “get
to know Sadako” as a real person with many different characteristics.
During the first few weeks of school, she had modeled the creation of
character maps in a whole-group activity, part of their discussion of a book
she was reading aloud. Woodman asked her students to create one of
Sadako as a way to record and share what they had learned about her.
Randy drew the character map shown in Figure 2.3 in his reading log.

FIGURE 2.3 Randy’s Character Map
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FIGURE 2.4 Eva’s Log Entry
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While he does not offer his brainstormed ideas in particular categories, it
is interesting to note how his map conveys much about her general fea-
tures (e.g., in fifth grade, a girl, going to junior high school), her illness
(e.g., her mom was holding her when she was sick, in the hospital), her
friends and family (e.g., a little brother, likes her mom), her high energy
(e.g., loves to run, knows how to run faster than her friend), and finally,
her goal (i.e., Sadako wants to be in the race). Randy has used what he
knows about children, school, health, and family to make sense of the
world he is moving through while reading about Sadako.

A third stance involves the readers’ “stepping back” as they consider
how the ideas in the book have influenced themselves. In effect, this is the
reverse of moving through. As readers move through the book, they bring
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what they know to influence what the book comes to mean. As readers
step back, it is the book or the author’s influence on them. Raphael and
McMahon (1994) describe a reading log entry that Eva wrote in her second
year of Book Club. She had been in Woodman'’s class in fourth grade and
Pardo’s class in fifth grade. Eva had read Babbitt’s (1975) Tuck Everlasting,
a story about a family who drank water from a spring and now lives eter-
nally. Winnie, a main character in the book, is faced with the decision of
whether or not to drink the water. Eva’s entry (see Figure 2.4) shows her
reflections as she stepped back to think about how reading about the Tuck
family influenced her views of everlasting life.

A fourth stance involves readers distancing themselves from the world
of the book. As the readers “step out” of the book, they analyze, critique,
and evaluate the text as an object. In this sense, a reader may read some-
thing from The New York Times Best Seller list, be completely engaged and
entertained on a long airline flight or while waiting in a dentist’s office,
then finish the book, put it aside, and think, “Not a very well-written
book!” One need not read only books that can stand close scrutiny to have
a pleasurable reading experience. Randy’s critique of Coerr’s book about
Sadako is one illustration of a stepping-out log entry: Critiquing the text
that he had read, he notes both the strengths of the novel and the areas
with which he felt some dissatisfaction.

Thus, Woodman encouraged her students to write about their ideas
before each book club, using their reading log as a permanent record of
their ideas, and to encourage them to adopt a range of stances as they
read. Further, the writing activities involved a combination of types of
representation, including charts and graphs, connected text, and pictures.

Woodman found the logs to be helpful to both the students and to her
own instructional needs, but found that there were times she wished to
encourage more sustained writing. Thus, in addition to the reading logs,
other writing activities involved the use of think-sheets—in contrast to
worksheets that are typically completed by individuals to practice taught
skills, turned in to the teacher for grading, and rarely used as a basis for
discussion (Raphael & Englert, 1990). Think-sheets are guides that can be
used to prompt students’ thinking and note-taking, notes that become a
basis for later discussion.

Encouraging sustained writing required attention to more than simply
the daily entries in students’ reading logs. Think-sheets were used to sup-
port students’ discourse synthesis (Raphael & Boyd, 1991; Spivey & King,
1989), or the bringing together of information from multiple sources to
create a new text. For example, students engaged in a series of writing
activities that illustrated the relationship among the three books read for
the unit about the impact of war on ordinary citizens. They built toward
writing an essay on a theme they selected that related to the unit. Woodman
modeled through public and social talk during community share how each
of the books, while different, addressed some similar topics or themes. A
stepping out think-sheet supported her modeling and was then used by
students for their own brainstorming of possible topics and the single topic
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they wished to pursue. Figure 2.5 presents Randy’s written responses on
the think-sheet from November 7. Consistent with the Vygotsky Space
described in Chapter 1, this think-sheet session represents Woodman’s
efforts to make public and visible the kind of thinking writers engage in
when preparing to write an essay drawing ideas from books they have read.
Students took notes on this think-sheet during the whole-class discussion
in community share. They then used it during book club as a basis for their
discussions.

FIGURE 2.5
Randy’s “What I Learned” Think-sheet
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The next day, students had the opportunity to revisit their notes and
expand upon them based on ideas they now had from additional thinking
and from their book club discussion. Randy’s log entry that day suggests
that he had appropriated the physical format of the think-sheet, using it to
guide his development of the theme of the damage bombs cause during
wartime (see Figure 2.6).

FIGURE 2.6 Randy’s Log Entry
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Randy began to frame his essay about the effects of bombs with the
relatively sophisticated observation on the brainstorming think-sheet
that, “Bombs just didn’t hurt, but the fear of the bomb being dropped.” In
- his reading log, he recorded what he had learned from the different books
and specifically, about bombs, as he addressed points from each of the
three books.

Other sustained writing occurred through writers’ workshop, some-
times connected directly to Book Club (e.g., writing folktales during a
genre study of folktales), sometimes indirectly (e.g., studying the way O’Dell
[1960] used images in the Island of the Blue Dolphins or LU'Engle created
character descriptions as a way to improve their own writing), and some-
times no explicit connections were drawn (e.g., writing letters, personal
experience stories). Students’ reading and writing helped contribute to the
discussions during the whole-class component, called community share.

Community Share

A principle fundamental to social constructivism is that learning is socially
mediated by more experienced persons, whether adults or peers. Commu-
nity share provided an arena whereby students could learn from each
other’s discussions as they shared points that had come up in their groups,
as well as from Woodman’s continued modeling of questioning, probing,
and responding to their ideas. Raphael and Goatley (1994) analyzed com-
munity share sessions from Woodman’s classroom described in this chap-
ter and from Pardo’s classroom during the 1991-1992 school year. They
describe the functions of community share, the instructional content that
was discussed during community share, and the roles of the teachers within
community share.

Raphael and Goatley suggest that community share serves two impor-
tant functions: (a) instructional activities and (b) text discussion. Commu-
nity share at the opening of the Book Club session tended to involve
teaching new strategies, reviewing learned comprehension and log strate-
gies, and leading discussions about how to engage in discussion during
book club. In contrast, at the close of the Book Club session, it tended to
be open-ended discussion bringing together ideas that had arisen in the
students’ book club discussions, addressing confusions that were not able
to be resolved among the students, and encouraging debate about events
and interpretation of events in the text they had read. Further, over the
course of the year, Raphael and Goatley (1994) found that the nature of
community share changed. There was more time focused on instruction
early in the year and, perhaps predictably, over time instructional talk
lessened while talk about the text increased.

The instructional content included attention to teaching language
conventions, comprehension strategies, literature and literary elements,
and response to literature. Language conventions included how our written
and oral language works, conventions for discussion, for writing, and for
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basic grammar and spelling. Comprehension strategies included attention
to vocabulary development and strategies such as those described in writ-
ing log entries (e.g., sequencing, asking questions, making predictions).
Literature and literary elements included genre study, features of genres,
and literary elements such as plot, characters, and setting. Response to
literature focused on both aesthetic (i.e., the personal affective) and effer-
ent (i.e., the more analytic) responses described by Rosenblatt (1991).

Teachers’ roles varied during community share, from explicit instruc-
tion to guiding practice to facilitating discussion. For example, in some
cases, Woodman assumed a common teacher role: teaching her students
something new. When in this role, she talked more frequently than did her
students, asked them questions for which she knew the answer as a means
for evaluating their understanding, and provided structured ways in which
they could ask and answer questions. In contrast, when guiding practice,
she provided an overall structure within which students participated, but
students did much of the talking. She prompted them through questions
and comments, modeled alternative ways of responding, and reminded
them of information they had at their disposal to draw upon in the discus-
sion. When serving as facilitator, Woodman was primarily orchestrating the
complex conversation that happens when more than 20 students are par-
ticipating. She nudged students who were quiet, nodded at students to
signal when they might speak, but she did not interject substantively to
shape their discussion.

The following exchange occurred during a discussion of the folktale,
Why Mosquitoes Bugs in People's Ears (Aardema, 1975). In this example,
Woodman is facilitating the conversation as students construct what the
mosquito had done to cause so much trouble:

1 Ms. W.: What did the mosquito do wrong?

2 Phelice: He um, told a lie to the iguana?

3 Ms. W: He told a lie to the iguana. Okay. What else would you
4 consider the mosquito doing wrong?

5 Jacob: He got in that’s guy ear and was buzzing him.

6 Ms. W: Okay, so he was bugging him maybe. Um/ Phelice.

7 Phelice:  He was bugging the iguana too.

8 Ms. W: He was bugging the iguana too. Sherman?

9 Sherman: Um, he, he finally got tired of it, going and/ hitting in
10 the ear and buzzing and stuff and finally went whack
11 (hits his ear)

(Raphael & Goatley, 1994, p. 535)

Notice that Woodman does not direct the students or seek a specific re-
sponse. She uses repetition to reinforce students’ participation, and neutral
comments such as “okay.” She signals turns by mentioning students by name.
It is not clear in line 6 whether she misunderstood or intentionally para-
phrased Jacob’s description of the mosquito “buzzing” the “guy,” but Phelice
picks up on the slight change and repeats Woodman’s response in line 7.
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In addition to the content related to literacy, community share pro-
vided a time for students to learn and for Woodman to see where there
might be gaps in understanding. For example, students read Lois Lowry’s
(1989) Newbery Award book, Number the Stars. In one book club, Crystal
had asked why Hitler would want to attack Denmark. A student who had
either missed the point in the selection, or who was perhaps overly sen-
sitive because of the beginning of the Persian Gulf War, responded that,
“The king was very rich and had a lot of oil. The other people were very
poor and didn’t have any oil and needed to get the wells. So he started a
war.” When this emerged again in community share, Woodman realized the
importance of a brief history lesson before students continued with the
book. Thus, links occurred across reading, writing, and discussion, as well
as from these areas to instruction.

Similarly, community share sessions were used to raise students’
consciousnesses about issues or events they would be reading. In one
example, students were to read Sally Ride’s account of her trip in the space
shuttle, in To Space and Back (Ride & Okie, 1986). They had also studied
gravity in a recent science unit. Thus, Woodman used community share as
a time to remind students about what they already knew and to prompt
their thinking about both the fun and the frustration of zero gravity. Stu-
dents next read the rclevant section of the book and later wrote about fun
and frustrating experiences, recording their ideas in their reading logs for
their book club discussions.

Book Clubs

The fourth component, book club, is the one around which the entire
program is based. Book clubs were the small (i.e., 3-5 students) student-
led discussion groups that helped create the authenticity of the whole
literacy program. Students read to participate in book club. Their written
reflections helped them consider what they had to contribute to the dis-
cussion or issues they wanted to raise with their peers. Community share
helped “set the stage” if it came before the book clubs and helped bring the
community together when it followed the small group discussions. Woodman
considered several factors in forming her book clubs: creating heteroge-
neous groups, providing students with choices in literature selection, and
maintaining continuity throughout a thematic unit.

Woodman felt that diversity within the book clubs increased the op-
portunity for students to have interesting discussions from their different
points of view. Further, students differed in the oral and written language
abilities. Some of her less able readers provided important leadership in
the oral discussions and such leadership was not predictable based on
reading levels. Thus, one of Woodman’s goals was to facilitate group forma-
tion such that each group represented diversity in background, language,
and literacy abilities.

Woodman also provided students with a choice of literature. While at
times the entire class read the same trade book, she often had thematically
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related sets of books that students could select to read. When forming book
clubs, Woodman began with a “book talk” that introduced students to each
of the potential book club books. Students then listed their first through
third choice of selection and the names of two students they would like to
have in their book clubs. Woodman used the students’ lists and her own
knowledge of their abilities and interests to form five different heterog-
enous groups for each thematic unit. Groups stayed together throughout
the theme (e.g., folktales, environment). When the theme activities ended,
the process was repeated. For all the components, instruction was critical,
whether focused on specific reading strategies, ways of responding in their
reading logs, or how to maintain an interesting and meaningful discussion.

Instructional Support

Instructional support focused on both potential content for discussion and
the process underlying successful conversations about books. To help stu-
dents see a range of possibilities for discussing content, Woodman modeled
various rhetorical (e.g., text structure, story elements), comprehension,
and synthesis activities, during the community share, whole-group format.
For example, rhetorical elements were modeled through exploration of
how authors created characters (e.g., modeling character maps and their
use during discussion), how authors organized their texts (e.g., sequencing,
comparing and contrasting different books), and how readers evaluate texts
(e.g., critiques). Comprehension strategies modeled included prediction,
question-asking, monitoring, summarizing, and drawing upon prior knowl-
edge and related texts. Discourse synthesis was modeled through discus-
sion of overarching themes, common features across texts, and time lines.

To help students develop the social skills needed for the discussion
process, Woodman focused on both general interaction (e.g., turn taking,
listening to one another) and specific ways to expand upon one another’s
ideas (e.g., asking follow-up questions, asking for clarification, relating to
other ideas). Woodman involved the students in critiquing book club inter-
actions in different ways. Some discussions were videotaped, some
audiotaped, and some were available in typed transcripts. She used these
different versions throughout the year to have students consider both what
the participants had done particularly well, and what they might want to
improve.

Components Working Together

Each of the four Book Club project components (reading, writing, commu-
nity share, book clubs) operates in interaction with the others, and all
support students’ development of the abilities to respond to a variety of
selections, and to develop their own sense as a reader and an author. For
example, in the unit on folktales that followed the theme about war, stu-
dents read, wrote, and discussed a variety of books, beginning with Japa-
nese folktales, then broadening to include others from around the world
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(including ones from Africa that Randy had requested). One community
share session concerned features common to many of the folktales they
had read and discussed. The students used their knowledge base of folktales
to create a list of elements common to all the stories. Students then held
book clubs to discuss how these features were used in different folktales,
building a basis for later writing of their own folktales. Students’ abilities
to engage in discussions grew from the varied reading, writing, and small
group talks that preceded them.

For example, students had read Heyer’s (1986) The Weaving of a Dream
and San Souci’s (1987) The Enchanted Tapestry during one week, writing
about and discussing the stories daily. On Friday, a compare-contrast ac-
tivity involved these two similar folktales drawn from the same oral story,
but written by two different author-illustrator teams. All students partici-
pated in the five activities that comprised the one-hour lesson that day: (a)
Woodman gave students some time to re-read the two texts; (b) she mod-
eled comparing and contrasting; (c¢) students did a compare and contrast
activity in their reading logs; (d) book club discussions occurred; and (e)
the class held a community share about folktale features. The critical-
thinking skills required in comparing-contrasting the two books gave stu-
dents the opportunity to develop or practice reading comprehension
strategies, identify common rhetorical features, and relate elements to
other folktales they had read.

In the following segment, Mei and her peers focused on comparing
elements of plot and the illustrations of the story following the community
share and reading log activities. Their conversation highlights how the
leadership shifted among the students as they talked about the characters
(lines 7-14), then a story event (lines 15-17), and finally began to critique
the book in terms of the pictures (lines 18-25). Their conversation further
illustrates how the students were beginning to “co-construct” their re-
sponses as they worked together to identify not only important events but
also similarities and differences across the texts.

1 Eva: I thought it was exactly the same as Weaving of a

2 Dream, ‘cause it had the same characters, but not the

3 same names. It wasn’t, it wasn’t exactly like Weaving of a
4 Dream, but just where the parts are different. . .

s Crystal: Yeah, they are exactly the same.

6 Mei: Some of them, they are differences. Right?

7 Eva: All the differences I hear are mostly their names—

8  Mei: [—the part, wait. When he go

9 get/um/the tasp/um

10 Crystal: [—tapestry?

11 Leanne: But anyway, it’s almost exactly the same because inside,
12 inside the story, um the mother did have three sons, and
13 there was, she was a widow, and there was a fortune

14 teller in the story, and there was a stone horse in the

15 story, and stuff like that, except for when he—
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16 Eva: —except for when the horse in Weaving of the Dream he
17 had to put 10 drops of blood on the horse.

18 QCrystal: The Enchanted Tapestry book was sort of different//

19 Leanne: The pictures are different and neat . . . bright, real bright
20 (pointing to Weaving of the Dream)

21 Eva: Sort of like bold

22 Leanne: (pointing to The Enchanted Tapestry) They’re like pencil,
23 they’re like//

24 Eva: Watercolors.

25 Mei: But they are good pictures

26 CQCrystal: They’re good pictures, but they’re plain. They have, they
27 need bright colors.

This discussion illustrates the role of focusing students’ discussions
through prompts in their reading logs. It also reflects improvements in both
how and what the students share during book club as they demonstrate
turn-taking and respect for each other, provide help to each other when
they sense some confusion, focus on the content of the selections as it
relates to their own knowledge and opinion, and work to co-construct their
ideas (Raphael et al., 1994, pp. 393-394).

The folktale unit also heightened students’ interests in becoming au-
thors. One community share activity involved the visit of a local author
who was working on a manuscript in the style of a folktale. The author
asked students to help her improve the manuscript for children of their
age. As students engaged in critiquing her story, and talked with her about
the books they had read and their own writing, they expressed interest in
writing their own folktales. At their request, Woodman provided the time
so they could write, illustrate, and share their folktales with each other and
with a group of first-grade students.

Randy’s folktale, created during a series of writers’ workshop sessions
that related directly to Book Club, blended ideas from the unit and others
he found influential (see Figure 2.7).

When interviewed about where he got his ideas, he said,

I watched a movie about this story that didn’t have much money. I didn't
copy off of it, it’s just that I had this movie and I just started, as I wrote
down, getting more ideas. I just made up a little boy that didn’t have much
family, that didn’t have much money, only had one friend. It's kind of a sad
story. In the top and in the middle, but later it’s happy because he found,
because he found a piece of gold. And I think, the other book about the
tapestry, you know, the book about the tapestry? They found something that
would make them rich. I got a few ideas from that. . . . This fairy tale,
way, like in 19, 1903 or something. I just got the idea of Shaka, they didn’t
have much money. . . It’s in Africa. That’s where I got the place from. . . I
got that book over there [points to the library corner] and I said, Oh yes, I
can have this in Africa, so I got that, then Weaving of the Dream, then the
Color Purple, so I just put it together to make a few characters, to make
him not have much friends, he only had one friend because they lived in a
big field and everybody lived on some other land. . .
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FIGURE 2.7 Randy’s Folktale

The Gold Rush

Once upon a time there lived the Henderson family.
There were Aunt Ema, Uncle Chuck, Cusion Bill, and Anthony.
The family did'nt have much money. they lived on A farm in
Africa on a large field by the woods. Anthony only had one
friend and his name was Danny. The to were very nice to
each other. One day while Anthony and his family were
sittingat the table eating breakfast, Anthony said, Aunt
Ema what happened to my motherand my father. Aunt Ema
just bursted out with tears. And she went to her room anhd
slamed the door. What is wrong with her Anthony asked.
Uncle Chuck and Cusion Bill just stared at Anthony with
water in there eyes. Anthony wanted to cry but he did'nt.
So Anthony went out and fed the cattle. While Anthony fed
the cattle he saw Danny running up to him sayingl Rich |
Rich. Danny ran up to him and said you would'nt just believe
what just happened to me, What happened Anthony said.
Well when my mother was planting food she saw three big
pieces of gold. Danny said. Wow that Is great. Let me go
tell my family, Anthony said. So when he got there he told
his family quickly. After he got telling his family they all
decided to go over to Danny's house. But when they got
there they were gone. Ge whiz we will never get off of this
old farm, Anthony said. Oh what I just found, It's a big piece
of gold. Now we can get off of this farm. THE END
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His explanation makes clear his use of several sources, his internaliza-
tion of features of folktales such as initial adversity followed by just re-
wards, and his recognition of critical elements such as characters and setting.

Creating Book Club Units

Woodman continued to focus on developing her Book Club Program, work-
ing closely with members of the Book Club project team, and constantly
observing her students for areas to refine the program. In this section we
describe how the thematic and instructional content evolved over the year.
We then discuss specific issues that influenced students’ participation (e.g.,
book selection grouping).

Structuring Unit Thematic and Instructional Content

Book Club continued over the academic year as students moved through
units about World War IT and Japan, folktales from around the world, World
War II in Europe, and biographies. Students usually read at least one book
in common, with individual copies of books related by theme, author, or
genre available in the classroom library.

For each unit, Woodman selected one to three book sets (of 10-30
books) from those available in the district, and selected from the school
and public libraries books that related to the general theme of the unit. In
making these decisions, she let the class decide on a genre (e.g., folktales)
or theme (e.g., how war affects everyday people) to read during Book Club,
and the district resources determined which sets of books could be used.
Then individual students made their selection from a constrained set of
two to three books available for Book Club. In addition to the Book Club
required book, students chose from the Book Club related and other li-
brary books for their free reading.

Woodman drew on her knowledge about classroom talk and about
narrative and expository text (see Chapters 4, 5, & 6, respectively); her
knowledge about writing to support reading comprehension, interpretation,
and discussion (see Chapter 7); and her knowledge of comprehension in-
struction and assessment (see Chapters 8 & 9, respectively) to create and
maintain her Book Club Program.

She evaluated students’ appropriations and transformations of conver-
sational and comprehension strategies she had modeled by observing and
assessing their book clubs. For example, she had emphasized question-
asking in community share and in students’ reading log activities. Within
community share, she modeled different kinds of questions and probed for
information. She encouraged raising questions in their reading logs. In
mid-November, students showed signs of appropriating one form of ques-
tioning, asking for information. The following book club occurred after
students mapped characters from Why Mosquitoes Bugzs in People’s Ears:
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Crystal: Jean, let’s hear from you.

Jean: Okay, but don’t laugh. The mosquito talked too much.

Crystal: Yeah, Larissa, what’s first on your map?

Larissa: The branch fell . . . said it was the crow’s fault.

Crystal: It was the crow. Tremaine, what’s yours? Let’s hear
about it.

Tremaine: [ did the iguana. It had sticks in ears and walked in
the forest.

Larissa: Why did it walk in the forest?

Tremaine: It got tired of the mosquito nonsense.

This discussion is certainly an improvement over the “Talk, Joshua,
talk” discussion in early October, yet it is not as strong as the one com-
paring Weaving of a Dream and The Enchanted Tapestry that occurred
somewhat later in the folktale unit. Crystal and her peers showed respect
for what each other had to say and talked of specific parts of the text, but
there was little elaboration or personal response, questions and answers
were shallow, and no relations were made to experiences outside the text.
Crystal assumed a “teacher role” of directing the group, a sign of less
sophistication in talk about text (Roller & Beed, 1994). Woodman contin-
ued to evaluate students’ book club discussions and to use community
share as a site for modeling, feedback, and explicit instruction.

Grouping

In addition to focusing on specific skills such as question-asking, Woodman
shifted groups to find a good balance, based on leadership, communica-
tion, and social skills of the students (Wiencek & O’Flahavan, 1994). For
example, Jennifer appeared to be “shut out” of discussion by a more
dominant girl in her group. In an interview, Jennifer complained that this
particular peer “was getting on everyone’s case ’cause they wouldn’t be
doing nothing right and would get too slow so she was trying to be the
leader.” Joshua, the student in October that had refused to talk at all,
needed support beyond being ordered to talk. Together with Randy and
Jeffrey, Jennifer and Joshua formed a book club group for the folktale
unit. In the conversation below they discussed Weaving of a Dream. Jen-
nifer has considerable input into the group’s discussion, identifying a topic
(line 10) for which there is uptake, extending the same topic in lines 14
and 19, and shifting to a new topic in line 32. Joshua only makes one
comment (line 13) but it is relevant and the others are not critical. In fact,
Jennifer asks a question as a response to Joshua’s comment about asking
the youngest when she asks about the oldest instead.

1 Jeffrey: I'd like to talk about the youngest son. I liked him

2 because, um, he didn’t lie and, um, didn’t do all the bad

3 things, like the brothers, ‘cause the brothers went to
town and got the gold instead of trying to help their mother.

Randy: What bad things did the other brothers do?

(1
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6 Jeffrey: They um went to the stone house where the stone

7 horse is and instead of taking the horse, knocking out
8 their two front teeth, they went and got the gold and
9 went to town instead of helping their family.

10 Jennifer: OK, if you were in that, uh, if you were in that

11 situation, what would you do?

12 Jeffrey: (pause. . .) Trust my youngest son.

13 Joshua: Trust all three of them, but the youngest son was the best.
14 Jennifer: What if he tr. . . what if he, like, What if he trusted the
15 oldest one; that the oldest one was the one he trusted?
16 Jeffrey: Um . .. I trusted, um, I would have trusted all of them,
17 but he, when he left he never came back, he went to
18 the other city.

19 Jennifer: (interrupting) I mean, what if he didn’t know that the
20 oldest one was really for you to trust? and you never
21 found out? and then you would, and then you would

22 think that the youngest one did all the bad things?®

23 Jeffrey: I would just disagree with the boy if I was the mother. . . .
24 I would just disagree with the boy, with the two

25 big boys.

26 Randy: How could the mother discipline them?

27 Jeffrey: Yeah, when she didn’t even know about it.

28 Randy: Yeah, how could she discipline them?

29 Jeffrey: She couldn’t discipline them. They went to town and

30 took all the gold. But at the end of the story, I think

31 they came back.

32 Jennifer: 1 want to talk about the um first episode when they go
33 to the land far east when that lady and her two sons?

In evaluating the students’ progress through analyzing this transcript,
Woodman noted three areas in which students had visibly improved. First,
all students had begun to participate, even quiet Joshua, and their re-
sponses were not the rote readings from their reading logs. Second, there
were personal responses, when Jennifer wondered how one of the students
might act in that situation, or when they discussed what disciplines might
be appropriate. Third, there was balance between discussion of the text
and related personal experiences, consideration of specific sections of the
plot, from Randy’s request for a summary at the beginning of this segment
to their discussion of trust and hypothesizing different outcomes to Jeffrey’s
comment about the older brothers returning. Issues of trust and discipline
form central themes to the discussion.

Concluding Comments

Woodman feels Book Club has contributed to students’ positive attitudes
toward literacy and to their self-esteem. One source of evidence she cites
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is their weekly trip to the library. “You should see them when they go to
the library now. They used to come back, and I can remember at the
beginning of the year, they're saying ‘I don’t want a book, so what, 1 don’t
have to have a book.” Now I hear, ‘Ms. Woodman! Ms. Woodman! Look at
the book I got, it’s a folktale'. . . it’s like, whatever we’re doing, they’ll look
for and if they find it, they run back to me. . . . They’re really excited about
reading” (Raphael et al., 1994, p. 401).

Woodman attributed much of students’ excitement and high self-
esteem to the heterogeneous nature of the Book Clubs, saying, “You're
talking about last year, a child was in the lowest reading book and that
child was, throughout the year, reminded that he is way behind somebody
else. This year, he feels he has gained so many important life skills . . . and
pulled him up on the same level as some of those higher kids, the ones who
were in the highest book last year.” About another child, she noted, “She
is so confident . . . she’s always been in the lowest groups. Look at her this
year! She’s so confident, she was even in the speech contest. . . . She knew
what she wanted to say, she said it well. . . . She’s come so far, and she feels
good. She’s experienced success and is gaining so many skills.” These
students had become part of a literate community and students who may
never before have experienced such acceptance into this community were
active and respected members.

The students’ excitement was revealed in their attitudes at home.
During parent conferences, Woodman drew on the students’ reading logs
and other writing samples to form the basis of her report to the parents.
Woodman told others on the research team that when she began to ex-
plain Book Club, she was often stopped by parents who said, “Oh, we
know all about . . . ,” mentioning some of the students’ favorite characters
and books.

Finally, the Book Club Program in Woodman’s classroom seemed to
meet the three goals of the Book Club project. The first goal—students
showing enjoyment, understanding and choice to engage in the activities
—was easily seen in their participation in the community of readers and
writers. For example, one day when a number of extra books about folktales
were brought into the room, students quickly selected from these new
books those that they wanted to read during Drop Everything and Read.
One student exclaimed, “This is just like Christmas!” A second example
occurred when one of the children was hospitalized for three weeks with
a broken leg, after being hit by a car. When Woodman visited him on his
first evening in the hospital, he asked her if his book club could visit him
to talk about their current book.

The second goal—helping students learn to acquire, synthesize, and
evaluate information from text—was apparent in all the students’ progress,
specifically shown in Randy’s folktale, the later book club discussions, and
their reading logs. We saw students frequently referring to books read earlier
in the year, to ideas from other students within and outside their book
clubs, and to books and media sources outside the Book Club Program.
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They learned to critique, compare and contrast, and identify themes across
multiple books.

The third goal of developing a language to talk about literacy is appar-
ent in the many examples of the students’ small-group and whole-class
discussions. From the limited voice of “Talk, Joshua, talk!” and “you copy-
cat,” we saw students mature into thoughtful and articulate participants in
discussions about books. There was ample evidence that the students all
demonstrated an ability to engage in “a serious conversation about a book,”
one of Woodman'’s initial concerns. They critiqued illustrations, plots, and
character descriptions; asked questions of author’s motives for writing and
of each other’s interpretations of story events; created dramatic interpre-
tations of books they had read; and discussed each other’s written texts.

In short, the structure of the Book Club Program provided Woodman
with much of the support she needed to create a literacy environment in
which students read high-quality literature, learned to respond to the lit-
erature in multiple ways, and developed an appreciation for the experi-
ence. The fourth graders, given opportunity, appropriate instructional
support, good literature including nonfiction selections, and an integrated
literacy program, not only became active members in a literary commu-
nity, they developed the strategies, skills, and inclination potentially to
continue this development throughout their school careers and beyond.



chapter 5

Integrating Literacy and
Subject Matter Instruction

In this book, we approach literacy instruction from a social con-
structivist perspective. In doing so, we make the case for alternative models
of instruction that move beyond traditional textbook-driven approaches
and encourage greater attention to the role of language, of meaningful
learning contexts, and of social processes in learning. In Chapter 2, we
described the language and literacy instruction in Deb Woodman'’s fourth-
fifth grade classroom. Her teaching was consistent with a social con-
structivist perspective that emphasized integrating language and literacy
instruction around literature. In this chapter, we “visit” Laura Pardo’s
classrooms, a third grade and a fifth grade. She emphasizes language and
literacy across the curriculum, specifically linking them to social studies
instruction.

In this chapter, we focus on two key ideas that emerge from the
assumptions underlying a social constructivist perspective:

e Literacy represents a set of complex higher mental processes
that include the psychological tools by which students learn.

¢ Learning through the use of psychological tools occurs when
such tools are used in meaningful practices (see Vygotsky, 1978;
Wertsch, 1985).

We begin by examining Pardo’s teaching as a reflection of the assump-
tions of social constructivism and the metaphor of literacy as a set of
psychological tools. Second, we discuss the concept of an integrated cur-
riculum and its potential for developing students’ literacy and disciplinary
knowledge. Third, we describe Pardo’s third grade social studies curricu-
lum, highlighting the two thematic units. This example highlights ways in
which literacy abilities can be taught within the focus of content learning.
We then describe Pardo’s fifth grade integrated approach linking social
studies and Book Club. This example presents a somewhat more complex
approach in which both the content domain of history and the literary
domain of the themes of humanity are explored within a single thematic
unit. In concluding comments, we consider the advantages to interdisci-
plinary approaches to curriculum development and student learning.

54
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Teaching from a Social
Constructivist Perspective

The three assumptions underlying a social constructivist perspective, de-
tailed in Chapter 1, are important to understanding the bases for Pardo’s
interdisciplinary approach to instruction. Through her units, she creates
multiple opportunities for students to engage in oral and written language
practices to construct knowledge of the “big ideas” within each thematic
unit. In Chapter 1, we discussed the first assumption, the way in which
language sets us as humans apart from other biological species. Our lan-
guage provides the basis for thinking in abstract and symbolic ways. Fur-
ther, we have codified our language using various written systems (e.g.,
print, mathematics, music) that provide opportunities for thought and learn-
ing about various domains of knowledge (Kozulin, 1990; Vygotsky, 1986).

In Chapter 2, we focused on the knowledge domain related to litera-
ture: knowledge about humanity and a window into ourselves, our values,
and our cultural practices. In this chapter, we focus on the way in which
students use language and literacy to learn about specific content domains
(e.g., social studies, history). Language and literacy practices (i.e., higher
psychological processes) related to gathering information, using resource
materials, synthesizing information, and sharing information are taught to
and used by students within these units.

The second assumption underlying the perspective we have adopted
focuses on the idea that literacy reflects a set of higher mental processes
that are used as psychological tools (see Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1985).
Pardo’s instructional approach creates socially meaningful contexts in which
students can both learn these tools and apply their use in multiple ways
within the classroom and beyond as they gather information to study
questions of interest. Socially meaningful activities are generative of higher
mental processes in which psychological tools are used to direct the mind
and behavior (Kozulin, 1990). Within literacy and content area study, higher
psychological tools include the abilities to ask questions, weigh the rel-
evance of different resources, compare and contrast information, summa-
rize from multiple sources, and so forth. These “tools” are critical for
students’ conceptual development and content learning. However, acquir-
ing competence in such tool use leads to the last assumption.

The third assumption within the social constructivist perspective is
that students learn complex higher psychological processes through their
interaction with more knowledgeable others. The Vygotsky Space (Harré,
1986), described in Chapter 1, detailed the process by which students
internalize psychological tools related to literacy, appropriating and trans-
forming concepts through the assistance of more knowledgeable others.
Throughout the units described in this chapter, we see more knowledge-
able others in terms of adults (e.g., the teacher, experts from the commu-
nity who visit the classroom, experts within the community students meet
during field trips) as well as peers (e.g., students from different research
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groups). Pardo creates the potential for such interactions with more knowl-
edgeable others and also mediates students’ interactions in ways that op-
timize their conceptual development.

Defining the Integrated Curriculum

In their edited volume on integrating the language arts, Morrow, Smith,
and Wilkinson (1994) and many of their contributors argue persuasively
that there is much to be valued in exploring how reading, writing, and oral
language can be taught together in more meaningful ways and connected
to other disciplines within the curriculum. While recognizing the chal-
lenges and tensions that arise from integrating across the curriculum,
Pearson (1994) points out three important reasons for doing so. First, an
integrated curriculum is likely to be less intimidating to students since
connections across knowledge domains (e.g., literacy and history) can be
made explicit and students will be more likely to realize that what they
learn in one domain (e.g., literacy) can be applied or transferred to learn-
ing in another domain (e.g., social studies).

Second, integrated approaches are more likely to be relevant to life
outside the classroom. Pearson notes that rarely are problems in the
nonschool setting packaged as unidimensional ones (e.g., a literacy prob-
lem, a science problem). Instead, real world problems, from planning a trip
to making a decision about what bicycle to buy to being successful in the
workplace, require multidisciplinary knowledge and skills. Integrated cur-
ricula, particularly ones with opportunities for students to appropriate and
transform what they have learned in service of their own goals, provide
important sites for students to see how strategies can work together and to
modify strategies and skills learned to meet specific goals.

Pearson suggests a third reason is simply one of efficiency. As more
curricular demands are placed on teachers at all grade levels, there can be
timesaving benefits to integrating within the language arts and across the
curriculum. For example, summary skills can be taught as part of a unit
requiring students to gather information from multiple sources. Good sum-
maries of the material will be needed if the students are to synthesize their
information. Such a plan is not only relevant, but it is more efficient than
teaching such a skill during a reading lesson, using a workbook page for
practice, then asking students to apply it in later content area study or
expecting them to recognize an opportunity in which the skill might be
helpful.

Others argue for the potentially motivating aspect of an integrated
curriculum. For example, Alvermann (1994) suggests that learning about
content areas through reading literature (i.e., trade books) can be motivat-
ing for several reasons. If students read several different trade books on the
same general topic, such as multiple titles that address issues of the envi-
ronment, students’ interests are sustained and the topic is learned in more
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depth. In turn, depth of understanding increases the likelihood of students’
ability to transfer what they have learned to new contexts. Others such as
Wells (1990b) and Short and Armstrong (1993) describe the motivation
that derives from students identifying their own questions for inquiry (see
Chapter 6 for further information).

Lipson, Valencia, Wixson, and Peters (1993) remind us that an inte-
grated approach to literacy instruction ranges from intradisciplinary in-
tegration to interdisciplinary integration. In Chapter 2, we focused on
intradisciplinary units—units that integrate instruction within the lan-
guage arts through thematic units centered around selections of children’s
literature. Such units tend to focus on learning more about the human
experience and the values, dilemmas, and concerns we share. In this
chapter, we focus on teaching literacy through interdisciplinary instruc-
tion as we describe Laura Pardo’s efforts to bridge across language arts and
social studies instruction. Her units focus on the domains of knowledge
that comprise the school social studies curriculum, from community and
communication in the third grade to our nation’s history in fifth-grade
curricula.

Setting the Context:
The Third- and Fifth-Grade Units

In 1989-1990, Laura Pardo taught third grade at Allen Street School, the
urban school described in Chapter 2. At that time, she had been teaching
8 years, 6 as a middle school math teacher, and 2 in elementary school.
She was completing her third year in Michigan State University’s Masters
in Literacy Instruction program, graduating in spring, 1990. In 1993, she
moved within the district to Sheridan Road School, about six miles away
from Allen Street, assuming responsibilities in a fifth-grade classroom. Like
Allen Street, Sheridan Road School was in the same urban district. How-
ever, the population at this school was somewhat less transient and drew
students from both urban and semirural settings.

The masters degree program in which Pardo participated had provided
opportunities to explore a range of philosophies about literacy instruction
as well as specific strategies to enhance students’ learning. Her middle
school experiences had shown her first-hand what would be expected of
her students as they moved through the school system, while her initial
year in second grade had introduced her to the elementary school curricu-
lum and to differences between elementary-school learners and those in
middle school. Her goals as an elementary teacher reflected her desire to
create a classroom environment that grew from the best of what she had
learned through her previous teaching experience and her coursework
(Pardo, in press).

Pardo’s personal philosophy and tenets about instruction formed the
basis for the six characteristics of her program of literacy instruction for
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content area learning in her third-grade class. Those characteristics for
developing content area-literacy connections are:

A unit approach

Units logically sequenced

Variety of information sources

Reading and writing integrated into content area study
Strategies for independent learning

Variety of grouping arrangements to fit different purposes

In her narration of the videotape, Literacy Instruction in the Content
Areas (Pardo, 1991), Pardo described these characteristics. She noted that
first, “I use a unit approach for content area studies . . . new information
learned in the beginning of the unit can become background knowledge for
later in the unit. This increases the likelihood of the systematic building
of background knowledge.” Background knowledge is critical as it encom-
passes both knowledge of concepts related to students’ topics of study, the
language to talk about their topics, and strategies for gathering and orga-
nizing new information (Anderson, Hiebert, Scott, & Wilkinson, 1985;
Applebee, 1982).

Second, Pardo noted that she organizes the units so that “there’s a
logical sequence . . . over the course of the year.” Content knowledge and
strategies relevant to the earlier units can thus be used logically as a basis
for studying in later units. The language that is part of the classroom
discourse in early units can be appropriated and transformed by students
as they learn and use concepts throughout the year. For example, it made
sense, given the students’ background, to begin the year with a study of the
meaning of “community” in general, then move into the unit on the stu-
dents’ own community of Lansing, Michigan. Since Lansing is the seat of
the state government, the unit on government extended what they had
already studied about Lansing. Since a critical part of running communi-
ties and governments involves communication, this unit again extended
from previous work. In short, Pardo adapted the general third-grade cur-
riculum so that it made sense for a particular group of students at a
particular time.

A third tenet of Pardo’s instruction is that “students use a variety of
sources of information [including] trade books, textbooks, reference books,
newspapers, videotapes, interviews with people in the community, and
field trips.” Pardo reflected that this provides opportunities for students to
learn to acquire, synthesize, and evaluate information using a range of
resources. She is concerned that students have the opportunity to use new
strategies with a variety of resources for authentic reasons. Further, as
ITartman (1991) and Spivey (1985) have pointed out, it is important to
recognize that much of what good readers do while reading involves con-
necting ideas to previous experiences over time. Using a variety of sources
related to a particular topic underscores the importance of such connec-
tions in schools and recognizing different points of view, as well as moving
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us away from a focus on rote learning and recall of information from a
single source.

Fourth, Pardo noted that in her unit approach “reading and writing
instruction is integrated into content area lessons . . . for three main
reasons: (1) it brings process and content together; (2) it allows for a more
natural flow to the day’s activities; and (3) it provides more opportunities
to teach strategies for successful reading and writing.” Rather than having
students “practice” reading informational text as part of their developmen-
tal reading program, so that they can later apply learned strategies in social
studies, science, health and so forth, students learn and apply the strate-
gies in the contexts in which they were designed to be used. This tenet
reflects Pearson’s (1994) comments about both the authenticity of curricu-
lum integration as well as its efficiency.

Pardo defined the fifth characteristic of her approach to developing
content area literacy as “strategies for independent learning. Children need
to be taught certain strategies [e.g., concept maps, focus journals] if they’re
to become independent learners.” Teaching strategies during content-area
instruction provides a way to emphasize their value through the public and
social language use within the classroom, yet opens the door for transfor-
mation of strategies to meet students’ individual goals. Using modeling,
thinking aloud, providing examples, and having students work in large and
small groups, Pardo helps students appropriate new strategies taught, but
encourages them to transform the strategies in ways that meet their own
needs within their inquiry projects.

A final feature of Pardo’s approach is that she “uses a variety of group-
ing arrangements” including small heterogenous groups, individual work
and whole-class lessons, thus taking advantage of unique opportunities
within different grouping arrangements (Hiebert, 1983). Whole-class activi-
ties serve as a site for public and social discourse to introduce new strat-
egies and concepts, to review previously presented ideas, to build common
experiences, to share related background knowledge, and to work together
through a difficult text. Small groups provide a site to apply and practice
newly learned strategies with the support of peers, to work collaboratively
to create text, and to engage in discourse about shared topics being stud-
ied. Individual work provides a site for private reflection, for setting indi-
vidual purposes, for application and practice, and for individual assessment.
Pardo is confident that students need to work in a variety of social settings
to gain the knowledge and skills necessary for continued learning (Pardo
& Raphael, 1991).

Thus, the six features focus on creating a unit approach around a
specific theme or topic related to social studies, drawing from a variety of
information sources and using the language arts as tools for gathering,
synthesizing, and sharing what is learned. Such an approach ensures that
reading-writing strategy instruction is embedded in meaningful aspects of
the unit, encourages students’ independent use of learned strategies to
explore their questions, and creates a variety of grouping arrangements to
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support students’ progress. These six features characterize the content
area instruction in Pardo’s third- and fifth-grade classrooms. Together, they
illustrate her interdisciplinary focus.

In the next sections, we examine the units in her third-grade, then her
fifth-grade classrooms. Pardo’s third-grade classroom had 27 students, all
living within walking distance of the school. The students represented
different cultural and ethnic backgrounds, including African-American,
Caucasian, Hispanic, and Native Americans. Five students received special
services through the federally supported Chapter 1 or special education
programs. Her fifth-grade classroom also had students of diverse ethnic and
cultural backgrounds, again primarily living in the neighborhoods surround-
ing the school. Some students came to school from the semirural areas to
the north of the school, while others walked from the more urban areas to
the south and west. Of her 26 students, 6 participated in a special educa-
tion resource room for part of the day.

The Third-Grade Units:
Researching Community and Communication

The third-grade community and communication units illustrate literacy
instruction within content areas. Pardo structured these units around four
broad phases: (a) unit introduction, (b) information gathering, (¢) informa-
tion synthesis, and (d) going public. Each phase had multiple opportunities
for her to make visible various strategies useful to subject matter learning.
She used direct explanation, modeling, and thinking aloud in her role as
instructional leader, and she elicited contributions from students. Students
wrote about their own ideas as well as ideas from the texts, shared in
small- and large-group settings, and learned to work together to create
meaning from a variety of sources. In short, these phases provided the
basis for emphasizing the role of writing and reading in learning subject
matter and the social way in which knowledge is generated.

The Unit Introduction

The purpose of the unit introduction was three-fold. First, the general
theme to be studied was made public to the students, who were given the
opportunity to share what they thought or knew about the theme. Second,
through writing and discussion, Pardo could evaluate how much the stu-
dents already knew about the new topic to be studied. Third, the introduc-
tion phase gave Pardo and the students the opportunity to negotiate which
aspects of the theme would be studied in depth as they formed study
groups around subtopics. For example, within the community unit, subtop-
ics included museums in Lansing, the capitol, the Michigan School for the
Blind, the Oldsmobile plant, and Michigan State University. For the com-
munication unit, topics included computers, postal service, newspapers,
television and radio, and books and magazines.
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Pardo used this first phase as a time to introduce students initially to
the concept being studied, to provide an opportunity to model how writing
can be used as a tool for recording ideas to use in later discussion, to
demonstrate the advantages of collective brainstorming, and to model how
categories can evolve from a list of ideas. Early in the communication unit,
she wrote a focus question on the chalkboard to guide students’ responses
in their daily journals. She asked them, “How do people communicate?
How do you use communication in your life?” Anna’s response (see Figure
3.1) reflects the kind of information students thought about when they
heard the word “communication.”

FIGURE 3.1 Anna’s Journal Entry:
What I Know About Communication
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Some of her ideas were specific to communication tools (e.g., phone,
computer), while others reflected activities (e.g., talking, letter writing,
moving). Her list of ways that she herself communicated showed a sensi-
tivity to how types of communication varied depending on the person at
the other end (e.g., a letter to grandma, in contrast to a phone call to her
uncle). Chad wrote that “people can communicate by talking, calling, and
singh [sic] language. I can communicate by calling or talking on the phone.”
His entry suggested that he, too, understood what is basically involved in
communication, and further that there are alternative forms such as sign
language.

These journal entries prompted students to consider what they already
knew about the subject they were to study as they read the section in their
textbook that introduced the topic of communication. Pardo often uses
such textbook sections to begin units since all students have a copy. On
this particular day, Pardo chose three students who had rehearsed sections
earlier that morning to read their segments of text aloud to the class. Using
this approach, she could insure that the readers would have confidence in
front of their peers as they read aloud, and she could use the context as
a chance to model notetaking and listening skills. As the rest of the class
listened, the three students took turns sitting in the “author’s chair” (Graves
& Hansen, 1983) to read his or her rehearsed text segment. This chair was
placed in the front of the room and held special significance since it was
the site from which all authors’ works were shared. These included authors
of trade books and textbooks, as well as the students within the classroom
who authored stories and articles.

Pardo sat near an easel that held a large tablet of chart paper. In her
hand was a marker pen she used to model notetaking about important
ideas or questions to be addressed in future research. After each child
completed reading his or her section, the rest of the group discussed the
ideas they thought were important in the segment.

They explored why particular information was included, what key
concepts were in the section, and how this new information related to
their own ideas. In this way, students could practice listening skills while
potentially learning strategies for notetaking, identifying main ideas, and
summarizing information. Pardo was able to use this as an opportunity to
model how ideas from their textbook become part of the oral discussion,
then are turned into notes as a permanent record of important ideas.

In this particular lesson, the discussions and the students’ journal
entries served as a basis for collectively generating a brainstormed list of
ideas about how people communicate both as a group and as individuals.
Pardo took a leadership role in this activity, using a pattern of interaction
common to many classrooms (see Chapter 4 for extensive discussion of
classroom interaction patterns). She asked students to share what they had
written, calling on each student individually, waiting for their response,
providing a comment or expanding on their contribution, then moving to
the next student. The pattern, called Initiation-Response-Evaluation (Cazden,
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1988; Mehan, 1982), provides optimal teacher control in a whole-group
setting, and it allowed Pardo to make sure that each child had a chance to
contribute his or her ideas. With this group of students, she had found that
in large group settings, such a pattern was preferable. When her students
worked in smaller groups, she relied on them to maintain the conversa-
tional flow.

When the students had completed an extensive list of means for com-
municating, the group negotiated five areas that were of general interest to
the class. Next, in a subsequent focus journal they listed their first and
second choices, from which Pardo formed heterogeneous groups, taking
into account each student’s preference. By having students individually
identify their interest areas, she could insure that the groups were heter-
ogenous, that students were in groups that were likely to be productive,
and that no one student was left out—which could happen if peers nego-
tiated group membership based on friendships within the classroom.

Information Gathering

After forming the five study groups, the second phase of the unit com-
menced. This phase involved students working in their collaborative groups
to gather information from a variety of sources including their textbook,
tradebooks, field trips, interviews with experts in the community, and, as
they each developed more expertise in particular topics, from each other.
One concern shared by teachers who have used a unit approach where
small groups of students focus on a single topic within the unit is the
question of breadth of learning. For example, breadth of learning is lost if
students only study museums, rather than different aspects of the commu-
nity; or only study newspapers, rather than a range of communication
tools and activities.

Pardo addressed her concern about breadth versus depth in three
ways. First, all students in the class read the chapter in the social studies
text, regardless of their small group. Thus, students in the newspaper group
read and discussed the sections about computers, post offices, and tele-
phones. Second, all students participated in any field trips that were re-
lated to their overall unit, in the related discussions that prepared them for
the trip itself, and in later reflections on the experience. Third, students
in each group presented their findings to their peers. These findings in-
cluded the information all had already considered, as well as that informa-
tion each group had gathered from their trade-book activities, interviews,
and so forth.

The social studies textbook’s chapter was usually the first source of
text information that students read, wrote about, and discussed for three
reasons: all students had a copy, the information was broad enough to elicit
students’ filling in gaps with known information, and, as suggested above,
it provided a source for potential subtopics that various groups could study.
In the community unit, students read the textbook to learn about what
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constitutes a community, then expanded on this source through reading
brochures from the Chamber of Commerce as well as specific community
facilities (e.g., YMCA, Michigan State University, area museums), viewing
videotapes (e.g., from the Oldsmobile plant), and interviewing experts from
different community organizations who came into their classroom.

- FIGURE 3.2 Chad’s K-W-L Think-sheet
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Similarly, in the communication unit, all students read those sections
of the social studies text that related to the overall theme, as well as their
individual topics, and all participated in field trips to study different forms
of communication (e.g., the Lansing State Journal, a television studio, a
radio station). When reading from the textbook, Pardo often used a tech-
nique developed by Ogle (1986) that encourages students to set their own
purposes for reading. Students think about (a) what they want to know,
(b) what they want to find out, and (¢) what they actually learned. Chad’s
K-W-L think-sheet (see Figure 3.2), provides insights into his entering
knowledge about newspapers, as well as questions he wished to be able to
address.

His question, “Why do you get newsprint on your fingers?,” was ad-
dressed in the textbook as he notes in his “what did I learn®” column that
“newspaper is stamped instead of printed.” He and Mike both had listed the
question, “What’s so important about newspapers®,” a question that ended
up guiding the introduction to their final report.

Thus, the whole-class lesson on newspapers made apparent students’
background knowledge about newspapers as well as provided new informa-
tion from the textbook itself. However, students still had many questions
that had not been addressed, so Pardo had them again use writing to
record their thoughts in preparation for the upcoming field trip to the
Lansing State Journal. Each student was given a large index card on which
they recorded questions they still had. Pardo collected them for safe-keep-
ing, then distributed them at the beginning of their field trip to guide
students’ information-seeking that day. At the end of the field trip, students
sat in different areas of the lobby to compare what they had each learned
with some of the questions they were asking at the beginning of the day.
The following conversation illustrates one area in which students in the
newspaper group gained some information:

Mike: I learned that it cost a lot of money only for two colors.
Black and white.

Chad: It cost a lot of money for one whole day. Like, three
something.

Mike: 3,000

Chad: Yeah.

Mike: about 3,028

Dennis: [turning to Anna who is sitting on the steps above him]
What did you learn?

Anna: We learned that when you put the paper in the wax it
smells like crayon.

In their final report, they did not include what they discussed about cost;
however, they did mention that the newspaper is waxed as part of the
printing process.

Following the text reading and field trips during the communication
unit, students worked in their small groups to prepare for, then interview
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experts from different communication fields (e.g., supervisor of the commu-
nity post office; computer engineer). The five students in the newspaper
group were able to interview Sarah, a graduate student at MSU who had
worked with her family’s newspaper in another state. She volunteered to
meet with the students to answer questions they had about newspaper
production. Prior to the session, within their small group, students had
negotiated six questions they agreed were important for their report, in-
cluding, (a) What kinds of things do you have in a newspaper? (b) What’s
so important about newspapers? and (c) How is your newspaper made? The
six questions were written in the “question” section of an organizing think-
sheet (see Figure 3.3) that would help them remember their questions and
record the information that their “expert” had told them.

FIGURE 3.3 Newspaper Group’s
Interview Question Think-sheet
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As they met with Sarah, students began with their established ques-
tions, and the conversation flowed as Sarah explained how the newspaper
was made. The following segment illustrates the give-and-take as she ex-
plained how editors make decisions about what might be included in the
paper, drawing on the students’ experiences from their recent trip to the
Lansing State Journal. The students and Sarah sat at a “table” created by
pushing six desks together, three on each side. Sarah sat at the “head” of
the table and shared samples of her family’s newspapers. She had detailed
the roles of different people who work for the paper and began talking
about the layout artist.

Sarah: And they also have to figure out how they’re going to
lay out these stories. Did you learn anything about
layout? So that they know how to fit this in? How to fit
the picture in?

Students: Yeah

Sarah: You found that out?

Mike: Yeah, we found that out.

Sarah: Because sometimes writers might write and write and
write . . .

Students: (joining in as Sarah talks) . . . and it doesn’t fit.

Sarah: Exactly.

Eva: So then they just cut it inside little sections so that they
put on the little section and you can read right across

Sarah: Ok, so they do that. And sometimes they have to cut
the story, and they can’t put in the whole thing.

Dennis:  We only had a little space to put a computer. And we

had a big space because we had a table and stuff. And
they could only fit the computer in.

Eva and Dennis shared their experiences with the layout artist who had to
fit their story onto an existing front page format, and a graphic artist who
had to reduce their illustration of the new computer sitting on a table in
their classroom. In doing so, they indicated that they had begun to see
connections between what they had learned from their different informa-
tion sources, in this instance, their field trip and the interview.

To complete the process of information gathering, students used their
increased knowledge of their domains of study to explore additional re-
sources, including nonfiction trade books related to their group topics, and
videotapes and filmstrips available in their school library. They applied the
question-asking, notetaking, and summarizing strategies learned through
their earlier information gathering.

Information Synthesis

Students within each group acquired quite a bit of information over the
course of their unit of study. Pardo worked with her students modeling
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different ways to maintain the information gathered and synthesize the
information into meaningful categories. In the community unit, each group
created folders from construction paper in which to keep the information
they had gathered, including brochures, their questions, notes, interview
questions asked, and so forth. Pardo provided a box to hold all the folders,
but students had access to them throughout the day. By spring, when
students were studying the communication unit, Pardo felt that they could
assume more responsibility for keeping track of the information they had
gathered. Thus, each group decorated a manilla file folder which was then
placed on a bulletin board about communication. Students used these
folders as their central source for the information they collected. Within
their groups, they contributed notes from relevant journal entries, responses
to letters asking for information, newspaper articles on their topics, their
own summaries of information from text and tradebooks, guiding ques-
tions, and so forth.

FIGURE 3.4 Organizing Think-sheet (“Expert”)
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Helping students put the materials together in a meaningful way in-
volved several topics for whole-class discussion: (a) how authors organize
information, (b) how they look at the categories of information they had
gathered and whether or not they had sufficient information within each
category, and (c¢) how they make decisions about presenting the informa-
tion in ways that maintain readers’ interest. In the fall, for the unit on
community, students used a “think-sheet” developed by Raphael and Englert
(1990) that helped students organize information for writing expository
essays (see Figure 3.4).

Pardo distributed the folders to each group, along with a copy of the
organizing think-sheet. She led a whole-class discussion about how authors
go through all of their notes and make decisions about logical ways to
group the information they have gathered. Using leading questions, she
elicited from each group how they might categorize their information. By
doing this in a public and social setting of the whole class, students in all
groups benefitted from listening to the range of possible categories and to
the logic underlying each group’s choice of organizational categories. For
example, Pardo asked the group studying the state capitol to talk about
some things that they had noticed on their field trip. Several students
mentioned what they had seen about the building itself, while others talked
about the renovations that were underway. Another mentioned that the
governor worked there.

Pardo wrote their ideas onto a large chart paper. She then thought
aloud about some ideas that seemed to “go together,” focusing particularly
on ideas that described the building itself. This became one of the catego-
ries the students wrote about. The students then met in their small groups
to negotiate the remaining categories they would write about in their pa-
per. The capitol group created four categories of information: (a) how the
building looks, (b) where they make laws, (¢) how they are fixing it up, and
(d) people who work there. Within each category, they then listed relevant
ideas. For instance, under “fixing it up,” they included the hand painted
ceiling, general painting, and the “new stuff” that had been put in the
capitol during the remodeling.

For the communication units in later spring, the students had gathered
more information than they had in the fall, and thus had more written
information about their topics. They also were more accustomed to work-
ing in their small groups. Pardo wanted them to synthesize their work in
a way that gave them more space, more time, and more control. The think-
sheet guide to organization focused more on generating categories and less
on identifying details within the categories. For this unit, Pardo wanted to
focus on supporting information for each category used so she modeled by
using a large, blank sheet of tagboard to record categories with related
details. She asked her students to “help” her construct some categories for
a report she was doing on “books and magazines,” a topic she had used
throughout the unit to model different information gathering strategies.
Following this whole-class activity, each of the five groups was given one
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large sheet of tagboard and one felt-tip marking pen to encourage them to
work together to identify both categories and related details. This process
made visible both the appropriation of ideas from the public-social dis-
course of the classroom and the students’ transformation of these ideas as
they developed new categories.

Dennis, Eva, and their newspaper-group peers identified five topic cat-
egories about which they would write their report on newspapers: (a) jobs,
(b) how they are made, (¢) kinds, (d) sections, and (e) what’s so important
about newspapers (see Figure 3.5). Two of these topics (jobs, sections)
were taken directly from the ones Pardo and the class had generated
together while three were generated by the students based on the informa-
tion they had gathered.

FIGURE 3.5 Newspaper Group’s Synthesis Chart
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The students worked together as they negotiated categories as well as
details, with one student serving as recorder for each category. In the
following conversation, the students were concerned about the types of
jobs to include and whether or not they had the appropriate titles. Notice
how Chad attempted to correct Mike’s use of the term “typer,” telling Eva,
the student who was writing, that she should write “reporter” instead.
However, Eva decided to include both names. Later, she and Chad dis-
agreed over whether or not a drawer and an illustrator are one and the
same. The power of the person holding the marker was seen in that only
the job “illistrer” appeared on the chart. However, one can see in their
conversation that they were working together to create the best set of
information possible to draw upon for their final report. The conversation
had been about what jobs should be listed, as Anna suggested that they
include “publisher.”

Anna: The publisher—

Mike: Publisher. The typer—

Chad: (speaking with emphasis) Eva! Eva! Reporter, that’s what
it is—reporter!

Anna: And they said they don’t use typewriters any more
because if you messed up you had to keep throwing it
away. [referring to what one of the reporters at the
newspaper had told them about the role and importance
of computers]

Dennis: No, they had to keep on using that white stuff. [referring
to “white out” for correcting errors when typewriters
were in use]

Chad: Drawer, don’t forget the drawer.

Eva: That’s illustrator.

Chad: Yeah, but remember Pat [refers to graphics artist met on
the field trip to the newspaper]?

Eva: I know, but she «was the illustrator.

Chad, Eva, and their peers had gathered the information about how
newspapers were made, types of jobs on newspapers, examples of different
newspapers and sections common to all newspapers, and so forth as they
read their textbook and tradebooks from the school and public libraries,
visited the Lansing State Journal headquarters, and interviewed someone
who had worked on her family’s newspaper in a large western city. Through-
out the extended conversation from which this segment was taken, they
referred back to their notes from their field trips and interviews, to copies
of newspapers they had collected, and to their think-sheets and journal
entries, as they worked to synthesize the various information each had
gathered, and that as a group they had constructed.

They then each took responsibility for generating a paragraph for their
final report, each taking the notes within one of the categories and devel-
oping them into a connected piece of writing. When the five paragraphs
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FIGURE 3.6 Newspaper Group’s Final Report
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were put together, they added an introduction and a conclusion and did
some overall editing before they felt they were ready to share their work.

Going Public

Researchers studying the writing process have long argued for the impor-
tance of authentic purposes for writing. While this was initially discussed
in terms of students’ personal narratives (e.g., “publishing” them for the
classroom or school library), recently, authentic purposes for informa-
tional writing has been discussed (e.g., Graves, 1989, McGinley & Kamberelis,
1992). Just as we wish our students to share their personal experience
stories with an audience wider than their teacher, so too should students
be able to share their informational reports. Pardo has used a variety of
means for going public, including (a) publishing books that become part of
the classroom library, (b) creating videotapes to share with other audi-
ences, (¢) publishing articles in a class magazine, and (d) sharing informa-
tion with students from distant classrooms through pen-pal programs. For
the unit about community, students had a particular audience in mind
throughout their projects—their California pen-pals. They created a video-
tape of their school and community. The tape included footage of their
school, classroom, and neighborhood; five “panels” in which students pre-
sented their written reports; and individual messages from each student to
his or her pen-pal. For their communication unit, students again made a
videotape for their pen-pals, but focused primarily on creating a display for
their school library.

The newspaper group’s final report (see Figure 3.6) illustrates how
they worked together to incorporate a variety of information, to recognize
the needs of their audience, and to make an interesting written document.

Notice their explanation of how newspapers fit into the broader cat-
egory of communication: “This is what’s so important about newspapers.
You can see what’s going on around the world. We read newspaper to see
if theres danger and to see what the weather is (sic).” Even paragraphs that
contain what is basically a list reflect the students’ personalities, as in the
second paragraph that identifies those newspapers they had obtained. The
students seemed to want their readers to understand that “we’ve read some
of these papers too.” After the list of the types of jobs, they identified their
favorite one, the illustrator. Their final sentence underscored their as-
sumption that there will be readers for this report, readers that include a
far wider audience than their own teacher.

Interdisciplinary Instruction in Fifth Grade:
Bridging Research and Book Club

An interdisciplinary approach such as that used in the third-grade social
studies unit creates an opportunity for embedding literacy instruction in
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meaningful contexts of subject matter study. In that unit, literature in the
form of nonfiction trade books was one of many resources students used
to explore their topics of interest. The focus was on content area study and
the role of literacy as the set of psychological tools students used to suc-
cessfully participate in their study.

Another approach to integration makes more direct links between
content area study and literature (e.g., historical fiction, science fiction).
These links also work in different ways. For example, the literature may
serve as the basis for studying specific topics, using the literature as a
source of information for studies from historical eras (Freeman & Levstick,
1988) to issues in science (Alvermann, 1994; Short & Armstrong, 1993).
Alternatively, students’ research into specific content areas (e.g., coloniza-
tion of North America, the Revolutionary War) may support students’ later
reading of fiction and help them appreciate issues with a greater depth of
understanding than they may otherwise have experienced.

In Pardo’s third-grade units, literacy and literacy learning played a
major part in the students’ developing understandings of community and
communication, but this knowledge development was not drawn upon in
their literature-based reading program, nor did it link to trade books used
during their reading instruction or writing during their process-writing
program. In the fifth-grade classroom example that follows, Pardo moved
toward more complete integration of her literature-based reading program,
Book Club (see Chapter 2; Raphael & McMahon, 1994), and her social
studies curriculum, our country’s history. The unit we describe occurred
in Spring 1995, the study of the Civil War and reading several novels of
historical fiction set during the 1860s.

Pardo’s goals for the history unit on the Civil War encompassed four
curricular areas. First, she wanted students to develop their knowledge of the
Civil War as it related to our country’s development in terms of the issues that
led to the breakout of the war, key historical figures, lives of ordinary citizens
during that era, and the impact of the war on current issues we face in the
United States. This goal created a bridge between the subject matter knowl-
edge typically associated with the study of the Civil War (e.g., famous generals,
battles, causes, effects) with the megathemes associated with literature as a
study of our humanity (the dilemmas individual citizens faced, effects of war
on families, family relationships when faced with conflicting opinions).

Second, she wanted students to expand their knowledge about literary
conventions. Literary conventions range from genre study to study of au-
thor craft, from understanding the structure of text to understanding the
literary elements such as plot and setting (see Chapter 5 for an extended
discussion). These are the psychological tools that authors draw upon in
creating their texts and that able readers rely on as they read, respond to,
and interpret these texts. In this unit, Pardo focused on developing stu-
dents’ understanding of the concept, point of view. This focus emerged
from the theme of the Civil War since there were different ways to read
and interpret various accounts of its causes and various points of view
represented by different characters in the novels used within the unit. For
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example, in Reeder’s (1989) Shades of Gray, 12-year-old Will loses his
family to illness and battles, all the result of the Civil War. He passionately
believes in the southerner’s need to fight for the protection of states’ rights
and is challenged by his uncle’s beliefs. His uncle thinks of the war as a
fight to protect the “right” of the wealthy to maintain their tradition of
enslaving African men, women, and children. Their conflicts provided an
interesting and important vehicle for considering point of view.

Further, contrasting Will’s support of the southern “cause” with Emma
Edmonds’ support of the northern cause to protect the union in Behind
Rebel Lines (Reit, 1988) provided yet another diversity in point of view.
Studying point of view not only supported learning literary conventions,
but it also supported students’ developing knowledge of the issues leading
to and the impact of the Civil War. Also, issues of courage, bravery, and
family relationships contributed to students’ developing sense of self.

Third, Pardo wanted students to expand their knowledge of literacy
skills, specifically their way of using response logs to reflect on the texts
they read and their ability to make intertextual connections. She felt that
her students had begun to focus on their reading-log as work to be com-
pleted, rather than as the psychological tool to promote reflection, explo-
ration of ideas, and new understandings. She saw students using a list of
log responses as a checklist, to ensure variety, rather than as a reminder
of different types of response. Thus, the emphasis on the reading-log pur-
pose and new formats to encourage ownership grew out of a need she had
perceived in earlier units. The second literacy skill emphasis, intertextual
connections, emerged from her use of a research unit, mulitmedia re-
sources, and multiple novels which supported focus on making meaningful
connections across text sources. Building a bridge between a research unit
on the Civil War, observing a film whose story took place during the Civil
War, and reading historical fiction set in that time period relied on stu-
dents’ competence in making intertextual connections. Pardo planned to
mediate the students’ intertextual connections through the public discourse
within community share, through prompted responses, and through other
specifically designed activities within the unit.

Finally, since this was one of the final units before students graduated
from fifth-grade and moved into middle school, Pardo wanted to explicitly
focus on one aspect of metacognitive knowledge development: planning.
Not only is planning a life-long skill needed in a variety of situations,
planning related to learning to work independently is a skill critical to
success in middle school. Planning foci within this unit included (a) iden-
tifying an inquiry question, (b) creating plans for the research process and
for reading their novel within their book club groups, and (¢) monitoring
progress of both research and book club plans.

Implementing the Unit

The Civil War unit consisted of two phases. Phase 1 lasted about 2 weeks,
during which students focused on developing their knowledge of history,
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specifically the Civil War, based on research, which suggests that students’
knowledge of the topic is an important contributor to their ability to make
sense of text read (see Anderson & Pearson, 1984; Applebee, 1982; Langer,
1985). The process was similar to the one Pardo used in the third-grade
units described earlier.

During Phase 2, students engaged in a 3-week Book Club unit as de-
scribed in Chapter 2. Each book club group selected one of four historical
fiction novels, drawing on their knowledge of the Civil War as they read,
responded to, and discussed the novels. Throughout both phases, Pardo
read aloud from a novel set during the Civil War. Figures 3.7 and 3.8
provide an overview and timeline of the unit.

Phase 1. Since Pardo was combining her approaches to social studies
instruction described above with her work in Book Club, it is not surpris-
ing that during Phase 1, she and her fifth graders engaged in activities
similar to those of her third-grade class. During Phase 1 of the Civil War
unit, Pardo helped build enthusiasm through the unit introduction and
initial knowledge building, then guided her students as they identified spe-
cific questions they wished to explore, worked within small groups as they
answered their questions, and then created a final product to share with
their peers. There were three key activities in the Inquiry Phase of the
unit: (a) K-W-L-S , (b) I-Charts for small-group research activity (Hoffman,
1992), and (c¢) Individual Inquiry Projects.

K-W-L-8S, the first main activity, a modification of Ogle’s K-W-L (1986)
framework, makes knowledge construction visible to young learners. Briefly,
the K-W-L-S framework Pardo used involved four phases of information
generation and identification: (1) K for What do I know?, (2) W for What
do I wonder about?, (3) L for What have I learned? and (4) S for What
questions do I still have? The front blackboard was covered with white

FIGURE 3.7 Civil War Unit Plan Overview

( Overview of Activities )

Phase 1. Inquiry: 12 Days Phase 2. Book Club: 15 Days
K-W-L-S Inquiry Chart:  Inquiry Projects: Book Group Book
Group and Whole Individual Selection Planning Club

Class
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FIGURE 3.8 Civil War Unit Plan Description

( Description of Phases )

INQUIRY PHASE

Day 1. Introduce K-W-L-S, begin with “K” individual brainstorming then pooling individual
ideas on group chart; raise questions for “W”

Identify top 4 questions of interest to the class as a whole

Day 2. Introduce Inquiry Chart that includes top 4 questions and students in inquiry groups
Distribute resources to each group to address each of the four questions:
a. discuss planning in terms of distribution of resources and questions
b. discuss ways of locating information and recording for later reference
c. begin exploring resources for relevant information

Day 3. Continue resource exploratlon, develop summaries to share with class and put into
Inquiry Chart
Share summaries and record additional questions

Day 4. Summarize groups’ summaries for each question, identify unanswered and new
questions

Day 5. Individual response to “What have | learned?” Then, return to K-W-L-S chart, confirming
and disconfirming information in “K,” recording what they have learned comparing to
questlons in the “W” column
Review new questions column in Inquiry Chart, “W” questions in K-W-L-S chart, and
generate additional questions for “S” column of K-W-L-S chart

Day 6. Identify individual inquiry question for inquiry project
Discuss criterla for project
Develop individual project plan

Days 7 -11. Individual inquiry project development and presentation preparation

Day 12. Presentations to peers

Book Club Phase

Day 1. Overview books and “book sale”; introduce new format
Day 2. Student planning for reading progression through book
Days 3-15. Book Club Program: reading, writing, community share, book club

identifying issues

monitoring plans:
ways to read
types of responses

share sheets
Civil War events;
timeline
Comprehension

identifying important
information

Literary Analysis

Me and the Book
vs. Self-in-Situation

author's craft;
visualization

intertextuality
vs. compare/contrast

critiques: includes both what
the author did well and
what the author could improve

| point of view
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chart paper divided into four columns, one for each phase indicated by
letters “K, W, L,” and “S.”

During the K phase, Pardo gave each student a think-sheet on which
they generated everything they thought they knew about the Civil War.
After having a chance to record their individual ideas, Pardo led a discus-
sion in which students volunteered information they had learned from
books they had read, movies they had seen such as Glory and Gettysburg,
and stories they had read about famous participants such as Abraham
Lincoln and Harriet Tubman. As they volunteered information, Pardo listed
the ideas on the chart in the front of the room, frequently commenting
that she was “taking notes” and “using abbreviations” to model notetaking.
[lustrative examples were:

e North was fighting against the South

e a civil war is all in one country

e Abraham Lincoln was president

e South had slaves and North didn’t like that
¢ underground railroad

¢ Harriet Tubman lived then

¢ blacks fought in the war

Next, Pardo asked students to think about questions they had had
from the beginning or that had developed as they brainstormed and shared
ideas. She emphasized that they could wonder about many different parts
of the war, but that their questions should be ones worthy of studying.

Through examples and discussion, Pardo brought out criteria on which
students could judge whether or not they had identified a good inquiry
question. Using four sample questions presented on an overhead projec-
tor, Pardo led a discussion about criteria for good inquiry questions. One
sample question asked, “Which side won the war?” Several students criti-
cized the question, saying “We already know the answer.” A second sample
question asked when the war began. Students criticized this question as
being answerable using a single number, thus not being a true inquiry
question. Different students made the point that while there may be ideas
important to know, not all require writing a whole report. Pardo con-
firmed this as a difference between “inquiry” questions and simply “im-
portant” questions.

A third example presented a good inquiry question: What was an av-
erage soldier’s life like during the Civil War? Julianne suggested that the
question meant writing a lot about what his life was like, while another
student said an inquiry report for this question might be “like a diary
entry.” Pardo added that good inquiry questions led to additional ones,
suggesting: What did he wear? What were his weapons? Did he have a
horse? and What happened if he were wounded? Thus, through the public
conversation within the whole class prompted by the questions on the
overhead, Pardo made visible the criteria students should consider as they
determined inquiry questions to pursue.
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Following this discussion, students generated questions to list in the
“W” column of their chart, as illustrated in Table 3.1.

TABLE 3.1 “W” Section of the K-W-L-S Chart
“W” Questions: What Do I Wonder About?

How were the North and South different, and how or why did this lead to the war?
Why did people have slaves?

What were important battles and people?

Did women have a part in the war?

What did they fight over besides land and slaves?

What it was like to live during the war for just for an ordinary person?

What was an average soldier’s life like?

What was it like for President Lincoln to declare war?

The Inquiry Chart phase of small group research projects began when
Pardo asked each student to list two questions he or she found most
interesting. From the vote, the top four questions were identified: (a) What
were women’s roles during the Civil War? (b) What was the Gettysburg
Address? (¢) What were differences between the North and the South that
led to a war? and (d) Who were important people in the Civil War? Each
of these questions was listed at the top of a column in the Inquiry Chart
illustrated in Table 3.2. Listing these questions signaled the start of the
next set of activities for the inquiry phase of the unit.

The Inquiry Chart activities moved between whole-class discussion
and small groups engaged in research. The Inquiry Chart was created from

TABLE 3.2 The Inquiry Chart

The Q1 Women’s Q2 Q4 North/ |Q4 Who Were |Forming Our
Civil | Roles in the |Gettysburg South Important New
War Civil War? | Address? |Differences? People? Questions
Why?

Group 1

Group 2

Group 3

Group 4

Summary
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a large sheet of blue paper that covered a blackboard, as had the K-W-L-S
chart. Pardo divided the students into four heterogenous groups and cre-
ated four different sets of resource materials for them to draw upon. Over
the next two days, students within groups used their assigned resources to
address each of the questions. Each group was responsible for summarizing
the information they found for each question, using rectangular pieces of
gray paper that could be glued directly onto the grid on the Inquiry Chart.
For example, in response to the fourth question about important partici-
pants during the Civil War, Group 4’s summary stated:

There was Abraham Lincoln, he declared war, and wrote the Gettysburg
Address. His life was hard, he was the President of all of those states
North and South. But he only agreed with one of them. There was a black
man named Frederick Douglass, he actually had a meeting with Abe
Lincoln! His life was hard because blacks wasn't treated fairly. He also
had to watch all the black slaves suffer.

In contrast, Group 2 used a list format to identify people they thought were
important:

Important People

1. Harriet Tubman found underground railroad.

2. Abraham Lincoln was against slavery and led the north.
3. Jefferson Davis led the South.

4. Frederick Douglass was the strongest slave.

At the end of the two days, all groups had an entry on the grid for each
of the four questions, so Pardo moved to the next activity, summarizing
across the four responses. She first presented them with a summary she
had written drawing on the information from all four groups responding to
the question about the differences between the North and South that led
to the war. This gave them a model of the kind of summary that would be
appropriate within this activity. She then demonstrated how to move from
the four sets of notes to a summary, using the question about important
people and inviting the students to help her create the summary para-
graph. She asked a representative from each group to go to their group’s
response and read it aloud, then together she and the student listed the
key ideas. As each representative worked with Pardo, she either checked
duplicate information or listed additional key ideas. When the representa-
tives from the four groups were finished, Pardo then thought aloud as she
created a summary paragraph drawing on the key ideas.

She then asked two of the groups to work together to summarize the
four sets of notes on the Inquiry Chart related to the question about the
Gettysburg Address and the other two groups to summarize information
related to women’s roles. These summaries were then shared with the class
to make the point that there is not a single “correct” way to summarize
information, that both summaries drew from the same information but
conveyed the information in different ways. These summaries, along with
the two that Pardo had modeled, were glued into the Inquiry Chart to
complete this set of activities.
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By this point in the inquiry phase of the unit, students had read a
range of sources, participated in several discussions about the Civil War,
generated knowledge as a group, listened to and discussed the historical
fiction novel, Across Five Aprils (Hunt, 1964), and raised many individual
questions. Throughout the inquiry phase, these questions had been listed
on the Inquiry Chart in the final column, under the heading “Forming our
new questions.” Pardo reminded students of their activities and asked
them to do a “free write” listing everything they now knew about the Civil
War, to compare what they had learned to their initial ideas and to their
initial “wonderings.” From their individual free writes, she then elicited
ideas to add to the K-W-L-S chart, under the L column, “What have ]
learned?”

The discussion helped bring to the surface what students had learned
as well as points of confusion. For example, everyone agreed that they
learned the Civil War lasted from April 1861 through April 1865, citing
informational sources, as well as understanding what Hunt meant when
she titled her book Across Five Aprils. However, in response to the ques-
tion about the start of the war, Roger said 1863 while Charles said it was
1861. After some discussion, students agreed that it was the Battle of
Gettysburg that had occurred in 1863. Other ideas added to the L column
included Kami’s contribution that the soldiers were hungry and would ask
farmers for food or sometimes take it without asking; Mandy’s note that
while the South had slaves, the North used immigrant labor and did not
necessarily treat the laborers well; Roger’s description of tasks of the drum-
mer boys as cleaning horses and helping with rallies; Charles’ list including
the first battle was at Fort Sumter and no one was killed in the battle, and
that important people included commanders Robert E. Lee and Ulysses S.
Grant. Julianne added that more issues than just slavery caused the war,
while Dana mentioned the responsibilities of women during the war both
as nurses and doing the men’s jobs when they left farms and factories.

Selecting topics for individual inquiry began the final set of activities
for the first phase of the Civil War unit. What was clear from the earlier
set of activities was that students had learned a great deal and were in a
sound position to be able to identify questions that they cared about re-
lated to the Civil War and had a sense of the range of resources they might
draw upon to address their questions. They also had seen several examples
of notetaking and summarizing and had watched as different summaries
were created from the same set of notes. In short, they could begin indi-
vidual inquiry projects well-armed with a sense of what their goals could
include, ways of reaching those goals, and a sense of the community with
whom they would share their information.

As a final help toward identifying their individual questions, Pardo lec
a discussion during which they listed questions they had not been able
to address through this work, listing the questions in the S column of the
K-W-L-S chart, “What do I STILL want to learn?” Students listed several
questions for the S column. Pardo then read aloud the questions that were
listed in the last column of the K-W-L-S chart and the last column of the
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Inquiry Chart. She then asked students to think about questions they still
had and to list their top three questions on a paper, drawing from their
own questions or any questions listed around the room. Drawing students’
names from a hat, each identified their choice of Inquiry Question when
called. In this way, no two students investigated the same question. Table
3.3 lists illustrative individual inquiry questions that students identified for
their Inquiry Projects.

TABLE 3.3 Inquiry Project Questions

Student Inquiry Question

Ali What did John Brown do during the war?

Julianne Who killed Abraham Lincoln and why? What is the background for
that?

Mandy Who is U. S. Grant and what was his role?

Jerry Who is Robert E. Lee and what was his role?

Josh What did the drummer boys do in the war?

Lenny What were the weapons like?

Charles [Tow did people find out about what happened to their family?®
What was communication like during that time?

The final whole-group activity before launching the individual projects
was to co-construct with the students the criteria for a good project (see
Chapter 9 for extensive discussion on establishing criteria and assessing
students’ progress). Pardo listed aspects of their projects including sources
used, notes taken, final report, presentation format, and bonus activities,
then invited students to share what they thought criteria should be for
grades of A, B, and C on each of these aspects. Students were then ready
to pursue their individual inquiry, working at home if they wished over
spring break, then working in class over a four-day period before present-
ing what they had learned to their peers.

Thus, Phase 1 of the Civil War unit helped students generate a great
deal of knowledge related to that historical era, to become familiar with
key names and places, to understand the significance of particular events,
and to understand some of the broad issues that pervaded the era. Connec-
tions between actual historical information and the novels they would read
were modeled as Pardo read aloud from the novel, Across Five Aprils, and
discussions about point of view and intertextual links were modeled during
the read-aloud period. Students also had opportunities to participate in
whole-class, small-group, and individual investigations. Students were well
positioned to listen to Pardo’s “book sale” as she described the novels that
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they could read and to select their first and second choices so that Pardo
could assemble four groups reflecting their interests and what she knew to
be workable combinations of students.

Phase 2. The Book Club unit generally parallelled the format described in
Chapter 2. Students within each book club read one of four historical
fiction novels: Who Comes with Cannons? (Beatty, 1992), Shades of Gray
(Reeder, 1989), Turn Homeward Hannalee (Beatty, 1984), or Behind Rebel
Lines (Reit, 1988). Students began their 3-week Book Club phase by cre-
ating a plan for reading their books. All students participated in reading,
writing through both reading logs and more extended essays, book club
discussions, and community share.

The groups’ reading varied according to their plans, some reading at
home, others at school, and still others in combination. Some read silently,
some in partners, some through modified readers’ theatre. Reading-log entries
encouraged various types of responses including those identified in Figure
2.2. The format itself involved multiple responses identified through a se-
ries of spokes radiating from the center which identifies the chapter and
date of the entry. For example, after reading one of the chapters in Turn
Homeward Hannalee, Julianne wrote three different responses in her log:
a sequence of events, a set of questions for her peers, and a comparison-
contrast chart relating the book club book to the read aloud book, Across
Five Aprils (see Figure 3.9).

Since students were reading different books, community share func-
tioned as a site for sharing information, ideas, and responses in terms of
themes that related to the Civil War. This format encouraged students to
make intertextual connections between the different texts they had read,
listened to, watched, or heard about from their peers. For example, com-
mon issues involved the right of the South to secede, the issue of slavery,
the “rightness” of the war, and the disillusionment that led some soldiers to
desert. The students explored these issues from different points of view: the
North versus the South; women versus men; young versus old; the pacifists
versus military sympathizers; and generals versus average soldiers.

By the end of the combined Inquiry-Book Club units, students had
developed a deeper knowledge about the Civil War as evidenced by their
ability to draw on specific events, relate events that occurred across time
to the lives of the characters in their novels, and discuss key participants
in the events surrounding the war. They understood and could talk about
various points of view, evidenced by both substantive discussion and debate
about issues, as well as direct comments. For example, Charles noted that
he liked Turn Homeward Hannalee because it represented the southern
point of view, while most of the texts and movies showed that of the North.
They demonstrated greater ownership over their response logs evidenced
by the multiple ways they chose to respond to their chapter books and their
independence in using their responses to support their book club discus-
sions. Finally, they showed evidence of learning the importance of planning
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FIGURE 3.9 Julianne’s Reading Log Share Sheet

Con prie/Cont CasT-

Questions.

" LJ»\7 ds you
hink e Rev soldiarg
Ven’t come to saue

the
i workerg 7”') Julianne
I Horolee  Roseled
Reb . you weea 4 MA78,1975 a0 Sem thrt oo
oldy
o o 'af Woulg you tey

poi] CC e UnTo e vy

2 The Yonkees
4ot deunk ond

HAacted drmc.'nj
Litn Yhe oir)

N Wl 5.

‘ What do vou HHonk
Is CJOMGS Yo }wa\opm ﬂex‘*'r)

The Yankecs ace 3
, 4“’“"“3 e prisones
(_g_)h&.‘\' do Jo ke o Ldmm..
the most about +he Stog|

So faeY Whot do Yol
dis ke

and monitoring their own progress as they worked within their book club
groups to read, respond to, and discuss their novels.

Concluding Comments

In this chapter, we explored issues related to creating interdisciplinary
approaches to literacy instruction. These issues included (a) implications
of considering literacy as a complex set of higher mental processes that
encompass psychological tools for learning, (b) variations in knowledge
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domains emphasized within interdisciplinary units, and (c¢) specific meth-
ods for creating interdisciplinary units.

Literacy and Psychological Tools

Once literacy is thought of in terms of the psychological tools it encom-
passes, it helps clarify how strategy instruction relates to a social
constructivist perspective. Consider the diagram of the Vygotsky Space
(Figure 1.1 in Chapter 1). This diagram highlights different contexts in
which teachers and students engage in talk about and use of learned strat-
egies. In this chapter, we saw how Pardo used the public and social space
of Quadrant I to model, think aloud about, and discuss strategies for iden-
tifying inquiry questions, gathering information from different resources,
organizing the information, and moving the information into a form that
allows for a public sharing of what was learned.

We saw how Pardo’s students appropriated and transformed strategies
discussed in Quadrant [, sometimes using them exactly as discussed within
the whole class (i.e., appropriating) and sometimes modifying what was
learned to fit their own private and individual needs (i.e., transforming). As
students shared their work with each other, they participated in the pub-
lication part of the Vygotsky Space, and as their shared information became
part of the knowledge base of their classroom community, we saw evidence
of conventionalization. The psychological tools such as asking questions,
summarizing, and organizing are not simply rote skills to be practiced on
isolated workbook pages, nor are they inherently inappropriate aspects of
literacy to be ignored within instructional contexts. Rather, they are impor-
tant contributions to students’ development as independent learners.

Knowledge Domain Emphases

Within this chapter, we identified some issues within the literacy and
subject matter fields with regard to interdisciplinary units and the role of
literature and literacy instruction. Interdisciplinary approaches to instruc-
tion do not reflect a single approach, but rather, invite multiple ways of
creating cross-curricular connections. Pardo’s third-grade units are in the
spirit of those created by researchers and teachers who have studied in-
terdisciplinary approaches in content areas such as science, mathematics,
and social studies (e.g., Rosaen, 1989; Wells & Chang-Wells, 1992). In this
category of interdisciplinary instruction, literacy (i.e., reading and writing)
is seen as a set of psychological tools that can facilitate learning in specific
subject matter areas. This approach highlights the importance of engaging
students in meaningful literacy events such as journal writing, maintaining
laboratory reports, and writing synthesis papers in the context of the dis-
cipline in which particular forms of writing and ways of reading are needed.
Cautions mentioned by scholars, such as Pearson (1994), remind us that
in such integrations, we must be careful not to “short-change” students’
learning in either the domain of study (e.g., social studies, math) or the




86 CIIAPTER 3 Integrating Literacy and Subject Matter Instruction

literacy strategies being taught (e.g., maintaining laboratory records or
journals).

Pardo’s fifth-grade classroom represents interdisciplinary instruction in
which teachers bridge directly between content area study, literacy instruc-
tion, and literature. In Pardo’s fifth grade, she involved students in subject
matter research prior to reading related novels with the express purpose of
enhancing the depth of students’ appreciation for and understanding of the
events in the stories they read. This is similar to the approach used by
researchers and teachers such as Freeman and Levstick’s (1988) work in
history. An alternative model is to invite students to use their literature as
a basis for content area inquiry (e.g., Alvermann, 1994; Short & Armstrong,
1993). That is, students’ reading of literary works becomes the basis for the
questions they wish to pursue and a source of information in their study.
In these cases, scholars such as Alvermann (1994) caution us that the analytic
and information seeking purposes for which the literature is used must not
inhibit teachers from encouraging students’ personal and aesthetic response
to literature. With such cautions in mind, these units suggest that students’
learning is enhanced, as is their appreciation for the literature they read.
Their literacy abilities develop within the context of authentic use and their
motivation for engaging in literacy practices appears to be high.

Methods for Integrating the
Language Arts and Content Areas

Finally, the ideas contained within this chapter illustrate that teachers can
and do move beyond the textbook driven instruction that has been criti-
cized as dominating students’ curricular experiences (see, for example,
Goodman, Shannon, Freeman & Murphy, 1988). Pardo, like her colleagues
within the teacher-researcher community, provides concrete models for
meaningful ways to incorporate students’ texts as one source of informa-
tion, but moves beyond simple recall and rote memorization of the con-
cepts contained within them. Using resources from the community, the
library, and multimedia sources, students develop not only their content
knowledge but their abilities to pursue lines of inquiry they find interesting.

The knowledge base that Pardo drew upon involved knowledge of texts,
knowledge of classroom discourse patterns, and knowledge of strategies
specific to writing-reading connections and comprehension and interpreta-
tion. This knowledge base is discussed in Chapters 4 through 8, respec-
tively. She also drew upon the collegial relationships with other teachers
in her school; teachers beyond her school boundaries; university-based
colleagues; librarians from the school, community, and state libraries; and
others (Goatley, et al., 1994). Finally, she had a clear sense of goals for
each of her units, in terms of the content knowledge she hoped her
students would develop and their facility with the tools of literacy. Taking
an interdisciplinary approach reflects both the challenges and the highly
rewarding nature of the experience.
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Classroom Discourse for
Literacy Instruction

In the classrooms described in Chapters 2 and 3, you probably noticed
that the classroom organization and patterns of interaction between Deb
Woodman and her students and Laura Pardo and her students involved
flexible grouping arrangements and variations in the ways in which each
teacher interacted with her students. The instructional practices of both of
these teachers reflect their knowledge about different modes of “classroom
discourse,” the talk about the activities and texts teachers and students
engage in and respond to each day. In Chapter 1, we discussed the impor-
tance of the “Quadrant,” in the Vygotsky Space, the quadrant in which
the public and social discourse of the classroom provides the basis for
students’ learning. In this chapter, we consider the ideas of different ways
of grouping for classroom activities and the nature of the classroom dis-
course within these settings.

Both Pardo and Woodman took advantage of the kind of talk that can
occur within different grouping arrangements, some talk that supports the
teachers’ instruction of new concepts, other talk that encourages students
to take responsibility in identifying relevant topics and determining when
to make a contribution to the conversation. Their instructional practices
also reflect their strong beliefs that students’ knowledge develops through
their use of language in a variety of contexts. In this chapter, we explore
the role of “talk” in students’ learning, different patterns for teachers’ and
students’ participation in classroom discourse, and ways to engage students
in meaningful academic talk in both teacher- and student-led discussions.

The Role of Talk in Learning

It is not surprising to find that from a social constructivist perspective
language, particularly classroom talk, is critical to understanding literacy
learning (Corson, 1984; Florio-Ruane, 1991; Goldenberg, 1992/1993; Wells,
1990b). Consider the three assumptions of social constructivism as they
relate to language: (a) as knowledge is constructed among individuals,
they rely on language for both communication and as a primary tool for
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learning; (b) language is key to the development of reading and writing as
complex higher psychological processes; and (c) language facilitates inter-
actions among learners and more knowledgeable others. We explore each
of these assumptions in depth, focusing on how they relate to language.
Knowledge is constructed among individuals within the socio-cultural
environment. If we focus on the classroom as a community within which
students explore new ideas, develop new ways of thinking, and construct
knowledge through their interactions, it is clear that language is the
primary means through which such learning can occur. Barnes (1976)
suggests that language plays a part in learning in two different ways. First,
it is the communication system used among students in the individual
classroom and within the school. That is, in our classrooms—just as in our
society in general—we use language to convey ideas including the deep
analytic thinking related to the texts that we read and that we create, as
well as to manage classroom activities and behaviors. Second, language
itself is a primary means for learning—through language use, students
struggle with new ideas, challenge each other’s thinking, label and catego-
rize information, and so forth. Edwards and Mercer (1987, p. 20) summa-
rize these two functions of language in the following way: “First, [language]
provides a medium for teaching and learning. Second, it is one of the
materials from which the child constructs a way of thinking.” In this chap-
ter, we will explore the kinds of interactions that promote exploration,
expand ways of thinking about academic activities, and help students to
construct meaning as they interpret others’ texts and create their own.
The second assumption of social constructivism suggests that reading
and writing are higher mental processes that are both social and cultural
in nature. Our society and our culture is a literate one, with literate think-
ing defined in terms of both oral and written abilities (see Langer, 1991;
Wells, 1990a) How we structure the discourse of the classroom provides an
important basis for the kind of literate thinking that is encouraged and
valued. This assumption underscores how our language and school cultures
both promote particular ways of thinking as well as our students’ perspec-
tives of what “counts” as learning. Barnes (1976, pp. 14-15) noted that

A school in its very nature is the place where communication goes on:
That is what it is for. Education is a form of communication. . . . As the
form of communication changes, so will the form of what is learnt. One
kind of communication will encourage the memorizing of details, another
will encourage pupils to reason about the evidence, and a third will head
them towards the imaginative reconstruction of a way of life.

In this chapter, we will examine ways of using language to promote stu-
dents’ development of the higher mental processes that constitute reading
and writing.

The third assumption suggests that students’ learning is facilitated
through interactions with more knowledgeable others, whether “knowl-
edgeable others” are the teacher, another adult in the classroom, their
peers within the classroom, or other students within the school. Further,
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researchers such as Moll (1992) highlight the ways in which learning oc-
curs not only in school contexts, but through students’ interactions with
members of their family and community. While certainly some of these
interactions in and out of school may occur through written exchanges,
the vast majority of exchanges in both settings occur through the medium
of oral language, and realistically, most of such language activities do occur
within classrooms. As Wells and Chang-Wells (1992, p. 31) note,

Vygotsky considered the development of cognition to result from
participation with others in goal-directed activity, in the course of which
the learner encounters particular problems and comes to understand and
be able to resolve them with the aid of the intellectual tools inherited from
previous generations and with the assistance provided by the members of
his or her immediate community.

Since reading and writing are mental activities and not subject to obser-
vation, talk during the activities, as well as talk about the activities, is
critical for making visible those unobservable mental processes. In this
chapter, we focus on ways of developing instructional contexts that pro-
mote meaningful interactions that facilitate literacy learning through varia-
tions in classroom discourse.

In summary, the three assumptions of social constructivism play out
in our views of how language activities form the basis for knowledge con-
struction among individuals, the development of literate thinking, and the
nature of classroom interactions that support knowledge construction and
literacy development. In the next section, we begin to explore the nature
of language interactions within classrooms, historically, and in terms of
recommendations based on current research.

Opportunities for Student Talk
in Common Classroom Structures

Many researchers have documented hours of classroom interactions be-
tween teachers and their students to identify the most frequent patterns of
participation (see Cazden, 1988; Mehan, 1979; Sinclair & Coulthard, 1975).
Cazden suggests that the two most common forms of social organization of
school discourse are the large group with the teacher in control, and in-
dividualized instruction where students work alone and the teacher serves
a monitoring function. In terms of a social constructivist perspective, nei-
ther of these common patterns affords students with opportunities for the
kind of talk that is fundamental to developing literate thinking represented
in mature reading and writing. Alternative patterns associated with more
flexible grouping arrangements, including interactive large groups, peer
conferences, small group collaborative projects, and literature study groups,
provide contexts that encourage students to engage in talk about the texts
they and others have created and to problem solve as they work to con-
struct their own understandings.
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FIGURE 4.1 Patterns for Controlling Interactions
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Features that differentiate the patterns of participation, or “participa-
tion structures,” in both whole-class and small-group activities are related
to the way in which the topic under discussion and the turns for speaking
are controlled (Erickson & Shultz, 1982). Figure 4.1 provides a framework
for considering the different interaction patterns that may result from
variations in these two aspects of control. Control of turns and topics may
be shared by both the adult(s) and children, usually characteristic of an
open conversation. Alternatively, turns, topics, or both may be under the
control of one or the other. Further, control of the topic may be shared by
both the adult(s) and children present, but turn-taking controlled by the
adult; control of turns may be open, while the adult focuses the group on
a defined topic, and so forth. The figure illustrates the varying degrees to
which control may be exerted by the participants in any interaction over
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the time of an interaction and across various purposes. Patterns of inter-
actions and the control within them tend to be governed by implict rules
that are learned by participants through the public-social spaces in which
instruction occurs and through which students experience different inter-
action patterns.

For example, in most dinner-table conversations, the topics for dis-
cussion are open for initiation by adults or children and, in fact, most
parents expect their children to initiate conversational topics and chil-
dren assume that parents will engage in extending the discussion through
questions and comments. However, in most school settings, teachers tend
to control the topic for discussion and would, in fact, discourage students
from bringing up topics that take the discussion “offtrack.” Recently, re-
searchers and teachers concerned with increasing opportunities for class-
room talk have debated about the function of alternative social structures
within classrooms and changes in teachers’ and students’ roles in these
new interaction patterns. These studies have examined how “participation
structures” may vary across cultures (e.g., Au & Mason, 1982), within
different classroom contexts (Phillips, 1983), and between home and school
(Heath, 1983).

In this section, we first explore participation structures common to
whole-class or teacher-led activities, examining traditional and alternative
structures in terms of their strengths and limitations. Then we consider
participation structures that are relevant to small-group interactions, both
teacher-present and among peers.

Teacher-Controlled Participation Structures

The two important features that characterize participation structure—
topic control and control of turns for making contributions—are espe-
cially noticeable in large-class settings and in situations in which a specific
goal is to be achieved. In this section we discuss ways of organizing whole-
class and small-group oral language events in terms of the degree to which
the teacher, the students, or both control both the topics and the turn-
taking. We feature and contrast two teacher-led participation structures:
the “I-R-E,” in which teachers control both topic and turn-taking, and
Talk Story, in which topics and turns are somewhat more negotiable. We
then briefly explore other participation structures (e.g. “round robin,”
“student choice”) that may be useful in particular circumstances.

The I-R-E. As Cazden (1988) noted, one of the most common participa-
tion structures tends to occur when the teacher interacts with his or her
class as a whole, orchestrating the classroom talk through a three-part
pattern that most of us readily recognize. This pattern is known most com-
monly as Initiation-Response-Evaluation (I-R-E), or as modified: Initiation,
Response, Feedback (I-R-F), or Elicitation, Response, Feedback (E-R-F).
These patterns involve a series of exchanges, initiated when the teacher
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asks a question or elicits a comment from her students (called “Initiation”
or “Elicitation”). This is followed by students who bid for turns by raising
their hands to signal their desire to respond (called “Response”). The teacher
then calls on one student to respond, and indicates whether or not the
response was appropriate through her “evaluation” or “feedback” about the
answer. This evaluation may take the form of nodding, smiling, saying “Okay”
or “Very good”; signalling disapproval by a shake of the head; asking an-
other student to help or add to the response; or following up on the stu-
dents’ responses as a segue into another related topic. Thus, the I-R-E pattern
represents the most teacher control—both of topic and turns—under for-
mal circumstances in which each opportunity for a turn is explicitly iden-
tified by the teacher.

Sometimes the pattern is not strictly I-R-E, but rather multiples of the
initiation and response within a topically related set of ideas before an
evaluation or feedback is offered. In other words, the teacher’s initiation
elicits a response from a series of students, the offering of the evaluation
signals the end of a particular exchange, but the pattern could be I-R-I-R-E;
I-R-R-E, and so forth. Cazden (1988) suggests that this pattern is not
fundamentally different from an I-R-E, but rather represents how I-R-Es
work within a topically related exchange. Even when multiple students
respond, the teacher controls the order, perhaps through nonverbal signals
such as nodding the head or verbal signals such as naming a student. The
teacher also limits the discussion to the topic at hand. This basic pattern
has been found not only in examining literacy instruction, but across the
school day in other subject areas (Cazden, 1988; Mehan, 1979; Sinclair &
Coulthard, 1975).

From the perspective of social constructivists who stress the impor-
tance of students’ use of language as a key to developing their thinking, the
[-R-E pattern has come under criticism for a number of justifiable reasons.
Surprisingly, however, researchers from this same perspective have also
argued that the I-R-E pattern has served and continues to serve several
functions also fundamental to the assumptions of social constructivism
(Wells, 1993b).

Scholars have called the I-R-E participation structure as a school prac-
tice into question (e.g., Denyer & Florio-Ruane, 1995; Lemke, 1990; Wood,
1992). They criticize the I-R-E pattern of interaction for three reasons.
First, use of the pattern subverts students’ ownership of the events in
which they are engaged (i.e., they have no “voice” in topic selection, nor
any control over making contributions). Second, the pattern often involves
a teacher asking her students questions that are not authentic since she
already knows the answer (i.e., she is seeking to build a particular body of
information). Third, use of the pattern limits students’ ability to initiate
questions of their own.

For example, Denyer and Florio-Ruane (1995) describe a writing con-
ference between a novice teacher and a third-grade student in which the
teacher asked the student more than 74 questions in a period of 142
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minutes. Of these questions less than half could be considered authentic.
That is, they did not elicit new or needed information, but rather, asked
the student to provide a correct response, one that the teacher already had
in mind. The following exchange within the teacher-student writing confer-
ence described by Denyer and Florio-Ruane illustrates the inauthentic
questions and the general I-R-E pattern which, when used in this manner,
has been subject to criticism:

Teacher: Wait, what does it mean, Katie, when you put an
apostrophe before an s?

Katie: That it’s like, it’s his thing.

Teacher: It’'s his thing? Is this his awakeness, or are you trying
to say, ‘When he is awake’?

Katie: When he is awake. When he is awake.

Teacher: When he is awake. Do you need an apostrophe when
you say, ‘When he is awake’?

Although the setting for the above example is a writing conference, we
can recognize it as typical of many teacher-student interactions in indi-
vidual, small-group and whole-class settings. To initiate, the teacher asked
Katie about the meaning of an apostrophe. Katie actually provided a cor-
rect response (i.e., an apostrophe indicates ownership, “it’s his thing”)
but clearly not the one the teacher had in mind, as indicated by her
feedback. On the surface, she offered Katie a choice of two alternatives,
but in fact, her previous comment had already made it clear that only the
first of the two options was correct. Katie showed her understanding of
how this I-R-E pattern works when she selected the correct response and
repeated it. The teacher provided feedback again—this time positive—
as she turned Katie’s response into a statement, then asked the next
question.

Like any teacher, the teacher in this example likely understood the role
of the apostrophe and was not actually seeking new information from her
student. Rather, she represents an expert with the knowledge of how to edit
this particular sentence, while Katie represents the novice. However, Katie
does understand that the questions are prompting her toward the correct
answer—where and why to place the apostrophe in the word, “he’s.” Thus,
this sequence illustrates some of the concerns about the I-R-E pattern: its
lack of authenticity with regard to normal conversational interactions and
the domination of teacher questions during the exchange.

The exchange also reflects a second concern about the I-R-E pattern,
that of its limiting effects on students’ ability to raise questions or share
ownership of the event. It is unlikely that if Katie had been able to ask
her most pressing questions about her poetry, they would have focused
on the appropriate placement of apostrophes. Danyer and Florio-Ruane
point out that the teachers’ emphases on “known answer” questions con-
tributes to students’ loss of interest and ownership in their own pieces of
writing.
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One conclusion that might be drawn from such research is that all
I-R-E exchanges should be banished from classroom discourse, to encour-
age students’ ownership and meaningful contributions to discussions, which
in turn, would increase their literate thinking and ultimately, their learn-
ing. However, recent analyses of I-R-E exchanges suggest that they can be
important for: (a) providing a site in which teachers can monitor students’
knowledge and understanding, (b) guiding their learning, and (¢) making
clear the knowledge and experiences that are considered valuable (Mercer,
1992). Wells (1993b) notes that the disagreement about the value of the
I-R-E sequence stems from two reasons. First, I-R-E remains useful in ful-
filling one of the goals of schooling—acquiring knowledge of the culture
and understanding conventional views and definitions within the culture.
As Edwards and Mercer (1989, p. 103) note, “Children do not just happen
to reinvent the knowledge of centuries.” Such knowledge develops from
guided interactions, ones that lead the learner to particular ways of think-
ing that the teacher already has in mind (Rogoff, 1986). Second, Wells
suggests that [-R-Es have tended to be treated as if all the occasions on
which they occur are similar. He argues that the I-R-E “is neither good nor
bad; rather its merits—or demerits—depend upon the purposes it is used
to serve on particular occasions and upon the larger goals by which those
purposes are informed” (Wells, 1993b, p. 3).

Wells’ first point can be seen in the fact that one form of knowledge
that students build while in school is vocabulary. Corson (1984) argues
that vocabulary is key to how students are treated in school, since “by
their choice of words, children can explain, describe, justify, and impress
with their display of knowledge.” While Corson is arguing the value of
students having the opportunity to use language in school as one way of
learning the work of abstract words, it is also an argument that the I-R-E
affords teachers the instructional opportunity to teach and label new terms
explicitly. This can be seen in the example that follows. An introduction
to an activity within a unit about Snow White and the seven dwarfs using
an I-R-E discourse pattern provides several teachable moments that em-
phasize vocabulary development.

Janda (1990) describes first graders and fourth graders who were
participating in the unit about Snow White. Hanging on the walls around
their room were life-sized figures of the dwarfs. The first graders were
working with their fourth-grade “friends” to create T-shirts for each of the
life-size figures that would convey through words and phrases the person-
ality of the dwarf they had been assigned. In the whole-class brainstorming
session that introduced the activity, three I-R-E exchanges illustrated ex-
panding students’ knowledge about vocabulary. In the first exchange, after
the teacher had asked students to describe the dwarf, Dopey (the “initia-
tion”), one student responded “not awake.” For the “Evaluative” phase of
the exchange, the teacher responded, “What’s one word for that? Not awake.
What’s the opposite of alert? Unalert? Would you accept that?” (Janda,
1990, p. 304). She conveyed information about synonyms (e.g., awake,
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alert) and about the meaning of the prefix un. Similarly, after an initiation
that elicited descriptions of Sneezy, Michelle responded with, “Germy.”
Her teacher’s evaluation introduced the more conventional term, saying
“Germy. There’s a word we could use called infectious. And I'm going to
put germy in parentheses just to jog your memory. On the board, the
teacher wrote, “infectious (germy),” explicitly connecting the two syn-
onyms. Third, during a discussion of Happy, the following exchange illus-
trates the teacher’s substitution of a grammatically acceptable form of a
word used as an adjective (Janda, 1990, p. 305):

Mrs. Black: Now [what are] some adjectives to describe him?

Timmy.

Timmy: Smile

Mrs. Black: Always smiling, is that all right? (writing “smiling” on
the board)

In this exchange, the teacher was less explicit. She conveyed information
about form implicitly by adding “always” and “ing” to the student’s re-
sponse of “smile.”

Similarly, when Laura Pardo was working with her students during
her third graders’ study of communication, described in Chapter 3, she
used the I-R-E pattern during whole-class interactions for a range of pur-
poses. During one lesson, Pardo and her students were brainstorming as
a whole class about the kinds of jobs that might be found in producing
books and magazines, which involved labeling various tasks. In response
to Pardo’s initiating question eliciting examples of jobs, one student sug-
gested “writers.” Pardo’s feedback, “authors, yes . . . writers,” as she wrote
the word “author” on the chart, implicitly carried two messages to the
class as a whole. She valued the student’s response by acknowledging that
it would be recorded on their brainstormed list, while it reminded stu-
dents of a vocabulary term they knew for a particular kind of writer, the
author.

Teachers such as Pardo, who use I-R-E patterns in whole-class settings
for purposes of explicit instruction and building shared knowledge (e.g.,
through vocabulary or through reviews), are also modeling for students
ways of talking about experiences and building upon each other’s knowl-
edge (see Chapter 1 for a discussion of modeling in Quadrant of the
Vygotsky Space). For example, one focus in discussions was on learning
new words and their meanings. This validated one aspect of learning and
appeared in later peer-led conversations in which they controlled both
topic and their own turns for contribution. Recall the conversation among
Mike, Chad, and other students in the newspaper group described in
Chapter 3. When Anna and Mike offered some examples for their category
of “jobs at a newspaper,” Mike offered “the typer” as one possibility. Chad
instead said “Reporter, that’s what it is—reporter!” and the students
discussed how the name may have changed since computers have re-
placed typewriters (i.e., now we have reporters rather than typers). When
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Chad mentioned another job, “drawer,” Eva countered with a different
suggestion:

Chad: Drawer, don’t forget the drawer.

Eva: That’s illustrator.

Chad: Yeah, but remember Pat? [the graphic artist from the field
trip to the newspaper]

Eva: I know, but she was the illustrator.

Thus, the I-R-E provides one discourse pattern for introducing conven-
tional knowledge to students and modeling the value of discussing such
knowledge. The vocabulary examples illustrate the teaching of new con-
cepts. Ilowever, [-R-Es may also be used for more open-ended discussions,
as Raphael and Goatley (1994) discovered in their analysis of several com-
munity share activities from Book Club lessons over a 2-year period. They
noted that within the community share discussion session, the teacher
often seemed to adopt the I-R-E mode of interaction, while assuming three
different teacher roles in descending order of teacher talk and control: (a)
explicit instructor of new concepts, (b) guiding students’ practice of poten-
tially difficult skills, and (¢) facilitator of conversation.

Raphael and Goatley (1994) found that during explicit instruction, the
teachers tended to talk more than the students, though their amount of
talk decreased as their roles shifted toward facilitation. However, across all
examples, teacher control of topic and turns was still evident. The example
below is repeated from Chapter 2 in which we describe an interaction
among Deb Woodman and her students during the community share ses-
sion in which she facilitated their construction of a collective summary of
the plot of Why Mosquitoes Buzg in People’s Ears (Aardema, 1975). As you
revisit this exchange, notice that the pattern reflects I-R-E (in fact, it’s
I-R-E repeated four times, with the fifth exchange an I-R-F, where the
feedback serves to summarize the students’ contributions), yet the teacher’s
role is that of conversation facilitator. She has controlled the topic, as seen
in her initial question which she repeated, and she controls the turn taking
by minimal response (e.g., “okay”) and calling on students by name. How-
ever, the evaluative or feedback function serves to emphasize what stu-
dents had said by repeating their words, asking for expansion, or simply
signalling acceptance, rather than to critique, guide, or challenge their
contributions.

Ms. Woodman: What did the mosquito do wrong?

Phelice: He um, told a lie to the iguana?

Ms. Woodman: He told a lie to the iguana. Okay. What else do
would you consider the mosquito doing wrong?

Jacob: He got in that’s guy ear and was buzzing him.

Ms. Woodman: Okay, so he was bugging him maybe. Um /
Phelice.

Phelice: He was bugging the iguana too.

Ms. Woodman: He was bugging the iguana too. Sherman?
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Sherman: Um, he, he finally got tired of it, going and /
hitting in the ear and buzzing and stuff and
finally went whack (hits ear).

Ms. Woodman: Okay. Leon?

Leon: That’s why at the end he says, um, he made
everybody mad at him, so at the end he finally
said, we going to go away.

Ms. Woodman: Okay, Shona.

Shona: Um, I think, he made the iguana put sticks in his
ears, so that the iguana didn’t hear the pythons
and the pythons didn’t hear until it went on and
on and on and the owlet got killed.

Ms. Woodman: Mm-huh, okay, so that mosquito caused a little
bit of trouble, didn’t he?

(Raphael & Goatley, p. 535)

This example not only illustrates the facilitative role of the teacher,
but also reflects how shared understanding is constructed within this par-
ticipation structure. Through the discussion, the teacher and students
develop what Edwards and Mercer (1987) call “common knowledge.” That
is, as a result of this interaction, students have come to a shared under-
standing of the major events in the story they had read, and this knowledge
can serve as a basis for future small-group and whole-class discussions. Yet,
the participation structure provided Woodman with the means to take
advantage of what Newman, Griffin, and Cole (1989, p. 127) have called “a
built-in repair structure” in which incorrect or unacceptable interpreta-
tions that are offered can be addressed. Finally, through use of the I-R-E
pattern, Woodman was able to orchestrate a conversation among 26 par-
ticipants, often repeating comments that were offered in soft voices, sup-
porting and expanding students’ responses, and ensuring that a number of
different students had access to the floor.

Talk story. While I-R-E is by far the most common participation struc-
ture among teachers and students, more open formats exist in which the
teacher may maintain primary control over topics, but where the turn-
taking is not so tightly controlled. One example of such a participation
structure is talk story, a way of interacting that Au and her colleagues
identified as particularly successful with native Hawaiian children, but
which is also useful for students from other cultures. Au and Kawakami
(1986, p. 65) describe talk story:

The teacher begins by asking a question, but does not then ask for
volunteers to answer or call on individual children. Rather, the teacher
leans forward and looks at the . . . children, often smiling and nodding at
them. The children begin to answer the teacher’s question without raising
their hands and waiting to be called on. They usually build upon one
another’s answers, or in some cases argue with one another, working as a
group to frame a complete answer to the teacher’s question.
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The talk story pattern is particularly useful when the teacher’s role is
guiding practice or scaffolding students’ learning. In classrooms designed
around Book Club, as in our example in Chapter 2, this participation
structure is helpful when students have been asked to construct their
understanding of a story’s theme. Often, they may need some support in
doing so, but they have a great deal of knowledge that they may build
upon. The following example illustrates how, while the teacher maintains
control over topic, the control over turn-taking is shared among the stu-
dents and teacher. Students had read the story, Annie and the Old One
(Miles, 1971), a story of a young girl who takes literally her grandmother’s
comment that when her mother finishes the weaving of the rug, she (the
Old One) will return to mother earth. Annie tries her best through misbe-
havior to prevent her mother from finishing the rug, until her grandmother
helps her understand the natural cycle of life, death, and rebirth. Notice
that the teacher’s initiating question defines the topic, and that she occa-
sionally calls on a student by name, but that students also make comments
without having been called upon. As the students do this, they build on
each other’s comments.

Teacher: Now grandmother, in a very simple way, tries to explain
to her about time. How did she do that? How did she
explain to Annie about the dying and about time® What
did she compare it to?

Rachel: The sun.

Teacher: OKkay, tell me about the sun, Rachel.

Rachel: (Reads from text) “The sun comes up from the edge of
earth. It returns to the edge of the earth in the evening.
Earth, from which good things come for the living
creatures on it. Earth, to which all creatures finally go.”

Teacher: That’s very nice. So what is like the sun?

Kent: Life

Teacher: Can you tell me now, what—when they say life, when
they say the sun rises, how does that relate to life?

Kent: Um, you get born.

Joey: Someone get born.

Kent: It’s like the years passing when the sun finally goes down
and you die.

Joey: Sets—sets. And then it comes up again when somebody

else is born and [inaudible] it again.
Teacher: That’s very nice. I like the way you said that. But she
also compared it/ when she said— /

Joey: /The cactus/

Teacher: OXkay, tell me about the cactus, Joey.

Joey: Oh, T know about the cactus.

Teacher: [What did you] find out about the cactus?

Joey: (Reads from text) “The cactus did not bloom forever.

Petals dried and fell to the earth.”
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Teacher: Okay, what is she trying to tell Annie by using that
analogy of the cactus?

Ross: That people die of old age. That people just don’t die
when they say.

Teacher: Well, yeah, okay, that's—that’s true. But what did they
mean when they said, “The cactus did not bloom

forever.”
Ross: That people, they got to die.
Kent: That means that when it starts blooming a life will start,

but when it falls, the life will end.

Throughout this conversation, students did not raise hands, bid for
turns, nor look to the teacher for permission to speak. While the topic was
initiated by the teacher, control of its development and who helped to
contribute to this was shared. Such a structure also opens the possibility
for students to share in the identification of the content, as seen in the
next example.

Students in Joyce Ahuna-Ka’ai’ai’s third-grade class had read a short
story about two Japanese-American children, a brother and sister, who had
discovered a moth. They placed the moth in a jar with airholes punched
in the lid. The story evolves as they discuss the moth with and learn about
its life cycle from their Japanese grandmother who recalled her experi-
ences as a child in Japan raising silkworms. In planning for the story
discussion, Ahuna-Ka’ai’ai identified the focal theme of children’s relation-
ships to their grandparents and how much we can learn from grandparents.

Over the course of a four-day discussion, however, using a talk story
format, students introduced other themes. One of them, the importance of
being free, became the theme of choice of all the students. Through their
ability in the talk story participation structure to initiate topics and build
upon each others’ ideas, the students eventually convinced their teacher
to pursue the discussion along the lines of their chosen theme. As Lemke
(1992) noted in his discussion of this work, it was not surprising that the
adult theme was “respect your elders,” while the children identified “the
importance of being free” as their interpretation of story meaning. Because
of the nature of the talk story participation structure, in contrast to the
more constrained I-R-E, students were able to introduce their ideas, and
these ideas took root as the basis for ongoing talk about text.

Other teacher-controlled participation structures. In addition to I-R-E
and talk story, teachers have a repertoire of structures they can use to
remove themselves from the center of turn-taking control, while still main-
taining control of the flow of conversation. Participation structures which
promote greater student responsibility and ownership have been described
for both discussions of fiction (e.g., Eeds & Wells, 1989; Smagorinsky & Fly,
1993; Villaume, Worden, Williams, Hopkins, & Rosenblatt, 1994) and infor-
mational text (e.g., Palincsar & David, 1992). Scholars writing in this area
note that conducting conversations in which the adult or teacher does not
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assume total control of the topic and the turns is difficult for both expe-
rienced teachers as well as those apprenticing to become teachers (see, for
example, Cazden, 1988; Denyer & Florio-Ruane, 1995). Yet, the research
suggests that by changing from a model of even “gentle” inquisition to one
of participant in constructing meaning, students have opportunities to display
a wider range of responses to their texts—not abandoning responses that
evidence comprehension, but broadening these responses to include more
personal and interpretive responses (Eeds & Wells, 1989).

Villaume and her colleagues (1994) felt that the realities of the class-
room literature discussions they had experienced fell short of their vision
of what they had hoped that such discussions would be. Working together
in one fourth-grade classroom, they explored ideas for encouraging stu-
dents to assume more control of the topics they discussed related to the
literature they read, and to assume a more conversational style, rather
than the traditional teacher-dominated I-R-E. They found that despite
their best intentions, early discussions were not satisfactory, sounding
much like the ones characteristic of Woodman’s students in early fall, as
we described in Chapter 2. For example, one group’s “discussion” of Lowry’s
(1989) Number the Stars occurred as follows:

Tara: I liked it when they were running and the soldiers
stopped them.

Daniel: I liked it when the soldiers ripped the pictures and then
stepped on them.

Lenora: [ thought it was good when she told them that she had
that sickness.

Faced with such “interactions,” it wasn’t surprising that the teachers found
themselves reverting to past question-answer formats. The three roles de-
fined by Raphael and Goatley (1994) of directing instruction, guiding par-
ticipation, and facilitation still seemed to provide too much control for
the teacher to encourage the kinds of conversation among students that
Villaume and her colleagues wished to encourage. Thus, they focused on
facilitation, the least intrusive of the teacher roles we have described, and
the differences between that role and one of participant, defining for
themselves the features that distinguished facilitators from participants,
summarized in Table 4.1.

With these differences in mind, Villaume and her colleagues began to
expand the way they participated in talking about text with their students.
They dropped habits such as repeating students comments, partly because
students began to talk more directly to each other. They also eliminated
judgmental comments as they became more involved in the conversation
at hand. Finally, they modeled these roles for students and began to see
them assume them as well. For example, students served as facilitators
when they asked peers, “You haven’t said much—any ideas?” and as par-
ticipants through asking authentic questions, providing alternate views,
and identifying and addressing misconceptions. As this evolution occurred,
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TABLE 4.1 Facilitator-Participant Roles
in Literature Discussion Groups

Facilitator Participant
e encourage students’ expanding ¢ listen well by giving the speaker
personal responses (“Cosette, tell us their full attention

more about that”)

e direct students to expand others’ e ask authentic questions
responses (“Do you agree with Jim?”)

¢ acknowledge insightful thinking e occasionally introduce their own
(“Now, that’s something I hadn’t thoughts as they respond to
thought about”) students comments

¢ focus students’ attention on the ¢ clear up confusions

speaker through comments (“Listen
to Charley”) or gestures

e direct flow of conversation ¢ offer alternative interpretations
(“We need to talk one at a time.”)

¢ invite students to speak (“Matt, we e summarize group talk
haven’t heard much from you yet.”)

e address disruptive behavior

the teachers noted that students became more passionate about their ideas
and those raised by the text.

Instructional support took the form of modeling the different behaviors
as described above, and also providing a framework for their discussion,
much as Pardo did for the students working on their newspaper reports, or
Woodman did in providing open-ended frames for students’ reading logs.
Villaume and her colleagues created the idea of a “seed,” an idea written
on a card prior to discussion. As a discussion starter, one of the partici-
pants would introduce his or her “seed” to jump start the conversation.
Ryan’s seed for a discussion of War with Grandpa (Smith, 1984) focused
on how the parents chose to tell Pete that his grandfather would be moving
in and that he would be giving grandpa his room. Ryan uses his seed to
start the conversation (Villaume et al., 1994, p. 484):

Ryan: I was confused because they [the parents] didn’t tell Pete
[that] the grandfather was moving in. Why didn’t they tell
him sooner? They should have told him as soon as they
called with the news about the grandfather.

Daniel: [ wouldn’t like it if my parents didn’t tell me my
grandfather was coming to live with us. I'd like it better if
they told me first.

Ryan: It would give me time to move all my stuff out.
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Notice that while the teacher was present, a student introduced the
topic and the exchange between the two students occurred without the
teacher’s control. However, when Jennifer began to read her seed at this
point, the teacher did intervene, suggesting that it would be appropriate for
her to comment on Ryan’s seed prior to moving on. Such interventions
occurred early in the process and became less necessary over time. Fur-
ther, as time progressed, students became adept at distinguishing effective
from ineffective seeds (e.g., confirmed vs. unconfirmed predictions, reac-
tions to specific events or characters vs. general comments or summaries).
Finally students in these classrooms began to respond to each other’s seeds
in writing, helping make explicit classroom discourse and written response
to literature. In all of these activities, what is of note is that the teacher’s
presence is certainly felt as an active guide to the process of responding
to literature, but in the actual written and oral activities, students exercise
control of both topics and turns and in so doing, learn valuable skills for
talking about text.

Eeds and Wells (1989) followed novice teachers working within small
groups of fifth- and sixth-grade students as they talked about novels they
had read. Their work further illustrates the point that a teacher’s presence
need not overpower a discussion group. Like Villaume and her colleagues,
they stress the teacher’s role as participant, though they describe teachers
employing the features of both participant and facilitator as described in
Table 4.2. In the following example, the teacher guides a discussion of an
episode from Byars’ (1974) After the Goat Man in which one of the main
characters, Harold, hoped to hear his friend, Ada, tell him that a bicycle
accident had not been his fault. The teacher began the exchange by re-
counting that feeling (Eeds & Well, 1989, p. 19-20). Notice that shortly into
the conversation, Joyce shifts the emphasis to pursue a line of discussion
with Tom. The teacher, as participant, moves with the flow of this digres-
sion, then brings it back to the earlier point in an effective way. Students
were clearly comfortable in assuming some responsibility for both turn-
taking and topic.

Teacher: You wish someone would say, “It’s all right—it’s going to
be all right. It’s not really your fault.” Remember we
talked before about how guilty Harold felt? [Notice that
the teacher is willing to introduce a point of
conversation, but does not control what the students do
with her initiation. |

Tom: I felt like that one time because my brother—he was allergic
to strawberries and chocolate and stuff like that and I
fed him Froot Loops and he ended up in the hospital.

Teacher: And did you want somebody like Harold to—

Joyce: (to Tom) What happened?

Tom: Well, my brother’s allergic to strawberries—strawberries
and chocolate. My little brother, he’s allergic to like tall
grass, dust, mold, chocolate, strawberries . . .
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Joyce: (impatiently) Okay.

Tom: Well, I fed him Froot Loops and the next thing I knew
he ended up in the hospital.

Teacher: You knew it had something in it that he was allergic to,
SO your . . .

Tom: Yeah, that’s why we had to move out here [Arizona],
because if he had went into the hospital . . .

Teacher: You felt just like Harold—you wanted somebody to say,
“It's okay. Everything’s going to be all right.” Thanks for
sharing that, Tom.

Joyce’s initiation and the teacher’s prompts reflect an alternative to the
more traditional school interactions and provide an important model for
students’ movement toward maintaining their own conversations about the
texts that they read. In this excerpt the teacher maintained a facilitator
role, helping to highlight connections between students’ personal lives and
the text they had read, and to promote ways of endorsing the feelings
described by the author of the text being discussed.

Similarly, in discussions of subject matter text, Palincsar and her col-
leagues (e.g., Brown & Campione, 1990; Palincsar & David, 1992) describe
a method known as Reciprocal Teaching. Reciprocal Teaching is among the
most recognized methods of talk-about-text in which the teacher scaffolds
students’ participation to encourage their comprehension and interpreta-
tion of events in the texts they read. Using the broad framework created
by four comprehension strategies—predicting, summarizing, asking ques-
tions, and seeking clarification—Reciprocal Teaching guides the paragraph-
by-paragraph discussion of content area text. Through interactions around
these strategies, the teacher is able to prompt students to assume some
leadership for the discussion, while supporting their ability to comprehend
the text they are reading. Used with students from first grade through
middle school, this participation structure has been successful in enhanc-
ing the reading abilities of young students and readers with histories of
comprehension difficulties.

The following example is drawn from a lesson conducted by a teacher
as part of a science unit (Palincsar & David, 1992, pp. 134-135). In this
discussion, like Joyce, the teacher prompts students to consider aspects of
the text and their strategy use that they spontaneously may not have
considered on their own, but the pattern of interaction reflects facilitation
and participation, rather than more explicit forms of discussion control.
Notice that in the first part of the conversation, the focus is summarizing
the strategies they have been learning to use, while the second part focuses
on the content of the text, but in both parts, the students are generating
the substantive ideas.

Teacher: So, what are we learning to do as we listen to stories?
Keisha:  Ask questions.
Travis: About the important things that we learn in the story.
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Richard: Clarify.

Teacher: Anytime there is a word that you don’t understand or
something that doesn’t make sense in the story,
give me a signal so we'll stop and clarify.

Travis: We'll predict.

Teacher: You know that sometimes right in the middle of the
story . . . I'll stop and say, “I think I can make a
prediction. . . .V

Notice that in this example, the teacher clearly has an agenda in mind as
she initiates the topic of conversation, but control of turns is not regulated.
Initially, Keisha, Travis, and Richard all felt comfortable contributing with-
out an explicit initiation from the teacher, and later, Travis initiates the
idea of prediction despite the teacher’s comment about clarification. The
teacher then picks up and expands on Travis’ lead. Later in the conversa-
tion, the students discuss the selection’s opening paragraph about fireflies,
read the previous day, as they pool their knowledge and recollections
about the text and their own experiences. The teacher initiates the discus-
sion by suggesting that they summarize what they had learned the previous
day, and the children begin to share ideas:

Rodney: Fireflies.

Missy: They are beetles.

Terrance: Lightning bugs.

Teacher: Yes, a firefly is a beetle and another name for it is a
lightning bug.

Keisha: It has a chemical that can make it glow.

Teacher: Yes. When the chemical in the lightning bug
mixes with air, the lightning bug can glow. OK here
we go!

The teacher in the above segment segues from the reading the previous
day into the new text, as students reconstruct the topic of the selection
(fireflies, they are beetles, lightning bugs, they have a chemical that makes
them glow) and the teacher highlights these key ideas through simply
repeating them. As she signals the new text to be read (“Okay, here we
g0!”), the students immediately begin to predict and bring in their own
experiences:

Terrance: This might be about how to catch a firefly.
Richard: I used to catch some and I'd put em in a
mayonnaise jar but my mom poked a
whole in em.
Teacher: Why would your mom put holes in the lid?
Richard: Because, so they can breathe.
Missy: They need air because they are called living lights.

At this point the teacher began reading, but was stopped by Rodney who
asked for a clarification:
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Teacher: (reading) “People like to watch the winking lights of the
fireflies in the summer nighttime sky. Did you know
that fireflies really use their lights as signals?

At twilight . . .”

Rodney: Twilight. What’s that?

Travis: It means night.

Teacher: When day turns to night.

Missy: When it’s still kinda day but it’s kinda night.

Notice that Rodney was able to interrupt to ask a clarifying question at the
point where the confusion was created, and both Travis and Missy felt clear
that they could contribute to constructing a meaning as well as the teacher.
Travis responded prior to the teacher, while Missy expanded on what the
teacher had said. The teacher then returned to finish reading the para-
graph, then asked the students for a volunteer to “be our teacher and
summarize.” Keisha then led the discussion, which involved summarizing
what the paragraph had been about and connecting the new information
to what they had read before.

As the example illustrates, the four key strategies of summarizing,
predicting, clarifying, and asking questions frame a text-based discussion.
Yet, rather than limiting or formally structuring the discussion, the strat-
egies provide a framework that helps students assume ownership and lead-
ership of their text conversation. Within this conversation, they can explore
ideas related to the text, but the strategies help them remain focused on
the discussion topic. The teacher serves as both facilitator and participant
in this example, rather than directly teaching students a new technique or
even mediating their learning of a particular idea.

Finally, in addition to talking directly about the text, there are times
when it is important to hear from each student prior to a more open
discussion of ideas, a type of “talk” typical of classrooms but one rarely
found outside the school setting. Round robin is one form that can be
relevant, despite concerns that it may be misused in reading aloud from
texts. For example, during the communication unit described in Chapter
3, students often took notes in preparation for upcoming events. In one
case, students recorded questions they had about newspapers on cards that
they planned to take on their field trip to the Lansing State Journal. Prior
to the trip, Pardo asked students to share their questions with the class.
Simply moving around the room, with students taking turns, was an effec-
tive structure for getting this information on the floor. While it could be
argued that the teacher was not controlling the talk as in I-R-E, both topic
and turn-taking was, in fact, determined a priori by the teacher.

Variations on teacher-led discussions are found in other formats where
students have apparent control over the turns, such as when each student
who has responded may call on the next child to continue (sometimes
called “popcorn” as one student calls on another who must “pop up” and
read). However, such participation structures are not fundamentally differ-
ent on the two key features of topic and turn control.
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Supporting Student Discussion in
Teacher-Led Settings

Given the potential value and the reality of the pervasiveness of teacher
control of topics and turns in classroom discussions, there are two impor-
tant avenues for reflection that a teacher can consider in terms of his or
her own classroom practices: (a) how to use the teacher-controlled settings
to create environments to advance students’ participation as active mem-
bers of the community, and (b) how to provide alternative settings in
which students assume more leadership and responsibility in their class-
room talk. In this section we summarize ways to enhance the teacher-led
context. Alternative settings are discussed in the section that follows.

Suggestions for how to enhance students’ participation in teacher-led
settings have ranged from the relatively straightforward, such as increased
use of “wait time” to the more challenging, such as engaging in talk as
facilitator-participant (e.g., Eeds & Wells, 1989; Villaume et al., 1994), to
the relatively complex, such as Goldenberg’s (1992/1993) description of 10
elements of an “instructional conversation.” We describe each of these
suggestions below.

Wait time. Rowe (1986) describes the findings of a series of studies she
conducted over a 20-year period, asking teachers to increase the amount
of time they waited for students to respond to their elicitations and the
amount of time between students’ responses and feedback. Her research
has documented changes from waiting only one second to waiting a full
three seconds (note that while this may seem to be a trivial change, the
additional two seconds can seem like an eternity in fast-paced classrooms)
both after the initiation and before their response. The following four
changes are among those Rowe has documented.

1. There is greater continuity in the development of ideas.

2. The number of questions teachers ask is reduced, and the
questions that are asked are more cognitively complex.

3. Teachers use their students’ responses—possibly because they
gain time to listen to what the students have to say.

4. Teachers show higher expectations of their students, and
previously “invisible” students become more visible.

While Rowe notes that it is far more difficult than it seems it should be to
increase wait time, she suggests that as part of the complex system of
classroom discourse, an increase in wait time is likely to bring about other
positive changes in the system and is well worth the effort.

Creating conversational climates. In addition to waiting longer, others
(e.g., Orsolini & Pontecorvo, 1992) have found that conversational actions
on the part of the teacher can elicit more elaborated discussion on the part
of students engaged in larger group discussions. For example, they found
that in whole-class discussions it is helpful for a teacher to repeat or
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rephrase a student’s answer, something we saw Woodman doing during the
discussion of Why Mosquitoes Buzg in People’s Ears. The rephrasing serves
to highlight particular information that other students may not have ini-
tially attended to and, in recasting a student’s contribution, may invite
elaborations and provide a model of more complex ways of thinking about
the subject at hand.

Further, Orsolini and Pontecorvo suggest that it is likely that students
will provide more elaborate responses when a teacher’s request occurs
within a sequence of conversation in which a claim, an evaluation, or a
suggestion emerges. This is consistent with what we saw in the example
of the discussion of Annie and the Old One. In the discussion, the teacher’s
requests for more information within the discussion about Annie’s behav-
ior led the students to describe their position about the meaning of the
life cycle.

Instructional conversations. Florio-Ruane (1991) and Goldenberg (1992/
1993) have explored the possibility of drawing on what we know about
nonschool talk (e.g., talk between mothers and children) and conversation
in general (e.g., interesting and engaging discussions with a high level of
participation) to distill guidelines for conversations in classrooms with an
instructional focus. Florio-Ruane (1991, p. 382) identifies five maxims drawn
from mother-child conversations, while recognizing that factors such as
classroom conditions (e.g., size, complexity), power relationships, and in-
stitutional forces (e.g., lack of time, materials, space) may make the max-
ims more difficult than one might expect (see Table 4.2).

TABLE 4.2 Instructional Conversation Maxims

Conversational Maxims

Assume competence
Know the learner
Share interest in the task at hand

Follow the learner

M

Capitalize on uncertainty

Assume competence: Inviting students to participate as equals in an
instructional conversation must assume the student has a contribution
to make. Current practices that view the teacher as expert and students
as novices actually promote the opposite perspective about learners and
may hinder students’ active participation. Views such as that reflected
in the Vygotsky Space (see Chapter 1) support the belief that the public
and social conversations within classrooms serve important instructional
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functions to help students construct knowledge and strategies for later
independent use.

Know the learner: To engage the learner at his or her level is consis-
tent with what Lev Vygotsky described in terms of working within students’
areas of potential development. What Vygotsky (1978) has called the zone
of proximal development (ZPD) is that area in which the support provided
by a more knowledgeable other (e.g., a teacher) helps the learners succeedl
in activities or on tasks on which they may otherwise have failed. Such a
position assumes that the teacher has knowledge of students’ abilities and
backgrounds and can draw on the students’ entering knowledge and build
upon it through instructional talk.

Share interest in the task at hand: Authenticity is an important part
of any instructional conversation, and asking meaningful questions is more
likely to occur if the teacher can share an enthusiasm for the activities in
which he or she is asking the student to participate.

Follow the learner: Several examples above illustrate ways in which
the teacher builds on the contributions of the learners, following their
leads in discussing story themes. For example, Ahuna-Ka’ai’ai followed her
learners when they were discussing the story of the moth in the glass jar.
The teacher leading the discussion of After the Goat Man followed Joyce’s
lead when she asked Tom for more information about how his brother
ended up in the hospital.

Capitalize on uncertainty: Uncertainty can indicate “mistakes” or
“errors” on the part of the learner, or it may be viewed as opportunities
for instructional conversations. Rather than simply correcting the child’s
response, as is typical of an I-R-E pattern at its most limiting, the instruc-
tional conversation provides a chance to engage students in the language
of literate thinking as they are invited to solve problems and consider
alternate points of view.

Extending Florio-Ruane’s suggestions, Goldenberg (1992/1993, p. 319)
has studied instructional conversation in terms of two different kinds of
elements (see Table 4.3). Instructional elements indicate support for ex-
plicit teaching strategies, from embedding instruction within a theme such
as described in Chapters 2 and 3 to directly teaching students about con-
cepts with which they are unfamiliar, such as earlier examples in this
chapter regarding vocabulary. The conversational elements make clear the
overall tone of such instruction, emphasizing authenticity (e.g., asking fewer
“known answer” questions) and more respect for students’ contributions.

Participation structures in which the teacher maintains primary con-
trol of conversational topics and turn-taking help to build common knowl-
edge about content and skills, and they provide a site for building knowledge
of our culture’s history and disciplinary knowledge (Edwards & Mercer,
1989). However, they do not promote opportunities for the kind of literate
thinking that occurs when students independently assume responsibility
for identifying and solving problems, using talk to explore ideas, challeng-
ing each other’s thinking, and so forth. Chang and Wells (1988) discuss the
value of collaborative talk between a teacher and his or her students for
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TABLE 4.3 Elements of Instructional Conversations

Instructional Elements Conversational Elements

1. Thematic focus 1. Fewer “known answer” questions

2. Activation and use of background | 2. Greater responsivity to students’
knowledge to begin with what contributions
children know

3. Direct teaching of unknown but 3. Connected discourse in which turns
relevant skills or concepts build on preceding contributions

4. Promotion of more complex 4. A challenging but nonthreatening
language and expression: asking atmosphere

for more information, using
restatements, or asking questions
to get at students’ meanings

5. Eliciting information about how 5. General participation in which the
students have come to particular teacher does not hold the exclusive
conclusions or positions right to determine who talks and when

encouraging literate thinking. In the next section, we extend the notion of
such collaborative talk to focus on structures that rely on greater student
contributions to topic identification and to conversational turn-taking, struc-
tures fundamental to restructuring classrooms to encourage more student-
student interaction around literature and subject matter studies.

Student-Led Participation Structures

It may be useful to revisit Figure 4.1, features of talk, and note again that
turns and topics may be controlled by adults, students, or both. In our
previous section, we emphasized classroom discourse that featured prima-
rily the adult leading both topics and turns, and the potential benefits and
limitations of participation structures with these characteristics. This talk
was typical of that found in Quadrant; of the Vygotsky Space described in
Chapter 1. That is, teacher-led talk usually lies in the public and social
space of the classroom, talk that models strategies and ways of thinking that
students learn to appropriate and transform as they make it their own.

In this section, we turn to student-led classroom discourse, in which
the primacy for control of topic and turns lies with the students. However,
even within student-led participation structures, teachers may influence
conversational topics to varying degrees. For example Woodman and Pardo
provided prompts for students’ reading logs, which in turn served as a basis
for their student-led book club discussions. Pardo established broad areas
for students to investigate, such as newspapers as tools for communication,
and provided guides for students as they worked on their projects. How-
ever, students had far more control of turns during such discussions than
when the teacher was formally “in charge.”
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Thus, we now explore the opportunities for student control of topics
and turns when the teacher is not a direct participant in the conversation,
and the complexities of creating classroom opportunities for such dis-
course. We begin with a discussion of why student-led discourse is critical
in today’s classrooms. We then examine student-led discourse in terms of
collaborative talk in three different classroom contexts: literature discus-
sion, science projects, and a collaborative writing activity. The participa-
tion structures across these three settings share two critical features:
Students are working without the direct leadership of a teacher and, be-
cause of this, are responsible for control of discussion topics and negotia-
tion for turns.

Why student-led discourse? Several scholars have argued for the impor-
tance of students engaging in talk with their peers, whether the talk
relates to literature, science, or other academic areas. Such classroom
discourse provides opportunities for particular types of talk that is less
likely to exist in teacher-controlled and whole-class settings. Cazden (1988)
offers three important reasons for creating opportunities in school for
student-to-student discourse, despite the fact that students have multiple
opportunities outside the classroom. First, out-of-school conversations are
not usually about school subjects; thus, students do not engage in the sort
of academic discourse that is important to success in school. Such
nonschool talk is less likely to help them become part of the academic
discourse community in various school subjects.

Second, in our pluralistic society, we have heard increased arguments
for mainstreaming diverse students on dimensions from mental or physical
disadvantages to students whose first language is not English. Thus, we
must provide the kind of social structures within classrooms that “ensure
equal-status interactions,” that are not as likely to occur within traditional,
teacher-led activities (Cazden, 1988). Third, a strong individual bias within
schools makes little sense when a prominent model of out-of-school inter-
action, whether at the work place or in the social community, is working
within teams and committees.

In terms of the Vygotsky Space (Gavelek & Raphael, in press; Harré,
1984), student-led talk provides opportunities for students to appropriate
public and social discourse and use it in private ways, within their own
groups and without teacher guidance. Such experiences help students begin
to transform and make such ways of talking and related ways of thinking
their own, for use in achieving the goals they themselves set. Further,
student-led discussions can involve the process of publication. Recall that
this process reflects students making public the ways they have appropri-
ated and transformed methods of thinking and talking modeled in the
public and social quadrant. By observing and monitoring student-led dis-
cussions, teachers have a window into students’ usually invisible cognitive
activities.

In addition to general opportunities for students to appropriate and
transform classroom discourse for their own use, Barnes (1976) suggests
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that collaborative talk is critical for school success since it is within such
groups that students experience and appropriately engage in a particular
type of discourse that he calls “exploratory talk.” The characteristics of
exploratory talk include frequent hesitations, rephrasings, false starts,
changes of direction, as well as hypotheses offered using phrases such as
“could have,” “probably,” “you’d think,” “might have to,” and so forth. He
suggests that such phrases keep possibilities open, reflecting talk that is
akin to thinking aloud. Such talk is unlikely to occur or is sometimes seen
as inappropriate (e.g., “not prepared”) in the more formal settings of whole-
class interactions and I-R-E, talk story, or other teacher-led interactions.
Finally, he argues that it is important to allow students to engage in such
talk without the presence of the teacher. By putting more control in the
hands of the students, they not only must generate hypotheses but also
evaluate them.

Settings for exploratory and collaborative talk among students have
not been as extensively detailed as those where teachers exercise control.
However, the current interest in social constructivist perspectives applied
to classrooms has spawned several different approaches to increasing these
opportunities for student-to-student interactions around text. Some re-
searchers (e.g. Gilles, 1990; Goatley, Brock, & Raphael, 1995; McMahon,
1994; Wolf, 1993) have explored student discussion groups related to lit-
erature, some (e.g., Palincsar & David, 1992; Wells & Chang-Wells, 1994)
in science, and some in writing (e.g., Daiute, 1986). These researchers
have explored the role of student-to-student talk with mainstream learners
and with students who have been labeled by the school system as having
special needs from second-language learners to the learning disabled. Some
of the studies explore student-led discussions alone, though most draw
connections between the nature of students’ talk and the kind of classroom
discourse that occurs with the teacher present or in the lead. Together,
these studies provide a picture of multiple advantages for students engaged
in student-controlled talk—talk that provides opportunity for exploring
kernels of ideas, analyzing concepts and text, and negotiating decisions.
They also suggest that such talk does not occur “naturally,” but rather, as
a direct outgrowth of extensive meaningful interactions with their teachers
who provide models, guidance, and support for students’ later “teacherless”
interactions.

Collaborative student talk about literature. Collaborative talk related to
literature has been explored in contexts such as Readers’ Theatre (Wollf,
1993), literature study groups (Whitmore & Crowell, 1994), and book
clubs (McMahon, 1994; Raphael & McMahon, 1994). What is characteristic
about all of these studies is the degree to which students learn to assume
increasing responsibilities for interpreting and analyzing the texts they
read, drawing upon strategies, types of talk, and ways of interacting that
had been modeled in whole-class or teacher-led settings. While factors
such as students’ ages (e.g., older students vs. emergent readers) and the
types of texts they read (e.g., fiction, nonfiction) influence the nature of
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students’ talk (Leal, 1992), a picture has emerged from the research that
student talk about literature is an important vehicle for developing their
abilities to comprehend and respond to text.

Through Readers’ Theatre, Wolf (1993) found that collaborative talk
about text provided a critical learning context for three boys—Bobby, Greg,
and Henry—who had received labels that caused their retention and spe-
cial classroom placements throughout their 3- or 4-year school careers.
Wolf has been concerned that students such as Bobby, Greg, and Henry—
who have problems that center around reading but manifest themselves in
a range of school problems—are not given opportunities to learn because
their labels focus on and assign importance to “what is not in the child,
rather than on what is there, and the instruction that emerges from deficit
models assumes that skills will be mastered by the child only if he or she
will listen” (Wolf, 1993, p. 545). She worked within a Readers’ Theatre
(McCaslin, 1990) setting that, instead, assumes that “children will come to
be capable interpreters of text if they are allowed and encouraged to talk”
(Wolf, 1993, p. 545).

In Readers’ Theatre, students read a story, then turn the story as a
whole or events from the story into a script to be performed, providing
authentic opportunities for students to practice newly appropriated strat-
egies or to transform appropriated strategies in personally useful ways.
This involves their analysis of the story; negotiation around what to select
from the story to effectively dramatize it and how to interpret the story for
the performance; and considerations of how the printed word is translated
into public performance through nuances in gesture, tone, and physical
activity. Such negotiations and interpretations occur through collaborative
talk among students. Such talk provides authentic settings for students to
exercise control over the topics they bring up and interactions they engage
in, and as Chang and Wells (1988) point out, the talk requires them to
consider alternatives, justify them to their peers, and make planning pro-
cesses visible, open to analysis, and thus increases their ability to be brought
under intentional control.

For example, after hearing the story Tikki Tikki Tembo (Mosel, 1968)
once, and exploring it on his own in class, Bobby laid out a sequence of
actions, lines for the characters, costumes, separating scenes, and charac-
ters’ attitudes for two of his peers, Henry and Maia. His interpretation,
however, did not provide his peers with input. Their talk focused on nego-
tiation, as Henry and Maia worked to convince Bobby of their right for
input:

Maia: No, we have to look in the book. . . . We have to find out
the scene that we're going to do.

Henry: It's right here. [turning to the book and reading]
Chang ran as fast as his little legs could carry him to his
mother

Bobby: No, that’s not the scene . . .

Henry: and said, “Oh, most honorable Mother, Tikki tikki tembo—
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Bobby: No, I've already told. . . . the scene. The scene is Maia
tells us never to play by the well.
Maia: No, Bobby, you don’t know if we agree on that scene!

Wolf points out that students in such settings are interacting with
text, making decisions about significant story events, and analyzing poten-
tial impact of the event on a public audience, as well as engaging in social
negotiations for rights and responsibilities. As students worked on their
script, they were practicing the craft of writing for an authentic and mean-
ingful purpose. They considered conventions of language such as prosodic
cues (stress and intonation in oral language that is interpreted from writ-
ten text) and ways to translate from print to oral language. They consid-
ered their audience’s need for background knowledge and connecting
information across scenes. They made decisions about which props, sets,
costumes, and actions would enhance the narrative of the text. Through
their talk, student-to-student with the related rights and responsibilities,
they engage in literate behaviors even before they may have complete
control over literate skills, and they accomplish something together that
they would be unlikely to achieve working alone.

Literature-study groups provide another site for students to engage in
control over topic and turns, even though in some cases the teacher may
not absent herself from the conversation. As Villaume et al. (1994) noted,
teachers may be participants in the discussion. Whitmore and Crowell
(1994) focused on how the process of questioning—particularly students’
asking of questions within literature study groups—helped shift the locus
of control from the teacher to the students in Caryl Crowell’s whole lan-
guage classroom. In this classroom, students assumed control of the agenda
for discussing a set of books related to war and peace, a topic they found
important when the Persian Gulf War broke out. The researcher and teacher
in this classroom studied the nature of the questions the students asked
and how they provided opportunities for the students to expand their
knowledge about literature and their literary response, as well as develop
their understanding of the concepts of war and peace.

Questions students asked ranged from a focus on historical events to
character motivations, from single questions seeking information to ques-
tions that recurred over time and across texts. For example, in their initial
discussion of several books that would form the basis of the study unit,
students leafed through the texts for nearly 25 minutes, examining illustra-
tions, reading captions to each other, and reacting to the emotional issues
the texts conveyed. Their questions reflected their innocence of war: “What
do they do at the concentration camps?” “Like if you were alive back then
you would be getting tooken to a concentration camp?” “What about nuclear
war?” “Did Saddam Hussein get abused like Hitler did as a child?” With
such questions driving their later reading of and interactions around the
text, it is not surprising that students were highly engaged and learned a
great deal from the unit, about the topic of study—war—and about the pro-
cess of talking about text.
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In terms of what they learned about the topic, students expressed
changes in their views of war as a result of the books they read. Trevor
noted that, “I've changed my thoughts about war. I used to, like, play war,
but now it makes me sick.” Travis noted that, “Now I think about it a lot
more . . . what’s going on, what was going on in Iraq and about other stuff.”
Lolita made a connection to her family, stating that, “I don’t fight as much
with my brother any more” (Whitmore & Crowell, 1994, p.54).

Such comments are similar to ones that students made in a similar
unit of study in Woodman’s Book Club classroom described in Chapter 2.
In one book club discussion, Jennifer, Helena, and Randy made connec-
tions between what they had been reading about Japan during World War
II, the Persian Gulf War, and their own families (from 3/25/91):

Jennifer: Sometimes I think why do we ever create guns, knives,
bombs?

Helena:  Uh-huh, those/that’s a bad creation, I think.

Jennifer: 1 mean, because people use ’em for the wrong things.
Like they know how we get um/ / /all the BB guns?

You find kids shooting, um, BB guns through windows
and hurting people and all that?

Helena:  Get outrageous for that!

Randy: Jennifer, sometimes [ was thinking about your statement
because they use, sometimes they use them in the
wrong way?

Jennifer: Yeah, because not if you find, like, the United, the
United States and, um, Kuwait and all that, they using
them like, they bomb, you know, to hurt people, I mean

Helena: My uncle’s / / my uncle’s making bombs now and I'm not
proud to say this but um he makes bombs now, for war.
They’re not, he’s not making atomic bombs. He’s making
different bombs ‘cause he can’t, he’s not authorized to
make atomic bombs.

20 Jennifer: You know what? Sometimes it’s not always people’s fault
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21 because they have to make that . . .

22 Helena: ... they have to have . . .

23 Jennifer: They have to, they have, like if they didn’t have the job,
24 they wouldn’t be able to support their family. I mean

25 their family may be out on the streets or something.

Jennifer commented on the larger problem raised by the idea of war,
that introducing weapons creates a problem because people use them in
the wrong way (lines 1, 4-7). Helena agreed with that and Randy later
restated and summarized Jennifer’s position (lines 9-11). Throughout, stu-
dents used the exploratory talk described by Barnes (1976) to explore
their thoughts related to the texts about war that they had read. They
personalized the issues, both in terms of the way BB guns are used in their
neighborhood and in the roles their relatives are currently playing in
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creating these weapons. However, Jennifer also connected the creation of
weapons to a bigger issue, taking the perspective of the family who relies
on such a job for their food and shelter (lines 20-21, 23-25). The conver-
sation pushed students to analyze the contribution of a major event such
as the development and production of powerful weaponry, as well as to
take multiple perspectives on the reasons for the industry. Further, Helena’s
comment distinguishing her uncle’s production of bombs from atom bombs
(lines 15-19) suggests that they are aware of the degree of destruction of
such weapons.

Students in Crowell’s classroom (Whitmore & Crowell, 1994) also
described what they learned about the process of text discussion, particu-
larly in their evaluation of the importance of a book for raising questions.
In conversations between Crowell and her students at the end of the unit,
student were able to identify what makes a good question as well the
relationship between good questions and a good book. For example, Eliza-
beth volunteered that a good question is “if the question is real hard to
answer it, and you don’t really know it, and it takes a long time to find out,
that’s what makes it interesting” (p. 53).

Trevor, Colin, and Travis criticized Seuss’ book (1984), The Butter
Bottle Book, an allegory of the arms race that ends with two sides facing
each other with their weapons of destruction. Travis noted that, “It’s bor-
ing. Well, it’s not boring, it’s just—There’s nothing. There’s no questions,
nothing to talk about.” Colin expanded, “The only question is what hap-
pens.” Trevor later stated that, “It wasn’t a question book except for what
happened at the end. . . . It didn’t make you think” (Whitmore & Crowell,
1994, p. 53). These comments suggested that students valued books for
their ability to raise ambiguous questions throughout, to make them think.
Similarly, Jason, a student in Pardo’s fifth-grade classroom using Book
Club, suggested to her that she use Dahl’s James and the Giant Peach
(1961) as a read aloud rather than a Book Club book the following year.
He felt that the book did not give them enough worth talking about and
that instead, it was just a book for fun (Pardo, in press).

Such collaborative experiences provided settings in which students
interpreted, analyzed, and responded to the texts they read. They were
able to explore new ideas, take alternative perspectives, and evaluate the
quality of the books they read on a number of levels, from the “fun” of the
book to its ability to generate meaningful and interesting discussion. Such
abilities grew out of the teacher-led discourse about text that occurred in
such settings as community share in Book Club, through guidance from a
theater director and teacher in Readers’ Theatre, and through modeling
and participation on the part of teachers such as Caryl Crowell.

Collaborative student talk in science. The work of Wells and Chang-Wells
(in press) suggests that collaborative talk around their science units was an
important vehicle for the learning of a diverse group of third- and fourth-
grade students from the inner city of Toronto. Students in this classroom
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spend much of their time in peer groups in sustained inquiry about topics
drawn from the school curriculum and related to the students’ work in
literature, art, and drama. Wells and Chang-Wells described students’ col-
laborative talk, both with their teacher and within their peer groups as
they studied “time.” The authors stress the importance of the collabora-
tive talk in settings in which the teacher is present, talk that provides
students with models of inquiry, reasons for asking different types of ques-
tions, and support when confusions occur that are not resolvable within
their peer groups.

In the unit about time, the teacher helped students build their knowl-
edge about the construct of time, as well as their understanding about the
inquiry process, specifically the notion of what constitutes “a fair test”
(i.e., controlling variables) in a science experiment. These two goals of the
inquiry unit provided the framework within which students engaged in
collaborative talk around activities such as identifying alternative means
for measuring time and identifying whether weight or length of string af-
fects the swing of a pendulum.

Three students—Emily, Veronica, and Lily—were working together to
invent a way of measuring how long it would take to empty a bottle of water.
They were to invent a way of measuring how long the emptying took as well
as to determine whether or not they had created a “fair test.” After some
false starts, each of the three filled a juice bottle to the brim, then took
turns emptying their bottles as one child clapped and the other counted the
number of claps that occurred before the bottle was emptied. This was
repeated three times, once for each child’s bottle. Lily’s emptying took four
claps, while each of the others emptied in three. Emily paused for a mo-
ment, then asked:

Emily: I know, me and Veronica are tied. Do you know why
you were slow?
Emily: (after a pause in which Veronica did not respond)

What did we / what we did was we, did a method of
timing. Now, d’you guys think it was a fair match?
Veronica: Yeah.
Emily: (doubtfully) Do you?
Veronica: Cos we each used the same, [thing]

Emily then left and returned a moment later with their science logs to
record their findings, but it was apparent that the findings were still trou-
bling to her. As they finished recording, she raised the question again.

Emily: I want to ask you some questions before we do
something. Why do you think it was a fair match?

Veronica: Cos the bottles were filled to the exact same amount,
because exactly the same.

Emily: Yeh, like we counted EXACTLY [inaudible]

Veronica: Yeh, like I [inaudible]
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Emily: (referring to Lily). Now, why do you think, she lost? Why?
Veronica: Cos she was
Emily: Probably she poured it, probably she poured it slow
(demonstrating).
(Wells, 1993b, pp. 21-22)

At this point the teacher contributed to the conversation, noting that Emily
observed that Lily’s count was more, and that it might be because of the
way that she poured it. Then, Emily demonstrated that Lily’s bottle was at
a different angle than Veronica’s and her own when it was poured. Later,
in her log book, Emily wrote that “Testl. It wasn’t a fair match because
Lily tiled her bottle sideways. Our method was claping (sic).” Her entry
demonstrates that she was developing an understanding of the principle of
a fair test, and, that through her interactions with her peers, she had
drawn them into using this principle as a way to evaluate their experiment.
Collaborative talk among peers provided her with the opportunities for
exploratory talk, while the moderate contribution of the teacher helped
her extrapolate the specific issue of the change of the variable of bottle
angle which may have made for an “unfair” test.

Palincsar and David (1992) worked with sixth-grade students as they
worked in small, collaborative activities aimed at solving problems related
to matter and molecules in science. Initial interviews suggested that these
students had little understanding of the scientific inquiry, describing it as
“you take your group of numbers and try to come up with an answer that
could astonish or amaze people,” “make it sound like you're a scientist,” “to
look up the problem and the answer,” and other similar comments (p. 2).
Thus, Palincsar and David began with a plan, like that of the teacher teach-
ing third and fourth graders about time, that would teach students about
both the content of the unit—matter and molecules—as well as the pro-
cesses of scientific inquiry and collaboration. This included how scientists’
talk can be described as “explanatory discourse” and the way in which this
kind of discourse differed from more casual conversation.

Like many of the researchers studying classroom discourse, Palincsar
and David found that it is important for students to be involved in
negotiations at all phases of the inquiry process, from defining the prob-
lems through generating ways to test their evolving theories to explain
scientific concepts. They noted that it is helpful for teachers to provide
parameters for what students can study (based on available resources and
curricular goals), but students need to be involved in a number of decision
points. These can include decisions about the kind of product they will
develop, as well as topics to cover, books and other resources to use, and
questions to ask those they will interview. Like Pardo noted in the social
studies inquiry units, Palincsar and David found that it is important to
balance the realistic constraints of the curriculum and available instruc-
tional materials with opportunities for students to make choices and
decisions.
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Collaborative student talk in writing. Like the work of Wells and his
colleagues, and Palincsar and David, Daiute (1986) focuses on collaborative
talk in an activity, that of a set of collaborative writing tasks. She traced
changes in the individual writing of two fourth-grade boys, Brian and John,
before and after their collaboration on five papers about animals. Research
on the topic, selected by the researchers because of its presence in the
school curriculum, was supported by a series of minibooks, each of which
contained pictures and sentences about a particular animal’s description,
habitat, and life conflicts. The writing was to focus on detailing how ani-
mals’ lives, like those of people, can be difficult. Brian’s initial individual
story incorporated a twist on facts about predator-prey relationships as he
described an owl trying to catch mice, who rebelled and were helped by
some crows. John’s initial story formed around the fact that frogs eat
insects and worms, and his protagonist was a frog who did not have the
heart to eat worms. He resolves the problem by the frog moving to Hawaii
where he feasted on flowers instead. John’s initial story was longer and
more complex than Brian’s.

On their five collaborative writing projects, they used Brian’s structure
of building a story around an underdog’s permanent or temporary victory.
Their second individual stories, completed after the five collaborative writing
activities, revealed changes in each of their writing as individuals. Brian’s
story was longer, used dialogue (present in their collaborative writing but
absent from his original piece), and more complex sentences. John’s final
story, written on his own, was not as long as his first and had fewer
complex sentences, but was an interesting and entertaining account of the
triumph of an underdog. What was clear is that they both contributed to
and gained from the collaboration, though in different ways. Brian pro-
vided the concept of the twist of fate in the animal’s roles in the life cycle,
while John contributed more complex written language and use of dialogue
to advance a story. Their talk ranged from planning plot structures, char-
acter names, and specific events to considering spelling and punctuation.

Both Brian and John noted in their final interviews that writing
collaboratively was helpful both for the larger pool of ideas and the fact
that they had someone to respond to the ideas they suggested and perhaps
come up with alternatives. Other students in the class, however, described
the difficulty of negotiating to determine whose ideas might be used. Daiute
suggests that it is just this process of offering and considering alternate
options that provides an avenue for students to expand their knowledge
about and their inner dialogues around writing.

Together, these examples illustrate the range and depth of potential for
meaningful collaborative talk among students, with or without the pres-
ence of the teacher. Such talk provides opportunities that are unlikely to
exist within the constraints of large-group, teacher-controlled activities,
opportunities for students to assume responsibilities for analyzing, evalu-
ating, questioning, and co-constructing ideas related to the texts and ac-
tivities in which they are engaged.
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Concluding Comments

In this chapter we described the primary participation structures that exist
or that can exist in elementary language arts classrooms as well as across
the curriculum. The structures were described in terms of how they varied
on two important dimensions of control: the control of the topics of con-
versation and the control of turn-taking or contributing to the conversa-
tion. We argue for the importance of using flexible grouping arrangements,
using the whole-class and small-group settings in which the teacher as-
sumes primary control as opportunity for teachers to model appropriate
and effective communication skills and relevant content for talking about
the texts students read in school. We suggest that it is through their talk
about text, broadly defined, that students engage in the language of literate
thinking, language that is fundamental to their success in and out of school.
Cazden (1988, p. 54) suggests that

it is easy to imagine talk in which ideas are explored rather than answers
to teachers’ test questions provided and evaluated; in which teachers talk
less than the usual two-thirds of the time and students talk correspondingly
more; in which students themselves decide when to speak rather than
waiting to be called on by the teacher; and in which students address each
other directly. Easy to imagine, but not easy to do.

In this chapter we have identified two features on which classroom talk
varies—control of the topic and control of turn-taking—and illustrated how
these fundamental aspects of talk play out in creating a range of opportu-
nities for students to learn. As in all aspects of teaching, it is important for
teachers and students to have a repertoire of means for using talk in
meaningful ways to promote learning and literate thinking within the lan-
guage arts classroom and across the school day.



chapter 5)

Narrative Text and
Literacy Instruction

In this section of the book, we focus on knowledge about talk and text
that teachers such as Deb Woodman and Laura Pardo draw upon in their
literacy instruction. In Chapter 4, we focused on talk about text, while in
this and the next chapter, we turn our focus from talk to text. If you were
to make a list of what you had read in the past 24 hours, you would likely
include reading texts that provided information (e.g., the morning newspa-
per or weekly news magazine), provided directions (e.g., programming a
VCR, assembling a newly purchased item), told a fictional story (e.g., a
mystery from the local library), and told a true story (e.g., a letter from a
friend). Even this list does not exhaust all the possible texts that you could
have read within the course of a single day.

We believe that text is the very basis of literacy instruction, for it is
text in its variety of forms that we want our students to be able to read
and create. From a social constructivist perspective, text is an important
tool within our societies and cultures for it provides a written record of our
conventional knowledge. Further, within this perspective, text is one im-
portant tool for thought, for recording, remembering, and reevaluating our
thinking. Text can be described in terms of its purposes (e.g., to share
information, to provide a guide, to tell a story) as well as in terms of its
structures or forms (e.g., comparison-contrast, explanation, narration).

In writing about text, we found it convenient to divide our discussion
into two broad categories: narrative and expository text, devoting one
chapter to each form. We did this partly because it was a convenient dis-
tinction: Narrative texts—stories—often form the basis of literature-based
instructional curriculum, while expository texts—often informational—
usually are more common to subject matter study. However, in doing so,
we want to raise two difficulties with making such a distinction appear to
be “real.” First, while we discuss narrative texts as stories in great detail,
we wish to make clear that narratives may be fictional (e.g., science fic-
tion, mysteries, myths) as well as nonfiction or informational (e.g., biog-
raphies). HHowever, both fiction and nonfiction uses of narratives draw
upon similar structures and elements, which we describe in detail later in
the chapter.

122
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Second, the notion of “narrative as story” and “expository as informa-
tion” may be misleading. Bruner (1985) suggests that humans engage in
two different modes of thinking, one being narrative, the other logico-
scientific. Bruner asserts that in the narrative mode of thinking, the em-
phasis is on the importance of interpreting multiple meanings in the world,
of recognizing that all events are subject to the viewpoints or interpreta-
tion of those viewing them. The logico-scientific mode, also thought of as
scientific thinking, seeks to identify and prove “truths” in the world, the
cause and effect relationships among ideas and events. The problem arises
if we associate narrative thinking solely with stories and assume that ex-
pository forms of text are more scientific and present “truth.” Both narra-
tive and expository texts may be subject to interpretation.

As Pardo’s students found in their study of the Civil War, in both
stories (i.e., narratives) and informational texts (i.e., exposition) there were
different perspectives on why the war was fought, and they were faced with
constructing their own understanding of the people, the events, and the
outcomes. While both narratives and exposition presented certain “facts”
(e.g., Abraham Lincoln delivered the Gettysburg address in 1863), how
those facts were linked by the students to create their understandings
varied greatly depending on the positions they assumed. For example, was
the North the “good guy” trying to abolish slavery? Was the North the
“hypocrite,” condoning the poor living conditions of immigrants working in
factories while abhorring slave labor for the cotton plantations?

In short, this chapter is about narrative thinking and narrative text,
studied within a social constructivist perspective. In the sections that fol-
low, we explore narrative in terms of the assumptions of social construct-
ivism. We then examine what makes a narrative a narrative, both in defining
the term and in understanding narrative structure. Third, we discuss liter-
ary elements that characterize narrative text. Fourth, we examine genres
that often assume a narrative structure. Throughout, we explore the role
of narratives and instruction in narrative within an integrated approach to
literacy instruction.

Narrative Text and the Assumptions of
Social Constructivist Perspectives

Like “talk about text” presented in Chapter 4, we consider narrative
thought and narrative text from a social constructivist perspective, in
light of the three assumptions that underlie our view. The first assump-
tion focuses on the socio-cultural environment in which knowledge is
constructed: Stories or narratives provide a window into our socio-cul-
tural environment. One of the foremost ways in which we construct our
images of the world in which we live is through the stories of our culture.
It is through stories that we see ourselves and the values of our own
culture and learn about the cultures of other societies. In a conversation
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where someone makes reference to a tortoise or a hare, most of us rec-
ognize that these two characters represent different types of people, the
slow and steady one who wins the race versus the braggart and fast starter
who runs down before finishing (Bruce, 1978). Cultures are passed on
through stories, and through stories we socially construct who we are and
the ideals for which we stand.

The second assumption focuses on reading and writing as higher mental
functions and emphasizes that both are social and cultural in nature.
Scholars, such as Bruner (1985), have suggested that if we can understand
more about narrative, we will be able to understand the essence of the
mind and the relationships between language and thought. Linguists such
as Chafe (1990) and Wells (1986) similarly have argued that understanding
about narrative can give us a window into the workings of the human
mind. Researchers such as Applebee (1978), Stein and Glenn (1979), and
Mandler and Johnson (1977) have studied children’s development of the
concept of story as a way to understand how thinking develops. Wells
(1986) found that the best predictor of students’ school success was the
amount of time they spent listening to stories during their preschool years.
Within this perspective, the development of narrative thought is a critical
aspect of developing the ability to learn, comprehend, and explain what is
happening in the world in which we live; and the value of learning about
narrative through the study of literature becomes an important part of the
curriculum. Together, these studies and essays suggest that narrative pro-
vides a rich basis for the development of thought and, more specifically, of
literacy in young children.

The third assumption, that learning is facilitated through the assis-
tance of more knowledgeable members of the community and culture, is
closely linked to the ideas already raised above. Just as Wells found that
listening to stories in preschool years was critical for children’s success in
school, within the school students continue to learn from adults and peers
ways to interpret stories, bridge across stories read, manipulate elements
of stories, and create stories. In short, it is through schooling and their
interactions with more knowledgeable members of the community that
students will come to construct their own understandings of how elements
of narrative text can work and can be used in their own interpretation and
creation of text.

What Is Narrative?

Narrative, a main structure within children’s literature, is also a primary
form of language, thinking, and stories. It has received a great deal of
attention for the past few decades (Hade, 1988). One group of scholars
includes those researchers who wished to understand what constitutes a
story, how children’s concepts of stories develop, and how this helps their
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reading comprehension and writing abilities. Researchers, such as Mandler
and Johnson (1977), Kintsch and van Dijk (1978), and Bruce (1978, 1985),
have identified the parts of narrative structures that constitute a “story.”
Others, such as Applebee (1978) and Lehr (1988), have examined devel-
opmental differences in children’s concepts about stories or themes found
in stories. Still others, such as Raphael, Englert, and Kirschner (1989) and
Fitzgerald and Teasley (1986), have examined what happens to students’
knowledge about and ability to read and write narrative when the structure’s
components are directly taught.

Research about narrative, or stories, is rich in its descriptions of what
constitutes a narrative. Knowledge about narrative elements is an impor-
tant basis for literature-based reading instruction since such knowledge
provides a rich foundation for discussions comparing and contrasting texts,
authors’ styles, and treatment of issues and themes. Gordon and Braun
(1985) provide a summary of the structure of narratives based on the
major research studies by cognitive psychologists throughout the 1970s
and early 1980s. Consistent with distinctions made by literary theorists,
they suggest that the major elements of narrative include:

e Settings, which include both the major setting of the overall
story as well as the minor settings that change with different
episodes in the story

e Theme, which refers to the stated or the implied goal of the
main character(s) in the story, and to the author’s intent that
can be inferred from the story

e Plot, which includes the initiating event that marks a change
in the story line and the need for a character’s response;
inner response of the character; action or what the
character actually does; consequence of the character’s action;
the reaction to the character’s action and its degree of
success

e Resolution, which is the direct consequence in a single episode,
or the overall result of the actions within the entire story in
terms of the theme of the story, the author’s potential message,
or the characters’ depicted main goal

Several representations, or what have been termed “story grammars,”
have been offered as support for students’ comprehension and composition
of narrative texts. In a series of studies Raphael, Englert, and their col-
leagues (see Englert & Raphael, 1990; Raphael et al., 1989; Raphael &
Englert, 1990) explored the effectiveness of directly teaching students about
the structure of narratives as a way of enhancing both their composition
and comprehension. They developed a series of “think-sheets,” graphic
organizers designed to prompt students to think about the information
present in narrative and expository text. The narrative think-sheet shown
in Figure 5.1 was based on story grammar representations by Pearson
(1982) and Beck and McKeown (1981).
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FIGURE 5.1 Story Map Think-sheet

Story Map Thinksheet

Who are the main characters?

Where does the story take place?

What problem does the character face?

What happens to start the story on its way?

How does the character(s) respond?

What does the character do to try to solve the problem?

What happens?

|

How was the problem solved?
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In Figure 5.2, we see how David used this generic map to plan a story
that he was to write as a fifth grader during a unit in which he and his
peers had read, listened to, and studied stories in the style of Rudyard
Kipling’s (1987) “Just So” or pourquoi stories (e.g., represented in current
children’s literature by books such as Aardema’s [1975] Why Mosquitoes
Buggz in People’s Ears). In his plan, he has decided that his story will
feature two characters, a giraffe and an alligator, who live in a jungle. The
storyline begins with the giraffe getting a drink from the river, and the
alligator then grabbing it by the neck. The style of the story begins to
emerge as we picture the alligator pulling on the giraffe’s neck and stretch-
ing it. Implicit within David’s plan is the assumption that until this event,
giraffes did not have long necks. He used the solution to make clear that
this tale explains how the giraffes got their distinctive look.

FIGURE 5.2 David’s Story Map
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The story map depicted in Figure 5.1 is one of many different maps
that have been developed by teachers and researchers. For a second ex-
ample of a story map, developed by Englert, Raphael, & Mariage (1994) for
the Early Literacy Project, see Figure 7.4 in Chapter 7. Notice that while
the format differs across these two story maps, the essential elements of
narrative—characters, setting, problem, events, and resolutions—are em-
phasized in both. In the Cognitive Strategy Instruction in Writing project
(discussed in detail in Chapter 6) and in the Early Literacy Project, Englert
and her colleagues (Englert et al., 1994; Englert, Raphael, Anderson, Stevens,
& Anthony, 1991) have found that immersing students in learning about
narrative in writing can help low-achieving students, particularly identified
special-education students, to develop strategic knowledge about how sto-
ries work and to comprehend the stories they read. We describe how these
various structural elements play out in children’s literature in the next
section.

What Literary Elements
Characterize Narrative Texts?

If asked to describe any story you had recently read, you probably would
talk about your response to the text in terms of connections to where the
story occurred, the actors in the text, and-or the events that took place.
You would be drawing upon your tacit knowledge of basic literary ele-
ments: setting, characters, and plot. Further, you might talk about the
author’s message, or the theme of the story, the point of view of the
narrator or characters within the text, and how the text was structured.
Of course, it is unlikely all of these would come up in a casual conversation
about a story, but if asked to do a more formal analysis, literate individuals
are able to draw upon their knowledge of these literary elements, and they
have a well-developed language to be able to express their ideas. This
knowledge is an outgrowth of exposure to numerous stories or narratives
over the course of their lifetimes, and it is consistent with the research
described earlier on concepts of stories and elements that comprise narra-
tive structures. As part of literature-based instruction, teachers continue
students’ exposure to stories through the literature that they read, and
they begin to help students make explicit their developing knowledge of
literary elements.

Within an integrated approach to reading, using literature in trade
books and from magazines and anthologies, teachers face the importance
of providing instruction both in comprehension (the focus of Chapter 7)
and in the literary elements that define the literature they read. Teachers
such as Deb Woodman and Laura Pardo have developed their knowledge
of literary elements, which they can emphasize during students’ everyday
interactions with the texts they read. This knowledge includes understand-
ing each of the major elements of narrative—setting, character, plot, theme,
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point of view, and structure (adapted from Nodelman, 1992; Russell, 1991)—
and making these elements visible to students in interesting and meaning-
ful ways.

In the following sections, we describe each of the literary elements in
turn and use illustrations from children’s literature and children’s writing
to show the range of ways each element is reflected in different texts. We
then draw on examples from whole-class instruction and individual stu-
dents’ literacy activities to illustrate how students acquire and use their
knowledge of each of the literary elements.

Setting as Literary Element

Defining and illustrating setting. Setting describes the context in which
a story occurs, both the place and the time (Russell, 1991). Settings vary
considerably in the details they convey and the images they provoke. For
example, fairy tales typically begin, “Once upon a time,” signaling time in
its most vague sense. A contrast is seen in the opening chapter of Rifles for
Watie (Keith, 1957). The chapter is titled “Linn County, Kansas, 1861,” and
is filled with information about the setting in terms of both time and place.

The iron blade of the plow sang joyously as it ripped up the moist, black
Kansas earth with a soft, crunching sound. . . . Remembering the terrible
Kansas drouth (sic) of the year before when it hadn’t rained for sixteen
long months. The ground had broken open in great cracks, springs and
wells went dry. . . . But now the drouth was broken. After plenty of snow
and rain, the new land was blooming again. (Keith, 1957, pp. 1-2)

The differences in the ways that settings are described correlates with how
important the setting is to the events in the story. The story Sadako and
the Thousand Paper Cranes (Coerr, 1977) could not have taken place
outside the setting of Hiroshima a few years after the atomic bomb was
dropped. Paterson’s (1988) Park Quest only makes sense if juxtaposed
against the years following the Vietnam War, though it could have occurred
anywhere in America. In contrast, Charlotte’s Web (White, 1973) is time-
less, but place is critical. It only makes sense if the place is a farm, but
whether it occurs in the 1930s or the 1990s is not relevant to the story.
Young readers and writers need to develop their sense of how setting in-
fluences the story, and the kinds of decisions authors make with regard to
how much and what types of setting information to include.

Teaching students about setting. Setting received a great deal of attention
throughout the unit in which students explored Japan during World War II,
as Woodman’s students read Coerr’s (1977) Sadako and the Thousand Paper
Cranes, followed by the picture books Faithful Elephants and Hiroshima,
No Pika (Tsuchiya, 1988, & Maruki, 1982, respectively). For example, a
teacher educator from the nearby university whose family was from
Hiroshima was invited to speak to the students to provide a sense of the
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setting in which these stories occurred. The invited speaker shared family
stories that she had heard as a child about her family’s farm in Japan just
outside Hiroshima. She described her family’s plans during the 1940s to
meet at her grandfather’s farm if a bomb were ever dropped and how her
aunt spent three days trying to reach the farm when the atom bomb fell. Her
descriptions helped students develop increasingly vivid images of the setting
(e.g., the city and its surrounding areas) as well as when the events hap-
pened relative to now (e.g., that she was not born yet, that her mother was
a young girl). She also was able to describe Hiroshima today as she had
visited the city recently.

FIGURE 5.3 David’s Story Setting
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Similarly, students in Pardo’s classroom spent a good portion of the
research phase of their unit on the Civil War studying setting. A large map
on the “Civil War bulletin board” detailed the northern, southern, and
border states and the Mason-Dixon line. Students located Gettysburg, Bull
Run, Richmond, Fort Sumter and other key locations for battles and events.
They found Illinois and specifically southern Illinois as Pardo introduced
the main characters from Hunt’s (1964) Across Five Aprils, the book she
read aloud throughout the unit. They discussed how the main characters’,
Jethro’s and Bill’s, family lived in southern Illinois. Their discussions made
clear the significance that while Illinois was a northern state, they lived in
the southern portion near Kentucky, a border state, and had many rela-
tives in the South. Students had many discussions about how this particu-
lar setting helped contribute to the tensions between Bill and Jethro over
their decisions about the side each would eventually support.

Discussions about setting such as those described above are part of the
classroom discourse discussed in Chapter 4. In these two examples, the
discourse about setting is public and social, Quadrant; of the Vygotsky
Space described in Chapter 1. These public and social discussions are
critical to helping students develop an understanding of setting as a literary
element and the role it plays in the narratives they read and write. David’s
story about how giraffes got their long necks helps to illustrate how stu-
dents can appropriate and transform the information from the whole-class
discussions to achieve their own goals as readers and writers.

Setting played an important role in the story that David was developing
about how the giraffe got its long neck. His story map conveyed his overall
plan, indicating the setting was a jungle with a river. Later, he developed this
setting more fully as he planned his story in more detail. He developed the
description shown in Figure 5.3, emphasizing the “lushis green plants and
animals everywhere. The plants are dripping from the storm that just hit.”

He went on to include the range of animals within the setting, some
peacefully relaxed (e.g., “elephants are taking a bath by the bank”), others
at work (e.g., “exotic birds hunt for food in the shallow water”). David’s
experiences reading and talking about texts and their literary elements
helped him appropriate and transform the words of published authors to
use for his own purposes in developing his story.

Character as Literary Element

Defining and illustrating character. “Character” reflects both personality
and the motivations for acting. The amount of detail provided about par-
ticular characters varies considerably depending on the author’s purposes
and the characters’ roles in the story. Authors convey information about
character in different ways (Huck, Hepler, & Hickman, 1987; Norton, 1983):

® narrative description
e conversations among characters



¢ describing their thoughts
e showing the thoughts of others about them
¢ showing them in action

For example, in a book written within the “liberated fairy tale” genre
(see Nodelman, 1992), description of the princess in Sleeping Ugly is quite
detailed since she is presented against type, meaning she is not a typical
fairy tale princess. “Princess Miserella was a beautiful princess if you counted
her eyes and nose and mouth and all the way down to her toes. But inside,
where it was hard to see she was the meanest, wickedest, and most worth-
less princess around. She liked stepping on dogs. She kicked Kkittens . . .”
(Yolen, 1981, p. 7-8). In this example, the author has conveyed informa-
tion about character through the subtleties and humor that can be under-
stood in light of knowing about how characters are supposed to behave
within particular genres. Her personality is clear in the introduction, though
the reader must wait to learn more about her motivations.

In Reeder’s (1989) Shades of Gray, used during the Civil War unit in
Pardo’s fifth-grade classroom (see Chapter 3), Will, a 12-year-old boy or-
phaned by the war, is one of the main characters. Reeder introduces her
readers to Will’s status as an orphan by conveying, through description, his
bitterness and his thoughts over the whole situation of the war:

At the mention of his family, Will felt the familiar burning behind his eyes.
He clenched his jaw and waited until he could speak without his voice
trembling. . . . It was fine for Doc Martin to talk. The war hadn’t ruined
his life. His father and brother hadn’t been killed by the Yankees. His little
sisters hadn’t died in one of the epidemics that had spread from the
encampments into the city. And his mother hadn’t turned her face to the
wall and slowly died of her grief. (Reeder, 1989, p. 2)

Will’s personality emerges in this short introduction, from his reluctance to
display his emotions to his resentment of his current situation.

There are different features or types of characters that serve as a basis
for literary analysis as well as help in the comprehension of a text. Char-
acters can be static or dynamic, round or flat, and stereotypes. Static-
dynamic captures the differences between characters that remain the same
throughout the story or, as is common, grow and change over time. Yolen’s
princess, described above, is a static character, not changing despite sev-
eral opportunities to learn. Will, the main character in Shades of Gray, is
a good example of a character who grows and changes over time. In this
story, he is taken to live with his Aunt Ella, Uncle Jed, and cousin Meg, his
mother’s family and his only living relatives. Coming from a Confederate
family that had slaves and supported the notion of states’ rights, he con-
fronts his uncle who felt the war was wrong, refused to have slaves, and
refused to take up arms. His initial meetings describes his intense feelings
about his uncle, “His mouth went dry. In the flurry of meeting his cousin
and aunt, he’d momentarily forgotten his dread of living in the same house
with a traitor—or with a coward, rather, since his uncle hadn’t actually
helped the enemy (Reeder, 1989, p. 9).
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In this paragraph, the author expands on Will’s character and under-
lying motivations for his later interactions with his uncle, and she conveys
information about his uncle as well. Over the course of time, Will comes
to understand that the stance his uncle took was a brave one and learns
to respect him for taking a difficult stand in the face of constant harass-
ment by his family and his neighbors. Through dialogue, Reeder makes
Uncle Jed’s views explicit, as Uncle Jed explains to Will the importance of
being true to one’s own beliefs. He says, “I do what I think is right without
worrying as to whether it will cause me gain or loss. A man doesn’t want
to have to stop and try to figure out what everybody else might think or
do each time he has to make a decision” (p. 118).

In addition to being static or dynamic, characters can also be flat or
round (Lukens, 1990). Flat characters usually are unidimensional such as
Sadako’s brother and parents in Sadako and the Thousand Paper Cranes.
With the focus on Sadako, little depth of character is provided about her
parents or sibling. In contrast, Sadako is a round character, with much
information about her goals, feelings, and needs. Similarly, in Shades of
Gray, both Uncle Jed and Will are round characters, fully developed in
terms of their looks, thoughts, and feelings. Reeder describes them, shares
their thoughts, includes their conversations, and shows them in action. In
contrast, Will’s mother and sisters are flat. While we know he misses them,
we know little about them as people other than through Will’s memory.

Finally, there are stereotypes, characters who represent a type of per-
son or a group (e.g., the fox who represents slyness in the tale of the
tortoise and the hare, initially suggesting the race), and foils, characters
who underscore the contrasts of another character (the kind-hearted Plain
Jane in Yolen’s Sleeping Ugly). Temple (1992) uses the story Petronella
(Williams, 1984) to make stereotypes about gender within our culture more
visible. He shows how literature casts characters in terms of stereotypical
features or, in the case of Petronella, against them. Petronella, unlike most
fairy tale princesses who wait for their prince to come, decides to go forth
and find one of her own. She has a series of adventures in which she must
prove her mettle. She does so quite successfully, using kindnesses and
caring to save herself from wild animals and other foes, and through her
own efforts, finds the man that she sought. The foil in that story is the
weak-willed prince whose primary concern is sunbathing. The story stands
as a tale in its own right, but it also works because it challenges our
stereotype of the weak-willed and passive female waiting to be rescued by
the charming and talented prince. Similarly, Sleeping Ugly makes stereo-
types visible with a beautiful princess less worthy than the foil, Plain Jane
(see Temple, 1992, for extensive discussion).

Addressing the stereotypes within stories is particularly important when
we consider that in most literature, females are portrayed as caretakers
(e.g., mothers, princesses, helpers in the kitchen, teachers) while males act
as fighters and explorers in the broader world (Temple, 1993). Female
story characters achieve their goals because they are helped by others,
while males achieve success through their own efforts (Jett-Simpson &



Masland, 1993). Teachers can use narrative characters to raise questions
about role expectations and stereotypical behaviors.

Authors of children’s literature can help to make the subtle stereotyp-
ing visible and to change such patterns when possible. Drawing from her
own writing for children, Mem Fox (1993) illustrated how inadvertently
authors convey expected roles. Despite her long history as a working woman,
she found one of her own stories guilty of conveying such stereotypes. In
a story she originally published in Australia, when the husband of the main
character’s neighbor was unable to work, his wife cried, “How shall we
live?” Fox was appalled that she stereotyped in two ways: (a) the man
worked and (b) the woman felt unable to support herself. Fox recently
revised her text for publication in the United States. In the current ver-
sion, the wife was the one who worked. When she was unable to continue
working, her husband says, “She may never work again. . . . Our life will
be very hard.” Fox’s shifting to a working woman was one step in what she
felt was the right direction. Similarly, in her stories she tries to go against
stereotypes: a young tough koala is female, not male. A young boy named
Tough Boris cries when his parrot dies.

Understanding characters and characterization is one step toward in-
terpreting the narratives that children read. There are many ways of intro-
ducing students to character exploration and identification (Monson, 1987).

Teaching students about character. Teachers can encourage students to
understand the characters in the stories they read in a variety of ways.
For example, in addition to talking directly with students during mini-
lessons in reading and writing, Woodman and Pardo encouraged their
students to use their reading logs as sites for thinking about characters.
One reading log strategy involved generating character maps such as the
one illustrated in Figure 2.3 in Chapter 2. Recall that Randy, a student in
Woodman’s classroom, had created the character map of Sadako as a way
of creating a better understanding of who she was. Similarly, students in
Pardo’s classroom have studied characters in the novels they have read
and have used character maps to visually organize what they view to be
important about characters in the texts they read. Their maps vary con-
siderably, as illustrated in Figures 5.4, 5.5, and 5.6.

When Mei, the student from Vietnam who was in both Woodman’s and
Pardo’s classrooms for fourth and fifth grades respectively, read Dahl’s
(1961) James and the Giant Peach, she developed character maps for both
James and the ladybug (see Figure 5.4). Unlike Randy’s approach listing
brief characteristics of a character, Mei used the map to illustrate key
events in James’ story (e.g., “James was meet a new friends”) and his
feelings during the story (“James was scare because he think the lady Bug
is going to eat him”). Similarly, she described the ladybug in terms of what
she looked like (e.g., ladybug had a giant is dot on her shelt wings”), what
she did (e.g., “lad bug was making a beds”), and where she lived (i.e., “she
lived in a peach”).
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FIGURE 5.4 Mei’s Character Map




FIGURE 5.5 Katrina’s Character Map
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Katrina and Meg’s maps show students’ transformations of the original
character maps used during Book Club, changing both the context in which
they were used and their form. Pardo has a daily silent reading time as part
of her literacy curriculum. She invites her students to share with her what
they are reading through written or oral means. Using the figure of a star,
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FIGURE 5.6 Meg’s Character Map
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Katrina described Jason, the main character in her library book, Shepard’s
(1993) Fogbound (see Figure 5.5). Using a form of the web, but creating
subwebs within the map (see Figure 5.6), Meg described Annie, a main
character in Stine’s (1993) mystery, The Dead Girlfriend.



FIGURE 5.7

David’s Story Character Description
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The use of character maps themselves are one step to help students
focus on important features of the characters that populate their stories.
These maps can serve as an interesting basis for discussion about tech-
niques the author used to make the characters visible and alive to the
readers of the story. The goal is to create opportunities for students to
become captivated by the characters in a story. Monson (1987) notes that
such involvement in characters creates the kinds of vivid memories that
may serve as a basis for comparison when students read other stories, as
well as serve as a connecting point between the stories and their own lives.

Predictably, as students become aware of character development, a
second way of encouraging thoughts about characters is through the
student’s own writing. For example, as David continued to work on his
story of how the giraffe got its long neck, his teacher encouraged him to
focus on the characters in his story, elaborating on those listed in his story
map. In the paragraph shown in Figure 5.7, he balanced the meanness of
the alligator with a love of pranks. He made it clear that the giraffe would
be a “gentle” creature with a “stubby neck.” He is beginning to think about
what his characters need to be like for his story to make sense.

A third useful means for directing students’ attention to characters is
to ask them to place themselves in a character’s situation, then attempt
to analyze how the character was feeling by stepping back and relating it
to how they would feel in such a situation. This was illustrated in Chapter
2, Figure 2.4, when Eva reflected on whether or not she would choose
everlasting life if faced with Winnie’s situation in Babbitt’s (1975) novel,
Tuck Everlasting. Through her writing, Eva struggled to understand Winnie’s
own dilemma over whether to drink the spring water for her everlasting
life. Eva’s thoughts as expressed through her writing make clear her aware-
ness of the complexity of the issue and why Winnie was ambivalent about
her decision, but why she ultimately refused to drink the water.

As students developed in their sophistication of analyzing characters’
motives, we saw students use their book club discussions as sites for
sharing their interpretations of characters’ actions. For example, Randy
and his peers read Number the Stars (Lowry, 1989) and, in the conver-
sation below, debated the appropriateness of the German soldier’s behav-
ior. The soldier had placed his hand on the youngest girl’s golden curls,
ruffling them as he commented about how much she reminded him of his
own little girl. This action led to the following discussion (from Raphael
& McMahon, 1994, p. 113-114).

Richard: Well, I think it was really interesting. I like it. The only
thing I didn’t really like about the book so far is/ why
the soldier/ um, was messing with what her head, 1
forgot her name.

Helena: The girl’s hair? I agree with Richard.

Randy:  Yeah I do too, Annemarie, Annamarie and all,

Helena: Cause he touched Kirsti’s hair, and her curls.

Randy:  Oh yeah, the little, the little girl? . . .



urystal: um, kandy, 11 you were one ol ine people 11 the
story, how would you feel? Not the soldier but
one of the people like, how about the mother?
If you were the father of the kid, what would
you feel?

Randy: I would feel kind of angry and tell the soldier to not
to be doing, go in my daughter’s hair like that
because she didn’t like it. She didn’t, . . .

Crystal: If /if you were in Annemarie’s place, um what would
you feel if someone was/ touching your sister.

Ken: I'd tell them to leave her alone.

Helena: But they were scared. You see, they had a gun to
your back, what would you do? It was probably real
steel or something.

Ken: I'd say “leave her alone” and then I'd go hit him. [['d
sock ‘em all!

Richard: [What happens if they
shot you with the gun?

Ken: If they shot me?

Richard: Yeah.

Randy: [But they had a gun.
You shouldn’t do that/ you should just stand there—

Ken: I'd risk my life for my sister, yeah.

Crystal: I would
Helena: I would
Richard: It depends which sister I am talking about here.

By placing themselves in the characters’ positions, students were able
to identify complex feelings the girls had as they faced the imposing
soldiers, and how their relationship to the youngest girl may have
influenced their behavior. Their discussion characterizes what is meant
when we say that narrative provides avenues for interpretations from
multiple perspectives, rather than creating opportunity to scientifically
test students’ learning. The students had interpreted this passage as
reflecting an issue important in their daily lives—safety and the ambigu-
ity of relationships between adult strangers and children. They saw the
soldiers as threatening and the young girls’ roles as protectors of younger
siblings.

In contrast, when adults on the Book Club project had identified the
main theme of this story event, they noted that the author may have
been attempting to portray the complexity of the characters represented
by the German soldiers, far from their own homes and families, who
missed their own children. In analyzing this soldier’s motives, we saw
how students’ background knowledge from lectures from their parents,
from police who had presented programs on safety, and perhaps from
personal experiences influenced their interpretation of the character’s
motives in this story event.
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Plot as Literary Element

Defining and illustrating plot. Plot concerns the story’s action sequence.
In the terms of cognitive psychology, the plot consists of the initiating
event, the primary character(s)’ internal response, his or her action, the
consequence, and the reaction. In short, plot captures the narrative order
of events and the chronological order. Flashbacks are found in books for
upper elementary readers and older but are relatively rare in stories for
younger students. Thus, a key element in the definition of plot concerns
order of events. In addition, plot also encompasses other features such as
conflict, patterns of action, and types as detailed in Table 5.1 (compiled
from Lukens, 1990).

TABLE 5.1 Elements for Understanding Plot

Conflict Patterns of Action Types of Plots
Person against self: Exposition or explanation | Progressive plots, building
Character’s internal to climax and denouement
conflict
Person against society: Suspense throughout Episodic plots, incidents
Character against the book linked by a unified theme
social order
Person against nature: Cliffhangers at the end
Character against of each chapter

natural phenomena

Foreshadowing future
events

Unrelieved suspense

Climax or turning point

Denouement or resolution

Table 5.1 reveals the complexity of defining plot in simple terms, since
different books reflect different patterns of order, complications, and reso-
lutions to describe different kinds of conflicts and different ways of convey-
ing ideas. For example, Pardo’s fifth graders read Paulsen’s (1987) Hatchet,
in which Brian struggles against nature when he is stranded alone in the
wilderness. Bill, from Across Five Aprils, struggles with his doubts about
the South’s reasons for secession, an example of person against self. Ellen
and Annemarie are characters fighting against society as the Nazis attempt
to take over Denmark in Number the Stars. In exploring the plot as an
element of literature, teachers help students make connections to their
own lives and to the broader themes and issues they may someday face.



FIGURE 5.8 David’s Final Draft

How the Giraffe Got its Long Neck

by David
October, 1991

One day long, long ago, there lived a giraffe named Robert and
an alligator named Gimbo. Robert was very kind and gentle. He had a
short stubby neck and patches of brown. But Gimbo was cruel and
stubborn.

They lived in a lushis green forest. The forest was very moist
and wet from the storm that just hit. Elephants bathed in a river
nearby and flamingo’s and other exotic birds hunted for fish in
shallow waters. Alligators were swimming in the deeper part of the
river.

One day when Robert came to the river to get a drink, Gimbo
was hiding underwater by the bank. When Robert bent down to get a
drink, Gimbo grabbed Robert's head in his jaws. Robert pulled and
pulled but his neck only got longer and longer. Finally, Gimbo let go
but Roberts neck was about 15 feet longer.

And thats why giraffe have long necks.

Scholars have explored plot in children’s literature, with some sug-
gesting that children’s stories should be characterized by a sequence of
events that children find comfortable. For example, Hunt (1991, p. 127)
suggests that “children prefer stories with an element of ‘closure’—that is,
where there is a ‘sense of an ending.”” A plot sequence that has an unam-
biguous ending is more comfortable for children, according to Hunt, than
stories that end in ambiguity. Yet, others suggest students enjoy a range
of endings including ambiguous ones, citing popular stories such as Van
Allsburg’s (1985) Polar Express for young readers and Lowry’s (1993)
recent Newbery Award winning The Giver, for upper elementary and middle
school students.
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Ilowever, it is not surprising to find that in most children’s literature,
the plot structure follows the pattern of problem-resolution, a pattern
reflected in research on children’s concepts of story (e.g., Applebee, 1982;
Stein & Glenn, 1979) and related instructional materials such as the story
map illustrated in Figure 5.1. Problem-resolution plot structures usually
incorporate an initiating event. For example, in Shades of Gray, loss of his
immediate family leaves Will an orphan who must come to terms with his
feelings about living with his uncle. The story is filled with a series of
Will’s actions and the consequences of those actions for his relationship
with his uncle and his understanding of and respect for his uncle’s alter-
native point of view toward the war. The resolution is, in Hunt’s terms, a
comfortable one in that Will develops this new understanding, has the
choice to return to his original home town to live with people who cared
about him, but instead, chooses to remain with his relatives, whom he
now considers his family.

In his story of how the giraffe got its long neck, David was guided by
his original story map or plan for the sequence of events to develop his
story using the problem-resolution structure. His final draft (see Figure
5.8) contained ideas that were developed as he planned for the setting and
characters, and evolved over the storyline that was noted on his story map.

The character and setting information provide the lead into the plot,
which begins with the signal, “One day.” There is an initiating event as
Robert bends down to get his drink, a set of actions around his neck being
stretched, and the resolution that Gimbo let go, Robert’s neck was stretched,
but he was not hurt. Not only was no harm done, but giraffes have contin-
ued to live well with their distinctive necks.

Teaching students about plot. Children’s entering experiences with nar-
rative, from early home reading to experiences in the early primary grades
in school, provide a basis for many different ways of representing their
understanding of story plot and provide the foundation for much of our
instruction in story sequence. Key to understanding plot is understanding
both key events and the relationship among these events. Identifying im-
portant information and identifying sequences of events are two main aspects
of comprehension instruction (discussed in detail in Chapter 7) that relate
directly to understanding and interpreting narratives.

As students read and listen to the many narratives in their classrooms,
teachers can heighten their students’ awareness of both what is important
to the story and to the order of events in both oral discussions and through
students’ own writing. For example, in Chapter 4, we presented a commu-
nity share discussion during which Woodman led the students in identify-
ing the sequence of events in the folktale, Why Mosquitoes Bugs in People’s
Ears (Aardema, 1975). In this discussion, the focus was on eliciting the key
events and helping students understand the order and its significance.
Woodman was able to guide the students to consider the initiating event,
characters’ reactions, and how the problem was solved.



FIGURE 5.9 Eva’s Sequence Chart
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Similarly, through specific reading log activities, Woodman and Pardo
guided students to think about plot events, their significance, and their
sequence. A typical reading log activity emphasizing plot is the “sequence
chart.” Eva’s sequence chart, illustrated in Figure 5.9, represents her un-
derstanding of the main events in the first five chapters of Tuck Everlast-
ing, from the initiating event in which Winnie saw Jesse in the woods to
the point where she is kidnapped by the Tuck family. This map helped Eva
make key story events and their order explicit to herself and provided
Pardo with a window into her interpretation of key events.

In addition to sequence charts developed in response to literature
students read, story maps such as the one depicted in Figure 5.1 and used
by David as shown in Figure 5.2 also help students make decisions about
key events and their sequence as they develop their own narratives. In
short, through oral discussion, analysis of narrative structure within stories
read and heard, and through their own writing, aspects of plot become
visible to elementary students, enhancing their understanding and inter-
pretive abilities.

Theme as Literary Element

Defining and illustrating theme. Literary theme refers to the concept of
meaning in texts. The notion of meaning is one that Lehr (1991) suggests
comes from readers’ life experiences with stories that are then applied to
the particular story read at a given time. Lukens (1990) describes theme
as a “significant truth” that is essential for turning a simple narrative into
literature. This simple truth links ideas from a story into a meaningful
whole which serves to comment on society, human nature, or the human
condition. Huck et al. (1987) describe theme as the author’s apparent
purpose in writing the story. What these different views of theme share is
that the theme is the main or central idea in a story that provides some
unifying base for the text and provides a link from it to other literary
texts. Lehr argues that themes are the aspects of books that “remain
firmly rooted in our minds long after the details of a story are forgotten”
(1991, p. 4).

Specific themes linked the texts read throughout Pardo’s unit on the
Civil War. One theme that emerged initially in discussing the read-aloud
text, Across Five Aprils, was the tension between standing up for what you
believe to be right and doing what is expected of you. In Across Five
Aprils, Jethro and Bill faced each other as brothers fighting on different
sides of the war. In Shades of Gray, Will and Uncle Jed face each other
over their shared love of the South and their intense disagreement initially
over how that love should have played out in taking up arms. In Who
Comes with Cannons?, students read of southern neighbor against neigh-
bor as the Quakers in the story ran stations along the Underground
Railroad, while their neighbors sought runaway slaves to return to their
masters. In each of these stories, students were asked to understand the



difficulties of taking a stand for which you believed In the face of
psychological and physical abuse from those close to you. Such a theme
was relevant during the 1860s as the war progressed but is just as relevant
in students’ lives today.

Teaching students about theme. An important part of response to litera-
ture involves thinking thematically about the texts read and making
intertextual connections across text and between the texts and one’s own
life. Eva was thinking about the theme in Tuck Everlasting as she explored
her own feelings about eternal life. Randy and his peers were thinking about
theme as they placed themselves in the situation of the characters in
Number the Stars and made connections to issues in their own life about
protecting younger siblings. Their teachers had encouraged these students
to make connections between the texts they read and their own lives by
focusing on themes. These themes were developed through reading log
prompts and numerous book clubs and whole-class conversations.

Through thinking aloud, modeling, and specific questions, teachers
can encourage students to think at the thematic level. Consider the follow-
ing sequence of instructional events linked to Pardo’s reading aloud of
Across Five Aprils during the Civil War unit. On the second day of reading
from the book, Pardo read a section in which the author makes Jethro’s
conception of war clear. Pardo emphasized this idea through questions she
asked her students and connections to earlier narratives they read. First,
she asked students to tell her about Jethro’s idea of war. Students re-
sponded by sharing that he thought it was exciting, fun, and so on. At
times, she repeated students response, saying “Almost like a game, I like
that” or “A cool thing—yes.” She then made a connection to Avi’s (1984)
The Fighting Ground, a novel set during the American Revolution which
they had studied earlier in the year. She asked, “Is this the true version of
the war?” The link to their study of the American Revolution and the
novels that were set during that time helped bring out the theme of the
reality of wars, of loss and disillusionment that can occur, and of the very
real dangers that exist for ordinary citizens as well as soldiers when coun-
tries are at war.

The next day, as Pardo began reading from Across Five Aprils, she
started by calling attention to Jethro’s vision of war and how similar his
view was to the character, Jonathan, from The Fighting Ground. Students
volunteered that both characters thought that war would be exciting and
fun, with the uniforms and bugles and drums. In reference to The Fighting
Ground, they noted that Jonathan learned it was much more difficult. One
of the boys then said that maybe Jethro would have an experience like
Jonathan’s. Throughout this discussion, Pardo set the stage for her students
to consider broad themes raised in the book. Her questions focused on
issues, rather than simply on setting or character.

This continued on the third day of reading, as shown in a segment
of fieldnotes recorded while observing in Pardo’s classroom. In this
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chapter, Bill and his brother Jethro had begun to have disagreements
about their belief in the war. Pardo wanted her students to understand
how Bill's ambiguity extended the theme from the difficulty and dangers
of war to considering whether or not the war was appropriate at all. The
fieldnotes state:

Laura asks why Bill is so troubled and Roger mentions that he’s worried
about family issues and the war. Laura’s pushing them on what Bill is
questioning about the war; she reminds them that Pa and his brother,
Jethro, are sure of something, but what is Bill unsure of? Mandy says he’s
confused. Laura says yes, he is actually confused about the “rightness of
the war.” He’s confused about it because he hates slavery, but he hates
the immigrants being treated the way they were in the factories. Laura
asks if he’s confused on the issues of whether or not they should have the
war and if that’s the case, does he know what side he’s on. Roger says,
“he’s on the border” and Laura responds, “yes, Roger, exactly!” and
elaborates on Bill's confusion. Then she asks if the kids can help her form
the issue. They settle on the “rightness of the war and which side to
choose.” She adds this to a chart on the bulletin board under: ISSUES.
(Fieldnotes 4/5/95)

In the above sequence of events, Pardo helped move the students
beyond specific details in the story to consider how they contribute to
thinking about broad themes. One such theme concerns the nature of war
and its impact on ordinary citizens, a theme these students considered
throughout their study of the American Revolution and into their study of
the Civil War. A second, though related, theme specific to this time period
concerns the “rightness” of the Civil War, a theme that emerged again and
again as students moved from their research unit to their reading, writing
about, and discussing historical fiction such as Shades of Gray and Who
Comes with Cannons?P

Other examples of teachers guiding students through discussion to
consider theme can be seen in discussions presented in Chapter 4. Recall
the teacher who led the discussion of Annie and the Old One. Students
initially did not consider the thematic content of the story, the idea of the
life cycle. Through her leading questions, she helped students take a broader
perspective about the events in the story, rather than a simple recall of
the sequence of events. Another teacher described in Chapter 4, Joyce
Ahuna-Ka’ai’ai, focused on theme in their discussions. Recall that the
students had read a story about capturing a moth and learning about
moths from their Japanese grandmother. In contrast to the earlier ex-
amples, these students identified a theme they found important—the
importance of being free. This theme was actually in conflict with the
theme Ahuna-Kai’ai’ai had suggested, that of respecting your elders. What
is important about this example is that the modeling and questioning that
Ahuna-Kai’ai’ai had engaged in throughout the academic year resulted in
her students developing the ability to think about the themes in the sto-
ries they read. Their teacher showed them how much she valued their



independent development of themes by shitting the tocus of the discussion
from the theme she had originally identified to the one they developed.

In addition to leading oral discussions, teachers such as Pardo and
Woodman have found that prompting reading log entries can encourage
students to think thematically. For example, as students read a series of
Mildred Taylor’s books set during the 1930s through the 1950s, Pardo helped
students make intertextual connections by linking the books thematically.
Since each novel dealt in some way with racism in the southern United
States prior to the Civil Rights movement, Pardo occasionally gave stu-
dents a prompt to respond to in their log, focusing them on the racism
underlying particular events, such as the following used during Mississippi
Bridge (Taylor, 1990):

1. Why wouldn’t the shopkeeper let anyone who wanted to try on
the hats in his store?

2. Why did some of the people already on the bus have to get off
to make room for new arrivals? Why didn’t they just take turns?

At the end of the unit, students were asked to write about the theme
that threaded throughout the stories, that of racism. Joe’s essay displayed
in Figure 5.10 suggests that the class discussions and the experience of
responding to the prompts influenced his thoughts about racism.

Point of View as Literary Element

Defining and illustrating point of view. Point of view refers to the eyes
and mind of the character from whose vantage point we are reading the
story and seeing events unfold. As readers we have access to the informa-
tion that is available to the character telling the story, and we are provided
with this information from that character’s perspective on the events. Lukens
(1990) describes four possible points of view:

1. First-person. The story is being told by one of the characters
within the story who can only tell us what he or she knows.

2. Omniscient. The story is told by someone who knows everything
that is happening to all characters in the story and is aware and
can tell us what they each think and feel.

3. Limited omniscient. The story is told by someone who knows
everything about one or a few of the characters, but not
necessarily everyone in the story.

4. Objective or dramatic. The story is told by someone who is
objective, almost as if a camera is simply recording events
without interpretation or commentary.

Point of view plays an important role in understanding not only how
a story works in a literary sense, but also how to make sense of the story.
As Nodelman (1992) notes, just as there are implied readers for whom a
book is written, it is logical to assume that there are “implied speakers,
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FIGURE 5.10 Joe’s Essay About Racism
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whose personalities are suggested by the words of the text” (1992, p. 68).
Bruce (1981) suggests that point of view is reflected in the “implied” story-
teller, one that may not be explicitly stated, and further, that the storyteller
has an “implied” reader.

For example, O’Dell (1960) effectively introduces Karana as his per-
sona to tell her story of being abandoned for 18 years on the Island of the
Blue Dolphins. Her phrasing; use of native terms for fish, shells and food;
and her descriptions of her motivations and feelings all illustrate how
riveting the personal experience story can be. Karana is the implied story-
teller, writing for a particular audience. As readers we consciously abandon
our knowledge of Scott O’Dell, not Karana, as author. Such a literary analy-
sis adds to the enjoyment of the book as a piece of literature, not merely
a text to be read and recalled.

Authors Paterson and Paulsen provide students with strong examples
of the power of the point of view of the third-person narrative for convey-
ing characters’ feelings and emotions through description of their actions
and the settings in which the actions occur. In Bridge to Teribithia (Pater-
son, 1977), we understand Jess’ despair at the death of his friend, and his
guilt over not asking her to join him on a trip that day with his teacher
through Paterson’s third-person omniscient point of view:

“He could hear the sounds of the whispers but not the words. Not that he
wanted to hear the words. He was suddenly ashamed that he’d thought he
might be regarded with respect by the other kids. Trying to profit for
himself from Leslie’s death. I wanted to be the best—the fastest runner in
the school—and now I am. Lord, he made himself sick. He didn’t care
what the others said or what they thought, just as long as they left him
alone. . .” (p. 124).

Similarly, in his book about a young man’s survival in a deserted
section of woods in upstate New York with only a hatchet as a tool, Paulsen
(1987) creates an exciting tale using only descriptive narrative. The book
presents young readers with a superb example of an omniscient author
who, nonetheless, is never explicitly present in any part of the story.

Teaching students about point of view. Using different books to intro-
duce students to the role of the storyteller and to help students consider
the decisions authors make in selecting their storyteller enriches students’
abilities to not only comprehend, but seek the deeper meanings in the
texts they read. One winter, students in Pardo’s classroom generated sev-
eral reading log activities they thought useful for book club discussions.
Among the most popular was “self-in-situation” in which they placed them-
selves in a character’s situation and tried to discover what they would do
from that point of view. Aoki (1993) describes how “you are” questions can
be used effectively to make point of view visible to students in the context
of reading text of all types. She suggests that such questions directly place
the young readers within the point of view of the character and argues that
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this is particularly important when reading literature from other cultures.
For example, a “you are” question based on the Japanese fable Woodman’s
students read as part of their unit about folktales, The Painter and the Wild
Swan (Clement, 1986) is, “You are Tenji. Why did you sell everything to
follow the swans?” Aoki suggests that you “pursue with your students how
things, feelings, and/or actions are similar [to other books read] even though
names, appearances, or cultures might be different. Then further the dis-
cussion with acknowledging and accepting the differences” (1993, p. 127).

Point of view is particularly important when students read historical
accounts, be they fictional or nonfictional, of events. The students in Pardo’s
classroom considered point of view as they evaluated Bill’s response to
Jethro’s decision to fight for the South in Across Five Aprils, or Will’s
judging his uncle as a traitor early in Shades of Gray. Point of view also
entered when they considered the differences between the North and South’s
view of states’ rights and slavery, economic needs filled by immigrants
versus slaves, and an individual’s right to decide whether or not to fight in
a war. By focusing on point of view as one strand throughout the unit,
Pardo created the opportunity to see how it affected not only the telling of
an individual’s story, but also how it affected the class’s own beliefs about
the issues over which the war was fought.

West, Weaver, and Rowland (1992) found point of view to be a power-
ful literary element for helping fourth and seventh graders see another side
to the story of Columbus’s arrival in what would become America. Students
read Sis’s (1991) Follow the Dream, portraying Columbus as a man with
a dream and a conviction, but lacking any discussion of the native peoples
in the world in which he landed. They also read Yolen’s (1992) Encounter,
told in first person by a young Taino boy who witnessed both Columbus’s
arrival and the eventual destruction his arrival brought to his tribe. Read-
ing the two books together provided a striking contrast in point of view,
leading one seventh grader to say, “I guess it tells basically the same story.
I guess from the Spanish point of view, they were discovering new lands
and finding gold, new resources. But I guess if you look at the Indian view,
it’s pretty much robbery because they robbed them of their culture.”

Point of view provides a critical window for understanding the subtle-
ties in any narrative. As Russell states, “The important thing is to realize
as we read who is telling the story and why. We should never confuse the
narrator with the author, for most authors of fiction actually pretend to be
someone else when they write. . . . We must be able to believe in the
narrator and to accept the narrator’s story as true” (1991, p. 89).

In this section, we focused on the literary elements that constitute
narrative and that become an important part of the instructional reading
program. Such knowledge is critical since it provides the basis for our
students to become empowered to construct their own interpretations of
the narratives they read. Knowing how authors use literary elements in-
creases their abilities to step back and analyze the stories they read and
the impact the stories have upon them as a group and as individuals. These



literary elements are found in the various genres that rely on narrative
structures. In the next section, we examine genres that use a narrative
structure and explore the interrelationships among the literary elements.

What Genres Assume Narrative Structures?

Narrative structures underlie several different types of literature commonly
used in literature-based reading programs. The types of literature, or genres,
have been categorized differently by various scholars of children’s litera-
ture (see Huck et al., 1987; Nodelman, 1992; Norton, 1983; Russell, 1991)
but generally within the following categories: folk literature, fiction (i.e.,
realistic, science fiction-fantasy, historical), biography (including autobiog-
raphy), some picture books, and some informational storybooks. Within
these areas of narrative fall different types of literature. For example, Harris’s
(1993b) edited volume contains descriptions of various genres of multi-
cultural literature. Bishop, one of the contributors to the volume, describes
multicultural literature as being “by and about people who are members of
groups considered to be outside the socio-political mainstream of the United
States . . . most frequently the term . . . refers to books about people of
color. . . .” (Bishop, 1993, p. 39). The details of each of the genres and the
subgenres within them will vary across cultures. Thus in this section, we
examine the broadest categories of books to provide direction toward the
selection of books that may form units of study within a particular genre.

Folktales, Myths, and “Pourquoi” Tales

Folktales, including myths and “pourquoi” tales, are based in oral tradi-
tions which required memorable features that still survive today in the
printed versions for children. The multiple versions of a single tale reflect
the variety that is characteristic of oral tales, and the folktale is perhaps
the most diverse in structure because each is rooted in the culture in
which it was created. For example, Aoki (1993) notes that “Traditional
Japanese culture, deeply rooted in Buddhism, emphasizes the importance
of having no desire. It denies aggressiveness, and usually does not encour-
age goal-oriented behavior” (p. 119). Thus, in reading the descriptions of
“typical” folktale characteristics below, we must remain conscious of the
fact that these features are reflected in folktales in the western tradition
of the United States. The diversity within this genre may begin to be
explored by reading multiple versions of a single tale such as Cinderella or
Little Red Riding Hood. Such an activity provides interesting opportunities
for students to explore different cultural interpretations or points of view
of a single story.

In folktales, settings tend to be vague and have conditions in opposi-
tion (e.g., very rich or very poor; huge castles or tiny huts). Characters are
unidimensional and clear cut—either good or evil and likely to remain so
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throughout the narrative. We are unlikely to have much information about
why a character is good or why one behaves sinisterly, but rather it is their
situation that defines their goodness or evilness. In the traditional story of
the Three Little Pigs, the wolf is the evil villain and the pigs the victims,
characteristics which endure even when the pigs become the aggressors. In
fact, it is just such lack of dimension in the characters and settings that
makes the humor work in Scieszka’s (1989), The True Story of the 3 Little
Pigs, in which the much maligned wolf tries to clear his name. He de-
scribes how he merely had a cold that he was trying to cure when he was
treated with utmost cruelty by the three foolish pigs.

The action and events in most western folktales unfold with a basic
pattern in which the victims obtain, through magical assistance, some sort
of power over those who have maligned them. This power provides status
over those who have victimized them. When Woodman focused on folktales,
as discussed in Chapter 2, she included multicultural examples that al-
lowed students to examine similarities and differences in tales from the
same oral traditions, as well as details of folktales in general. For example,
both Enchanted Tapestry (San Souci, 1987) and Weaving of a Dream
(Heyer, 1986) tell the story of a poor woman with her three sons. She
decides to weave the most beautiful tapestry in the world. When it flies
away on a gust of wind, she sends her sons, one at a time, to retrieve it.
The two older sons represent evil characters who think only of themselves,
while the youngest “good” son succeeds in his quest by putting aside his
own well-being and interests and eventually brings fortune to his mother
and himself. While the texts share a similar plot structure, the illustrators’
interpretations are quite different and they became the focus of much of
the students’ attention during their book club discussions. The class then
contrasted these folktales with folktales from other countries.

Another way to heighten students’ awareness of the structure and
essential events in a folktale is through storytelling. Woodman invited a
folktale scholar, Eliot Singer, with expertise in the tale of Cinderella to
work with her students to create a modern day Cinderella tale and, thus
help them to understand the significant elements that characterize them.
Singer asked students to tell him the tale as they knew it, eliciting a range
of versions, from Walt Disney’s full length cartoon to various storybook
editions. He then led them in a discussion to identify what was similar
across all these versions. From their list of “Cinderella features,” he cre-
ated a generic list (e.g., young girl, a major event, obstacles for getting to
the event, a prince).

Finally, Singer helped Woodman’s students create their own modern
day version of the story. They developed an oral tale of a young girl who
was taken to the school dance in a purple sports car, where she danced
until midnight and in her escape, lost her Nike hightops. They were well
aware of the prince in all Cinderella stories, but felt strongly that they
would rather have their male lead be a “regular guy.” Through this activity,
they discovered the essence of the tale, the victim who has a clear desire



to change places witih those wiho are vicumizing her, and who succeeds
when her “regular guy” carries her off to a better life. Returning to some
of the concerns about gender stereotyping raised by scholars such as Temple
(1993) and authors such as Fox (1993), further extensions of the activity
could involve changing the gender of each of the main characters, or using
the story as a basis for discussing the validity of gender role expectations.

Myths are a special subgroup of folktales since scholars argue that
“myth is the name we give to stories that express religious truth, when we
happen not to believe they are true” (Nodelman, 1992, p. 173). That is, the
“myths” we tell today of ancient Greeks were the “truths” of their belief
systems. For example, many myths focus on explanations of how our world
was created: the stars, the oceans, the islands, and the people. When
looking at myths across cultures, it is important to exercise caution. While
from a western or European perspective the explanation is simply a type
of narrative folktale, the ideas may be much more than simply a story to
those within the culture from which the myth was taken.

The cumulative tale is a second subgroup of folktales, characterized
by a repetition of events. Aardema’s (1975) Why Mosquitoes Buzz in People’s
Ears is an example of such a folktale. Through an initial tragedy followed
by a series of misunderstandings, the sun does not rise. Woodman’s stu-
dents read the tale and focused on the following features: (a) brevity, (b)
the building of a single, repeated event, (c) the musical quality of the
repetition, and (d) the humor found in the animals’ situations.

Finally, “pourquoi tales” are those that try to explain natural phenom-
ena—the bear’s short tale, the mosquitoes’ buzz, the zebra’s stripe, the
giraffe’s long neck (see David’s tale in Figure 5.8), and so forth. In Woodman’s
folktale unit, one of this textbook’s authors was invited to read her tale,
created within the oral traditions several years earlier, recorded and re-
vised as a written text, but never published. The pourquoi tale, How the
Owl Got its Whooo, served to illustrate the length of time and number of
drafts writers have as they move from the oral to the written form of
folktales, to detail the planning that went into the story, and to invite them
to think about pourquoi tales they have liked or might wish to create.

There are other forms of folktales that could be included such as
fables, legends, and epics. The critical points are that folktales provide
insights into cultures near and far, are based on the oral histories of peoples,
and reflect a larger than life approach to narrative. In contrast, the fiction
genre is primary a written form. We next describe three major forms of
fiction that rely on narrative structure—realistic, science fiction-fantasy,
and historical.

Fiction

Fiction tells a story through the eyes of the narrator, the persona assumed
by the author for the purposes of telling the story. The story can be real-
istic, potentially like the lives of the children who are reading it; it can be
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science fiction or fantasy, a story that occurs only through the benefits of
futuristic science or magical events; it can be based on our history, a story
that occurs at a particular period of time. Regardless of type of fiction,
there is the narrator who shares the story with the intended reader. In
children’s fiction, there are often main characters in the story around the
age of the intended audience.

Setting in fiction varies across place and time and helps to define the
specific genre of fiction. In historical fiction, the setting is in the past; in
contemporary realistic fiction, the setting is “now”; while in science fic-
tion, the setting is often some vague future with discoveries unavailable to
those in the here and now. Place is an important factor for creating the
mood, with more attention given to detail the more distant the place is
from the world of the intended readers. In contemporary realistic fiction,
little attention is given to details of the setting other than to perhaps set
the story on a farm, in an urban area, and so on. For science fiction-
fantasy, place is critical since it helps to establish the believable “other
world.”

Across genres within fiction, plot plays a critical role since “it is a
sequence of inter-related events linked by causality” (Russell, 1991, p. 92).
At the heart of the plot are the potential conflicts identified in Table 5.1.
All plots must be believable, whether grounded in the rules of fantasy or
subject to the comparisons with contemporary worlds in realistic fiction.

Finally, all fiction shares the characteristic of the presence of theme,
made clear through the actions of the characters, their conversations, or
the events in the story. As Woodman and Pardo illustrate through their
Book Club units, the theme of the fiction they select is often the basis for
the focus unit of study. For example, Woodman used Sadako and the
Thousand Paper Cranes, Faithful Elephants, and Hiroshima No Pika to
develop the theme about the innocent victims in war. Pardo developed a
unit about survival using fiction by Paulsen and O’Dell as well as the Givil
War unit described earlier. Whether contemporary, historical, or science
fiction, the genre is characterized by the feeling at the end that you have
had a “good read,” leaving behind memorable characters and coming away
with a theme that will stay with you long after the details of the story have
left. Pardo remarked that many of the students she had in fifth grade who
had been with Woodman in fourth referred back to the fiction they had read
the previous year, reflecting a memory for selections that she had not seen
in years where students had less experience with full-length fictional texts.

Biography

Biography is a form of nonfiction narrative, an account of a person’s life
written by someone else (biography), or by the person him- or herself
(autobiography). Like any narrative, biographies are developed around a
particular theme that prevents them from becoming a mere compilation of
facts. The theme may evolve out of the subject’s entire life, out of one



aspect of his or her life, or may combine information about the lives of
several different people who share a common thread (e.g., a book about
heroes, scientists, sports figures), placing an individual’s life’s work into a
broader perspective (Russell, 1991).

Entire units may focus on a particular person, with students reading
different biographies that detail the person’s life. In doing so, they can
study the genre itself and the features that comprise biographical writing.
Such a unit also provides entrée to study point of view, as students com-
pare how the person is described from the points of view of numerous
authors.

Picture Books

Hunt (1991) writes that “children’s literature borrows from all genres, but
there is one genre that it has contributed, that of the picture book” (p.
175). Hunt distinguishes between picture books and illustrated books, ar-
guing that a true picture book conveys meaning through both words and
pictures.! The pictures are not there simply to illustrate the words, nor the
words to label the pictures. As Meek (cited in Hunt, 1991, p. 176) states,
“The essential lesson of Rosie’s Walk depends on there being no mention
of the fox, but the reader knows there would be no story without him.
Nowhere but in a reader’s interaction with a text can this be learned.”
Lukens (1990) describes the relationship between picture and text as fol-
lows: “Pictures make the verbal visible and extend the textual meaning;
they permit the artist to add personal interpretation while staying within
the story, but they do not overwhelm the text” (p. 212). In short, both the
text and the pictures provided information from which the readers can
construct their interpretations and response.

Picture books, like other narrative genres, have the essential elements
of plot, characters, setting, theme, and point of view. Further, like other
forms of literature, their subject is about the human experience, providing
students with insights into their own growth and development (Cianciolo,
1990). Their audience typically has been thought to be emergent readers
and writers, though there has been steady growth in books of this genre for
older students as well.

There are picture books that tell stories, as well as focus on other areas
such as “picture book history” described by Stanley (1988). Stanley char-
acterizes herself as a picture book author who has turned her efforts to
making history accessible and inviting to readers of all ages. Her book, Peter
the Great (Stanley, 1986), was used in a unit on biography in Pardo’s fifth-
grade classroom (see Figures 8.1 and 8.2 for a sample of a student’s re-
sponse to what she thought important in the book). Books such as Hiroshima
No Pika and Faithful Elephants are picture books clearly designed for the

1
Cianciolo (1990) notes that this genre also includes wordless picture books, stories told
entirely by the sequence of their pictures.
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older reader. Such books are also representative of a narrative genre that
crosses between fiction and nonfiction, to which our discussion now turns.

Informational Storybooks

Informational storybooks have been called a “gray” genre (Leal, 1991) and
a “fuzzy” genre (Pappas, Kiefer, & Levstik, 1990) because such books share
the features of both narrative texts or stories described above and informa-
tional text which we focus on in the next chapter. To some extent, histori-
cal fiction may count as an informational story book in that the “facts” of
the era are embedded within a fictional narrative tale. Alternatively, a book
such at The Boy’s War (Murphy, 1990) describes, through narrative, the
daily lives of the boys who participated in the Civil War.

The combination of nonfiction material with narrative style created
some dissention during a book club discussion in Pardo’s classroom. Katrina
began the discussion asking, “All right. Now let’s talk about the story. How
do you like the story so far?” Neal replied that it was interesting, but
Charles took issue with her characterization of the text as “story.” He
commented that, “It’s 2 chapters. . . . It’s education. It isn’t a story book.”
The discussion returned to their response to the boy’s life during the Civil
War. However, when Katrina raised the question, “How do you feel?” Charles
again took issue with the nature of the question. He said, emphatically,
“This is NOT a story. It’s telling you about the war. There’s no character,
no plot.” Katrina argues that he is wrong, that there are many characters
in the story they have read. Charles and Katrina had different notions of
“story,” each convinced the other was wrong.

This exchange reveals both the challenges and the opportunities pre-
sented by this “fuzzy” narrative genre that is neither pure fiction nor pure
nonfiction. Leal (1993) compared students’ discussions about informational
storybooks to discussions about stories and about informational text and
found that for the informational storybook, first-, third-, and fifth-grade
students: (a) stayed on topic longer, (b) drew on peer-provided information
more often, (¢) made speculations twice as often, and (d) made more
related topics beyond the text. The challenges arise in helping students
understand the genre and its possibilities for learning about new ideas. The
opportunities come from using the genre as a means for enhancing stu-
dents’ interest in content area study such as history and science.

Concluding Comments

In this chapter, we focused on the knowledge base teachers such as Pardo
and Woodman draw upon as they plan and initiate literacy instruction
within a variety of thematic units. The units themselves are only as strong
as the texts that students read, the talk about text is only as good as the
texts help encourage, and the instruction is only as meaningful as the



texts students read are relevant and interesting. 'l hus, Knowledge about
narrative—both in stories and in nonfiction—provides a basis for making
decisions about what literacy abilities, skills, and strategies to teach and
the texts through which it will be taught. However, narrative—while widely
used—is not the only text students encounter within and beyond school.
In the second chapter devoted to text we describe exposition, its struc-
ture, and how to help students’ comprehension and interpretation of the
text forms.



chapter 6

Expository Text and
Literacy Instruction

In Chapter 5, we focused on narrative, one of two main categories of
text. We now turn to a discussion of expository text, the other major
category, and the various forms it takes. By expository text, we refer to the
genres that are used to convey information about a variety of disciplinary
areas, including both the social and the hard sciences. Not all informa-
tional text is expository, as you read in Chapter 5 when we discussed the
“informational storybook” and the narrative genre of biography. However,
expository text is used to convey information. Exposition can involve such
forms as argumentation, persuasion, or collections of facts, and the texts
genres vary from traditional textbooks to nonfiction trade books to tech-
nological tools such as CD-ROM and the Internet.

Reading educators, philosophers, linguists, and psychologists are among
those who shape the role of literacy education in today’s society and who
have directly or indirectly emphasized the importance of helping students
develop confidence in reading and writing expository texts. For example,
Lemke (1989) suggests that a central task of literacy education in a demo-
cratic society is to “help people use written language for their own pur-
poses and in their own interests” (p. 289). Cullinan (1989) argues that
“Our job as teachers is to prepare students to function as informed and
effective individuals in a democratic society as well as in the world of
work” (p. 105). Beck and McKeown (1989) emphasize the complexity of
the reading process as one “in which a reader applies information from
various sources concurrently to construct meaning” (p. 47).

The students in Laura Pardo’s classroom engaged in literacy activities
to pursue questions they were interested in related to the Civil War and
they drew on information from a variety of resources. Within their units on
community, communication, or the Civil War, the students functioned as
informed individuals and succeeded in their own world of classroom work,
on teams and individually. While no one would doubt the value of learning
to read for the pleasures it brings (Nell, 1988), living in a democratic soci-
ety brings with it obligations and responsibilities to be able to read for
different purposes, synthesize a range of information, and make informed
judgements across our lifetimes. Thus, accomplished teachers know that
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students need to learn not only to read, use, and respond to informational
text, but to value it as much as they seem to value narrative works.

In this chapter, we examine expository text. We begin by discussing
how the assumptions of social constructivism influence our views of ex-
pository text and related instructional issues. Second, we focus on de-
scribing expository text: its definition, common patterns, and reasons why
students seem to have more difficulty understanding and responding to it
than they do with narrative text. We then explore instructional aspects
of expository text, first in terms of what research suggests that students
currently know and understand about exposition, then in terms of in-
structional examples of how teachers have made inquiry using expository
materials personally relevant for their students. We draw on examples
from Pardo’s classroom described in Chapter 3, as well as from the nu-
merous articles and chapters written about helping students work with
expository text.

Social Constructivism and
Teaching with Expository Text

A social constructivist perspective on expository text raises some very
interesting questions, many of which are controversial and difficult to
answer. Consider a first assumption of social constructist perspectives, that
knowledge is constructed within a socio-cultural environment. If knowl-
edge is constructed, how should teachers approach the way in which in-
formational texts convey a sense of being factually correct or certain? If
the knowledge is constructed, how do we know if something is “true”? If
the knowledge is constructed, can students be “wrong” in how they con-
struct information? Do “facts” exist?

For example, in Pardo’s Civil War unit in fifth grade, students learned
such “facts” as the war began in April 1861 or the Battle of Gettysburg
occurred in 1863. These facts were mentioned in novels such as Hunt’s
Across Five Aprils (1964), in their social studies textbook, in numerous
nonfiction trade books they had available to read, and in artifacts they
gathered from the Internet such as the roster of troops for the Battle of
Gettysburg. There were other ideas offered as “facts,” such as the war was
fought over slavery. Yet, students learned in some sources that slavery was
simply an instance of the broader issue of states’ rights. Some students
strongly argued that it was a “fact” that slavery was wrong and the North
had the right to abolish slavery. Yet, some books suggested that abolishing
slavery would destroy the economic base of cotton in the South and thus
was not the business of the northern states. Was it a “fact” that the North
legislated laws that hurt the South? Was it a “fact” that without the North,
human rights violations would have occurred indefinitely in the South?
Was it a “fact” that the North was no better than the South in human rights
concerns, given the conditions in which the immigrant factory laborers
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lived? The use of expository text and related instruction in critical thinking
make instruction in this area extremely complex.

The complexity relates to a second assumption of social constructivism.
Within this perspective, we have suggested that reading and writing are
complex psychological processes that involve higher mental functions. Just
as readers interpret narrative texts and the meanings of stories they read,
they must also engage in the higher mental processes of interpretation and
critical thinking as they read and respond to exposition. Teaching students
about expository text involves more than helping them simply remember
or recall information, to repeat facts from the text as if these were obvious
truths. Nowhere is such instruction more important than with expository
text that, because of its forms and content, tends to imply a certain level
of authority and truth that we do not find in narrative selections. This
notion of authority and truth leads to a third assumption of social
constructivism—that learning is facilitated through the assistance of more
knowledgeable members of the community and culture.

Students learn about our society and culture through the expository
texts they read, learning, for example, the details of our history, the work-
ings of our environment, or the operation of our civil society. More knowl-
edgeable others are in a position to help students learn about how authors
use texts to convey information, but they are also in a position to help
students walk the fine line between believing what they read and providing
their own interpretation of the “facts” on the page. A very important ques-
tion regarding the role of the more knowledgeable other in constructing
meaning from informational-expository text involves how narrowly or
broadly to impose boundaries of meaning construction as students read
and interpret such text.

For example, in Deb Woodman’s room, students in a book club discus-
sion suggested that the fight between the Nazis and the Danes was based
on oil rights (see Chapter 2 for a fuller discussion of the setting in which
this occurred). Woodman decided it important to build a history lesson
around this interpretation. She believed it was not appropriate to let stu-
dents continue thinking along those lines without more information. When
students in Pardo’s room attributed the southern practice of slavery to the
plantation owners being lazy, Pardo introduced the economic reasons
underlying the practice. Further, when students created summaries based
on a common set of facts during the Inquiry Chart aspect of their research
activities, Pardo emphasized to her students that even with the same set
of facts, each group developed a summary conveying the facts in different
ways. Thus, if we believe that knowledge is constructed, that this involves
higher mental processes, and that knowledgeable others facilitate this
learning, it becomes clear that knowledgeable others, such as teachers,
have responsibilities that include both (a) building the conventional knowl-
edge that comprises the “facts” within our society, and (b) teaching stu-
dents to think critically as they read expository texts that convey such
information.
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From this perspective, meaning is not simply “in the text.” Rather, it
is developed through participation in and understanding of the culture in
which we live. Being able to read informational text critically for informa-
tion that appears to be presented as “fact,” while recognizing that there is
an author or group of authors with their own biases and their own perspec-
tive underlying the presentation, is a major goal in teaching about the
types and uses of expository texts.

What Is Expository Text?

In this part of the chapter, we define what is typically meant when the
term expository text is used, describe some of the common expository text
patterns that are found in students’ textbooks and used when writing in-
formational essays, and offer some reasons why teachers and researchers
have concluded that expository texts present some challenges less com-
mon to young readers and writers when they work with narrative text.

Defining Expository Text

Unlike our discussion of narrative text in Chapter 5, we are not able to
provide a single model of expository text with its associated structure and
set of elements. Rather, the term expository text includes the range of
texts, associated with information or subject-matter reading, that provide
new information or communicate a new topic to readers with goals of
learning (Pearson & Fielding, 1991; Weaver & Kintsch, 1991). It includes
textbooks such as the social studies books students in Pardo’s classrooms
drew upon in their units on community and communication in third grade
and the Civil War in fifth grade. It includes informational trade books such
as Ride’s (with Okie, 1986) To Space and Back used by Woodman’s stu-
dents. It includes Hamilton’s (1993) description of the history of African-
Americans’ journey from slavery to freedom, Many Thousand Gone; Everett’s
picture book (1993) John Brown: One Man Against Slavery; and Meltzer’s
(1993) edited volume Lincoln, In His Own Words used by students in
Pardo’s fifth-grade classroom. Expository texts are also found in shorter
forms, such as articles in Cricket and National Geographic World maga-
zines for children, highlighting discoveries and topics related to science
and social studies. Finally, expository texts are available in nontraditional
forms, such as archival documents now available through World Wide Web
pages on the Internet described in Chapter 3 in terms of artifacts from the
Civil War (e.g., Emancipation Proclamation, troop rosters) and encyclope-
dic entries on CD-ROM such as The 1995 Grolier Multimedia Encyclope-
dia. In short, expository text includes a range of genres and structures that
differentiate it from narrative texts, even narrative texts such as the infor-
mation storybooks described in Chapter 5.

While narrative texts also included a range of genres, those tend to
treat more familiar topics (e.g., family, friends, relationships, conflicts)
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within a generally consistent structure (initiating event, internal response,
etc.) and with consistent literary features (e.g., setting, plot, characters).!
In contrast, the organization of expository text varies based upon the
informant or author’s purposes and questions that are addressed in the text
(Beck & McKeown, 1989). While authors of narrative texts assume that
readers can “fill in the gaps” by drawing inferences based on their knowl-
edge of the familiar topics or themes, authors of expository text are ex-
pected to be more explicit about concepts and ideas, and the relationships
among them, providing sufficient information for readers of the potentially
unfamiliar content (Graesser, Golding, & Long, 1991).

These characteristics about exposition may challenge young readers.
First, even the most explicitly written expository texts still require sub-
stantial amounts of inferential abilities and links to the reader’s knowledge
base. Students in Pardo’s classroom read about drummer boys in The Boy’s
War (Murphy, 1990). In the text, it describes one of the jobs of the drum-
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