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Introduction: Situations
and Scenarios—Narratives
from the Secondary
English Class

ing teachers find themselves asking this question when they go

to a teachers’ conference or read about the latest innovative teach-
ing method in a professional book or journal. Strategies presented at
conferences, in university methods courses, or at inservice workshops
sound exciting and seem to have great classroom potential. There is little
doubt that most of these ideas are theoretically sound and can inspire
teachers to modify and improve lessons or even entire curricula. Imple-
menting these strategies or approaches in actual secondary school class-
rooms, however, can be difficult. Too often the reality simply does not
match the expectation. Such disappointments are demoralizing; they can
cause teachers to be wary of new approaches and even create cynicism
toward teacher education conferences, classes, and pedagogical books.

This is where our book comes in. Our primary goalin writing “But
Will It Work with Real Students?” was to bridge the gap between the
“good ideas” and classroom practice, between idealistic plans and day-
to-day classroom life. Many times teachers learn new approaches in
classes or workshops but never have the opportunity to discuss the re-
sults after they implement them. If the experimental activity doesn’t
work, teachers might not have the time or the resources to figure out
how to make it work better next time. Therefore, the activity or approach
is scrapped. But discussion and critical reflection are essential to the
professional development of the teacher, especially the new teacher.
Instead of handing out ideas like candy and then disappearing, teacher
educators must discover ways to provide support for teachers both
during their initial education and after they leave our university classes
and begin to teach. We hope this book can provide such support for the
secondary English teacher through narratives about classroom practices
and thoughtful critical responses to them. Along with discussions of
related research and theory, the chapters can be prompts for discussion

B ut will it work with real students?” Many preservice and practic-




Introduction

and critical reflection about both familiar and innovative classroom
practices.

Past or present high school and middle school teachers wrote all
of the narratives and responses in this book. In the narratives, they share
both classroom successes and failures—stories of teaching executed “by
the book” but lacking textbook results and stories of teaching that re-
sulted in successful (and even joyful) student learning. We present these
stories to prompt discussion about issues central to English teaching in
secondary schools, and to help us reach this goal we follow the stories
with one or two thoughtful, reflective responses written by other En-
glish teachers and teacher educators. These responses offer praise and
constructive criticism and are not meant to be definitive answers to the
issues or problems presented; instead, they are intended to further pro-
fessional dialogue and prompt readers to think more deeply about each
narrative and the issues it presents. Additionally, each chapter summa-
rizes current theory and research relevant to the issue or pedagogical
concept being discussed and highlights both “best practices” and ma-
jor controversies in the teaching of that particular aspect of secondary
English language arts.

We borrow the phrase “best practice” from Zemelman, Daniels,
and Hyde's Best Practice: New Standards for Teaching and Learning in
America’s Schools (1998). In later chapters, we cite many of their charac-
teristics defining effective literacy teaching, and when Zemelman et al.
do not address a particular pedagogical issue, we borrow their organi-
zational schemata for best practices to create our own list of applicable
characteristics for effective teaching.

We chose to structure this book around narratives, for narrative
as a way of learning has a long history. Anthropologists, psychologists,
historians, and folklorists have been using narrative as a way to study
human behavior for decades. Every culture has its own body of myth
and legend to help explain the world and its mysteries. Many academic
disciplines center on narrative as the basis for knowledge, including his-
tory, literary studies, and even, to some extent, psychology and philoso-
phy. In short, learning about and by human beings seems to be inher-
ently connected to narrative. As we write this introduction, we can eas-
ily brainstorm a list of a few of the many historical and contemporary
uses of narrative in human learning, whether that learning be personal
or professional/academic:

® To discover identity or find one’s voice
® To solve professional problems through analysis of “cases”

10
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® To come to terms with personal trauma
® To teach lessons or share “morals” about human life

® To represent our world and ourselves to those who may come
after us

Of course, there are many more uses of narrative that we have
not listed. The point is that story is a natural part of human life. We tell
stories at the dinner table, at lunch, to our friends, and about our friends.
Most of our talk almost naturally occurs as narrative, not as exposition,
persuasion, or description. Research has been conducted in composi-
tion studies demonstrating that narrative writing is the first and most
easily facilitated type of adolescent writing (Moffett, 1983). When our
students engage in other “modes” while writing or speaking, they are
often doing so in the service of telling a story.

Veteran teachers report that the best way to learn to teach is by
applying what has been previously learned in the classroom to the teach-
ing task at hand. Toward this end, teachers often tell anecdotes about
their teaching experiences in the staff room, at after-school get-togethers,
and even at conferences focusing on story and narration as ways of
learning. Kathy Carter (1993) writes that in recent years story has be-
come an accepted way for teachers to talk and learn about teaching.
Educators have moved away from purely quantitative data to describe
their experiences. According to Carter, “The core knowledge teachers
have of teaching comes from their practice, i.e., from taking action as
teachers in classrooms. Teachers” knowledge is, in other words, event
structured, and stories, therefore, would seem to provide special access
to that knowledge” (p. 7).

In this book, we use stories for the second purpose previously
listed: to solve professional problems through analysis of “cases” and
subsequent reflection and discussion of these stories with colleagues and
mentors. While we do not deny that other benefits from using narra-
tive as a way of learning may result (for example, teachers writing and
responding to narratives in this book may be working through class-
room “traumas” or attempting to leave a record of their teaching prac-
tice for those practitioners who will follow them), we use stories writ-
ten by teachers in order to explore pedagogical issues central to the
middle and high school English teacher. We hope these narratives
prompt critical thinking about teaching practices in the language arts
classroom.

The following chapters are organized by curricular categories in
English language arts, and within each chapter we have included ques-
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tions for further discussion and suggested learning activities. We have
also included annotated bibliographies of related texts for further ex-
ploration since one of the key aspects of narrative learning is that sto-
ries should be a springboard for reflective practice and teacher growth,
useful not only for the practices they explore but also for the larger is-
sues that frame and define them. We return to this notion in depth in
the last chapter when we describe the practice of “narrative action re-
search” as conducted by teachers in an effort to improve their practice
through heightened critical reflection.

We realize that the following chapters in no way cover every pos-
sible area of interest or concern to the teacher of English in grades 5
through 12, but in the spirit of having to make strategic choices, we
decided on seven pedagogical areas that seemed especially interesting
and relevant to our contributing authors: literature and reading, writ-
ing, language and grammar, second language learning, management
and discipline, technology, and standardized testing. Since we cover so
much ground, “But Will It Work with Real Students?” is not a compre-
hensive look at all of these issues; however, we believe it can be the be-
ginning of an ongoing professional conversation about the teaching of
English in the middle and high school. We invite you to turn the page,
read the first story, and reflect on your past, present, and future teaching.

12



1 Narratives about
Teaching Literature
and Reading

any of us became English teachers because we were readers. We

had that special moment as young adolescents when we were

lost in a book, that “flow” moment that Donelson and Nilsen
(1997) claim is essential to the creation of a reader. After that moment
when the minutes and hours clicked by without notice as “our nose was
buried in a book,” we have been hooked. When we went to college and
declared ourselves English majors, we indulged our passion even more.
We took classes in Shakespeare, Faulkner, Chaucer, Milton, and the like.
We did not always love these classes (sometimes our professors made
them hard to love), but we did learn how literary analysis can deepen
our appreciation of a work and can even be fun. Some of us also be-
came literary snobs. We decided that the reading and subsequent analy-
sis of classic texts was essential to literacy.

What many of us forgot between our secondary schooling and
the end of our college careers is that not everyone shares our unabashed
love of literature. Instead, just the opposite is likely to be true in our
classes: many students will profess to hate it. They will not read the texts
we assign or will read them only under duress—for example, under the
threat of a pop quiz. We, however, want our students to experience the
thrill of reading because we know how it affected us, and we believe in
the power of books to provide both windows and mirrors into the lives
of others and ourselves. Literature as a window allows readers to ex-
perience other people, places, and events unfamiliar to them—the quint-
essential vicarious experience. Literature as a mirror allows readers to
see themselves reflected in ways that increase self-awareness and en-
rich interactions with others. But how do we help our students experi-
ence literature as windows and mirrors if they will not—or cannot—
read and comprehend the texts we assign?

This brings us to the issues raised in this chapter through narra-
tives about teaching literature and teaching reading. First, what is the
difference between literature and reading? The answer to that question
is largely based on who is using the terms and for what reason, but gen-




Chapter 1

erally, literature refers to the text that is read and reading refers to how
successfully an individual interacts with or understands that text. While
postmodern understandings of reading address the social and cultural
implications of literacy that go beyond the mere decoding of words, the
most basic definition of reading is translating and understanding texts
at the micro level, while analysis and criticism of texts takes the pro-
cess to the macro level. Of course, as Louise Rosenblatt (1978) has taught
us, one needs both reader and text to make the poem, her word for the
meaning that results when an active reader encounters a text. The nar-
ratives in this chapter tell teachers’ stories of teaching reading and lit-
erature to secondary school students in a variety of contexts and with a
variety of goals, approaches, and results.

What Is Good Literature and Reading Instruction?

As you read the narratives in this chapter and the accompanying re-
sponses, try to fit the ideas and concepts found in them into your grow-
ing philosophy of teaching literature and reading. You may agree with
some of the responses offered by experienced teachers, and you may
disagree with others. But whether you agree or disagree, the important
question is how will you decide which concepts or approaches to in-
corporate into your own belief system. It is important to have a core set
of beliefs or a core philosophical perspective that includes ideas about
both theory and practice. Such a philosophical perspective is the foun-
dation upon which a personal pedagogy is built. Our beliefs about lit-
erature teaching, for example, privilege the reciprocal relationship of
response and analysis. Students should be encouraged to engage with
a text to the point that they can offer responses to it, and these responses
can be personal, textual, and, finally, analytical and critical—i.e., con-
nected to social, cultural, and even political theories and realities. Allen
Carey-Webb (2001), for example, argues for the combination of response-
based and cultural studies-based literature teaching to create a curricu-
lar and philosophical approach that values individual student response
but also links or connects such response to sociocultural meanings and
social action.

One of the questions you should consider as you begin to think
about your philosophy of teaching literature is why you think literature
should be taught. Over the years that we have taught methods courses
in the teaching of literature, we have asked our students this question.
Some students say that literature teaching is important because reading
a common body of literature (or a canon) is essential to cultural literacy

14
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or making sure human beings share knowledge about a discrete num-
ber of texts; others say that teaching literature is important for the vi-
carious experiences it provides and how it helps us empathize with oth-
ers. Still other students state that they believe the teaching of literature
is important because its close study can teach certain analytical skills.
It would not be outside the realm of possibility to say that teachers might
teach literature for a combination of all of these reasons. We believe,
however, that a teacher should have a philosophical base from which
to act, a core set of beliefs that she or he enacts when planning lessons
or choosing texts for classroom use. A philosophical approach and peda-
gogical choices work reciprocally. Your philosophy guides your peda-
gogy, and pedagogy can modify belief. As you consider this “why”
question, consider the following list of approaches that we see as ex-
amples of “best practices” in teaching literature. If you want to read
more about any of these approaches, consult the annotated bibliogra-
phy at the end of this chapter.

Characteristics of Effective Secondary Literature and
Reading Pedagogy

1. Literature Circles. Literature circles have been around for a long time
under a variety of different names and with subtle differences. In the
1980s, we heard them called “literature study groups” and “literature
set groups” in addition to the current term, literature circles. This term
was coined by Harvey Daniels in Literature Circles: Voice and Choice in
the Student-Centered Classroom (1994) and elaborated on by him in Lit-
erature Circles: Voice and Choice in Book Clubs and Reading Groups (2002).
The approach is based on the belief that students must have some choice
over what they read and how they read it. In literature circles, each small
group of students reads a different book, and often all of the books are
thematically linked. Small groups make decisions about how many
pages they read per night, how they approach literary discussions, and
how they choose to respond to the book as a whole (i.e., a creative
project). In Daniels’s approach, students are given different roles to play
in the group, such as discussion leader, passage master, word wizard,
and so forth.

2. Reading Workshops. Reading workshop is a curricular approach to
reading instruction that is most often associated with Nancie Atwell
(1998). In her book In the Middle: New Understandings about Writing, Read-
ing, and Learning, now in its second edition, Atwell describes both writ-
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Chapter 1

ing and reading workshop approaches to teaching middle school lan-
guage arts. The reading workshop allows students to select their own
books in keeping with a general set of guidelines created by the teacher.
The students read their own books at their own pace, but they are re-
quired to read a certain number of books or pages by the end of a se-
mester or a year. Sometimes students are asked to read in a number of
different genres. Additionally, students are required to write journal
responses and communicate with their teacher or peers about their read-
ing progress: what they are reading, what they make of it, what they
plan to read next, etc. In Atwell’s terms, reading workshop provides and
encourages “time, ownership, and response” for students as they en-
gage with books.

3. Modeling of Reading and Comprehension Processes. The concept
of metacognition is important here. Metacognition literally means “think-
ing about thinking,” and metalanguage involves engaging in language
or discourse about thinking processes. Being metacognitive means that
you are aware of how you read, write, think, or solve problems. While
you might not be aware of every step or stage in a complex or elaborate
thinking process, successful thinkers and users of language are aware,
at least in a general way, of how they go about reading a text and com-
prehending it or writing a text that explores ideas and issues or makes
an argument. Many theorists have suggested that students improve as
readers, writers, and thinkers when they become more meta-aware and
are able to articulate this awareness to themselves and others (Moffett,
1983; Anderson & Rubano, 1991). Additionally, sometimes students have
difficulty reading and writing because they do not understand what a
successful process is. Many teachers are so adept at reading and writ-
ing, and have been doing it so successfully for so long, that they cannot
easily articulate the process to their students. But if teachers do articu-
late it, they can model the reading/writing process so that students can
(1) see that a process exists and (2) observe certain cognitive maneu-
vers that occur when a successful reader or writer engages with lan-
guage. Here are some examples of how this modeling can occur in the
classroom:

“Thinking Aloud” during Reading. In this activity, the teacher
(or a volunteer student) reads something, usually out loud,
“on the spot” that he did not have time to examine in ad-
vance. As the teacher reads, he talks about what is going
on in his head or what he is thinking during the reading
experience. While the spoken words can never exactly du-
plicate the mental processes, they can give a sense that there

16



Narratives about Teaching Literature and Reading 5

is a process that can be messy, recursive, and full of ques-
tioning, predicting, and backtracking. Through such an
activity, students can see that even skilled readers (like their
teacher) do not immediately understand or appreciate the
many nuances of a work of literature. (To read more about
this process, see Anderson & Rubano [1991].)

Reading Surveys. Teachers can ask students to fill out read-
ing surveys in which they document their history with
reading, how many books they read in a given amount of
time, when they began reading, what the easiest/hardest
part of reading is for them, etc. In this way, the teacher sends
the message that becoming a successful reader is not some-
thing that happens overnight; on the contrary, it is a life-
long process, and even good readers sometimes do things
such as skip words they do not know, read the endings of
books first, and stop reading books they do not like. Nancie
Atwell (1998) includes sample reading surveys in the ap-
pendix of In the Middle.

“Before, During, and After” Reading Exercise. This exercise can

help students become more aware of their reading pro-

cesses because it requires them to reflect in writing (and

sometimes orally) on a text before, in the middle of, and

after reading it. In this way, student readers predict what a

piece will be about (based on a title, for example, or abook’s

cover), they stop midstream at least once and reflect on the

text and make more predictions about what will happen

next, and then at the end they look back and evaluate their

predictions and reflections and explain their final reactions.

The point is not to try to be right in early predictions, but

to give students practice in predicting, questioning, reflect-

ing, and inferring, cognitive activities in which good read-

ers engage.

One way teachers can learn more about the reading behaviors of
their students and identify reading strategies to assist them is by con-
ducting a “miscue analysis” with struggling readers. A miscue is an error
in reading, and during a miscue analysis a student reads aloud while
the teacher marks errors using a special coding system. The pattern of
these miscues enlightens the teacher about various strategies the stu-
dent uses when reading as well as when her reading process breaks
down—that is, when meaning is not made of the text. Then the teacher
can suggest strategies the student can use to become a better reader (e.g.,
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asking questions, relating texts to background knowledge, comparing
difficult words to others she knows, visualizing, predicting, etc.). Its
important to realize that making a miscue is not necessarily bad; all read-
ers miscue. As long as appropriate meaning and understanding result,
miscuing at worst is irrelevant and at best can be evidence of a strong
reader whose eyes are always jumping a few words ahead or who some-
times sacrifices sentence-level accuracy for speed and coherence.

4. Integration of Multiple Types of Texts into the Classroom, Includ-
ing Electronic and Visual Texts. This characteristic focuses on the idea
of “multiple literacies” or the need for modern students to be capable
readers of the many types of texts that exist in our modern world: Web
sites, advertisements, photographs, films, television shows, and, yes,
even books. Educators and researchers such as Carmen Luke (1997),
Donna Alvermann, Jennifer Moon, and Margaret Hagood (1999), and
Roy Fox (1994) have argued that electronic media, advertisements, tele-
vision shows, movies, and other visual texts have become important
cultural symbols and conveyors of information, and therefore adoles-
cents should learn to critically “read” them if they are to be truly liter-
ate. Therefore, the fields of media literacy and cultural studies have in-
troduced a new body of texts into the literature classroom that teachers
cannot ignore. The National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) and
the International Reading Association (IRA) (1996) have added to their
standards for the teaching of English language arts in the secondary
school the ability to interpret and create visual images, and this visual
or media literacy is noted side by side with more traditional, print
literacies.

Specifics about how to integrate visual and media literacy into
your literature curriculum are outside the scope of this book; any dis-
cussion of literature teaching would be negligent, however, if it didn’t
mention multiple texts available for classroom use. Many of the ap-
proaches and theories advocated in this book are applicable to the teach-
ing and study of visual texts as well as print ones.

5. Use of Diverse Texts. It is important that teachers make an effort to
include literature written by and about diverse people. In other words,
when devising a literature curriculum or choosing books to use in a
classroom, a teacher should select from a variety of authors in order to
include male and female, black and white, and representatives of vari-
ous ethnic and minority groups. The danger in this selection is the pos-
sibility that tokenism will result, or the curriculum will be reconfigured
to include certain designated days or weeks during which a variety of

18
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races, ethnicities, cultures, or genders are given “air time,” yet they re-
main essentially unintegrated into the literature curriculum at other
times of the year. Gonzalez (1990) explains the problems of tokenism
versus true multiculturalism:

Token representation of the histories and literatures of culturally
different children are inadequate attempts at engaging and in-
spiring students’ participation in the educational process. One
piece of literature or one chapter in American history cannot
counter the negative social perceptions that children of minority
subcultures have of themselves or that society has of them. A sig-
nificant proportion of the curriculum must be dedicated to posi-
tive ethnic histories and literature and the many contributions
that all groups have made to American life. (pp.18-19)

We agree and support Gonzalez’s passionate recommendation.

Controversies in Literature and Reading Instruction

As you continue to develop your philosophy of teaching literature and
reading, it is helpful to be aware not only of some best practices in lit-
erature/reading pedagogy but also of some of the major controversies
and arguments in the field concerning literacy teaching and learning in
secondary schools. The following are not all of the controversies within
the discipline, but they are some of the most prevalent in the field of
secondary literature and reading education, and as a teacher of English
language arts, you should be familiar with them and with the arguments
associated with them.

1. Young Adult Literature versus Classic Literature. Many of our stu-
dents over the years have embraced young adult literature as a genre
worthy of study and inclusion in secondary classrooms; others have
rejected it as an oversimplified and anti-intellectual literary form. We
believe in the value of young adult literature in the classroom (and as a
literary genre), but we do not reject the value of classic texts either. We
think both can be used successfully in the secondary classroom, some-
times in tandem. Several modern pedagogical theorists, such as Sarah
K. Herz and Donald Gallo (1996), Joan E. Kaywell (1993), and Virginia
Monseau (1996), have advocated the use of YA and classic books in tan-
dem, suggesting that teachers pair texts with similar themes, thus us-
ing one (usually the YA) to facilitate the teaching of the other (normally
the classic). In From Hinton to Hamlet: Building Bridges between Young
Adult Literature and the Classics (1996), Herz and Gallo explain how the-
matically connecting a young adult and a classic text can help students
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become more interested, motivated, and successful in reading and in-
terpreting literature. A teacher could, for example, teach Great Expecta-
tions by Dickens after teaching Avi’s The True Confessions of Charlotte
Doyle. Both books have young characters (Pip and Charlotte) who are
discovering the realities of a hierarchical, class-based society. Both char-
acters end up rejecting the “upper-class” yet superficial individuals in
their lives in favor of the sincere, down-to-earth, yet “lower-class,” in-
dividuals who respect and care for them. By reading the Avi novel first,
students can be introduced to these themes (e.g., classism, sexism, iden-
tity, and growing up) through a novel that is more structurally and lin-
guistically accessible to them before moving on to the classic novel that
is older, unfamiliar in vocabulary and setting, and less likely to capture
their immediate attention. While both novels have sophisticated, well-
developed themes, together they provide students the opportunity to
read contemporary as well as classic literature through theoretical lenses
and to engage in intertextual comparisons. Kaywell (1993) has edited
four volumes all titled Adolescent Literature as a Complement to the Clas-
sics, and like Herz and Gallo she offers many examples of thematic link-
ages between young adult and classic texts and reasons for these con-
nections. Kaywell’s books offer practical ideas for connecting dozens
of classic texts to diverse YA texts, such as linking The Grapes of Wrath
by John Steinbeck to Hatchet by Gary Paulsen, and Their Eyes Were Watch-
ing God by Zora Neale Hurston to Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry by
Mildred Taylor.

So what is the difference between a young adult and a classic text?
The standard definitions are that YA literature is literature written and
published specifically with a young adult or adolescent audience in
mind, while classic literature was originally written for adults and has
stood the test of time, being read and taught in schools for a number of
years. Classic literature is often additionally defined as literature that
explores and offers new insights into universal human themes or arche-
types. Of course, these definitions are fluid. It is not always clear, for
example, if a book was written with an adolescent audience in mind,
especially since the publishing market has only identified certain types
of books as “teen” books since the late 1960s, and sometimes YA books
explore universal themes and archetypes as deeply and richly as the
quintessential “classic” texts.

Those who wish to learn more about contemporary, quality young
adult literature should make themselves familiar with the list of
Newbery Medal winners and honor books that can be accessed through
the American Library Association’s Web site at www.ala.org/.
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2. Phonics versus Whole Language Approaches. The terms phonics and
whole language might be more commonly associated with elementary
school reading instruction, but the ramifications of the conflict between
these approaches are also felt in secondary schools. The easiest way to
understand these two camps is to think of pure phonics instruction as
moving students from “parts to wholes” and pure whole language in-
struction as moving students from “wholes to parts.” Let us explain. In
reading and literacy studies, parts are things like sounds, syllables, and
fragments of words, sentences, and texts, and in “pure” phonics instruc-
tion teachers begin by teaching students about these parts, believing that
once the parts are learned, the whole text will be understood. So stu-
dents learn sounds, do worksheets about these sounds, and break up
sentences and words into their parts or syllables for close study and
imitation. Then students move on to reading complete books or whole
texts. The “pure” whole language approach is the opposite: it advocates
giving students lots of books, reading to them and with them, immers-
ing them in print and language, and believing that as a result of the
immersion students will learn the requisite parts through the whole, and
probably learn them better and be more interested in reading and more
positive about literacy activities. Many reading specialists advocate a
combination approach that teaches some phonics within a whole lan-
guage-based program. This controversy is important to the secondary
classroom because some of this “parts to whole” or “whole to parts”
debate is evident when teachers, for example, teach lists of spelling
words for students to memorize instead of having them identify diffi-
cult words from their own reading or writing or ask students to sound
out words they don’t know instead of relying on context to figure out
the meaning of unknown words.

3. Reader Response versus Close Textual Readings. The effective and
evenhanded literature teacher can negotiate this controversy, which is
similar to the phonics versus whole language debate. Reader-response
theory is defined as a transactional approach to understanding a text:
the reader interacts with a text and thus “meaning” results. The text in
and of itself, without a reader, contains no inherent meaning. Those who
advocate close textual readings do not necessarily deny that the reader
plays a part in the process; they see reader-response approaches to in-
struction, however, as pedagogical strategies that put more weight on
students’ opinions about texts than on the text itself and therefore un-
dermine the efficacy of the text and the intentions of the author.

Close readings of texts often happen in college classrooms. Stu-
dents are asked to explicate a poem or a prose passage by looking closely
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at the sentences, the word choices, the images, the figurative language,
the symbols or allusions, and other literary devices that are present and
then, using a process of deductive analysis, to discover the “meaning”
of the text from these semantic and syntactic cues. Response theory
happens in classrooms when students are asked to respond personally
to a text (e.g., has anything like this ever happened to you? or Do you
like this book and why/why not?) and then move from these responses
to a more analytical or critical reading. Personal response is seen as es-
sential to such higher-order thinking.

While these processes can be seen as mutually exclusive, we do
not think they are. Is it not possible for a teacher to ask students to en-
gage in close readings sometimes and other times ask them to respond
personally or individually to a text? Why not encourage students to
engage in both of these activities during the reading of a single text?
Louise Rosenblatt argues in Literature as Exploration (1983) and Ben F.
Nelms argues in Literature in the Classroom: Readers, Texts, and Contexts
(1988) that a movement occurs in literary analysis from reading, through
response, to analysis, and finally to social/cultural criticism. In their
view, and in ours, both reader response and close analysis are essential
to a truly critical reading experience, and they happen in a cognitive
and emotional/psychological sequence.

Louise Rosenblatt is credited with applying reader-response
theory to the secondary classroom, through her description of transac-
tional theory. Her first text, Literature as Exploration (1938 /1983), empha-
sizes the process of reading as a way for students to use past experi-
ences to respond to literature while also building new understandings
of their culture and increased empathy for others. Rosenblatt’s second
book, The Reader, the Text, the Poem (1978), develops her idea of a trans-
actional understanding of reading. She believes that meaning is created
through an interaction between a reader and a text, an interaction that
first requires a personal, affective (what she calls “aesthetic”) response.
Many pedagogical theorists have since written about how to apply a
“response-based” philosophy of literature teaching to the secondary
classroom, including Robert Probst (1988) and Alan Purves, Theresa
Rogers, and Anna Soter (1995). These authors give specific suggestions
for applying reader-response theory to the classroom, including re-
sponse writings, theme-based teaching, literature circles or small-group
discussions, responding to popular media texts, and facilitating cultural
critiques.
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Narratives

In this chapter, we present four narratives that focus on the teaching of
literature and reading. Past or present classroom teachers tell the sto-
ries, and experienced teachers of literature or teacher educators respond.
These responses do not necessarily provide the “answers” for all sce-
narios similar to the ones narrated, but we hope that the stories, coupled
with the responses, will help you think about your developing philoso-
phy of teaching literature and reading and how you will use texts of
various kinds with your future students.

The first narrative, “Where Is Your River? Reader Responses to
Huckleberry Finn” tells the story of a high school teacher who relates a
classic novel often taught in secondary schools to the lives of young
adults. The second story, “Handing Over the Script: Using Images in
the Literature Class,” talks about teaching To Kill a Mockingbird to young
adults and asking them to respond with a visual image, a drawing, in-
stead of the normal paper-and-pencil quizzes or study guides. The third
story, “The One That Didn’t Work: Struggles with Literature Circles,”
narrates a teacher’s attempt to use literature circles in her tenth-grade
English class and the problems she had implementing the approach. The
last narrative, “A Chilly Idea: A Tactile Approach to Teaching Litera-
ture,” tells how one teacher brought an often-inaccessible text home to
her students through tactile and kinesthetic stimulation.

Literature Narrative 1

The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is often taught in high schools. Some-
times it is also the subject of controversy when students, parents, and
administrators are troubled by the depiction of the African American
character Jim and the racial epithet used to describe him. This teacher
tells how he was able to move past these controversies (at least for a
while) and help students feel a part of Huck’s world. This narrative
comes from an American literature class made up primarily of tenth
graders in a school of about 1,700 students located in a small Wiscon-
sin city.

Where Is Your River? Reader Responses to Huckleberry Finn

We said there warn’t no home like a raft, after all. Other places do
seem so cramped up and smothery, but a raft don’t. You feel
mighty free and easy and comfortable on a raft.

Mark Twain, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn
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Today’s students face a fast-paced world and many modern stresses,
along with the usual frustrations and concerns of adolescence. As my
students and I read The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and discussed
the often negative influences of society both in the novel and in our
current American culture, I formed the idea for a personal writing
response that would, like Huck’s refuge from the shore on the raft in
the middle of the river, elicit “free and easy and comfortable” feel-
ings from the student writers.

There is more than enough conflict, whether in fiction or real
life, to write about, I thought; too many young writers, when invited
to share their feelings, share stories of pain and struggle. While these
stories provide a valuable and sometimes necessary outlet and cer-
tainly have their place, I wanted to encourage positive responses for
this particular activity.

Since we had discussed the general theme of the river versus
the shore in Twain’s novel, I asked my students to answer these ques-
tions: Where is your “river”? Where do you feel, like Huck Finn,
peaceful and happy and “comfortable”? From their answers, the stu-
dents were to develop a piece of writing explaining their responses.
As an example, I shared with them a writing model I had completed
describing our family cabin and surrounding woods in northern
Wisconsin near the Michigan border where I experience those “free
and easy” feelings.

Later, as I sat at my desk and read the students’ responses, I
quietly rejoiced that these young people had their own places or
memories that made them feel at peace. All of the writings were very
much like the following examples:

My river is not exactly a place. It is the feeling I have when
dancing. And, although it’s more of a mood, I do feel trans-
ported to my special dancing place in my mind. I become one
with the dance. I will always find peacefulness when dancing.

The one place that I think compares with Huck’s raft on the
river would be my room. When I am in my room, I can shut
the door and shut out all of my problems at home or at school.

The place I go that’s like Huck’s river is our barn. When I'm
there, I am often alone with all the horses. It’s like time stop-
ping. There is a certain wonder that I feel when I get up on a
horse.

My “river” is actually a river. The Wisconsin River flows past
the end of my backyard. Sometimes, when I'm stressed or up-
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set, I take out our paddleboat. This helps me think and relax.
It’s peaceful, just like it is for Huck.

I saw in the student responses not only genuine connections
to the literature but also personal expressions of positive experiences.
And I'hope that all readers, young and old, have their own “rivers.”

A Teacher Responds

This narrative tells the story of a success, of a teacher asking students
to engage in a writing activity that has very positive results. I commend
the teacher on his willingness to allow students to respond personally
to classic literature. Texts like Huckleberry Finn can be difficult to teach
to adolescents. Huck Finn can seem anachronistic to students—com-
pletely alien to their experiences and lives, and therefore they can be
reluctant to read or respond to it with any depth. Add into the mix the
not unwarranted controversy surrounding the novel concerning the
frequent use of the word nigger, and teaching Huck Finn becomes even
more difficult.

Another thing that seems important here is that the teacher is
determined to help students focus on something positive about the book
instead of on the negative. In modern talk show culture, it is common-
place for people to tell horror stories of things gone wrong in their lives:
violence, abuse, pain, sadness, etc. While I think these negatives often
need to be told, where is the discussion of the positive, the good, and
the happy? Although teachers and readers must recognize that conflict
is often at the heart of any literary work, it is sometimes possible and,
as this teacher shows us, even desirable to focus on the positive. This
teacher asks his students to think about their own “rivers,” their places
of peace and refuge, and he gets some marvelous student responses.

I think he could take this activity further in order to engage in
deeper analysis and criticism of Huck Finn. When the student writes
about “shutting out all my problems at home or school,” for example,
discussion could focus on how and why Huck does a similar thing. What
are Huck’s problems? To what extent are they caused by or reflected in
the time in which this fictional character is living? What happens on the
raft between Huck and Jim that can’t or doesn’t happen elsewhere?
Why? How is this a reflection of nineteenth-century, pre—Civil War
America? What happens when Huck and Jim leave the raft (as when
the student leaves her room)? In other words, these wonderful personal
connections can also be used to facilitate literary analysis and even so-
cial-cultural criticism. In this way, the teacher can direct students to a
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discussion of the racial issues and themes central to the book. How, for
example, does Huck and Jim’s time on the raft provide a space for an
expression of friendship impossible on the shore? How and why do their
interactions again change when they return to land? What larger point
might Twain have been trying to make about racial discrimination by
placing the two settings in opposition? Many pedagogical theorists have
argued that, regardless of the specific discussions in which students
eventually engage, literary study begins with response (both making
personal connections and giving opinions), moves to analysis and in-
terpretation (taking apart and examining the chunks or pieces), and fi-
nally arrives at criticism (putting back together and linking/connect-
ing to the larger world to see a greater significance). This teacher has
begun this process in a positive way by asking a seemingly simple ques-
tion: where is your river?

A Teacher Responds

This high school teacher creates an important opportunity for the stu-
dents to engage with both Huckleberry Finn (the text) and Huck Finn (the
character) when they are asked to consider their own experiences and
ideas as they relate to Mark Twain’s image of the Mississippi River. The
students seize the chance to pause and reflect on a basic need we all have
to seek refuge, safety, and comfort in the midst of complicated and chal-
lenging times. And in doing so, a nearly 120-year-old text finds new life
in the hands of today’s high school students.

With the text in their hands and an intriguing question to con-
sider, the students find themselves placed in the position of being re-
sponsible for making meaning out of the confluence of the text and their
own thoughts, rather than being given a particular interpretation of the
text from their teacher. It’s through their teacher’s perceptive question
that they set out on their journey toward becoming more sophisticated,
thoughtful readers. In exploring the question of how readers make
meaning from texts, Louise Rosenblatt (1978) posits, “The finding of
meanings involves both the author’s text and what the reader brings to
it” (p. 14). In this case, the students make the most of their chance to
pull up a chair, sit next to Twain, consider the very same issuzs he
thought about as he wrote the book, and then make new meanings.

Sophisticated and able readers, of course, tend to make connec-
tions between more than just themselves and the text. Quite often it’s
our most engaged readers who also have the inclination and the patience
to seek or see connections between the text, other works of literature,
and the world at large. Leila Christenbury (2000) provides a framework
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for thinking about the pedagogy of questioning techniques when she
explains her vision of the questioning circle and dense questions,
wherein she notes the need for readers to consider how their own ideas
and the world at large intersect and interact with the text at hand (pp.
254-55). Perhaps these students would have welcomed the challenge
of considering the idea of rivers as they have encountered them in other
works of literature or on film. The teacher’s provocative, initial ques-
tion easily could have served as a springboard to talk about the river as
a literary archetype, one that carries a multiplicity of associations and
connections throughout countless other novels, short stories, and po-
ems. One easily could bring into such a discussion Harriet Beecher
Stowe’s treatment of the Ohio River in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Willa Cather’s
portrayal of a small river in Nebraska in her story “The Enchanted
Bluff,” or Langston Hughes’s perception of numerous rivers in his poem
“The Negro Speaks of Rivers.” If and when students have the opportunity
to see the connections between the work of literature at hand and other
works, they begin to see stories and poems in a larger, richer context.

The larger, richer context also brings with it a certain literary
double-edged sword. That is to say, students who are invited to con-
sider every angle of a particular literary image not only begin to see how
that particular motif might be extended, but they are also more likely
to sense that the image is more complicated and complex than they first
thought. In doing so, students can become more adept at challenging
both the text and their own initial interpretations. By asking students,
as I am suggesting here, to think about “river” as a literary archetype,
they are likely to see that Huck Finn’s river might be more complicated
than it first appears and that Twain might not have intended it to be
understood simply and solely as a place of refuge and safety. As the
novel moves along, it’s the river, of course, that not only protects Huck
but also carries him deeper and deeper into the South, into greater peril
and more dangerous situations. This would be a good time to remind
students that the raft bore two passengers the length of the adventure,
and Jim likely had a much different perspective on the raft and its di-
rection than did Huck. By the end of the novel, Huck abandons the civi-
lization and the river altogether to “light out for the Territory, ahead of
the rest.”

To be sure, approaching the text in this manner ultimately works
against the teacher’s stated intention of keeping an absolutely positive
focus on the idea of the river as a place of refuge. This approach would
serve as an option, however, for extending the students’ understanding of
the river’s function within the story. Doing so would allow students to
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explore the imagery of the river in all its richness and complexity—
within the text of the story, the mind of the reader, and the world of ideas
at large. The students who are ready and willing and sufficiently pa-
tient to complicate the idea of the river both within and outside of the
text might appreciate the chance to move beyond the confining banks
of the river, just as Huck chooses to do at the end of his adventure.

For Further Discussion

1. Thinking back to your experiences as a middle school, high
school, and college student, what role do you think personal
response plays in literary study? Do you think a personal re-
sponse or personal “connection” is essential for eventual analy-
sis and criticism of a text? Why or why not?

2. Do you think that reading “positive” texts and responding in
positive ways are important activities for adolescents? Why or
why not?

3. Can you think of any young adult novels that address similar
themes or issues and thus might be paired with Huckleberry
Finn (in order to facilitate its teaching)? How do you see them
connecting thematically?

Learning Activities

1. Practice leading a literary discussion with your students or
peers about a short passage from a text of your choice. Write
down in advance possible questions to ask them, but also think
about what ideas or concepts you would like them to consider
by the end of the discussion. Think about structuring the dis-
cussion in an inductive way so that you help your students or
peers construct these ideas on their own.

2. Draw a diagram that represents your philosophy of teaching
literature and include the following approaches from which
to address or analyze a text: personal response, historical back-
ground information, author’s biographical information, social-
cultural critique or criticism (i.e., issues of gender, class, race/
ethnicity), and close readings of the language of texts. In this
diagram, show which of these you think is the most important
to teaching or approaching a text by giving it more space, and
then visually demonstrate the importance you place on the
others in a similar way. Then share this diagram of your litera-
ture teaching philosophy with peers or colleagues and talk
about your philosophical similarities and differences.
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Literature Narrative 2

More and more often, teachers are using the visual in order to facilitate
student thought and help students respond to texts in richer ways. Vi-
sual thinking is not a new idea. Rudolf Arnheim (1969) wrote much
about visual processes of thought, and more recently Howard Gardner
(1983) included the visual thinker in his enumerated “intelligences” or
ways in which individuals learn or approach new material. The teacher
who tells the following story taps into the power of the image when
teaching To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee. This narrative is written
from the perspective of a first-year teacher.

Handing Over the Script: Using Images in the Literature Class

To say that I was a little nervous during my first year of teaching
would be a colossal understatement. Every night my stomach
churned as I tried to plan the “foolproof” lesson. I scripted everything
down to the minutest detail, determined to be so prepared that I
wouldn’t have to improvise anything. Veteran teachers with whom I
worked chuckled at my obsessive habit. They would try to comfort
me, saying, “Oh, someday you'll be able to walk into the classroom
without anything written down.” I didn’t believe them.

In industry they say, “Necessity is the mother of invention.”
In teaching, it’s exasperation that gives birth to creative ideas. My stu-
dents had been reading To Kill a Mockingbird. We were through the
first four or five chapters and class discussions were going nowhere.
I had given the students study guides, quizzes, and journal entries,
none of which produced anything more than the usual pat answers
and simplistic responses. As usual, I had the day’s lesson scripted out,
but I just couldn’t face another fifty minutes of long pauses, sleepy
faces, and distracted chatter in the back of the room.

When the students finally took their seats as the bell rang, I
passed out a blank sheet of paper. I said, “I want you to draw a pic-
ture of Boo Radley.” I held my breath for the groans and yawns, but
to my surprise, real interest and even a little excitement actually
charged the room. Students dug into book bags for pencils. I heard
mumbles of “Oh, cool!” or “This is fun.” A few looked dumbfounded
and pained. Drawing wasn’t something you did in English class. I
assured them they could use stick figures or simple sketches and that
they wouldn’t have to share them with the class. After twenty min-
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utes, I asked for volunteers to put their drawings on the board so we
could decide who had drawn the best likeness of Boo. Real discus-
sion and debate erupted. Some students felt that certain drawings
completely misrepresented the Boo they had pictured in their minds.
“He wouldn’t be smoking a cigarette!”; “You made him too young.”;
“Why did you put scissors in his hand?” With each of these com-
ments, I asked why or why not, leading students back to the text to
support their conclusions about Boo. L also discovered who had been
reading carefully and who hadn’t, and those individuals weren’t
necessarily the same students who had been doing well on the quiz-
zes and homework. Students had to gather their books quickly as class
ended, more eager to read on and find out the “real” story about Boo.
I breathed a satisfied sigh of relief. I didn’t need the script. As long
as I had a destination, I could improvise, make detours, and discover
shortcuts to getting my students excited about a story.

I also learned that I need to help my students see the text. In
the thirteen years since that first class, l have researched the connec-
tions between teaching visualization strategies and reading compre-
hension. “Read the movie in your head” has become my mantra. Now
when we read To Kill a Mockingbird, I often ask students to stop and
draw what is happening in the story. I also include assignments in
which groups of students storyboard entire chapters, as filmmakers
do before they actually go into production. When the students dis-
cuss what to include in each frame of their storyboard, I see them
paying closer attention to the text. But we also discuss the filmmaker’s
prerogative to create a script with some details that may not be in-
cluded in the text but that will help convey its main ideas and themes.
In other words, the students begin to quite literally draw their own
inferences about the facial expressions of characters, the set details,
and the camera distance: would the scene be shot as a close up or a
long shot? Paying special attention to the picture the author wants
projected onto the reader’s mind helps students think visually in their
own writing so that they create “movies in the head” of their own
readers.

All of this began that day I decided not to follow the script and
finally let my students create their own.

A Teacher Responds

There are so many interesting ideas within this narrative I hardly know
where to begin. This teacher talks about a couple of things I want to
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address: the difficulty of being a new teacher and using visual repre-
sentation to respond to literature. First, the issue of the new teacher’s
confidence (or lack thereof).

Anew teacher undergoes a great deal of stress and change as she
moves from being a university student to a high school or middle school
teacher. Many of the problems and stressors are related to issues of iden-
tity and authority. As Deborah Britzman (1991) writes, “So at first glance,
becoming a teacher may mean becoming someone you are not. It is this
dual struggle that works to construct the student teacher as the site of
conflict” (p. 4). How is becoming a teacher like becoming someone you
are not? It happens when a young teacher strives to take on a teacher
persona or own an identity as a teacher that he or she is initially un-
comfortable with. The teacher in this narrative describes her struggles
with this identity development her first year of teaching and how as
part of her struggle she feels more confident writing explicit notes about
what she is to do or say in a classroom on any particular day. This is
her “script” as a teacher, just as an actor learns a script to take on a role
in a play or movie. This is not to say that taking notes or writing lesson
plans is something that only young teachers do; on the contrary, good
planning often requires writing things down. This teacher’s story, how-
ever, demonstrates that sometimes good teachers deviate from their
notes, from the script, when the classroom moment dictates or when
students seem to need or demand another approach.

Second, this teacher describes her belief in the power of visual
thinking when she asks students to draw a picture of Boo and then again
later in her career when she requires students to create storyboards of
different chapters in To Kill a Mockingbird. Visual thinking is documented
as an important cognitive act. Rudolf Arnheim (1969) was among the
first to argue that “visual perception is a cognitive activity” (p. v). He
goes on to say, “cognitive operations called thinking are not the privi-
lege of mental processes above and beyond perception but the essen-
tial ingredients of perception itself” (p. 13). Arnheim’s understanding
of the image and of focused and reflective viewing as both a form of
thinking and of expressing thought was relatively new in his day. Oth-
ers since Arnheim, however, have valued visualization as a viable form
of thought, including Howard Gardner, who in his book Frames of Mind:
The Theory of Multiple Intelligences (1983) identifies “spatial intelligence”
as the ability “to perceive the visual world accurately, to perform trans-
formations and modifications upon one’s initial perceptions, and to be
able to re-create aspects of one’s visual experience” (p. 173). Thus, this
teacher is supported in her effort to recognize visual thinking and see value
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in asking students to visualize characters, events, and so on. The pic-
tures the students draw of Boo are directly linked in the teacher’s nar-
rative to class discussion about the character: who he was, why he acted
as he did, and so forth. And even better, the pictures led to debate about
these motivations and descriptors. Because of the initial drawing activ-
ity, students engaged in arguments about the character and the text.

One final note: a related but also useful activity is readers’ the-
ater. In this activity, students read aloud “parts” and, using minimal
props and actions, dramatize scenes from prose or poetic works. Read-
ers’ theater allows students not only to visualize the motions charac-
ters might go through in a particular scene but also to take on the per-
sona of a character and enact these visualizations. This enactment could
lead to deeper understanding of the characters’ motivations that might
lead to a more comprehensive understanding of the text.

A Teacher Responds

This particular narrative shows how one beginning teacher’s practice
evolved from a stance characterized by a sense of safety to a stance of
risk-taking. Early in her career, this beginning teacher found safety in
being obsessively prepared with scripted lesson plans that enabled her
to predict almost every aspect of a lesson. Ultimately, desperation en-
abled her to take the risk of spontaneity, which enabled her students to
engage with texts in meaningful, reflective, and thoughtful ways. As a
result of the teacher’s shift from a scripted to an improvisational ap-
proach, an important thing happens with the students. As this begin-
ning teacher loosens the reins a bit and offers the students an opportu-
nity to interact with the text in ways they could not with study guides,
quizzes, and journal entries, they engage in meaningful thinking, talk-
ing, and reflecting about the text. The teacher writes, “Real discussion
and debate erupted.” Although she says that she led “students back to
the text to support their conclusions,” I argue that the students led her.
By allowing them to engage with the text through their drawings, the
teacher actually relinquishes control, and the students lead her through
their meaning making, as it should be in a student/reader-centered lit-
erature classroom.

Through her reflections, the teacher was able to document her
learning in the narrative: “I also learned that Ineed to help my students
see the text.” This is important for two reasons. First, it shows that given
time and reflection, teachers—even beginning teachers—can, through
intentional contemplation, critically examine their practice and their
learning as professionals. Second, she realized that her students needed
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to somehow “see” the text differently in order to engage in more mean-
ingful conversations about it, and she realized it was her responsibility
as the teacher to help them do so. Robert Probst (1988), Louise Rosenblatt
(1978, 1982, 1983), Frank Smith (1978, 1988), and others who subscribe
to the psycholinguistic perspective (Goodman, 1996; Scholes, 1985) have
taught us that meaningful, engaging interactions with texts occur when
students understand that they have an integral role in the reading of
texts. Likewise, Jeffrey Wilhelm (1995) argues that we must show stu-
dents, especially reluctant and struggling readers, how to engage with
texts by offering them a variety of creative, innovative ways of inter-
acting with texts and by granting them the freedom to make meaning
with and about texts. Social constructivism (Dewey, 1938; Phillips, 1995;
Vygotsky, 1962, 1987), with its assumption that knowledge is socially
constructed and contextually situated, seems to be at the core of
Wilhelm’s work and also grounds this teacher’s decision to create a situ-
ation in which students can draw from their personal experiences and
beliefs as well as have the opportunity to interact with one another in
small groups. According to Wilhelm (1995),

By instead focusing our instruction and support on the construc-
tion of meaning, the classroom can become a place where stu-
- dents not only produce and share meanings, but a place where
they share ways of reading and being with text, becoming aware
in the process of their own strategies and those of others. (p. 11)

Writing is often used as a tool for enabling student engagement.
Composition theorists for years have asserted that writing provides stu-
dents a medium through which to construct meaning (Elbow, 1973;
Emig, 1971; Moffett & Wagner, 1992; Murray, 1982, 1985; Newkirk, 1990).
Writing offers students opportunities to make personal connections and
reach higher levels of engagement that encourage purposeful response.
Through writing, students can communicate their thoughts, opinions,
interpretations, feelings, and criticism of what they read. The teacher
in this narrative uses writing in concert with students’ drawings and
group collaboration. For her students, especially the reluctant writers,
this was a stroke of genius.

Looking back on her experience as a beginning teacher, this En-
glish teacher was able to critically examine how her transformation
began and speculate about the source of her creativity. She writes, “In
teaching, it’s exasperation that gives birth to creative ideas.” Beginning
and experienced teachers alike feel exasperated and frustrated when it
seems everything they try falls flat and lessons or activities fail to engage
students in meaningful and powerful ways. Just as we ask our students
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to move outside their comfort zones to try something new or to look at
something from a different perspective, we teachers also must be will-
ing to venture outside our comfort zone, take a risk, and relinquish con-
trol to our students. This teacher did just that, and she reaped the ben-
efits as she enjoyed a class rich with engaged thought and conversation.

For Further Discussion

1. Whatdo you think it means to be a secondary English teacher?
How would you define such an individual? What qualities do
you think an English teacher should exhibit? After considering
these questions, write about your past, present, or future induc-
tion into the profession and how difficult (or easy) it has been or
you think it will be to assume this professional identity.

2. Some educators would argue that drawing a picture is not a
valid, intellectual response to a text. Do you agree or disagree?
Why?

3. What is the difference between a classroom discussion and a

question-and-answer session? When might each of these be
useful? Why?

Learning Activities

1. Think of a text that you have read in the last month or two and
create a visual response to it. Choose any visual form that ap-
peals to you: an idea or concept cluster, a drawing of a charac-
ter or individual in the text, a map of the setting of the story, a
symbolic representation of a theme, etc. Then, if possible, dis-
cuss your visual response with a peer or colleague and think
about how your thoughts or feelings about the text were
changed (or not changed) because of the activity.

2. Working in a small group, brainstorm at least five ways you
could integrate images into your future or current secondary
English curriculum. How might you incorporate visual think-
ing into effective literature instruction?

Literature Narrative 3

Sometimes, what seem like good ideas do not work out so well in real
classrooms. Are there certain activities or approaches that might sound
like good ideas in university classes but that just do not work in real-
ity? Or are there ways we can modify these approaches to make them
more effective and successful? The following story narrates one teacher’s
experiences with literature circles in a tenth-grade class in a midsize
Pennsylvania town.
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The One That Didn’t Work: Struggles with Literature Circles

About three years ago, before I had ever heard of literature circles, I
decided to have my nonacademic tenth-grade class work on novels
in small groups. I had purchased ten copies of half a dozen titles
geared for high-interest, low-ability reading. I created study guides
to accompany each title, chapter by chapter, and developed possible
final project choices that I thought were broad enough to be used with
any of the texts. These included basic oral reporting and “perfor-
mances” as well as posters and bulletin boards. Students were also
expected to keep a reading journal, with which they had already
gained experience during our short story unit.

To start things off, I gave a minisummary of each of the titles.
Students then divided themselves into groups based on the titles they
were interested in reading. No group had more then six students or
fewer than four, and a couple of novels were not chosen at all. I gave
the class a due date for the novels to be finished, handed out study
guides and noted that these would be collected with the final project,
and gave each group a blank calendar of class periods so they could
break down the reading according to their own timetable. I did not
assign roles to anyone, basically because I was not familiar with lit-
erature circles and the accompanying roles as described by Harvey
Daniels (1994).

The first day, I asked the groups to scan their novels and to give
me an approximate timetable for their reading. They knew they
would have class time each day until the final date but that they
would not necessarily have all period every day (we were on an
eighty-eight-minute block schedule). During the class periods, group
members could read aloud to one another or read silently, work on
study questions or on the final projects, or generally discuss what they
had read. I was available to all groups for consultation and frequently
checked on overall progress.

This activity didn’t work the way I would have liked. I think
the problem was due in part to the composition of the class. This was
a tenth-grade class with a high proportion of repeat students. Al-
though these students often did not do assignments, I thought the
work might get done this time if they had more control of the mate-
rial and assignments. The class also had a high absentee rate. Some
students came to school only sporadically. Others came to school but
were discipline problems and often ended up in an alternate class for
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days or weeks at a time. A couple of students were frequently in out-
of-school suspension. This absentee problem left a handful of students
in each group to carry the load. It was not unusual for a group to have
only two members present. I tried to allow for this in evaluating the
assignment by noting the frequency of absences and the participa-
tion of group members when present. I also had group members fill
out evaluations on one another at the end of the project. Interestingly,
a few students rated their group members highly even if they hadn’t
been present throughout much of the assignment.

While the class as a whole was exposed to more novels than
we would have had time to cover together, I was disappointed with
the attempt. It seemed as though the same students who had previ-
ously failed to complete work assigned as part of the whole class had
also failed to complete work even when they had choices about the
time frame and, to some degree, about the type of activities related
to the novel.

A Teacher Responds

Jacqueline McWilliams Chappel (1998) paraphrases Harvey Daniels’s
description of literature circles as follows:

Literature circles are student-led, small-group discussions of a
book that all group members have read. The teacher briefly re-
views the books children may choose from, each child reads a
book of his or her choice, and participates in a.discussion group
with others who chose the same book. (pp. 125-26)

Chappel goes on to describe how the students take on different
“roles” as a way to contribute to the group, roles that include “discus-
sion director, illustrator, connector, word wizard, and so forth” (1998,
p- 126). Oftentimes, the literature circles unit ends with a group project
representing the students’ collective, often creative, response to the text.
This teacher gave book talks prior to having students choose texts, gave
groups the freedom to set their own reading schedules, asked students
to complete written assignments related to the books, and also required
them to have small-group discussions. She seems to have followed
Daniels’s guidelines for literature circles almost to a tee, even though
she had not heard of them prior to her attempt. [ am impressed by her
creative thinking and the risk-taking that allowed her to try with reluc-
tant students an activity that she hoped would increase their motiva-
tion and their learning. But this teacher was still unhappy with the way
the project turned out.
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As she notes, some of the problems would be difficult for her to
solve by herself without school or parental help: absentee rates, disci-
plinary infractions, and a general apathy about passing courses. I think,
however, there are some things the teacher might have done that could
have improved the chances of literature circles working in this tenth-
grade class. Going back to Daniels, I think he would agree that assign-
ing roles is key to the success of literature circles. In his book, co-writ-
ten with Marilyn Bizar, called Methods That Matter: Six Structures for Best
Practice Classrooms (1998), Daniels describes how one teacher “taught”
her students these roles, gave them concrete directions for enacting
them, and created for herself more specific ways to evaluate their per-
formance. The “discussion director” for example, is the person whose
responsibility it is to come up with questions to begin the group dis-
cussion on any particular day. The teacher discusses the difference be-
tween “open” and “closed” questions and encourages discussion direc-
tors to write down as many open questions as possible. The “passage
master” picks parts of the story that would be effective when read aloud
to the rest of the group; the passage master also must identify why he
or she chose those passages. In this way, each student has a role (these
roles may rotate during the unit), and the role has not only an oral com-
ponent but also a written one that can be easily assessed. One of this
teacher’s problems seems to be student accountability; the students
don’t complete the literature circle tasks with diligence and motivation,
so perhaps the measures discussed in Daniels’s book might increase
accountability and hence the quality of the discussions that take place.
In addition to the accountability measures already established by the
teacher (e.g., reading journals, study guides, and final projects), having
students play specific roles could enhance and balance the students’ self-
evaluations.

A Teacher Responds

This narrative offers insight into the real-world problems and complexi-
ties of teaching. This teacher attempted to be creative in her approach
to teaching literature by using literature circles. She incorporated many
of the elements deemed necessary by Daniels (1994) for a successful lit-
erature circle learning experience, including choice, student responsi-
bility, and the importance of discussion. She made the choice to make
students more responsible for their own learning. Thus, she thought she
had created a space for increased student interest and engagement. Yet
she was disappointed with the outcome. I think it is important to note
that several factors beyond the teacher’s control, especially those related
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to students’ absence from class, affected the literature circles approach
in ways she had not foreseen.

There is little doubt that the teacher learned much from this ex-
perience, which confirms the power of this particular narrative. There
are, however, other lessons to be learned from such an experience. While
this teacher could have made instructional changes, as discussed in the
previous response, there are other issues that go beyond the immedi-
ate context of this or any other teaching and learning event. Moreover,
these important issues go beyond the realm of English studies.

I would venture to propose that those students who were not
present or not participative during the literature circle activities for the
variety of reasons listed by this teacher, including suspension, truancy,
and simply a failure to complete the work, became disengaged from the
promise of schooling long before they entered this classroom. As edu-
cators we need to consider the underlying reasons for chronic absen-
teeism, truancy, discipline problems, and lack of student motivation for
engaging in certain academic tasks. Much research has been done re-
garding why some students do not engage in the academic process over
the course of their careers in school. In It's Never Too Late (1995), Janet
Allen states:

Previously, these students had no reason to be motivated. Weiner
cites his claim that ”in our culture two sources of motivation are
most dominant: achievement and social recognition.” These stu-
dents could not tell me of any times they had felt successful or
received social recognition for their academic achievements. In
fact, for years they had been characterized, and characterized
themselves, as “failures, slow learners, learning disabled, special
ed, remedial, and resource.” These characterizations, and their
accompanying traits, had edged these students into a state that
Seligman terms “learned helplessness.” They had entered my
classroom last August expecting nothing. (p. 157)

Dale Schunk (1991) also contends that some students attribute
their struggles to a lack of ability and begin to believe that their hard
work is futile, resulting in a lack of motivation to attempt or engage in
academic tasks. The lack of confidence in one’s own ability and poten-
tial often results in behaviors similar to those described by this teucher
and which had negative implications for her lessons.

One must wonder how many times the students who negatively
affected their groups’ literature circle performance had similar oppor-
tunities to take control of their own learning in the past or even during
other class periods that same year. Especially when considering strug-
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gling students, we as teachers must question why some students con-
tinue to practice what we often perceive to be academically destructive
behaviors.

Unfortunately, many other teachers have learned the same pain-
ful lesson and, because of or before seriously considering the influence
of these outside factors, have discarded such new and innovative ap-
proaches that make students more responsible for and involved in con-
structing their own meanings about literature. Obviously there are no
easy answers. But I would encourage this teacher not to lose faith in
working to engage students, despite the fact that the very thing that
research and even students themselves tell us makes a difference—
choice—did not work well the first time she attempted to include it. As
indicated in the previous response, students need to be provided with
numerous opportunities to learn how to use such an approach them-
selves. In many cases, teachers trying out new strategies and approaches
will find that their students have little or no experience with these ac-
tivities. Peter Johnston and Richard Allington (2002), for example, con-
tend that many students who are remediated in lower-level language
arts classes have simply been exposed to too many isolated skill-and-
drill types of exercises rather than introduced to meaningful learning
opportunities. In many cases, when they are put in situations requiring
different skills and critical thinking, they have no idea what they are
doing or why. Therefore, it is crucial that we give students the time they
need to learn about their new roles and responsibilities, as well as about
the new instructional process in which they are asked to engage.

I would urge this teacher to stay the course, continue trying new
approaches and strategies, and give students the time and the instruc-
tion necessary to get accustomed to the idea that they can actually have
some responsibility for their own learning and be interested and en-
gaged in the work at the same time. I would also encourage all teach-
ers in all content areas and at every grade level to help these challeng-
ing students find reasons to engage in classroom activities that are
relevant to their lives and to empower them by giving them a voice in
the decisions surrounding their own learning. As well, and perhaps
more important, I would encourage this teacher to find ways to con-
tinue working through the complicated issues present in every class-
room that make being a creative and student-centered teacher difficult
at times, to say the least. Working toward that goal early on in students’
school experiences can have tremendous impact on students’ atten-
dance, attitude, and achievement throughout their academic careers.
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For Further Discussion

1. What skills or concepts do you think literature circles teach
secondary students? Can they teach these skills or concepts
more effectively than traditional approaches? Why or why not?

2. Think about secondary students’ development. Jean Piaget
(1926) sees adolescents moving from concrete to abstract
thought. Lev Vygotsky (1962) values social interaction as a way
of internalizing and utilizing metacognition, or thinking about
thinking. Do you think that literature circles are well or poorly
suited to this developmental stage of life? Why or why not?

3. The second responder talked at length about possible reasons
why some students choose not to attend or participate in school.
One reason she suggested is that students may not be com-
fortable with activities that allow them choice or freedom in
how they approach or complete a task. How might an English
teacher help students become more comfortable engaging in
independent thought and action? How might a teacher sup-
port students as they learn how to take control of their own
learning?

Learning Activities

1. Participate in a book group or reading group and try to imi-
tate or incorporate some of Daniels’s (1994) strategies for lit-
erature circles. Then consider how such social engagement with
the text changed your interpretation or response to it.

2. Consider the role of choice in learning. Do you think having a
choice increases motivation? Examine this question by con-
ducting a very small study in a secondary classroom. During a
field experience or in your own classroom, ask a student to
first write a short response to a particular prompt; the next
day, ask him or her to choose one of two prompts to write a
response to. Do you observe any difference in how the student
responds to each requirement? If so, what is the difference?
You may even ask the student if he or she felt more motivated
to do the activity when choice was involved.

Literature Narrative 4

This story recounts one teacher’s attempt to get students involved in
the Alexsandr Solzhenitsyn novella One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich.
The teacher uses the motif of “cold” to help students unaccustomed to
frigid weather understand a major theme of the book and learn some-
thing about themselves. This story takes place in a secondary school in
Manila, Philippines.
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A Chilly Idea: A Tactile Approach to Teaching Literature

The concept of cold permeated One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich.
I wanted my students to understand the cold—so cold there would
be frost on the inside of windows. As Solzhenitsyn writes, “Where
could you get warm in a place like this, with the windows iced over
and the white cobwebs of frost all along the huge barracks where the
walls joined the ceiling” (p. 3). Most of my twenty students had been
born and raised in the hot, humid tropics of the Philippines. They un-
derstood heat and humidity, but cold was somewhat foreign to them.
If they did not understand cold, they would not understand the en-
tire book.

Because the concept of cold is a recurring one in the text, it had
been assigned to a student to “cover” in a class presentation. In a
brainstorming discussion I held with her, she came up with several
ideas to help take the students through the book. I asked her if she
had any ideas about how to make the students experience cold. With
some prompting, she observed the air conditioner in the room, and
she also knew that ice was cold. She added some clothing limitations
and a barefoot requirement, and her presentation was ready.

The class met during first period, so I arrived at school early
the designated day, turned up the AC as high as possible, and waited
for my student leader. She had arranged for several “guards” at the
door who made sure everyone shed clothing until just decent. Bare-
foot, the students entered the room and were handed an ice cube in
a Baggie with instructions to hold the ice until it melted in their hands.
Additionally, there were buckets of ice water on the floor. Each stu-
dent had to put one foot in a bucket and one foot on the rapidly chill-
ing floor. As students got cold and said so, the entire class was in-
structed to walk around the perimeter of the room, holding on to the
ice cube and marching in parade formation.

Eventually the ice melted, and the students were told to take
their feet out of the water, dry them, put on shoes, and debrief. My
student in charge of the “cold” led the discussion. Many of the stu-
dents dramatically shared their growing awareness that they hadn’t
been able to think; the cold had seeped into their heads and made it
difficult to pay attention. Having been cold themselves helped the
students to more fully grasp the significance of cold in Solzhenitsyn’s
novella.

In the semester evaluation, most of the students commented
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on that particular activity. They felt they had learned more in one en-
counter than in the many other activities they had done in high school.
Additionally, they were delighted with the participatory nature of the
activity. Finally, they felt they had been involved with the decisions
because the entire period had been student led, including the discus-
sion afterward. I too was pleased. The students took what could have
been simply another class discussion and turned it into a profound
learning experience.

A Teacher Responds

My first reaction is wow! What a scene! It is no easy feat to generate
excitement over characters, setting, and themes in a novel. Here we have
a classroom of barefoot students trying to physically connect with this
story’s mood by sacrificing their own comfort. Activities like this don’t
occur very often. It’s no wonder that students list this activity as one of
their most memorable events.

This dynamic activity is powerful in its design. The fact that it is
student led offers powerful lessons in leadership and independence. But
how much of this was the student’s design? I wonder if this is a good
example of a student-led activity or a bit of puppetry with the teacher’s
ideas coming out of the student’s mouth. Or does it matter? The stu-
dent certainly led the discussion and organized the day’s events. This
in itself is freeing for students, especially in a day filled with static ac-
tivities.

Another question is how much learning actually occurred. Is this
experiential for the sake of the experience, or is it adequately connected
back to the novel? What are students asked to do to relate their kines-
thetic experience to the context of that novel? This is especially a con-
cern because students reported that they had trouble thinking due to
the cold. If the students are feeling the mind-numbing effects of the cold,
how effective can the discussion be? Would a follow-up with a writing
prompt be more helpful in bringing students down from the rush of this
event?

This reminds me of my own attempts at experiential learning,
which resulted in various degrees of success. One plan was for my class
to walk to the river in conjunction with reading Siddhartha by Hermann
Hesse. Once there, we would sit and listen to the water just as
Siddhartha had done waiting for enlightenment. But the students were
so excited to be outside that they could hardly contain themselves. The
environment inspired chaos rather than Nirvana. The lesson of quiet
listening required more self-discipline than my students could muster.
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Perhaps if such learning experiences were not such a rarity, students
would be able to adjust more easily. Literature teachers endeavoring to
reach the kinesthetic learner take the risk of swimming in chaos, but that
risk is worth the attempt. The impact of feeling an event, touching the
lives within a novel, and doing rather than hearing or reading about an
activity cannot be overlooked.

A Teacher Responds

Truly, such texts as A Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich must be context-
ualized environmentally. This English teacher chooses to emphasize the
tactile response attendant upon life in bone-chilling climates. It is an
interesting stance to adopt and would create a memorable association
for students’ empathic perspective. Attempting to manipulate tactile
responses presents both benefits and setbacks, though. Our tactile senses
are our slowest to adapt, probably our least reliable, and are not as
strongly attached to memory as olfactory and visual senses are. These
facts highlight a need to explore tactile responses further and ensure
novelty of the activity.

In light of the inherent difficulties connected to buckets of water,
disrobing, and Baggies of ice, perhaps a more generalizable emphasis
should accompany the “chilly” idea. Solzhenitsyn’s work provides a
perfect literary sample for “ecocriticism.” First, as David Mazel (2000)
writes, students might work toward ecological identity, establishing their
own and recognizing others’. This involves all of us consciously seeing
ourselves in relation to nature, “in reference to nature, as living and
breathing beings connected to the rhythms of the earth, the bio-
geochemical cycles, the grand and complex diversity of ecological sys-
tems” (p. 16).

Working to meet this state lends itself to interdisciplinary activi-
ties, especially connections with science, art, social studies, and health
and safety, perhaps even in culture studies of foreign languages. Estab-
lishing a foundation of ecological identities is best achieved through
primary research: gathering personal histories, mapmaking, interview-
ing, sifting through archives of photos and records, physically experi-
encing natural settings, maybe even altering the environment through
organized programs in the community such as cleanups and tree
plantings.

Ecocriticism then provides a link between the students” own eco-
logical identities and those of the text’s author and characters. This fo-
cus on relationships between literature and the physical environment
can be said to have “officially” begun in 1996 when the first ecocriticism
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volume, The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology (Glotfelty
& Fromm), was published. In conferences and in publications, the em-
phasis is on analysis of nature writing and wilderness literature. Re-
cently, however, critics and authors have been more and more interested
in gazing at all sorts of literature through this lens. Adopting an eco-
logical perspective may be excellent preparation for modern students
as well as prove to be of high interest and motivation. Topics range
within a broad and vibrant spectrum, including such ideas as monstrous
creatures of films, Robert Frost and New England objects, swamps and
poetry, Virginia Woolf and the landscape, and “botanical discourse” in
the works of Harriet Beecher Stowe.

While some teachers may not be interested in putting so much
stress on environment in a study of Solzhenitsyn’s novella, at least some
attention to ecological identity and ecocriticism should be rewarding.
From there, students who are ready for the next challenge can leap ahead
and back historically to views on the spirit of place. It should be worth
the trip!

For Further Discussion

1. Drawing from your own experiences as a student and a teacher,
do you think there are any types of activities—physical, emo-
tional, or intellectual—that are inappropriate in a secondary
school English class? If so, what are they and why are they
inappropriate?

2. Do you believe that the physical senses (sight, sound, touch,
taste, smell) are linked to thoughts and feelings? In other words,
does the experience of certain sensations increase the likeli-
hood of certain thoughts and /or feelings? If you believe this is
true, how then could that affect or influence the teaching of
literature?

3. What other ways could you see using literary texts to encour-
age ecological criticism or sensitivity? What particular text do
you have in mind?

Learning Activities

1. In a small group, brainstorm a list of four to five bodily or
kinesthetic activities you could use in the literature classroom
to facilitate discussion of a work of literature. How would you
initiate these activities? How would you execute them?

2. Conduct some research about ecological issues or problems in
your community. How could these issues be integrated into
classroom projects for your students?
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In Closing

This chapter has covered a lot of ground concerning the teaching of lit-
erature and reading. We have outlined some best practices and some
major controversies and also shared some stories from real teachers
about literature instruction, both successful and unsuccessful, in their
classrooms. We hope these stories, as well as the accompanying infor-
mation and responses, will help you as you continue to think about and
develop your own philosophy of teaching literature in the secondary
school.

As a concluding activity, write a philosophy of teaching literature.
Write a short (no more than one page) statement of philosophy. Try to
begin to answer some of the following questions as you describe your
current or future classroom practices in teaching literature and reading
and the beliefs that guide them:

1. Why do I think my students should read literature?

2. What is the role of young adult and classic texts in my class-
room?

3. How will I facilitate literature discussions?

4. How will I incorporate visual, as well as linear, thinking and
response?

5. How will L incorporate a variety of types of texts and texts by
and about diverse groups of people?

6. How will I assist struggling readers when they need help?

7. How will I move students through response to analysis and
criticism?

Additional Texts about the Teaching of Literature

Books and Journals

The ALAN Review.

This journal is a publication of the Assembly on Literature for Adoles-
cents of the National Council of Teachers of English and is published
three times a year. Members of NCTE who are also members of ALAN
receive the journal. It contains articles and reviews of young adult lit-
erature.

Alvermann, Donna E. (Ed). (2002). Adolescents and Literacies in a Digital
World. New York: Peter Lang.

This is a collection of essays about the importance of digital tech-
nologies and media in today’s youth culture as well as in second-
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ary education. This book is a scholarly exploration of the “new
literacies.”

Alvermann, Donna E., Jennifer S. Moon, and Margaret C. Hagood.
(1999). Popular Culture in the Classroom: Teaching and Researching
Critical Media Literacy. Newark, DE: International Reading Asso-
ciation and Chicago: National Reading Conference.

Alvermann, Moon, and Hagood define what is meant by “criti-
cal media literacy” and then give practical suggestions and ad-
vice for engaging real students in such learning.

Appleman, Deborah. (2000). Critical Encounters in High School English:
Teaching Literary Theory to Adolescents. New York: Teachers Col-
lege Press and Urbana IL: National Council of Teachers of English.

Appleman discusses how teaching literary theory and criticism
to high schools students can help them be better thinkers and
readers and more open-minded individuals. She includes discus-
sion of reader-response theory, Marxist theory, feminist theory,
and deconstruction.

Atwell, Nancie. (1998). In the Middle: New Understandings about Writing,
Reading, and Learning (2nd ed.). Portsmouth, NH: Boynton /Cook.

Atwell describes her “reading workshop” approach to teaching
reading in which students select books, engage in silent reading
during class time, learn reading processes through teacher-taught
minilessons, and conference individually with teachers about
their reading progress.

Carey-Webb, Allen. (2001). Literature and Lives: A Response-Based, Cul-
tural Studies Approach to Teaching English. Urbana, IL: National
Council of Teachers of English.

Carey-Webb provides theoretical and pedagogical justification for
and examples of combining reader response— and cultural stud-
ies-based approaches to teaching literature.

Donelson, Kenneth L., and Alleen Pace Nilsen. (1997). Literature for
Today'’s Young Adults (5th ed.). New York: Longman.

This is a textbook about the genre of young adult literature—what
it is and how and why to teach it in secondary schools. Also in-
cluded are discussions of different types of YA literature and the
developmental level of adolescence.
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Karolides, Nicholas J. (Ed.). (2000). Reader Response in Secondary and
College Classrooms. Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

This collection of essays (including one by Robert Probst) offers
ideas on how reader-response theory can work in real classrooms.

Langer, Judith A. (1995). Envisioning Literature: Literary Understanding
and Literature Instruction. New York: Teachers College Press.

Langer describes her “envisionment-building” approach to teach-
ing literature that considers interpretation a never-ending process
that involves the student responder in making new meaning (per-
sonal and literary) through engagement with texts. Langer de-
scribes how “scaffolding” literature discussions (building on stu-
dents’ prior knowledge) can help in this envisionment process.

Monseau, Virginia R. (1996). Responding to Young Adult Literature. Ports-
mouth, NH: Boynton /Cook.

Monseau gives specific suggestions for facilitating student re-
sponse and thinking about young adult texts. She includes ex-
amples of responses from real students and focuses on how re-
sponding to young adult texts can facilitate critical thought.

Monseau, Virginia R., and Gary M. Salvner (Eds.). (2000). Reading Their
World: The Young Adult Novel in the Classroom. Portsmouth, NH:
Boynton/Cook.

This collection of essays focuses on various issues in the teach-
ing of young adult literature, including how to deal with censors
and how to engage students in critiquing novels through femi-
nist, multicultural, and other critical lenses. The book comes with
a searchable CD that includes almost 2,000 reviews of YA books.

Moore, John Noell. (1997). Interpreting Young Adult Literature: Literary
Theory in the Secondary Classroom. Portsmouth NH: Boynton/
Cook.

Moore takes several young adult books and applies different criti-
cal strategies to them, including formalism, cultural studies, and
deconstruction. These critical readings are intended as models for
secondary students and teachers. Moore’s text is one of very few
books that subjects YA literature to critical analysis.

Robb, Laura. (2000). Teaching Reading in Middle School. New York: Scho-
lastic.
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Robb, a thirty-five-year veteran of middle school teaching, dis-
cusses how to go about teaching reading effectively to middle
school students. She includes many practical suggestions for
teaching reading, including how to teach comprehension strate-
gies that can increase students’ motivation to read, and supports
these suggestions with theory and research.

Smith, Michael W., and Jeffrey D. Wilhelm. (2002). “Reading Don’t Fix
No Chevys”: Literacy in the Lives of Young Men. Portsmouth, NH:
Heinemann.

This book reports on research conducted with dozens of adoles-
cent boys and young men about their literacy practices. The au-
thors conclude that while these boys are often skillful readers of
“unconventional” texts such as Internet sites, nonfiction, manu-
als, and magazines, they are not engaged or interested in read-
ing as it is taught in school.

Tovani, Cris. (2000). I Read It, but I Don’t Get It: Comprehension Strategies
for Adolescent Readers. Portland, ME: Stenhouse.

Tovani provides many useful and practical strategies for teach-
ing reading to struggling adolescent readers, including double-
entry diaries, “comprehension constructors,” and the “coding” or
marking of reading problems and relevant corrective strategies.

Trites, Roberta Seelinger. (2000). Disturbing the Universe: Power and Re-
pression in Adolescent Literature. ITowa City: University of Iowa
Press.

Trites gives a thorough overview of how to understand adoles-
cent or young adult literature through a postmodern lens by ana-
lyzing various texts and how they tackle issues of gender, social
class, and power/control in modern society. Trites’s book is one
of the few texts that engage in critical analysis of YA books.

Weaver, Constance. (2002). Reading Process and Practice. Portsmouth, NH:
Heinemann.

An updated version of the 1988 bestseller, this text offers descrip-
tions of theory and research that can help teachers make appro-
priate decisions about how to teach reading in secondary schools.
It contains definitions of relevant terms as well as practical sug-
gestions for evaluating and instructing students in reading.
Weaver gives examples of lessons that could be taught in indi-
vidual classrooms and also describes what a comprehensive lit-
eracy program might look like.
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Wilde, Sandra. (2000). Miscue Analysis Made Easy: Building on Student
Strengths. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

This is a clear, concise introduction to miscue analysis, namely
how and why to do it in your classroom. Wilde includes oppor-
tunities to practice marking student readers’ miscues and sample
forms and templates for teachers to use in conducting their own
miscue analyses.

Wilhelm, Jeffrey D. (1997). ” You Gotta BE the Book”: Teaching Engaged and
Reflective Reading with Adolescents. New York: Teachers College
Press and Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English.

Wilhelm's premise is that students who have trouble reading have
problems visualizing what’s going on in the text; therefore, he
gives suggestions for helping students visualize textual events
through art and dramatic interpretation.

Electronic Resources

ERIC Language Arts Plans
http:/ /askeric.org/Virtual /Lessons/

This site provides links to many English language arts lesson
plans.

The International Reading Association
www.reading.org/

The homepage of the IRA provides links to. conference informa-
tion, book lists, books you can buy through their publishing
house, and information about political and news events affecting
literacy instruction in the United States and abroad.

NCTE Notes Plus
www.ncte.org /notesplus/

This site provides links to classroom ideas about teaching litera-
ture, as well as other language and literacy content. It also pro-
vides information about how to receive Classroom Notes Plus, pub-
lished by the National Council of Teachers of English.

Young Adult Literature: Middle and Secondary English Language Arts
http:/ /falcon.jmu.edu/~ramseyil/yalit.htm

This page offers links to multiple projects, guides, and resources
about teaching children’s, YA, and classic literature.
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Your Kids Library
http:// yourkidslibrary.com/

This page includes reviews of every Newbery Medal winner and
Honor Book since 1940 as well as ideas for integrating the books
into a secondary curriculum.




2 Narratives about Teaching
Writing

ost of us have stories to tell about teaching writing or learning
IVI to write. Some of our stories describe strong teaching practices

that had positive effects; others are horror stories of grammar
overkill and five-paragraph essays that were more like fill-in-the-blank
assignments than real writing. Often our university teacher education
students tell narratives about the killer paper they remember from high
school or the time they were allowed to transform their writing project
into a dramatic performance. We tend to remember teachers of writing
for specific attributes, such as being sticklers for grammar or their af-
finity for red pen marks that covered our writing. We also hear, on a
more uplifting note, about the teachers who encourage students to ex-
plore new genres and expand their understanding of audience or who
assign journal writing to increase fluency and motivation.

Many of us come to the teaching of writing as successful and
motivated former student writers. In high school, Janet wrote religiously
in her journal and learned through reflection on her experiences that
ungraded journaling could be an important part of her classroom, while
Jonathan was a high school journalist, and that experience led to his
focus on real audiences and genres in his writing classroom.

One of the challenges for young teachers is to reach out to all stu-
dents, not just the motivated and excited few who are interested and
successful in all writing tasks. This attempt to motivate, this desire to
inspire students to be writers, is a continual challenge that affects our
daily practice. As teachers of writing, it is up to us to develop our phi-
losophy of the teaching of composition and give our students opportu-
nities to have rich writing experiences. This chapter should help you
begin this process.

What Is Good Writing Instruction?

Different teachers have different ideas about what constitutes “good”
writing pedagogy. Our overriding belief about the teaching of writing
is that it should be contextual. That is, we must learn to adapt strate-
gies for specific classroom situations and various audiences. Professional
writing, for example, with its emphasis on writing as a means of meeting
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client needs and problem solving, involves teaching strategies that are
different from those for writing about literature. Likewise, the teaching
of writing in a middle school is very different from that in a high school
setting. Similar arguments could be made for various cultural contexts
and socioeconomic situations. We believe, however, that some concepts
can guide most writing pedagogy in secondary school classrooms. These
are not absolutes, but they can help us as we make decisions about our
classrooms and think about the narratives in this chapter.

As in Chapter 1, we challenge you to develop a philosophy of
teaching—this time of teaching writing. Why is it important to assign
writing in your classes? What kinds of writing should be assigned? What
exactly is “process writing,” and how can it be incorporated into writ-
ing activities? You will begin to explore these questions as you estab-
lish a philosophy of writing instruction in the secondary school. To help
you begin this exploration, we adapt a list of best practices in writing
instruction. In “Best Practice in Writing,” a chapter in their influential
text Best Practice: New Standards for Teaching and Learning in America’s
Schools (1998), Zemelman, Daniels, and Hyde describe an overview of
traits that can be generally considered best practices in writing instruc-
tion. The following list of approaches is derived from their overview,
with our additions and interpretations. As in Chapter 1, if you wish to
read more about any of these approaches, please consult the annotated
bibliography at the end of this chapter.

Characteristics of Effective Secondary Writing Pedagogy

1. Adolescents Should Write Often. Communication through language
is an inherently human trait; therefore, early forms of writing often oc-
cur before formal instruction. Young children “play” at writing as a
developmental tool; for example, they produce drawings that have
iconographic meanings and often begin writing words using invented
spellings. As students reach the middle and high school grades, they
often have lost this desire to play with language and write for fun. This
tendency toward language play can, however, be unearthed and revi-
talized by the creative teacher. Many composition theorists and teacher
educators advocate frequent writing assignments in secondary schools
to report on learning, to facilitate learning processes, and to engage stu-
dents in creative expression. Janet Emig (1971), for example, differenti-
ates between extensive (school-sponsored) and reflexive (personal, self-
sponsored) writing and concludes that high schools are more likely to
engage students in extensive writing activities. She urges teachers to
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include more reflexive assignments in their curricula. James Britton
(1975) identifies three different ways of writing: transactional (informa-
tive), expressive (personal—also the central mode of written expression
for Britton), and poetic (creative, patterned), and he urges secondary
teachers to include all three types in their lessons. Such frequent and
varied writing can lead to increased fluency, increased mastery of con-
tent area skills and knowledge, and eventually increased communica-
tive effectiveness.

2. Teachers Should Encourage Student Ownership of Writing. The
ultimate responsibility for writing lies with the writer. Teachers develop
frameworks and concepts for writing projects, but they must allow stu-
dents the freedom to develop ownership of their writing. What exactly
does ownership mean, and how does a teacher encourage it in his stu-
dents? Ownership, by our definition, means something akin to taking
responsibility for a writing task or a writer becoming aware of her pro-
cess so that she can self-evaluate the effectiveness of a piece of writing
and revise accordingly, perhaps with the help of outside readers. Own-
ership of writing can encompass a variety of pedagogical strategies,
including giving students choices among writing topics and supplying
them with feedback and evaluative response without resorting to overly
specific commentary that simply tells students what to change to im-
prove their grade. Nancie Atwell (1998) discusses ownership by students
of both their reading and their writing processes and products. She sug-
gests a writing workshop approach in which students are writing on
different, self-selected topics yet share similar knowledge about plan-
ning, revision, and editing.

Some postmodern or postprocess composition theorists are skep-
tical of the idea of ownership because of the inherently rhetorical and
social nature of the writing act; how can a writer “own” a piece of writ-
ing if its very creation is dependent on the cultural and social contexts
in which it was written? There is a great deal of truth in this skepticism,
and we recognize that a writer does not create a piece of writing in a
social or rhetorical vacuum. We believe, however, that the concept of
ownership as we define it is a useful one for English teachers seeking
to encourage student engagement with and interest in writing. There
are many ways to nurture student ownership, and such ownership of-
ten leads to increased student motivation, more positive attitudes about
writing and the language arts, and increased likelihood that students
will effectively complete assignments.
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3. Teachers Can Help Students Find Authentic Reasons to Write.
Writing must be treated as a valuable resource, not only in school but
also in the wider social and professional world in which students will
live and work as adults. Topics should be as meaningful for students
as possible; in- or out-of-class publishing and the inclusion of real au-
diences in writing assignments are among the strongest motivators for
student writing. Contemporary cultural studies approaches to writing
instruction often include discussion of service-learning programs that
require students to engage in volunteer or out-of-class work with local
social service agencies and then write about some aspect of their expe-
rience. While this approach may not be feasible at the middle or high
school level, teachers can ask students to research and write about top-
ics of interest or concern in their local communities and schools instead
of the distant and archaic topics students are often asked to write about.
Teachers can also approach the teaching of writing from a rhetorical
perspective, taking into consideration issues of audience, purpose, and
effect.

Other ways to bring the real world into the writing classroom and
create authentic writing experiences for students include inviting pro-
fessional writers to class as guest speakers or having students share their
texts with people outside of the school and ask for their feedback or
response. Many teachers already do quite a bit of in-class (or even in-
school) publication, such as posting papers on a bulletin board or pub-
lishing them in a school newspaper or literary magazine. All of these
are ideas that can provide an audience for student writing that is larger
and more “real” than the sole audience of the teacher-grader. As a re-
sult, students may (1) try harder, (2) place more value on writing, and
(3) understand writing as a part of professional and adult life.

4. Effective Writing Assignments Involve the Complete Writing Pro-
cess. Writing should be valued as an ongoing process; value should be
placed on writing as a process of inquiry, in addition to a final tangible
product. In the 1970s and "80s, process writing was introduced to sec-
ondary English teachers by such theorists and educators as Peter Elbow
(1973), Donald Murray (1968), and Ken Macrorie (1976). While the ideas
of these pedagogues are still alive in current composition studies, they
have been expanded by the social constructivist and postprocess theo-
ries of others such as James Berlin (1988, 1996), John Trimbur (1989), and
Patricia Bizzell (1992) who have added a contextual component to the
writing process, a component that takes into consideration the social
and material realities of the writer, the time and place of the writing act,
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and the ideologies often at play when a writer tackles a communica-
tive task.

The writing process is generally known to encompass five stages
that are viewed as recursive and sometimes simultaneous: planning,
prewriting, drafting, revision, and editing. These recursive steps and
the opportunity for students to engage in them should be included in
most writing assignments or instructional units. Planning involves
thinking about a piece of writing and deciding on a general direction
or topic; prewriting activities include outlining, mapping, drawing, clus-
tering, freewriting, listing, and other tasks that facilitate or reflect think-
ing; drafting is the writer’s first best attempt at writing down ideas;
revision involves making changes in word choice, sentence structure,
organization, or content/details included; and editing is proofreading
or correcting errors in grammar, usage, and punctuation. Students can
engage in a type of revision called “reformulation,” or “deep” revision.
Reformulation requires making major changes to the structure of a piece
of writing, not simply changes to surface features. Examples include
selecting a different point of view, tone, thematic focus, or audience.

5. Teachers Can Help Students Get Started. An important role of teach-
ers in the writing process occurs early on, in the planning and prewriting
stages. Teachers should encourage and guide students as they gener-
ate ideas. Also, skillful teachers help student writers gather and orga-
nize materials that facilitate the planning of their writing project. How
can teachers go about providing this support for student writers? In the
rest of this chapter, some specific ideas are presented through the nar-
ratives, but in general, teachers can provide classroom time and oppor-
tunity for students to think through ideas and/or generate writing top-
ics. One-on-one conferencing, peer group conferencing, and teacher-led
whole-group practice in prewriting are all possible ways of supporting
the early stages of students” writing processes.

6. Teachers Can Help Students Draft and Revise. In a similar spirit to
the previous point, teachers can also provide valuable assistance
(through one-on-one interaction and through effective pedagogical strat-
egies) during the drafting and revision processes. We know that good
writing comes through repeated drafting, revision, and reenvisioning
of ideas. A teacher’s goal is to guide students though a writing process
and then, with practice and feedback, help them to internalize their own
process so that they can continue to apply it in later writing tasks
throughout their academic and professional lives. This help can occur
through conferencing, establishment of peer workshopping groups,
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commentary on student texts, and whole-class practice of various writ-
ing strategies.

7. Grammar and Mechanics Are Learned in the Context of Actual
Writing. Grammar, usage, and punctuation should not be taught in
ways that are decontextualized or separated from actual writing
projects, such as through handbook drills. Many educational research-
ers and theorists have reached this conclusion, as early as 1906 and con-
tinuing to the present day. While a few research studies defend the study
of formal grammar more or less in isolation (Neuleib, 1977; Kolln, 1981;
Holt, 1982), they are outnumbered by the multitude of studies that ad-
vocate a contextualized approach to grammar instruction that teaches
grammar, usage, and other stylistic issues while students are engaged
in the writing process and at a point when these concepts and skills are
relevant. Instead of teaching traditional or formal grammatical termi-
nology to improve writing quality, we believe that extensive writing
practice, along with consistent and relevant feedback, helps to produce
fluent writing and accurate and effective grammar usage. Additionally,
grammar should be integrated into the later stages of the writing pro-
cess (e.g., editing) and be deemphasized in the planning, prewriting,
and drafting phases so that these relatively lower-order concerns are
not privileged over the exploration and development of ideas. For con-
tinued, in-depth discussion of teaching grammar and language, see
Chapter 3.

8. Teachers Can Create a Classroom Writing Community. We have al-
ready mentioned publication (both in the classroom and in the wider
community) as an important part of the writing process because it helps
create authentic audiences. Another reason to publish student work
within the classroom is that it has a community-building effect. Shar-
ing writing through bulletin board postings, weekly “author’s chair”
celebrations (Atwell, 1998), and class publications provides opportuni-
ties for classroom talk, peer-to-peer feedback, and, when publication is
done within a positive context, the development of feelings of safety
and an increased tendency to take academic and intellectual risks. While
possibly no classroom will ever succeed in being a risk-free space, es-
pecially when grades have to be given, a teacher can create an instruc-
tional space in which students recognize that writing is a process dur-
ing which they are expected to engage in inquiry and exploration and
that this process does not always result in the most effective pieces of
writing the first time around. Such a space can foster a collaborative,
workshoplike environment instead of a competitive one in which stu-
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dents compete for the best grade and desperately seek to discover “what
the teacher wants.”

9. Writing Should Extend throughout the Curriculum. Writing is one
of the best tools for learning in many disciplines; therefore, writing can
and should be incorporated in math, science, social studies, health, and
any other subject area, both while students are learning new material
and while they are reporting on what has been learned. Writing To
Learn, Writing Across the Disciplines (WID), and Writing Across the
Curriculum (WAC) programs have demonstrated these benefits of the
writing process (Fulwiler & Young, 1990). English language arts teach-
ers, by the nature of their professional expertise, may be called upon in
their schools to mentor content area teachers who wish to incorporate
more writing into their classes. We should relish and take full advan-
tage of these opportunities to share our knowledge of the writing pro-
cess and its connection to learning and cognitive, social, and emotional
development.

10. Teachers Can Use Evaluation Constructively and Efficiently. Too
many red marks can be counterproductive, both for the student writer
who is tentative about the quality of his or her other skills and the
teacher with 120 students a day and a limited amount of time for evalu-
ating student writing. Instead of meticulous and extensive comment-
ing to justify final grades, writing should be evaluated in terms of pro-
cess with the goal of improvement, not judgment, in mind. This type of
evaluation might include in-process student-teacher conferences, port-
folio systems, “minimal marking” approaches that use a coding system
such as checkmarks in the margins of papers to indicate errors (Haswell,
1983), grading only selected pieces, and peer or self-evaluation. Many
contemporary compositionists support this view, stressing that
overcommenting and a focus on evaluation instead of feedback or re-
sponse can have a negative effect on students’ writing quality and their
attitudes toward writing. There is a difference between providing feed-
back or commentary on student writing and assigning it a letter or nu-
merical grade. While grading, like it or not, is required in most U.S. sec-
ondary schools, we can learn to be more effective when evaluating by
accompanying grades with complementary response and using rubrics
or scoring guides. When possible, evaluation should be more formative
(during the process of writing) than summative (after the writing is
complete) and more constructive than punitive.

Teachers should remember that grading has a political aspect in
addition to a practical one. Grades, or “terminal evaluation” (Murray,
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1968), often reflect or enforce hierarchal relationships between students
and teachers and can lead to a decrease in student confidence about
writing if used in a punitive fashion.

Controversies in Writing Instruction

The characteristics of best practice in writing are not prescriptive; in-
stead, they constitute an array of choices from which we can select based
on our students’ needs. Within writing pedagogy, however, there are
controversies that reoccur in discussions among English teachers and
composition theorists. Not everyone shares the same views or defines
best practice in the same way. Following are descriptions of some of the
controversies that we have heard the most about in recent years.

1. Nonacademic Writing versus Academic Writing. Best practice tells
us that we should help students find “real” reasons to write. But what
are the parameters of this writing? Some theorists tell us that the only
way to write in the English language arts classroom is by using academic
genres (research essays, literary essays, and so forth), while others take
a different perspective, encouraging students to write for what they call
“authentic” audiences (research reports to local politicians, book reviews
to be published in local newspapers, or memoirs written for family
members). Advocates of academic writing seem to believe that second-
ary school writing is primarily a preparation for college-level writing,
and students must learn how to write in academic genres in order to
succeed at the next level. Proponents of writing for “real audiences” tend
to be those with more of a writing-across-the-curriculum bent who be-
lieve that actual writing tasks have a more practical or rhetorical aspect;
that is, writers write with a particular audience and purpose in mind,
and an academic audience is not the one most students will be writing
for in their adult lives. They argue that writing should prepare students
for professional life and the writing tasks they will complete on the job
as adults.

2. Evaluation and Response. Some English teachers see the final prod-
uct as the ultimate goal of writing instruction and grade solely or final
drafts and other final products. Others, however, put minimal empha-
sis on final work and develop systems of grading such as portfolios and
scoring rubrics that emphasize work that leads up to the final product
(drafts, prewriting, research activities, peer workshop group patrticipa-
tion, and the quality of response to peers). Some see peer response
groups as a way to polish final products and take care of minor editing
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concerns, while others see collaborative groups as places to work on
higher-order concerns (such as organization, development, and other
large-scale issues) and prefer to leave the lower-order issues (spelling,
grammar) for a later time. We think there should be a way to strike a
compromise between these philosophical binaries.

Sometimes unconventional grading is equated with lax or mini-
mal standards, and teachers who give primarily high grades (or who
choose not to grade some student work) are seen as too “easy.” This link-
age of traditional number or letter grades with high standards (and
therefore student learning) is at the heart of this debate as administra-
tors at both secondary and college levels voice concern over what they
call “grade inflation” and the supposed negative effect it is having on
student learning. Proponents of alternative grading practices, such as
portfolios, argue that higher grades do not mean lower standards but
instead often mean that students are achieving at higher levels because
of improved pedagogical practices often directly linked to assessment
strategies.

3. The Great Grammar Debate. The concept of Standard English is one
near and dear to the hearts of many English teachers dedicated to the
teaching of traditional grammar, usage