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ABSTRACT 

The use of literature discussion groups is enjoying increasing popularity in many 

language arts classrooms. Most research investigating this instructional practice has 

focused on the intellectual abilities necessary for students to conduct their own literature 

discussions (i.e., supporting opinions, asking questions). What has been missing in such 

research is how social and cultural factors might also influence how students engage in 

discussions. The purpose of the present study was to investigate what occurs when 

students conduct peer-led literature discussions and how the particular factor of social 

status influences the discourse and participation patterns in such discussion groups. Two 

literature discussion groups in a fifth-grade classroom were videotaped as they 

participated in their discussions. One group contained all female members and one was a 

mixed-gender group. Each group discussed their book for six days. All members of the 

class completed a sociometric measure to obtain student-perceived status of classmates. 

Constant-comparison and content analyses were used to analyze the descriptive data. The 

two groups differed in the purposes and the frames of reference they used to guide their 

discussions. The all-girl group focused on text-related purposes and utilized personal 

connections to discuss the book. The mixed-gender group's discussion was dominated by 

social talk and predominately used text-bound references to discuss their book. Social 

status influenced the participation patterns differently for the two groups and appeared to 

be related to the distribution of status within the group. The findings suggest that social 

factors such as gender and status influence how students negotiate participation and 

discourse patterns when leading themselves in literature discussions. The all-girl group's 

use of personal connections when discussing the book presents a possible alternative 

conception of what has traditionally been viewed as "girl-talk." The results also suggest 
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that motivational (i.e., how much the group likes their book) and text (i.e., genre) factors 

are potentially influential factors in determining how students conduct discussions of 

literature. 



CHAPTER ONE 

The Journey Begins 

12 

When I first told one of my professors my idea for this study, her response was, 

"You're such a skeptic, but that's good in a researcher." In retrospect, she was absolutely 

right because it was due to my skepticism that my initial notion for this study originated. 

As a teacher and a reading researcher, I was extremely interested in the changing theory 

and practice surrounding reading instruction. I read with enthusiasm studies that 

advocated new instructional methods such as literature discussion groups as an alternative 

to the traditional basal-driven reading instruction. Moreover, I considered myself a 

staunch supporter of the theories underlying such practices (i.e., reader response and 

social constructivist theories). I was delighted to read about students having "grand 

conversations" (Eeds & Wells, 1989) and thought to myself, "Yes! This is what I want 

students to be doing in classrooms. This is how I want students to be engaging with 

literature. " 

At the same time, however, my skeptic voice kept nagging me with doubts. 

thought about my former students and my perception of how they talked about books and 

could not quite reconcile the picture of students having philosophical conversations about 

books they had read, with the picture I had of my own students and their conversations 

about books. As I read the transcript excerpts from Eeds and Wells' (1989) study I 

couldn't help compare how their students talked about a particular book that my students 

had also read. The students in the study were discussing the pros and cons of having 

everlasting life and the implications it would have for modem social issues such as 

housing shortages and war. When I thought to the discussions my students had generated 

about this same book, they suddenly seemed very shallow. Maybe it was my own 

inadequacies as a novice teacher that prohibited my students from being able to engage in 

the types of grand conversations I was reading about in the literature. I don't know. 
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What I did know though, was that I simply could not believe students engaged in grand 

conversations all the time and this concern was never addressed by the researchers. 

Furthermore, the discussion groups talked about in the research usually had an adult 

facilitator. I wondered what happened when this was not the case. Mter all, in real 

classrooms there are multiple discussion groups going on at the same time but only one 

teacher. Therefore, it is impossible to have an adult facilitator in every group. 

My skeptic voice gained momentum when I began to read the critical theorists 

during my graduate studies (e. g., Apple, 1982; Freire, 1985; Giroux, 1983; McLaren, 

1989). As I learned about the influence of social, cultural and political factors on 

education and how they often led to the domination of subordinate classes and cultures by 

the dominate culture (i.e., hegemony), I became intrigued with how these same factors 

might also influence the conversations that occur in literature discussions. I was 

surprised that the research regarding the practice of literature discussions had paid little 

attention to factors such as gender, social status, and ethnicity. I could not help but 

hypothesize that such factors might play an important role in literature discussions. For 

instance, did teachers call on boys more often than girls in literature discussions? Did 

boys talk more than girls in peer-led discussions? Did boys and girls have different ways 

of talking about books? Did popular students talk more than less popular students? Were 

popular students' ideas given more value than less popular students'? After reading the 

work by critical theorists, my hypothetical answer to such questions was "yes." 

Consequently, my skeptic voice became more of an "inquiring mind." I wanted to 

know whether critical theory factors influenced the types of literature discussions that 

went on in classrooms, and if they did, in what ways were they influential? Two studies 

in particular supported my belief that exploring the effects of critical theory issues (i.e .. 

gender, status, ethnicity) could lead to a better understanding of the complexities 

involved in implementing literature discussion groups and thus provide valuable 
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infonnation to teachers who were attempting to do so. The first was Cherland's (1992) 

study that explored the different types of talk used by boys and girls in literature 

discussions. Cherland found that girls tend to use a discourse of caring while boys tend 

to use a discourse of action. This was an important finding in relation to critical theory 

issues since Cherland hypothesized that the boys' discourse of action is more likely to be 

valued in a male-dominated society. 

A second study which influenced me focused on the relationship between culture 

and the types of responses students have to literature (Spears-Bunton, 1992). In 

particular, this study explored how Mrican-American and European-American students 

transacted with literary texts that reflected African-American experiences and 

perspectives. Spears-Bunton (1992) found that African-American students personally 

identified with the language, theme, characterization and world view presented in the 

texts. Moreover, they positively valued these texts and identified with the characters. 

These students "articulated a passionate and deeply rooted need to know 'are there books 

about people like me--mixed,' or alternately, 'dark-skinned, kinda smart and curious?'" (p. 

396). In contrast, the European-American students distanced themselves from these texts 

as evidenced by their lack of participation in discussions, reluctance to discuss the 

differences portrayed in African-American literature texts, and expressions of discomfort 

with their African-American classmates' emerging participation in literature activities (p. 

395). Such results suggest that students' cultural knowledge is critical to how they 

respond to literature. Moreover. given the mono-cultural curriculum that typifies many 

classrooms (Apple, 1992), it is unlikely that students from different cultures are given the 

opportunity to personally connect with and value the texts they are being asked to read. 

Thus, Spears-Bunton's (1992) results provided me with further evidence of the need to 

explore how critical theory issues may influence the types of discussions in which 

students engage in literature discussion groups. 
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While I was having this debate with myself, I met two teachers who shared many 

of my concerns and doubts. Enter Clay and Roxanne. Clay and Roxanne were fifth

grade teachers who had been team teaching for 2 years. They had both participated in a 

university-based staff development project that explored teachers' reading comprehension 

instruction. They also were members of a teacher study group that focused on topics 

such as literature-based curriculum and assessment Clay and Roxanne were open to 

inquiry, receptive to thinking about new ideas and trying new practices, and unafraid to 

reflect on their own practice. They had been experimenting with using literature 

discussion groups as a way of teaching reading for over a year and like me, believed in 

the practice but had their doubts nonetheless. As we talked, we realized that our main 

concern was what students real(v did during their literature discussion groups and 

whether they were actually learning. Clay and Roxanne had approximately 12 different 

discussion groups meeting at the same time for every literature study and while they were 

able to rotate around and sit in with each group periodically, it was impossible for them to 

meet with each group for the amount of time necessary to serve as a facilitator. 

Consequently, they were concerned about what was going on in the groups when they 

were not there and what type of learning was taking place. This study, then, is the story , 
of our search (mine, Clay's and Roxanne's) for answers to our questions regarding peer-

led literature discussion groups. In other words. it was our attempt to deal with our 

skeptic voices and inquiring minds. 

Background 

The use of literature discussion groups as an alternative means of literacy 

instruction is enjoying increasing popularity as evidenced by a quick glance at any 

journal devoted to literacy issues (e.g .. Journal of Reading Behavior; Language Arts; 

Reading Research Quarterly: Reading Teacher). Most proponents of this practice use the 

theoretical framework of both reader response theories (lser, 1978: Rosenblatt. 1978) and 
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socialleaming theories (Vygotsky, 1978) to support their shift away from the use of basal 

textbooks as the mainstay of reading instruction. Moreover, current research has 

provided a wealth of evidence in support of such instructional practices (Eeds & Wells, 

1989; Hanssen, 1992; McGee, 1992; McMahon, 1992; Raphael & Goatley, 1992). The 

shift from emphasis on the basal is also supported by Goodman and his associates 

(Goodman, Shannon, Freeman, & Murphy, 1988). The Report Card on Basal Readers 

revealed that basals often present a view of reading that focuses on learning words and 

the skills for identifying words. Consequently, reading is viewed as a series of distinct 

skills that need to be mastered and instruction emphasizes identifying individual words 

before, during, and after reading. Furthermore, most basal readers view comprehension 

as a skill that is separable from identifying words and is taught through the use of 

questions before, during, and after reading. These "comprehension" questions, however, 

usually have a single correct answer. Such notions of reading are in contrast to the theory 

of the reading process as described by Goodman et.a!' (1992) which is consistent with 

Rosenblatt's (1978) transactional theory of reading. The transactional theory of reading 

proposes that meaning emerges from a transaction between the reader and the text 

(Goodman et.a!, 1992). Consequently, meaning is constructed rather than simply 

obtained from the text and is dependent as much on the reader as on the author and the 

text. 

Investigations of both teacher-led and peer-led literature discussions reveal the 

important role played by the teacher in either situation. Some roles. however, appear to 

limit the possible interpretations available to students. For instance. teachers often 

assume a role of authority, dominate discussions, and evaluate students' responses 

(Alvermann & Hayes, 1989; Hynds, 1990; Marshall. 1989). The teacher's interpretations 

and views are seen as acceptable and discussions serve to perpetuate such interpretations. 

Students with alternative interpretations are evaluated as being "wrong" because their 
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interpretations do not match the teacher's. Consequently, discussions present a possible 

context for hegemony (Mclaren, 1989) to occur. 

One example of classroom discussions as a potential forum for hegemony is 

Hynds' (1990) study that investigated how questions are used literature classrooms. 

Hynds (1990) found that rather than exploring a variety of interpretations, students often 

are expected to seek the teacher's preferred response. In one transcript excerpt, the 

students are discussing a Bill Cosby book and are sharing what he looks like, how he 

talks. etc. The teacher interrupts the discussion and says, "Let's get going. 'Cause there's 

something--these are all very good, and there's something that I'm looking for to make 

my point here .... Brock, do you know what I'm trying to get at?" (p. 9). The students are 

attempting to construct their own meaning of the text they have read but it becomes 

readily apparent that the teacher is most interested in getting her own point across rather 

than exploring the students' interpretations. Thus, hegemony is at work in many 

discussions because the teacher's views dominate those of the students' and students are 

seldom encouraged to question the prevailing values and attitudes represented in the 

socially acceptable interpretations of literature. 

This is especially problematic in regards to a cornerstone of reader response 

theory--multiple voices and interpretations. The implementation of reader response into 

actual classroom practices hinges on allowing students to construct their own 

interpretations of texts and providing a forum for all students to voice their opinions. As 

seen in the previous research-based examples. however. students are often prohibited 

from fully exploring their personal views and are expected to seek the view held by their 

teachers. Furthermore. as revealed in Spears-Bunton's (1992) study. the texts students are 

asked to read often provide little opportunity for students of various cultures to relate to 

texts on a personal level which limits the likelihood they will form meaningful 

interpretations. Moreover. since the discussion patterns established by teachers are often 
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utilized by students in their peer-led discussions (Smagorinsky & Ay, 1992), peer-led 

discussions often resemble the "search for correct answer" discussions modeled in 

teacher-led discussions with individual students assuming the teacher's authority role 

(Raphael & Goatley, 1992). 

What is unclear, however, is whether critical theory factors of gender, status and 

ethnicity influence who assumes the authority role in peer-led discussions. If certain 

students assume a role of authority, then it is possible that peer-led discussions serve as 

another potential context for hegemony to occur. For example, if the authority role is 

assumed by a boy whose interpretation was based on the action that occurred in the book, 

does he lead the group in a discourse of action and if so, do girls ever get to share their 

interpretations that are more typically based on a discourse of caring? If a high-status 

student assumes the authority role, does he/she dominate the discussion, intimidate low

status students, or evaluate other students' responses? If a European-American student 

assumes the authority role, does he/she focus the discussion on issues relevant to his/her 

own culture, or allow for different interpretations by group members from other cultures? 

Currently, there is a dearth of research that has explored how critical theory 

issues relate to literature discussions. Consequently, little is known about how such 

factors affect the discussion styles and participation patterns in peer-led discussions. As a 

result, the questions raised above have not been addressed and the answers to such 

questions remain unknown. Therefore, whether such discussions actually do provide 

equal opportunity for students to voice their perspectives and a forum where different 

perspectives are equally valued is open to question. The present study was a beginning 

step toward more fully understanding how critical theory factors influence peer-led 

literature discussions. 
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Method 

The study took place in a fifth-grade classroom in a multicultural school during 

literature study time. Clay and Roxanne were team teaching and had combined their two 

classes. They had adjoining rooms that were separated by a moveable wall. This wall 
~ 

was always at least half-way open and students moved freely between the two rooms. 

The study was conducted during literature study time which included activities such as 

read aloud, sustained silent reading, booksharing, writing in literature response logs, and 
;~ 

meeting in discussion groups. During read aloud, either Clay or Roxanne read a literature 

book to the students for 10-15 minutes. Following read aloud, the students read a text of 

their own choosing silently. Silent reading usually lasted 20-25 minutes. The students 

then met as a group for booksharing. Half of the students met with Clay and half met 

with Roxanne. During booksharing, students volunteered to share a book they had read 

or were reading that they enjoyed and thought their classmates might like to hear about or 

read themselves. Clay and Roxanne also shared books during this time. The students 

then had 10-15 minutes to read the literature book they had chosen for the current 

literature study. Students could read individually or with a member from their discussion 

group. The students would then meet with their group to discuss their book. The 

students frequently wrote in their literature response books before going to their 

discussion groups and used their written responses in their discussions. The group 

discussions typically lasted 20-25 minutes. 

To gain a sense of the classroom culture and become familiar to the students, I 

began visiting the classroom every day for approximately 2 112 hours per day for an 

entire semester. During this time. I gathered descriptive data through observations and 

informal conversations. I took field notes as I watched the classroom activities. I talked 

with students about their books. and sat in on various literature discussion groups. 

Engaging in the role of participant observer (Spradley, 1980) allowed me to hear the 
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ways in which both Clay and Roxanne and their students talked about books. I was able 

to become familiar with the established routine for literature study and how students felt 

about literature study. Perhaps most importantly, though, it gave me the opportunity to 

become a member of their classroom community. The students knew who I was and 

were accustomed to having me in their classroom. Moreover, they were comfortable 

talking with me and were excited at the prospect of being videotaped. 

Four literature discussion groups were videotaped, however, only two were used 

for analysis in the present study. One group consisted of six girls and the other group had 

three boys and two girls. The all-girl group read the realistic fiction book Homecoming 

by Cynthia Voigt and the mixed-gender group read the historical fiction book The 

Perilous Road by William Steele. Each group met for six days for approximately 20-25 

minutes per day. The videotapes of all discussions were transcribed. The group being 

videotaped met in the hall rather than in the classroom to reduce the amount of noise and 

interference. The students were accustomed to working in the hall as Clay and Roxanne 

frequently used the hallway as a means of expanding their classroom space. 

To gain information regarding the students' perceived social status of their class 

members, all students completed a sociometric measure (Oppenheim, 1966). On the 

measure, students were asked to write the names of three classmates for each of the 

following questions: ]) Who would you most like to have in your literature discussion 

group? 2) Who are the best readers in your class? 3) Who are the smartest students in 

your class? and 4) Who are your best friends? 

While my hypothetical questions raised previously might have led some readers to 

infer this would be a quantitative study, it actually was based on what Bogdan and Biklen 

(1982) term qualitative methods. This decision was based largely on the fact that the 

methods used in quantitative research would have restricted the study and more than 

likely, would not have yielded the information I was seeking. As a result. such methods 
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would have been inappropriate since they would not have answered my research 

questions. For instance, to examine the effect of social status on peer-led literature 

discussions I might have designed a three-way ANOV A study between three groups: one 

containing all high-status members, one containing all low-status members, and one 

containing a combination of high and low status members. Social status would have been 

the independent variable and any number of measures could have been used to provide 

the dependent variable (i.e., comprehension measure, number of words spoken by each 

member, etc.). Such a study probably would have yielded significant differences among 

the groups; however, it would not have provided information that would have explanatory 

power. For example, it would not have given information regarding the content of 

students' discussion, only the number of words. It might have revealed which group had 

the highest comprehension scores but would not reveal what types of talk within 

discussions may have facilitated comprehension. Such methods of testing comprehension 

also would have violated the theoretical foundation of the study. Furthermore, since there 

has been little research conducted investigating how critical theory factors affect 

literature discussions, there is no theory regarding their influence to be proven or 

disproven. Therefore, a quantitative study with an emphasis on theory and hypothesis 

testing would have been inappropriate. Consequently, qualitative methods were used 

because they allow for methods of data collection and analysis that are exploratory and 

descriptive in nature. I did not have a theory or null hypothesis I wanted to prove or 

disprove; I wanted to use my data to begin formulating a new theory regarding the effects 

of critical theory factors on student-led literature discussion groups. 

Analvsis 

The transcripts were first read to determine the oral discourse boundaries 

(Smagorinsky & Ry, 1992). Such boundaries are called episodes and identify a portion 

of conversation that deals with a single, identifiable topic. After the episodes were 
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identified, a domain analysis (Spradley, 1980) was conducted to begin identifying the 

purposes of conversation represented in each episode. Domain analysis is a type of 

content analysis that "refers to the systematic examination of something to determine its 

parts, the relationship among parts, and their relationship to the whole" (Spradley, 1980, 

p. 85). Thus, the transcripts were read and reread to identify the different categories of 

purposes students used in their discussions and the characteristic features that were 

contained in each category. Constant comparison procedures (Glaser & Strauss, 1%7) 

were used when categorizing the different features to make the categories mutually 

exclusive. 

Following the analysis to identify the categories of purpose and the corresponding 

features for each category, the transcripts were analyzed to address the qualitative 

differences in the nature of talk that existed between the two groups. The transcripts were 

reread paying particular attention to pieces of conversation that were coded as the same 

category and feature for each group. Categories were then developed using domain 

analyses (Spradley, 1980) that addressed the nature of talk within the categories and 

features. These categories represented the frames of reference students were using in 

their discussions (e.g., textbound, personal). 

To begin looking for patterns both across the six days for each individual group 

and between the groups, the coded transcripts were used to develop "flowcharts" that 

provided a graphic representation of each discussion. The flowcharts helped reveal the 

fluid and overlapping nature of the conversations that was often hidden in transcripts due 

to their linear representation of the discussions. The flowcharts also more clearly 

identified the topics of conversation that were most salient to each group as these topics 

were repeatedly woven into the discussions both within and across days. 

A final analysis was conducted to explore whether social status influenced the 

discussions. The number of episodes initiated by each group member were counted and 



23 

converted to percentages. Next the number of episodes initiated by each member in each 

of the categories of purpose was detennined to explore what types of episodes were being 

initiated by each member. The number of nominations on the sociometric measure was 

tallied for each student and the average number of nominations for each item on the 

measure was determined. The number of nominations for each member was compared to 

the results of the sociometric measure to explore whether social status influenced group 

members' participation. 

In summary, peer-led literature discussions are enjoying increasing popUlarity as 

an instructional practice that encourages students to take ownership of their learning. 

Furthermore, they represent an alternative to teacher-led discussions that are often 

dominated by teachers and frequently do not encourage or validate multiple perspectives. 

Research investigating the positive effects of implementing peer-led literature 

discussions, however, has not addressed what role social, cultural, and political factors 

might play in such contexts. When considering the argument put forth by critical 

theorists that proposes such factors play an important role in the larger educational 

context, it is likely they will also be influential in the smaller classroom context of 

literature discussions. The purpose of the present study was to investigate what kinds of 

talk and behaviors students engage in when leading themselves in literature discussions, 

and begin exploring how a specific critical theory factor, social status, influences peer-led 

discussions of literature. 
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There is a revolution among many teachers and some theorists (Harste, Short & 

Burke, 1988; Rosenblatt, 1978) regarding literacy instruction. One major theme of this 

revolution is the move away from the use of basal textbooks to the use of children's 

literature and literature discussion groups (Eeds & Wells, 1989; Goatley, Bisesi & Urba, 

1992; Hanssen, 1992; Marshall, 1989; Smagorinsky & fly, 1992). This shift in literacy 

instruction has been influenced by both the reader response theories of Rosenblatt (1978) 

and Iser (1978), and the social constructivist theory of Vygotsky (1978). Moreover, 

investigations of classrooms utilizing literature and literature discussion groups for 

literacy instruction have found evidence to support such practices. The following chapter 

begins with an overview of Rosenblatt's and Vygotsky's theories as they provide the 

theoretical foundation for many of the changes occurring in literacy instruction. Next, a 

general overview of studies investigating the types of language students use in small 

group contexts both with and without a teacher present is presented. Also, studies of 

teacher-led and peer-led literature discussion groups in classrooms utilizing literature and 

discussion groups for the core of their literacy curriculum are reviewed. While providing 

ample support for the change in practices in literacy instruction, these studies reveal 

possible unresolved issues regarding the role of the teacher in implementing these 

practices. Furthermore, the research to date has largely ignored critical theory issues of 

power, status, gender and ethnicity. A discussion of these issues and their relationship to 

both the theories of reader response and social constructivism, and the practice of 

literature discussion groups concludes the chapter. 
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Reader Response Theory 

Reader response theories provide a changing view of the relationship between the 

reader and the text. Previous literary theories fluctuated between placing the emphasis on 

the author and/or the text, while delegating the reader the role of "invisible eavesdropper" 

(Rosenblatt, 1978, p.2). A major tenet of Rosenblatt's theory, however, posits that 

primary importance should not be given to either the text or the reader but rather, reading 

should be viewed as a transactional process between the reader and the text. Rosenblatt 

draws heavily on Dewey's (1916, 1966) concept of transaction to formulate a dynamic 

view of the reading process where both the reader and the text are aspects of the total 

situation, each conditioned by and conditioning the other (Rosenblatt, 1978, p, 17). 

Dewey's concept of transaction suggested an active, mutually formative relationship 

between subject and object similar to the relationship Rosenblatt proposed existed 

between the text and the reader. Just as Dewey's (1916, 1966) pragmatic epistemology 

challenged the separation of subject and object advocated by Cartesian epistemology, 

Rosenblatt's notion of transaction challenges the view that the text and reader are separate 

entities in the reading process with the meaning residing in the text and the reader merely 

a passive recipient of that meaning. 

For Rosenblatt, the result of this transaction between the reader and the text is the 

creation of the "poem" (Rosenblatt, 1978), which Rosenblatt defines as the reader's 

interpretation of his/her lived-through experience with the text. Both the text and the 

reader play an important role in creating the poem. The text serves two major functions. 

First. the text is a stimulus activating elements of the 
reader's past experience-his experience both with literature 
and with life. Second, the text serves as a blueprint, a guide 
for selecting. rejecting, and ordering of what is being called 
forth; the text regulates what shall be held in the forefront 
of the reader's attention (p. ] 1). 
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The role of the reader, is to be an active participant in the reading process; to pay 

attention not only to the printed words and their referents, but to also pay attention to the 

images, feelings, attitudes, associations and ideas that the words and their references 

evoke (p. 10). Such engagement by the reader is what Rosenblatt terms a "lived-through 

experience" with the text. Furthennore, the poem is not a static product but rather, as the 

process continues, the poem changes. Thus, the creation of the poem is the result of a 

dynamic, mutually interactive process between the text and the reader, where the reader's 

interpretation of the text is based on his/her response evoked by the text at a particular 

time, under particular circumstances. 

Also important to Rosenblatt's theory is the notion of reader stance, or mental set, 

where the reader's purpose for reading influences the type of stance he/she assumes. 

There are two types of stances a reader can assume, efferent and aesthetic. An efferent 

stance is characterized by the reader focusing on the concepts, ideas, directions, or 

solutions to be retained from the reading. The reader's response or interpretation is 

unimportant, rather, the focus is on accumulating what is to be carried away at the end of 

the reading. In contrast. an aesthetic stance focuses on the lived-through experience of 

the reader that occurs during the actual reading. Here the reader not only pays attention 

to the words and their referents, but also the associations, feelings, attitudes, and ideas the 

words and their referents evoke (1978, p. 25). Thus, "the reader's attention is turned 

toward what is immediately lived-through in transaction with the text, toward what is 

being shaped as the story or the poem" (Rosenblatt, 1982. p 271). Rosenblatt points out. 

however. that a single text may evoke both types of stances and that as a reader's purpose 

changes. the stance changes as well. Both efferent and aesthetic stances are always 

present during a reading event but are given different emphasis depending on the reader's 

purposes. Consequently, a reader's stance is not an either/or situation that requires a 
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choice between efferent and aesthetic, but rather a continuum that the reader moves along 

depending on the his/her present purpose for reading. 

Social Constructivist Theories 

In addition to the shift toward using literature as a means of facilitating children's 

responses to text, the importance of sharing and discussing students' interpretations (i.e., 

their poems) has led to the growing use of literature discussion groups as a crucial 

component of literacy instruction. Theoretical support for the use of literature discussion 

groups comes from the social constructivist theory of Vygotsky (1978). Vygotsky 

viewed the social and cultural context as an important component in the learning process 

with language being the key tool people use to develop thought. Moreover, Vygotsky 

believed that learning preceded development and consequently, proposed that social 

interaction with "more capable peers" could help children develop skills, understandings, 

etc. that they would not be capable of independently. Such social interaction took place 

in what Vygotsky termed the zone of proximal development which he defined as "the 

distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem 

solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving 

under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers" (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 

86). In this type of social interaction (i.e., zone of proximal development), children are 

able to participate in more advanced problem solving than they are capable of 

independently and consequently, they take what was social and internalize it so that it 

becomes individual. In most school contexts, the teacher assumes the role of more 

capable peer and lends his/her socially acceptable knowledge to the learning context for 

the purpose of helping the student internalize such knowledge. Such a process is not one 

of transmission. however. but rather one of mediation where participants use signs and 

tools (i.e .. language) to help convert the socially-held knowledge into individual 

understanding (Tudge & Rogoff. 1989). Thus. in terms of literacy instruction, literature 
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discussions could provide a social context that allows students to use language to develop 

not only their thinking about themes, issues, etc. related to books, but also their efferent 

and aesthetic stances toward reading. 

Learning in Small Groups 

In an effort to more fully understand how students use language to facilitate their 

learning in the context of small groups, Barnes (1992) studied groups of eleven to thirteen 

year olds as they engaged in tasks assigned by their teachers across subject areas. 

Following time for independent small group work, the teacher joined the group in order 

to explore what effect the teacher's presence had on the language used by the students and 

the learning exhibited by the group. 

Barnes found that the verbal strategies used by some students to approach the 

tasks were more successful than others. For example, Barnes distinguishes between an 

"open" and "closed" approach to tasks. An open approach is characterized by what 

Barnes calls a hypothetical mode that involves students asking questions of each other 

that invite discussion, making statements that are tentative and exploratory, and finding 

further possibilities beyond what the actual task requires. Barnes categorized such verbal 

strategies as "exploratory talk" which is "usually marked by frequent hesitations, 

rephrasings, false starts and changes of direction" (p. 28). An open approach also implies 

a collaborative relationship among the students. In contrast, students using a closed 

approach tend to limit their activities to what is explicitly required by the task, ask few 

questions, and respond to questions with limited pieces of information rather than 

generate exploratory discussion. Barnes offered the tentative conclusion that an open 

approach was more profitable in terms of learning than a closed approach. 

When the teachers joined the groups, they often provided students with the 

questions they had failed to ask themselves and broke down the problem into a 

framework where students simply had to fill in the blanks in order to restructure their 
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understanding. Perhaps most interesting, however, was the impact the teacher's presence 

had on the students' language. Groups who had independently been using language in 

open and exploratory ways changed to responding in short, single-word comments. 

Barnes suggested that it is was as if the students had "done their own sorting out. and they 

[felt] no urgency to explain to their teacher what he [knew] already. Showing him that 

they [had] done their work [was] very different from explaining things to themselves and 

to one another" (p. 76). 

Barnes explained this change in the students' language by their change in 

perception of the task demands when the teacher was present. Rather than using 

language to explore possible ways to shape their knowledge as they had done when they 

were alone, they now used language in ways to show the teacher they had "the right 

answer" (p. 108). Although unintentionally, the teacher shifted the language of this group 

from an open, hypothetical mode to a closed approach that could be scored as right or 

wrong. Therefore, Barnes cautioned teachers to resist the urge to rush in and ask well

placed questions because although they can be helpful, they also can have an adverse 

effect. "Taking the initiative out of the pupils' hands may reduce their learning from an 

active organizing of knowledge to a mere mimicry of the teacher" (p. 77). 

Research Investigating Literature Discussions 

Several studies have investigated the use of literature discussions as a means of 

literacy instruction that facilitates students' aesthetic stances and lived-through responses 

to literature. Such studies have investigated both teacher-led discussions. where the 

teacher is in a leadership role and thus, assumes the role of the more capable peer, and 

peer-led discussions where students mayor may not assume leadership roles. The results 

of both types of studies are discussed in the following sections. 
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Studies of Teacher-Led Literature Discussions. 

Children's most common experience in school with literature are categorized by 

Eeds and Wells (1989) as being" gentle inquisitions" (pA) where children gather to 

discuss stories but the format is often one of the teacher asking comprehension-type 

questions and the children attempting to provide the correct answer. Such experiences 

with literature discussions closely resembles the I-R-E interaction pattern commonly 

found in classrooms (Cazden, 1986) where the teacher initiates a question, a student 

responds, and the teacher evaluates the response. Furthermore, Dillon (1984) argues that 

many classroom discussions are not actually discussions, but rather "recitations" which 

are characterized by teacher-student interaction, rote recall of factual information, and a 

low percentage of student talk. The following studies dealt with teacher-led literature 

discussions that were attempting to move away from being gentle inquisitions toward 

becoming what Eeds and Wells (1989) termed "grand conversations." These studies, 

while varying in the amount of actual teacher participation in discussions, revealed the 

pivotal role played by the teacher in shaping both teacher-led discussions and students' 

responses in such discussions, and subsequent student-led discussions. 

In a study of first-grade literature discussions, McGee (1992) found that having 

the teacher ask an interpretive question during the course of the discussion to help 

children focus on the significance of the story as a whole (i.e., Did Rosie know the fox 

was behind her?) had the impact of eliciting a higher percentage of interpretative 

responses, and sustained inquiry. Moreover, changing the instructional format influences 

both teacher's discourse patterns and student responses. Martinez, Roser. Hoffman. & 

Battle (1992). in a study of a second grade classroom, found introducing literature 

response logs and changing the framework of the discussion to evoke thoughtful 

responses (i.e., elicit children's observations and unanswered questions) changed both the 

type of student responses and the teacher's instructional behavior. Students went from a 
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focus on telling information and interpreting responses to critiquing literary elements and 

making personal associations. The teachers decreased their use of eliciting known 

information from the students and telling students information, and increased their 

invitations to students to share their ideas and responses. 

In a study looking specifically at the patterns of discourse in classroom literature 

discussions, Marshall (1989) found that teachers dominated the class discussions. 

Teachers in these high school classes not only talked more than their students, but also 

controlled the direction, pace, and organization of the discussion. Furthermore, the 

students' responses were largely reflective of the kinds of questions asked by the teachers. 

In other words, the teachers' questions provided the framework for the discussion and the 

students' responses matched the framework established by the teacher. Therefore, the 

instructional pattern of the teacher shaped the students' responses and raises the questions 

of whether students limit their thinking to what the teacher wants and whether such 

instructional patterns also influence the patterns of discussion in student-led groups. 

In an intervention study investigating discussions of assigned readings in content 

area classrooms, Alvermann and Hayes (1989) found that all five secondary teachers 

originally led discussions that resembled Dillon's (1984) notion of recitation and Cazden's 

(1986) I-R-E discourse pattern. The teachers dominated the discussions and focused on 

literal questions and retellings of the text. After the intervention, the teachers were 

successful in their attempts to change the type of response by students to include more 

inferential responses and references to the text. The teachers were unable, however, to 

change their verbal exchange patterns. often because such changes violated strongly held 

beliefs and finnly entrenched classroom norms (e.g., putting students in small groups 

creates opportunities for idle play, pointing out weaknesses and strengths in students' 

discussion responses spoils the spontaneity of discussions and stifles willingness to talk). 
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Wiseman, Many, and Altieri (1992) compared three different methods for guiding 

third grade children's responses to literature: student-centered, teacher-guided aesthetic 

presentation and discussion, and teacher-guided aesthetic presentation and discussion 

followed by analysis based on that experience. They found that students in the aesthetic 

and aesthetic/analysis groups produced more aesthetic responses in free written responses 

following discussions, and that their responses were more complex than those in the 

student-centered groups. Such results are not surprising, however, as it is most likely 

students' responses were simply mirroring the type of guidance they received in their 

discussion groups. Students in the student-centered group received no guidance, hence, it 

is predictable that their written responses would reflect their instructional history. That 

is, it is likely that students had been taught to focus on analyzing literary elements rather 

than providing aesthetic responses. Perhaps rather than focusing on the finding that 

students in the aesthetic and aesthetic/analysis groups were able to produce written 

responses that matched th~ focus of their discussions, a more interesting question would 

have been what happened in these students' groups and their written responses when the 

researcher guidance was removed and they became student-centered groups. 

Q'Aahavan, Stein, Wiencek, and Marks (in press) also conducted a study with 

fourth graders that compared four different roles teachers could assume during literature 

discussions. The roles ranged from a laissez-faire stance where the teacher relinquished 

all authority and played no role in the discussions. to a combination of boundary coaching 

and momentary scaffolding. Boundary coaching involved a combination of explicit 

modeling and scaffolding before and after the discussion. In momentary scaffolding, the 

teacher sat just outside the group and provided scaffolding and coaching during 

discussions. Whereas groups who had support from the teacher used more diverse 

interpretive foci (i.e. text-based, reader-based. author-based), the group with no support 
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reached a point of "interpretive stasis" where they no longer imported new foci into their 

discussions and continued to use the same foci in each discussion. 

A question revealed by the Marshall (1989), O'Flahavan et.al. (in press), and 

Wiseman et. al. (1992) studies is what impact do teacher-led discussions have on 

subsequent student-led discussions? Smagorinsky and Fly (1992) found a relationship 

between teacher-led and student-led discussions and in particular, found that modeling 

practices in the teacher-led discussions influenced the student-led discussions. Students 

who were in classes where teachers merely modeled interpretive procedures (i.e., asking 

for justifications, providing extra-textual frameworks for students) without teaching 

students how to employ them were unable to internalize such procedures and utilize them 

in their own discussions. In contrast, teachers who participated with students in inquiry, 

encouraged students to provide their own social and conceptual context in order to make 

extra-textual connections to the text, and explicated analytic strategies (i.e., pointing out 

the need to pose questions and to support a generalization with evidence), enabled their 

students to internalize interpretive procedures which they employed independently. 

As the above studies reveal, teachers vary a great deal in how they establish 

instructional patterns in discussions. The results of such studies also indicate that 

regardless of the type of pattern established by the teacher, such patterns influence both 

students' responses in discussions and the discourse patterns students employ in their own 

discussions. Trying to change instructional patterns to resemble grand conversations 

rather than gentle inquisitions, however, is not easy. As revealed by Marshall's (1989) 

and Alvermann and Hayes' (1989) study, letting go of control and turning the discussion 

over to students is difficult for many teachers. 

Turning discussions over to students is also a difficult process for researchers. 

Hanssen ( 1992) sat in as a member of an adolescent literature discussion group and found 

even when she was consciously trying to be an equal member of the group. it was still 
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tempting to fall back into the traditional "teacher role" of praising students for their 

responses and controlling the discussion to make sure students were talking about what 

they were supposed to and not goofing around. Despite her finn belief that students need 

to grow more energetic and insightful in their discussions of literature even beyond the 

fonnal classroom setting, she "still found it difficult to back off and give students the 

opportunity to take ownership" (1992, p. 121). The teachers-in-training students who 

participated in Eeds' and Wells' (1989) discussion groups also were often frustrated as 

they struggled not to quiz students with traditional comprehension questions. Thus, even 

when teachers and researchers actively try to move away from the dominating, 

inquisition-type interaction patterns found in many studies of teacher-led discussions 

(Alvermann & Hayes, 1989; Langer, 1991; Marshall, 1989), it is still difficult to allow 

students to take ownership of the discussion and both teachers and researchers need to be 

conscious of the tendency to slip back into a teacher-control mode. Freedman (1993) 

echoes the above sentiments and reports that one way she has found of dealing with the 

tendency to dominate discussions is to alternate between what Barnes (1992) calls 

"presentation talk" (e.g., polished, complete thoughts, logical conclusions) and 

"exploratory talk" (e.g., incomplete thoughts, interruptions). 

Furthennore, Hanssen (1992) found many of the students' questions were literal 

and focused on clarification. These questions, however, were real questions to the 

students and often moved the discussions into other areas, areas that frequently dealt with 

traditional literary elements. Therefore, Hanssen concluded that far from being "Iow

level" questions, these questions were authentic and usually propelled the discussion into 

more generative areas. The implication of this for teachers. it seems. is that we need to 

resist our urge to jump in with our "high-level" questions and rather. allow students to 

explore their seemingly "low-level" questions as they often result in fruitful discussions. 
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Studies of Peer-Led Literature Discussions. 

Most studies of peer-led discussions echo the emphasis of the above studies of 

teacher-led discussions on the importance of the instructional context established by the 

teacher. A second theme often found in such studies is the important role played by 

written responses in facilitating students' responses to literature. The following studies 

provide a representative sample of how peer-led discussions promote students' responses 

to literature and emphasize the need for teacher support and modeling in helping students 

develop a range of responses across different genres. 

In a study of Book Clubs (see McMahon, 1992a) in a fifth-grade classroom, 

McMahon (1991) found that when provided with ample time, instruction, quality texts 

and multiple opportunities to express thinking, students were able to explore many of the 

text's significant themes in their discussions. Furthermore, students recognized that not 

all members needed to reach the same conclusions regarding the messages in the books. 

In a related study using Book Clubs in fourth and fifth-grade social studies classes, 

McMahon (1992b) found students used discussions to adjust their ideas regarding 

historical events and people but, once again, emphasized that the teachers' instructional 

design facilitated the development of student's thinking. McMahon concluded that 

teachers need to closely monitor student-led discussions and provide instruction on not 

only how to discuss literature but also how to articulate positions or form persuasive 

arguments. 

Raphael and Goatley ( 1992) investigated fourth-graders' purposes during peer-led 

discussion groups across subject areas when participating in Book Clubs. Their results 

revealed that students assumed roles within groups and conversational norms varied 

across groups. Students spent more time evaluating the text with literature than with 

expository text which led Raphael and Goatley to emphasize the importance of providing 

students with genre-specific discourse instruction. For instance. students appeared to 



36 

adopt ways of talking about scientific text that were similar to their general experience in 

discussion. Raphael and Goatley concluded this may have been due to students not 

having "been taught specifically the genre specific to 'talking science"'(p. 36). Goatley, 

et aI. (1992) looked at written and oral responses to literature from first-graders to adults. 

They found that younger groups spent most of their time maintaining the conversation 

(i.e., focus on tum-taking, behavior management, sharing from logs) whereas older 

groups spent more time relating text to personal stories and clarifying, and the majority of 

their time was spent valuing and evaluating text. The authors concluded that it was 

apparent that ability to respond to literature with a range of purposes develops over time 

and with instructional support. 

Cherland (1992) was interested in how boys and girl s might be talking differently 

about literature. She found that girls' discussions focused on a discourse of feeling 

whereas the boys' discussions emphasized a discourse of action. Cheri and proposed that 

such differences serve as constraints to children's responses to literature and advocated 

for teachers to "help their students understand the ways in which cultural messages about 

gender shape their reading and perpetuate inequality" (p. ] %). In other words, students 

should be encouraged to explore gender stereotypes portrayed in texts they read and to 

examine their own gender-related responses and interpretations of texts. 

Such studies as those described above provide support for the use of literature 

discussions as a means of facilitating children's response to literature for a variety of 

purposes and across a variety of texts. Moreover. the results support Vygotsky's ( 1986) 

idea that language helps develop thought. As illustrated in the above studies, when 

children discuss and share their ideas about texts. their language processes help them 

construct shared meanings. rethink their original ideas. and develop new ideas. Always 

present. however. is the important role played by the teacher in establishing an 

instructional context that supports children in their attempts to develop discourse patterns 
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that encourage such language and learning processes. Furthermore, the studies provide 

further evidence that the discourse patterns established by the teacher in the larger 

instructional setting is often mirrored in peer-led discussions. 

One conceivable problem with studies of literature discussions is that while they 

often portray the potential such discussions have for developing students' aesthetic 

stances to literature, as well as facilitating the learning of new ideas, they seldom address 

the process in which teachers engaged to get to the level of discussions revealed in the 

studies. As seen in the above studies, the focus is often on discussions that are dominated 

by the teacher (Alvermann & Hayes, 1989; Marshall, 1989), comparing different 

instructional contexts to show the impact they have on students' responses and 

discussions (Smagorinsky & Fly, 1992; Wiseman, et. aI., 1992), or how discussions can 

facilitate reflective, lived-through responses in children (Eeds & Wells, 1989; McGee, 

1992; McMahon, 1991, 1992a,b). What is missing, is a thorough examination of how 

teachers move from conducting gentle inquisitions to grand conversations. Most likely 

teachers cannot help but feel frustrated when they see such examples of the powerful 

potential of literature discussion groups with little help toward promoting their 

understanding of how to get to such a place in their own classrooms. Consequently, it is 

not surprising that many teachers give-up when their attempts to implement literature 

discussion groups fail to compare to those represented in the literature. Raphael and 

Goatley (1992) raise a similar concern in their conclusion. "[u)nless we make clear the 

complexities. highly skilled teachers who find themselves with these frustrations may 

assume the problem is in their instructional model and 'give up; helping the pendulum 

swing back to the individualistic, skills biases that have failed our schools to date" (p. 

40). 

Another potential problem with studies of literature discussion groups is that they 

appear to send mixed-messages to teachers regarding what role they should play in the 
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instructional context. On one hand, researchers advocate for teachers to provide explicit 

instruction in interpretive procedures such as providing justifications and making social 

and conceptual connections (Smagorinsky & Ay, 1992). They underscore the importance 

of providing instruction in genre-specific discourse (Raphael & Goatley, 1992), and 

illustrate how providing students with guidance in responding to literature aesthetically 

and relating aesthetic responses to literary elements results in more aesthetic and complex 

written responses (Wiseman, et al., 1992). On the other hand, researchers also advocate 

for stepping out of the teacher-control mode and providing the environment necessary to 

support the natural development of strategies that lead to fruitful discussions rather than 

explicit instruction in discussion processes (Eeds & Wells, 1989; Hanssen, 1992). In 

other words, there appears to be a tension between the need to provide explicit instruction 

to students and the need to step back and allow students to take ownership of discussions. 

Barnes (1992) refers to this tension as "every teacher's dilemma: how can one support 

pupils with a framework which does not at the same time constrict their participation? 

How can one enable the learner to order his own learning without abandoning him in a 

trackless wilderness?" (p. 88). 

Regardless of the position taken by researchers in response to this dilemma, the 

one conclusion they seem to agree on is that the teacher plays an important role in the 

instructional context of literature discussions. What is unclear, however, is what that role 

should be. As Hanssen (1992) discovered first-hand, the tendency to evaluate students' 

discussions and find them lacking by our standards is very tempting and usually results in 

reverting back to gentle inquisitions rather than allowing students to take ownership and 

participate in grand conversations. This unresolved issue regarding the role of the teacher 

raises the question of when does the teacher take control and provide explicit instruction 

and when does the teacher bite his/her tongue and let the students assume ownership? 

Perhaps the answer is not an either/or role assumed by the teacher but rather a continuum 
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that teachers move within during instruction. On one end of the continuum would be 

providing explicit instruction in discussion processes to students and on the other end, 

would be providing the environment necessary for the natural development of such 

processes. Teachers would move along this continuum and decide what instructional 

processes would be most appropriate based on the current needs of their students. It is 

likely that at some times, students would benefit from instruction that makes discussion 

procedures explicit and at other times, would benefit most from being allowed to navigate 

the discussions on their own. Therefore,just as readers assume a stance toward reading 

depending on their purpose for reading, so to could teachers assume an instructional 

stance based on their purpose of best meeting students' needs. 

A caution must be made, however, regarding possible interpretations of lIexplicit 

instruction in discussion processes. 1I While it is possible to interpret this phrase as 

meaning the same as IIdirect instruction," it is unlikely that the traditional skill and drill 

practices often associated with direct instruction are what researchers are referring to 

when advocating for explicit instruction in discussion processes. This is an important 

distinction that needs to be addressed as those who interpret explicit discussion 

instruction to mean direct instruction are likely to have visions of teaching and assessing 

discussion processes via worksheets and multiple-choice tests. Such an interpretation of 

how to enact instruction in discussion processes could not be farther from the intended 

interpretation. In fact, recall Raphael and Goatley's ( 1992) concern quoted earlier that 

ended with the statement. " ... helping the pendulum swing back to the individualistic, 

skills biases that have failed our schools to date" (p. 40). Even though Raphael and 

Goatley promote the need for teaching genre-specific discourse. it is clear they do not 

mean teaching through traditional skills-based, direct instruction. Rather, it is likely that 

those advocating for explicit instruction in discussion procedures are referring to the 

types of instructional processes that have been found to promote grand conversations 
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(Eeds & Wells, 1989) and discussions as opposed to recitations (Dillon, 1984). These 

instructional processes include inviting students to share their responses and questions, 

encouraging students to make their own social and cultural connections to interpret texts, 

and engaging in reflection with students regarding the need for justifying opinions. 

Reader Response and Social Constructivist Theories Meet 

Critical Theory 

Perhaps even more crucial than the above issue, is the absence of critical theory 

issues regarding power, status, gender, and ethnicity (Apple, 1979; Giroux, 1983; 

McLaren, 1989) in the examination of teacher- and peer-led literature discussions. A 

cornerstone of reader response theory is the notion of individual interpretation, however, 

do literature discussions encourage the creation of unique responses or does subtle 

hegemony occur where the views of those in power are the ones expressed and adopted 

by others? Furthermore, Vygotsky's (1986) zone of proximal development is based on 

the concept of less capable peers developing skills/ideas with the help of a more capable 

peer with no mention made of the possibility of the less capable peer creating new ideas 

unique to those of the more capable peer. Therefore, does the more capable peer control 

what is to be learned, and if so, where is the place for unique response? These questions 

and their implications for literature discussions will be explored below. 

Direction and the Zone. 

For constructivists, the issue with the zone of proximal development is one of 

direction. That is, is it unidirectional where the student simply masters preexisting skills 

and ideas and thus becomes a process of transmission, or is it bidirectional where both 

participants mutually influence one another and cultural tools can be reconstructed? In 

keeping with Vygotsky's larger theory of social learning, the zone mllst be seen as 

bidirectional rather than a teleology for child development, however. this issue is not 

clearly reconciled among Vygotskian scholars. Vygotsky wrote that learning preceded 
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development and that "instruction must be oriented toward the future, not the past" (1962, 

p. 104). Therefore. unless instruction and learning processes are seen as bidirectional, the 

zone would only deal with the past as the students' future learning is dependent on the 

adult's past. Other Vygotskian scholars appear to share this rejection of a transmission 

interpretation of the zone. For example, Griffin and Cole (1984) state: 

Adult wisdom does not provide a teleology for child 
development. Social organization and leading activities 
provide a gap within which the child can develop novel 
creative analysis. ( ... ) a Zo-ped is a dialogue between the 
child and his future; it is not a dialogue between the child and 
an adult's past" (p. 62). 

As Engestrom (1987) points out, however, Cole is inconsistent in his interpretation of the 

zone. In a later chapter, Cole (1985) appears to contradict the above statement when he 

speaks of the zone as a transmission of cultural knowledge from adults to children. 

The acquisition of culturally appropriate behavior is a process 
of interaction between children and adults, in which adults 
guide children's behavior as an essential element in concept 
acquisition/acculturation/education" (p. 158). 

Engestrom (1987) found further evidence of such a view of the zone in Scri bner's (1985) 

chapter in the same volume. Scribner ( 1985) states: 

The child is an assimilator of sign systems and develops 
higher functions through processes of internalization. Adults 
in the course of history are the inventors and e1aborators of 
sign systems, as well as users. Assimilative and creative 
processes are not the same (p. 130). 

Assuming that assimilative and creative processes are different, it appears that Scribner 

believes it is the role of adults to create: and tilt: ruit:: of chiidren to assimiiate. Such a 

division of roles between adults and children make it unlikely that creative processes and 

unique responses would be part of the learning that occurs in the zone. Such an 

interpretation of the zone sounds suspiciously like an advocation for a transmission 

conception of learning within the zone. Therefore. it appears that the interpretations of 
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Vygotsky's notion of the zone of proximal development are in need of further 

development as they predominately deal with the acquisition and internalization of 

culturally established tools and sign systems and leave open to question where creativity 

and the development of new cultural tools fit into Vygotsky's theory of social learning. 

In trying to deal with the apparent conflicting views regarding the direction of 

learning in the zone, Engestrom (1987) redefined the zone of proximal development as 

"the distance between the present everyday actions of the individuals and the historically 

new form of the societal activity that can be collectively generated as a solution to the 

double bind potentially embedded in everyday actions" (p. 174). In tenns of instruction 

then, Engestrom's new definition of the zone implies that teaching and learning are within 

the zone only when they seek to develop historically new fonns of activity rather than 

simply assimilating the established societal and dominating cultural nonns at the 

individual level. Furthermore, to accomplish this instruction must follow the learner into 

their life activities outside the classroom (Engestrom. 19f57, p. 185). Therefore, adults' 

knowledge should not constrain students' attempts to create new ideas and consequently, 

instruction should be aimed at providing opportunities for students to explore their unique 

interpretations, not merely accepting those that have been historically accepted by 

society. Thus. instruction and learning is based on the student's future rather than the 

adult's and society'S past. 

This view of instruction and learning is especially important in regard to reader 

response theories where the reader does not simply adopt the teacher's interpretation of a 

text (i.e .. the existing/dominate societal interpretation). but creates meaning through 

engaging in a lived-through experience with a text. Moreover, similar to Engestrom's 

belief that instruction should follow the learner outside the classroom, so does reader 

response theory allow for the leamer's experiences outside the classroom to infiltrate their 

experiences with text and contri bute to their constructed interpretations. 
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Even if the bidirectionality of the zone is assumed and allows for the creation of 

new cultural tools and sign systems, Engestrom's notion of the double-bind still needs to 

be addressed. The double bind Engestrom refers to "regards the tension between the need 

of the student to appropriate historically entrenched tools that empower them as social 

actors and at the same time retool and recreate not only culture but themselves (Garrison, 

1993, p. 23). Thus, the double bind leads to a paradox regarding the resultant tension 

when historically old meets historically new within the construction zone. Lave and 

Wenger (1991) describe the paradox as follows: 

The different ways in which old-timers and newcomers 
establish and maintain identities conflict and generate 
competing viewpoints on the practice and its development. 
Newcomers are caught in a dilemma. On the one hand, they 
need to engage in the existing practice, which as developed 
over time: to understand it, to participate in it, and to become 
full members of the community in which it exists. On the 
other hand, they have a stake in its development as they begin 
to establish their own identity in its future (p. 115). 

This paradox raises the issue of democracy within the zone as existing cultural 

tools are likely to be instruments of power, control, and domination (Garrison, 1993, p. 

23) and thus constrain newcomers' attempts to reconstruct socially acceptable norms. 

The tension between the need to learn existing cultural tools and the need to retool and 

recreate culture is similar to what Goodman and Goodman (1990) refer to as the conflict 

between personal invention and social convention. They too acknowledge that existing 

cultural conventions result in society valuing some inventions but not others and that such 

decisions are often based on factors such as power, gender, and ethnicity. Whether new 

cultural tools or personal inventions are allowed to occur within the zone underscores the 

importance of addressing the relationship between partners within the zone. Vygotsky 

emphasized the role played by the more capable peer where the difference between 

partners was not only in level of expertise, but also in the more advanced partner's 

understanding of the less advanced partner's needs (Tudge & Rogoff. 1989). Thus, 
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Vygotsky's notion of the interaction between partners within the zone was based on the 

concept of intersubjectivity which "focuses on the joint understanding of a topic achieved 

by people working together and taking each other's perspective into account" (Tudge & 

Rogoff, 1989, p. 22). 

Ideal Roles Within the Zone. 

Theoretically then, Vygotsky believed ideal partners in the zone were not equal, 

however, their inequality was to be based on understanding rather than power. The 

difficulty with this conception of the relationship between partners in the zone is that it 

often does not reflect the relationships that actually exist, especially in educational 

contexts where the more capable partner is represented by the teacher and the less capable 

partner is the student. There is ample evidence to suggest that most teacher-student 

relationships, while perhaps based on a difference in understanding, are also based on a 

difference in power. For example, the above cited studies that revealed teachers 

dominated class discussions (Marshall, 1989), evaluated students' responses (Dillon, 

1984) and students' responses reflected teacher questions (Smagorinsky, 1992) all provide 

evidence that in many classrooms, teachers do have a role that is in part based on power. 

In such settings, it is likely that rather than feeling empowered to create and invent new 

social forms of knowledge, students merely assimilate the dominant forms of 

understanding presented by the teacher. Various studies have in fact shown that in 

classrooms where teachers' negative and positive evaluations of students' responses 

reinforce the notion of a "correct" interpretation, students quickly learn the hidden agenda 

and how to fit their responses into the accepted conventions of the classroom established 

by the teacher (see Hynds, 1990). Consequently, while Vygotsky's concept of the 

relationship between partners in the zone as based on inequalities in understanding rather 

than power is a goal worth striving for, in reality it is a goal seldom met. 
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With the move toward peer-led discussion groups in literacy instruction, a new 

context for the zone is constructed. In peer-led groups. the teacher is no longer present to 

assume the more capable partner role and while peers may differ in their perspectives 

toward a book, they do not necessarily differ in their knowledge or power. Therefore, it 

is perhaps more helpful to turn to Piaget's (1932) theory of how the role relations between 

partners affects development. Rather than focusing on a more capable peer in the social 

context of learning, Piaget emphasized the importance of peer interaction. Piaget firmly 

believed that a discussion between peers was more valuable than a discussion between a 

child and an adult because interaction with an adult was an asymmetrical interaction in 

which the adult had the power (Tudge & Rogoff. 1989). As seen in the above discussion. 

such a conclusion is supported by the interaction patterns established in many classrooms. 

Therefore, Piaget and Vygotsky differed in their views regarding the ideal role 

relations between partners in the learning context. Both types of partnerships (adult-child 

and peer) have been shown to positively impact learning (see Tudge & Rogoff, 1989) for 

a review of such studies) which suggests that the resolution to this issue is not one of 

either/or, bl.!t rather determining which is most appropriate in view of what is to be 

learned. In fact. Damon (1984. as cited in Tudge & Rogoff. 1989) suggests that different 

types of learning may be differentially facilitated by equal versus more expert partners (p. 

33). Tudge and Rogoffs ( 1989) review of expert partner and equal partner studies led 

them to conclude that whereas adults may be better partners when the task involves 

learning new skills and knowledge. peers are more influential in bringing about a change 

in perspective as a result of the free exchange of ideas that characterize interchanges 

bem:een equals. 

Therefore. whether adults or peers make the most effective partners in social 

learning contexts appears to depend on the purpose of the task (e.g .. learning skills versus 

adopting new perspectives). In terms of successfully implementing literature discussion 
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groups as a means of facilitating growth then, it appears that both types of interactions are 

necessary. As underscored in the previous section, students need teachers to help them 

learn the skills necessary to engage in the type of open-exchanges found to be desired in 

peer-led discussions (i.e., making personal connections, asking questions, supporting 

opinions, etc.). Students also need peer-interaction to provide a context that allows them 

to freely exchange their differing viewpoints that may lead to the adopting of new 

perspectives based on mutually accepted ideas rather than merely acquiring the 

perspective of the more expert partner. 

Such a reconciliation of ideal partners in facilitating learning, however, still does 

not deal with the issue of whether relationships based on power also exist in peer 

interactions. As Raphael and Goatley (1992) found, students did assume different roles 

in peer-led discussion groups which led to different conversation patterns. If determining 

which students will assume positions of power within the group is influenced by status, 

gender, ethnicity, etc .• then the learning situation, rather than encouraging the free 

exchange of ideas among equals. could in fact represent the inequalities found in the 

societally accepted norms. Consequently, peer-led literature discussion group could 

actually perpetuate norms based on power, control and domination and thus. result in 

hegemony where people of certain ethnicity. status, and gender are silenced. 

In summary. group discussions, either teacher- or student-led, play an important 

role in many classrooms. Teacher-led discussions are often characterized by the teacher 

maintaining interpretive authority. In an effort to decentralize the role of the teacher. 

many teachers and researchers have advocated for the use of peer-led discussion groups. 

These groups. however. often resemble teacher-led discussions with students mimicking 

the discourse patterns established by their teachers. Furthermore. students also assume 

roles within the peer group which raises questions regarding how such roles are 

negotiated. Whether critical theory factors such as gender, ethnicity. and social status 
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influence what students are allowed to assume leader roles in peer discussion groups is 

unclear due to the lack of research regarding the effects of social and cultural factors in 

such contexts. This is especially problematic as one of the reasons often cited for using 

peer-led discussions is to provide a forum for all students' voices to be heard :;md where 

all perspectives are valued. If social and cultural factors do influence roles and 

participation patterns in peer-led discussions, then it is possible that such contexts afford 

the opportunity for hegemony to occur rather than providing an equitable context for 

students to assume ownership of their learning. The present study will attempt to shed 

light on whether the factors of social status and gender influence the roles assumed by 

members of literature discussion groups and the discourse and participation patterns 

established by the groups. 



CHAPTER THREE 

Planning the Route For My Journey 
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The purpose of the current study was to explore what occurs in student-led 

literature discussions and how critical theory issues influence the participation patterns of 

discussion group members. The study was based on the assumptions of what Bogdan and 

Biklen (1983) call "qualitative research." As Bogdan and Biklen (1983) state, all 

research is guided by some theoretical perspective which helps researchers formulate 

their research questions and also in collecting and analyzing their data. In planning the 

present study, I used my understanding of reader response, social constructivism, and 

critical theory. Qualitative research is often viewed as theory-building rather than theory

testing as in quantitative research. Therefore, considering my questions were 

predominately exploratory in nature, qualitative research was a more appropriate avenue 

for this study. Rather than having a preconceived theory regarding the influence of 

critical theory factors on peer-led discussions and hypotheses generated from such a 

theory to test, I was more interested in seeing how such factors actually played out in the 

real context of student-led discussions. Hence, I planned to collect and analyze my 

descriptive data in order to begin formulating a theory regarding the role of critical theory 

factors in student-led literature discussions. Consequently, I used Glaser and Strauss's 

( 1967) notion of grounded theory. 

To gain a sense of how students respond to literature in student-led discussion 

groups, I videotaped two different discussion groups over the course of an entire literature 

study cycle that lasted six days for both groups. I examined transcripts of the videotapes 

to explore what purposes guided the students' discussions, the nature of talk that occurred 

in the discussions, and the participation patterns for each group member. The purpose of 

the present chapter is to outline the methods used to conduct the study. The background 
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participants, the methods of data collection, and analyses. 

Background 
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When I first met the teachers who volunteered their classrooms for this study, I 

was working as a graduate research assistant on a follow-up study of a staff-development 

project of which the teachers had been members (Richardson & Anders, 1990). The staff 

development had been a year-long exploration that focused on teachers' beliefs and 

practices in regards to reading comprehension instruction (see Richardson & Anders, 

1990). They also were current members of a teacher study group that had been meeting 

for the past year. This group consisted of teachers and a university facilitator and focused 

on concerns and issues raised by the teachers. Often these issues dealt with literature

based curriculum and evaluation (see Short, Crawford, Kahn, Kaser, Klassen & Sherman, 

1992). Since the staff development, Roxanne and Clay had been experimenting with 

literature discussions as a means of teaching reading and had questions and concerns 

about this instructional practice that were very similar to my own. Through our 

conversations, we decided to more formally investigate what their students were actually 

doing during literature discussions in order to better understand how to structure 

classroom experiences that would support students in their efforts to conduct literature 

discussion groups, and how to structure the discussion groups themselves to best facilitate 

student learning. 

Roxanne and Clay had been team teaching together for 2 years and had, in 

essence, combined their two classes into a single large one. The two classrooms had a 

moveable dividing wall which was permanately kept at least partially open and students 

moved freely from side to side. Roxanne and Clay planned together, delivered 

instruction together, and considered themselves teachers of one large class rather than 

two separate ones. 
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Roxanne and Clay structured their classroom in numerous ways they believed 

supported literacy. The first hour and a half every day were completely devoted to 

"literature study" which involved such activities as read aloud, sustained silent reading, 

book sharing and literature discussions. Both mornings and afternoons began with read

aloud time where either Clay or Roxanne read from an adolescent literature book. The 

books often dealt with topics that the class was studying in other subject areas. While 

reading aloud, Roxanne would frequently stop and ask the students questions such as, 

"Why do you think [the character) did that?, What do you think will happen?" The next 

component of literature study was sustained silent reading where students could read 

anything of their choosing and sit anywhere in the room they wanted. Some students 

chose to read their literature study book during silent reading. During this time, Clay and 

Roxanne frequently read their own books while walking around the room. 

Booksharing followed silent reading. Booksharing involved both teachers and 

students engaging in the process of sharing a book they were reading or had read that they 

enjoyed. Students also often shared comic books, magazines, andjokes. Roxanne would 

frequently share a book she was reading that related to a topic of study in a different 

content area. For example, one day during their Christopher Columbus study, she shared 

a book about the colonization of the Americas and told how she was bothered by the 

prejudicial language used in the book to describe the Native Americans (i.e., savage, wild 

Indian). She then led a discussion that included looking at the copyright date (1952) and 

talking about how attitudes toward Native Americans had and had not changed since 

then, and how such language can hurt people's feelings. During booksharing, Clay and 

Roxanne modeled various techniques that they wanted students to engage in 

independently in their discussion groups such as forms of questioning that helped 

facilitate discussion among students, probing for justification of opinions, and comparing 

interpretations with other students' interpretations who had also read the book. For 
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example, when Amanda shared The BFG by Roald Dahl, she said she "liked the way the 

guy talked in the book," and Roxanne asked her to give an example of how he talked. On 

another day, Jesse shared a book by Eve Bunting and said he liked it because it was scary. 

Roxanne then asked him to compare it to another Eve Bunting book they had talked about 

earlier that morning. During booksharing, Clay and Roxanne continually encouraged 

students to respond affectively to their books; a common question I heard asked by both 

teachers and students was "How do you feel about the book?" 

After booksharing, students had a second silent reading time where they were to 

read their assigned literature book. Students could read individually or with members 

from their literature discussion group who were reading the same book. During this time, 

Clay and Roxanne once again usually read their own book while walking around the 

room. Following silent reading, the students frequently wrote in literature response logs 

where they told how they felt about the book, gave their opinions, etc. Students then took 

their response logs to their discussion group. Clay's and Roxanne's feedback in the logs 

mirrored their emphasis on affective response and the importance of justifying opinions 

with comments such as, "Why do you think that? Remember to support your opinions. 

How did the book make you feel?" Clay and Roxanne graded the response logs 

approximately every two weeks. 

After silent reading and writing in their response logs, students met with their 

discussion group for the last component of literature study. Clay and Roxanne had 

brainstonned with the students to come up with a list of things to talk about in literature 

discussion groups and had the list posted on a large wall chart so students could refer to it 

when at a lull in their discussions. Moreover, Clay and Roxanne periodically reviewed 

the list when reflecting on how the groups were going and added new items as students 

discovered additional topics of discussion. During discussion time. Roxanne sat in with 

groups and was able to meet with three or four groups each day. She typically asked 
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questions such as, "Tell me what you think about where you are in the book. Why do you 

think [the character] did that? How would you feel if it were you? Tell me more about 

that." Clay usually began by walking around to each group and asking them questions 

such as, "Where are you in the book? What page are you on?", and giving them a 

suggestion for how they might begin their discussion such as sharing their response logs, 

talking about a specific character, sharing what they think the book is about. 

Therefore, Clay and Roxanne appeared to fall somewhere along the middle of the 

continuum discussed in the previous chapter. They believ~d they were providing the 

environment necessary to support students' natural development of discussion procedures. 

Moreover, rather than making discussion procedures explicit for students and directly 

discussing why such procedures were important, they chose to model these procedures 

within the context of whole-class and small group discussions, during booksharing, and 

in their responses to students' literature response logs. 

In order to gain a sense of the classroom culture and become familiar to the 

students, I went into the classroom every day for approximately 2 112 hours per day for 

an entire semester beginning in January, 1992. My role was that of a participant observer 

(Spradley, 1980). I took field notes, talked with students about their books, and sat in on 

literature discussion groups. I talked with the teachers about what I was seeing and 

hearing and we discussed how to best go about gathering information that would be 

helpful to all of us. During the semester, I videotaped four different literature groups as 

they discussed their books. and informally sat in with various other discussion groups and 

talked with students about what they were doing. I began videotaping the first literature 

discussion group the end of February and by then I was just another member of the 

classroom. By this time the students had participated in numerous literature study cycles 

and were familiar with the routine. 
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Only two discussion groups were used for purposes of this study. The groups 

used were chosen for the following reasons. The initial group I videotaped served as a 

pilot for the study. During this round of videotaping, I frequently met with both the 

teachers and faculty at the university to discuss and refine data collection procedures. 

Consequently, the data collection methods used for subsequent discussion groups were 

slightly different from those used in the pilot. Another group that was videotaped was 

during a study of biographies. The entire class had chosen biographies of different 

people to read and Clay and Roxanne had developed "biography packets" that the 

students were to complete as they read their biographies. Therefore, the context of this 

literature study was considerably different from the others in two ways. First, the 

students in the same discussion group were reading different books rather than all reading 

the same book. Second, the biography packets structured the discussion so that students 

mainly talked about the questions addressed in the packets rather than responding any 

way they chose as in the other literature studies. Consequently, the two groups that 

remained were chosen for this study due to the similarities between them (i.e., consistent 

data collection methods, all students in a literature group reading the same book, students 

free to discuss book as they wanted). 

Participants 

The students who participated in this study were members of a fifth-grade class in 

a multicultural school in the Tucson Unified School District. The school had a large 

Hispanic population (47.9%), as well as African-American (3.9%), Native American 

(2.2%), and Asian (1 %) students. Over 50% of the students were on free or reduced 

lunches. One of the groups used for this study consisted of six female students. In this 

group. three girls were European-American (Mary, Alice. and Valerie), one was Asian 

(Julie), and two were Hispanic (Hannah and Nancy). The second group consisted of five 

members. Three members were males. two of whom were European-American (Jimmy 
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and Bobby) and one Hispanic (Duane), and two members were females both of whom 

were Hispanic (Mimi and Vivianne). 1 

Fift.'I-grade students were chosen for two main reasons. First, much of the 

previous research concerning literature discussion groups has been done with primary-

aged children (Martinez, Roser, Hoffman, & Battle, 1992; McGee 1992; Rowe, 1987; 

Short, 1986), resulting in a limited understanding of this instructional practice and older 

children. Second, gender roles revolving around budding romantic interests and identity 

formation concerns are quite pronounced by the fIfth-grade. Furthermore, social cliques, 

resulting in low and high social status students, are well established by fIfth-grade 

making it likely that the influences of both gender and social status on literature 

discussion groups would be more evident. 

Materials 

The all-female group read the realistic fIction book Homecoming by Cynthia Voigt 

and the mixed-gender group read the historical fIction book The Perilous Road by 

William Steele. Homecoming is a story about a girl named Dicey and her three younger 

siblings, James, Sammy and Maybeth, who are abandoned by their mother. When the 

children decide their mother is not coming back, they set out to find their aunt and plan to 

stay with her. The story revolves around how these four children survive and raise 

money to get them to their aunt's house. During their trip they do odd jobs such as 

carrying people's grocery bags to their cars to earn money. Dicey is in charge of the 

money and is quite resourceful in her ability to make a few cents to a long way. When 

they finally reach their destination, they fInd their aunt has died and their cousin is less 

than enthusiastic about taking in four children. Their Cousin Eunice has been planning to 

1 Anglo psuedonyms were used for all group members since their real names were all 
Anglo. 
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become a nun and views the children as the reason why she cannot fulfill her dream. 

During their stay with Cousin Eunice Sammy continually gets into trouble at school, 

Maybeth is presumed to be retarded, James discovers a love of books and succeeds in 

school, and Dicey does not go to school but stays at home to take care of the household 

chores and her siblings. Eventually the children tire of Cousin Eunice's hostile attitude 

toward them and decide to hit the road again in search of their grandmother. Once again, 

the book chronicles their struggles on the road. When they reach their grandmother, they 

find that she too is less than enthusiastic about their arrival. The children had imagined 

their grandmother as a loving woman who would warmly welcome them into her life and 

now fear their high hopes of living with their grandmother will be dashed. They 

eventually win over their grandmother and are allowed to stay with her and call her house 

their home. 

The Perilous Road is set in Civil-War-era Tennessee. The book focuses on a 

young boy Chris who longs to join the Confederate Army and fight the Yankees. Many 

of their friends and neighbors have already left to join the Confederate Army and Chris 

resents that he has to stay home and help on the family farm. He is shocked when his 

older brother joins the Yankees and his family is viewed as traitors by many neighbors. 

When their bam is burned down, Chris and his parents suspect their neighbors of setting 

fire to it and fear their house may be next. Yankee soldiers take much of Chris' family's 

food along with their only horse so Chris' anger toward them increases. Chris decides to 

seek revenge and plots to go to the Yankee camp at night and open the gate to the pen 

where all the horses are kept. He gets to the pen but is so scared of getting caught he 

leaves before he is able to free the horses. Chris forms a friendship with a man named 

Silas whom Chris is convinced is a spy for the Confederate Army. Chris eventually finds 

himself in the middle of a Yankee camp and struggles with his feelings toward Yankees 

as he gets to know them as people. The foHowing morning, a battle breaks out and Chris 



56 

fears he is responsible for the ambush that might result in his brother being killed. Chris 

makes his way home after the battle and is glad to find out his brother was still in training 

camp and not part of the battle. 

Procedure 

The established procedure for introducing a new literature study began with the 

teachers selecting 8-10 books for students to choose from. The teachers gave a brief 

"book talk" for each book which consisted of describing the book, telling why they liked 

it, what they thought was interesting about it, and why they thought the students might 

enjoy it. The students were given the opportunity to browse through the books and then 

they ranked their top three choices on an index card. The teachers used these rankings to 

form the discussion groups and whenever possible, students were given their first choice. 

The study took place during students' regular classroom time devoted to 

"literature study" which included independent reading, writing in their literature response 

logs, and literature discussion groups. Students read their literature books during 

independent reading time, wrote in their literature response logs, and then formed 

literature discussion groups to talk about what they had read. Thus, the students in both 

groups were reading the books as they discussed rather than reading the entire book and 

then meeting for discussions. The study proceeded through two literature study cycles 

with one group being studied in each cycle. Both groups met for discussions six times 

and each discussion session lasted approximately 20-25 minutes. All discussion groups 

were videotaped and transcribed. The transcriptions were edited twice to assure as 

complete and accurate transcription as possible. The group being videotaped met in the 

hall for their discussions rather than in the classroom to reduce the amount of noise that 

could interfere with the recording. I initially worried that being out in the hall essentially 

unsupervised would lead to an increase in "off-task" behavior. The teachers assured me, 

however, that they routinely used the hallway as extra space and often had groups 
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working in the hall so the students were accustomed to working there. Moreover, there 

were several instances on the videotapes where a student was fooling around and another 

student would remind him/her that he/she was being taped. The other student would then 

respond, "Well, she [the researcher] said she wanted to see what we really did during 

literature discussions." Consequently, it appeared that students were engaging in 

behaviors during their discussions that they considered "normal." 

Both groups followed the established routine for literature study, however, each 

group had one feature that distinguished it from the other in terms of procedures. I had 

talked with several members of the Homecoming group prior to the literature cycle and 

they had told me they disliked writing in their response logs. I was discussing this with 

one of my committee members and she suggested that I substitute "post-it notes" for the 

response logs. I told the group members about this alternative and they eagerly agreed to 

the idea. Consequently, this group used post-it notes rather than their response logs as 

their written means of responding to their book. Each member was given a different 

colored post-it pad and as she was reading, she could jot down responses to the book, 

words she didn't know, etc. and stick the post-it directly onto the page that prompted the 

note. The girls could then share their post-it notes during their discussions just as they 

had formerly shared their response log entries. 

The Perilous Road group wrote in their literature response logs as usual. Their 

distinguishing feature was that on the third day of their discussion group, Roxanne and 

Clay instructed each group to create a "web" about their book which generally consisted 

of students brainstorming ideas or features of the book and sometimes categorizing them 

in a graphic means on paper. On the other side of the paper. groups were instructed to 

write questions or problems they were having with the book. The Perilous Road group 

worked on their web predominately on days 3 and 4 and had it in their group to refer to 

on day 5. While these two features of the groups were different in procedure (post-its vs. 
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webs), they served the same purpose. Both practices were intended to provide a means 

for students to respond to their book in a written form for the purpose of helping generate 

discussion in the groups. 

All students completed a sociometric measure (Oppehnheim, 1966) (see 

Appendix 1.1) in January to investigate the social status of students in the class and 

whether status influenced the group discussions. Students wrote the names of three 

students for each of the following questions: 1) Who would you most like to have in your 

literature discussion group? 2) Who are the best readers in your class? 3) Who are the 

smartest students in your class? and 4) Who are your best friends? 

Analysis 

The first read through of the transcripts focused on identifying the oral discourse 

boundaries (Smagorinsky & By, 1992). Smagorinsky and By (1992) identify two types 

of boundaries in oral discourse, turns and episodes. A tum consists of a speaker's 

uninterrupted sequence of comments and an episode is a sequence of turns taken by any 

number of speakers on a single, identifiable topic (p. 11, italics added). Smagorinskyand 

Ay's notion of episode is very similar to what Raphael and Goatley (1992) call 

"conversational exchanges," which they define as talk that focuses on a particular 

question or comment initiated by one of the speakers (p. 13). For purposes of this study, 

only portions of conversations that had at least four turns about a single. identifiable topic 

were labeled as an episode. While "four" is an arbitrary number, my interpretation of an 

episode was that it involved an actual conversation, not merely a few comments and 

therefore, I felt it necessary to impose some parameter on what amount of conversation 

would be considered an episode. Consequently, after reading through the transcripts 

several times, I decided on four turns as a determinant for coding an episode and used this 

standard consistently throughout the coding for episodes. While reading the transcripts 

to identify the episodes, each episode was also coded for the "topic" of conversation 
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being discussed within the episode. Therefore, the first cut through the data consisted of 

identifying the oral discourse boundaries called episodes and the topic of conversation 

being discussed within each episode. The following is an example of a piece of 

conversation that was coded as an episode: 

N Hey, I don't get the part where Dicey turned on the car or 

whatever? 

M Oh, I got that part. 

A What did she jump out or something? 

M Turned on the car and then she jumped out. 

A That's what I thought. 

N Why did she do that? That's what I don't get. 

V So Mr. Rudyard would run after the car. 

M Yea, and they could run away. 

A She was distracting him. They didn't see James, Sammy 

and Maybeth leave and then he would go after the car. 

That's what she thought. 

NOh. 

M OK, on p. 438, I don't get the word called fretting. 

The episode begins when Nancy asks a question and ends when Mary begins a 

new episode by asking about a word. 

After the episodes were identified, a domain analysis (Spradley, 1980) was 

conducted where the transcripts were reread to investigate the apparent purpose of 

conversation represented in each episode. My understanding of the reading process and 

the nature of conversation within discussion groups guided my thinking as I began to 

identify the purposes. The purposes that emerged from the transcripts were then sorted 

into categories using constant comparison analyses (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Thus, the 
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original purposes became the identifying features of the larger categories. The categories 

of purpose and their identifying features are listed in Appendix 2.1. The categories of 

purpose and representative features that emerged were similar to those identified by 

Raphael and Goatley (1992) who derived their categories from those of Eeds and Wells 

(1989). The transcripts were then coded using the categories and features. 

My original mind-set for this coding procedure was that each episode would be 

coded as having one category of purpose and a corresponding feature since most research 

on literature discussion groups focuses on the episode as the unit of analysis (Marshall, 

1989; Smagorinsky & fly, 1992; Raphael & Goatley, 1992). During my initial coding, 

however, it became clear that the nature of oral language is much more complex than I 

originally allowed for and attempting to simplify the episodes to a single purpose did not 

capture the complexity and fluidity that is inherent in oral language. Consequently, 

additional oral discourse boundaries were developed to help provide a more accurate 

picture of what was happening in the discussions. These boundaries consisted of 

features, embedded features, new topic comments, and episode fragments. A feature 

was any of those features described above that fell under a particular category (i.e., 

predictions was a feature within the category of Constructing Meaning). An episode 

coded as a single category could have talk consisting of two different features within the 

category which is illustrated in the following portion of discussion: 

A I have a question. I thought Mr. Rudyard was going to do 

something nasty to Maybeth because she's a girl and he's 

all like "what's her name" and she tells him her real 

name. I wouldn't have. I'd go "well, that's Jonathan" 

(others chuckling). I just thought Maybeth was going to 

die right there. I don't know why. 

M I think-
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N He must have been retarded or something. He must have 

come from an insane house. 

A Must be sick in the head. 

J Must have come from Mars. 

A Yea. 

N Must have come from another planet. 

Alice begins this episode with a statement coded Reading as a Writer which is a 

feature within the Evaluating Text category. She is offering suggestions for an 

alternative way this scene in the book could have been written. The rest of the episode, 

while still dealing with the same topic of Mr. Rudyard, changes to the feature of 

Character Personality which is also a feature within the Evaluating Text category. 

Most episodes consisted of features from only one category, however, several 

included types of talk that reflected features from more than one category. Consequently, 

it was possible to have a single episode that consisted of mUltiple features and categories. 

When this occurred, the episode had embedded features. An embeddedfeature, then, 

was a feature within an episode that already contained a feature from another category. 

Although the features were from different categories, indicating a change in the purpose 

of the conversation, the important common denominator between the features was that 

the topic of conversation remained the same. Since the embedded feature was from a 

different category, it had the potential to shift the conversation to a new topic but did not 

do so at the present time. The following transcript portion illustrates an episode that 

contained an embedded feature: 

M Does Dicey go to school? 

A No. 

M That's what I was thinking because she's picking up the 

other kids. 



A She's a mommy. 

N It's sad though, they always have to have Dicey there, 

they always have to call her to school. 

A Yea but she's their mother. Whoa! Having three kids! 

V And she's only 14. 

N 13. 

V No, I think she's 13 [several students agree]. 

A It's just that, I think Dicey is their mother, Dicey is their 

mother, Julie, they have no other person to lean on. 
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This episode began with Mary asking a clarifying question which is a feature in 

the Monitoring category. The question was answered but then Alice, while still talking 

about the same topic (Dicey), shifted the purpose from clarifying a question, to discussing 

Dicey and her assuming the role as the other children's mother. Thus, the beginning of 

the episode was coded as Clarifying Question in the Monitoring category and the second 

portion as Character Personality which is a feature in the Evaluating Text category. 

A new topic comment was also found within an episode. These comments 

appeared to be unrelated to the current topic of conversation and received no or limited 

elaboration from other group members. New topic comments also had the potential to 

change the topic of conversation but this potential was not fulfilled at the present time. 

The new topic mayor may not have been picked up again at a later time in the discussion. 

This is illustrated in the following portion of conversation: 

A OK, I got another one on page 99, foundlings. What's 

that? 

J That means what'd they find? 

A Findings? 

N Igrabs Alice's book to look at) Dicey is ugly. 



M She's not that pretty. 

J Like, I found some findings or whatever it is. 

A Wouldn't you say, I found a book. I found a pencil. 

J Wait, where does it say foundlings around here? 

H Right here [shows Jane where it is in her book]. 

M What page? 

J [reads sentence with the word from her book]. That 

let me introduce you findlings, that means like let me 

introduce you to some people I found. 
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In the above example, Alice began an episode by asking a question about the 

meaning of a word. In the middle of the episode, Nancy made a comment about Dicey 

being ugly which was unrelated to the current topic of trying to determine the meaning of 

foundlings. Nancy's comment was responded to by Mary, however, the topic did not get 

picked up by the rest of the group and the episode continued with the group attempting to 

decipher the word foundlings. The topic of Dicey's looks did, however, get picked up 

again at a later time and was developed into an episode. 

An episode fragment was a comment that appeared to begin a new episode; 

however, it received little or no elaboration from other group members and consequently, 

did not generate sufficient conversation to become an actual episode. Therefore, chunks 

of conversation around a single topic were coded regardless of the number of turns, 

limiting the potential criticism of imposing an arbitrary required number of turns 

necessary to constitute an episode. Those chunks with fewer than four turns were coded 

as episode fragments and those with four or more turns were coded as episodes. The 

transcripts were reread to identify the above oral discourse boundaries and then read 

again to code the categories and features within the discourse boundaries. 
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After coding the two sets of transcripts using the categories and features 

developed, it was clear that while the categories and features worked equally well for 

each group in terms of identifying the types of talk students were engaging in, they did 

little to address the nature of talk within the categories. It was evident that considerable 

qualitative differences in the nature of talk existed between the groups. Consequently, a 

third analysis was conducted on the transcripts to address this issue. The coded 

transcripts were reread, paying particular attention to pieces of conversation that were 

coded as the same category and feature for each group. Categories were then developed 

using domain analyses (Spradley, 1980) that addressed the nature of talk within the 

categories and features. The categories that emerged from this analysis were 1) talk that 

exhibited a personal, or lived-through connection with the text, 2) talk that relied on the 

text itself, or textbound, and 3) talk that utilized short, repetitious responses that were 

unelaboraJed in nature. Talk in this category consisted of: short, unelaborated responses 

to questions, often yes or no responses; unelaborated opinions; repeating a previous 

comment or response; or asking a member to repeat a comment by saying "What?" or 

"Huh?" A piece of conversation that illustrates each of the above categories is below: 

Lived Through: 

N I don't like Father Joseph, he's too bossy. 

M I think they're just treating them like that cuz 

A I know. Just because they were [cannot hear restJ. 

N I think, I think he wants to rule their life, that's sad. 

M I'm going on Dicey's side. 

A Yea. 

N Yea. 

M Cuz you know when they give em clothes and she didn't 

like the clothes they gave em, I would say that too. 



1 I'm going on the Tillennan's side. 

M Me too. 

Textbound: 

D What part of the book you guys like? 

B I like when he's falling. 

M Oh, off the hill? 

B Yea, off the cliff. 

D I like when they saw the ghost. 

M He's all [waving her arms], he's holding on and they go, 

"he's all mine!" 

D I like when they thought they saw a ghost. 

B And he's all bleeding and his feet bleeding and stuff. 

D And he burned down a, what was it? 

B A bam. 

Unelahorated: 

D I like the book, do you? 

M Yea, it's OK but sorta boring. 

D Do you? [to VJ 

V Yea. 

D Do you? [to 1] 

1 Yea. 

D Do you? [to BJ 

B I like it. 
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Using the above categories, the transcripts were reread to code each category 

within an episode for the quality or nature of talk. Since there could be more than one 
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category within each episode, each category, rather than the entire episode, was coded for 

the nature of talk. After reading the first few transcripts, however, it became evident that 

the nature of talk could change not only from category to category, but also from feature 

to feature within the categories. Consequently, each feature within an episode was coded 

using the nature of talk categories. 

To begin looking for patterns both across the six days for each individual group 

and between the two groups, the coded transcripts were used to develop "flowcharts" that 

provided a graphic representation of each discussion. Since the transcripts could only 

provide a linear representation of the discussions, the flowcharts helped illuminate the 

fluid, interrelated, and overlapping nature of the conversations. The flowcharts also 

more clearly identified the topics of conversation for each group that were repeatedly 

addressed. An example of a representative flowchart is seen in Figure 1. 

A final analysis was conducted to explore whether social status influenced the 

discussions. First, the number of episodes that were initiated by each group member 

were counted and converted to percentages to show what percent of the total number of 

episodes were initiated by each member (# episodes initiated I total # episodes). Next, 

the number of episode fragments initiated by each group member were counted and 

converted to percentages to show how often a member initiated a topic that was not 

developed by the rest of the group (# episode fragments I [episodes initiated + episode 

fragments initiated]). 

To determine what types of episodes were being initiated by each group member, 

the number of episodes that were initiated with a "book-related category" (i.e., 

Constructing Meaning, Evaluating Text, Monitoring) were counted for each member and 

then converted to percentages (# book-related episodes I total # episodes initiated by that 

member). Next. the number of episodes that were initiated and coded as a Conversation 
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Maintenance (CVM) category were counted and converted to percentages for each 

member (# CVM episodes / total # episodes initiated by that member). Finally, the 

number of episodes that were initiated and coded as a Social Talk category were counted 

for each member and converted to percentages (# Social Talk episodes / total # episodes 

initiated by that member). 

Nominations on the sociometric measure were tallied for each student. Since the 

study specifically wanted to address the influence of social status on participation and 

discourse patterns, I wanted to use the nominations to questions that were most closely 

related to that construct (refer to Appendix 1.1 for the actual questions asked on the 

sociometric measure). To determine which questions best addressed this construct, the 

amount of overlap in nominations between each possible pair of questions on each 

students' sociometric measure was determined. For example, each sociometric measure 

was reread to tally the number of times a student nominated the same person for 

questions one and two (Who would you like in your literature group? and Who are the 

best readers?), questions one and three (Who would you like in your literature group? and 

Who are the smartest students?), questions one and four (Who would you like in your 

literature group? and Who are your best friends?), questions two and three (Who are the 

best readers? and Who are the smartest students?), and so on for each possible pair of 

questions. The reasoning behind this analysis was that if students' nominations showed 

considerable overlap between items one and four (Who would you like in your literature 

group? and Who are your best friends?) and items two and three (Who are the best 

readers? Who are the smartest students?) but little overlap between the other 

combinations of questions, then it was likely that items one and four represented one 

construct dealing with social status and items two and three dealt with a construct more 

representative of academic ability. 
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The total number of overlapping nominations for each possible combination of 

questions was tallied and then divided by the total number of possible overlapping 

nominations to determine the percentage of overlapping nominations. This preliminary 

analysis did reveal that students' nominations for questions one and four were highly 

correlated (58.2% overlap) as were their nominations for questions two and three (53.7% 

overlap). Moreover, the other combinations revealed a relatively low percentage of 

overlapping nominations, supporting the conclusion that questions one and four were 

representing a construct of social status while items two and three were representing a 

different construct more closely resembling academic ability. The percentages for the 

remaining combinations are as follows: questions one and two, 27.1 %; questions one and 

three, 25.4%; questions two and four, 19.2%; and questions three and four, 15.8%. 

Consequently, since the study sought to deal with the influence of social status only 

student nominations for questions one and four were used for the remaining analyses. 

Next, the average number of nominations for questions one and four were 

determined. The number of nominations for each member was compared to the 

percentage of episodes they initiated to determine if social status influenced students' 

participation patterns during discussions. 

In conclusion, the present study used qualitative methods to explore how students 

engage in peer-led discussions of literature and whether critical theory factors, social 

status in particular, influence the discourse and participation patterns established by the 

group. Content and constant comparison analyses were conducted on the data to 

determine what purposes guided students' discussions and the nature of talk within 

students' conversations. Discourse maps were constructed to reveal what topics 

repeatedly emerged in each groups' discussions. The amount of episodes initiated by 

each group member were calculated to explore the participation patterns in both groups. 

Finally, the number of nominations on the sociometric measure were tallied for each 
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group member and compared to the results of the participation analysis to investigate 

whether social status influenced the participation patterns established by the groups. The 

results of these analyses are presented in the next chapter. 
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Describing the Sights Along My Journey 
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The results of the analysis procedures revealed substantial differences between the 

groups in tenns of their purposes for discussion and the nature of talk used to discuss 

their books. The present chapter begins with the results of the category and feature 

analyses that explored the purposes for discussion found in both groups. Next, the results 

of the nature of talk analysis are addressed, illustrating the different frames of reference 

used by the two groups to discuss and respond to their books. The results of the 

discourse maps reveal the discussion topics that repeatedly emerged throughout the 

discussions of each group and are followed by the results of the group participation 

analyses. Last, the results of the sociometric measure are discussed along with the 

relationship between social status and participation patterns for each group. 

Categories and Features Found Within Episodes 

The total number of episodes in all six days for the Homecoming and Perilous 

Road groups was 106 and f!:7 respectively. Each episode was coded according to the 

features and corresponding categories it contained. The Constructing Meaning category 

dealt with students' attempts to construct an understanding of the book and included 

features of predicting, connecting the book to personal experiences, relating the book to 

other books, and summarizing. The Evaluating Text category involved students 

critiquing the text and included evaluations of the content, style, author's purpose, 

character personalities and descriptions, the author as a person, and evaluating the book 

as a fellow writer. The Monitoring category dealt with difficulties students encountered 

while reading and consisted of clarifying questions and unknown vocabulary words. The 

category of Conversation Maintenance addressed the process issues of having a 

discussion and included topics such as where to read to for the next time, where they 

were in the book, what book students wanted to read next, sharing post-its, working on 
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the group web, and telling the group their book identification number. The category of 

Reflections included students' observations regarding the group's performance and their 

own perfonnance as a member of the group. The Social Talk category dealt with topics 

that were unrelated to the book and students talking to or about other students in the hall. 

The Perilous Road group had a total of 92 features coded within its f57 episodes. 

These 92 features represented all six categories and were distributed by category as 

follows: Constructing Meaning, 5; Evaluating Text, 21; Monitoring, 10; Conversation 

Maintenance, 22; Reflections, 1; and Social Talk - 33. The totals and percentages of 

individual features in each category are found in Table 1.1. The near one-to-one 

correspondence between features and episodes (92: 87) suggests that this group's episodes 

were rather unidimensional as most episodes contained only one feature and had very few 

instances of embedded features. The following episode is representative of those from 

the Perilous Road group. 

J Anyhow, I think they should have written about more 

people and stuff. 

V Instead of Chris. 

J It said Chris did this and Chris did that and Chris told 

somebody this. 

M Or like how his family is. 

D I don't even know anything about his dad and mom. 

B Not even Jethro. 

o Not like what his mom does or what... 

B They don't even say anything about Jethro. 

M I know. 
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In this episode, the group is critiquing the author's style of focusing on the main 

character, Chris. Like most episodes from this group, the episode contains only one 

feature, in this case, that of Author's Style within the Evaluating Text category. 

Table 1.1 

Categories and Features Found in Episodes 

Constructing Meaning HOMECOMING PERILOUS ROAD 

Predict PD 10 3 

Connect to Personal Exp. PE 10 0 

Connect to Other Book OB 8 0 

Summarize SUM 2 

TOTAL 29 (21.0%) 5 (5.4%) 

Evaluating Text 

Content CT 13 11 

Style ST 2 9 

Author's Purpose AP 0 

Character Personality CP 20 

Character Description CD 3 

Reading as a Writer RW 8 0 

Author as Person APR 1 0 

TOTAL 48 (34.8%) 21 (22.8%) 

Monitoring 

Clarifying Questions CQ 15 9 

Vocabulary Words VOC II 

TOTAL 26 (18.8%) 10 00.9%) 
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Table 1 Continued 

Conversation Maintenance 

Where Read To RT 8 0 

Where At In Book WA 0 7 

Next Book to Read NB 2 6 

Share Post-Its PI 4 

Web Topic WEB 9 

Book Number BN 0 0 

TOTAL 15 (10.9%) 22 (23.9%) 

Reflections 

Group's Perfonnance GP 3 

Self Perfonnance SP 0 

TOTAL 4 (2.9%) 1 (1.1%) 

Social Talk 

Other Students in Hall OS 0 7 

Topics Unrelated to Book UN 16 26 

TOTAL 16 (11.6%) 33 (35.9%) 

Note. Totals include embedded features. 

In contrast, the Homecoming group had a total of 138 features coded within its 

106 episodes. Their features also represented ail six categories and were distributed as 

follows: Constructing Meaning, 29; Evaluating Text, 48; Monitoring, 26; Conversation 

Maintenance, 15; Reflections, 4; and Social Talk, 16. (See Table 1.1 for individual 

feature totals and percentages). This group's ratio of features to episodes (138: 106) 

moved away from a one-to-one correspondence and indicated that their episodes were 

often multidimensional as they were more likely to contain multiple features within a 

single episode and embedded features (features from more than one category). In the 
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example below, Valerie begins the episode by making an evaluation comment regarding 

Maybeth. The episode continues to talk about Maybeth but switches to the feature of 

Other Book in the Constructing Meaning category, thus providing an example of an 

episode that contained an embedded feature. 

V I don't think that Maybeth's retarded. 

A She's not. 

M I think she's just like real slow at things but she's .. 

A Dicey says she's slower than most people and she doesn't 

talk to strangers. She doesn't like them unless she really 

knows them. Or they make fun of her. 

1 In this book (Solitary Blue), or was it this book (Dicey's 

Song)? 

M lust say one of the books. (1 is looking through her book). 

M I hate the small print but then .. 

A I like it. It's easier to read with small print. 

M I think it's because I never read small print. I always 

read big print, then I read this and then I grabbed a ... 

1 If Maybeth was retarded, why would she be in third grade 

in this book (Dicey's Song)? 

M Oh. yea. 

V Have you read to that part yet? 

N Oh yea. she got tested, she got tested 

1 She got tested to be in third grade. 

N And Miss What's Her Name let her read this book. 

This episode represents the multidimensionality found in much of this group's 

discussion. Valerie begins the episode with her comment about Maybeth not being 
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retarded and Alice and Mary add further comments that support Valerie's conclusion. 

Then Julie turns to another book by Cynthia Voigt to try to provide further evidence for 

their decision about Maybeth. This comment, while retaining the same topic of Maybeth 

not being retarded, switches from the original feature of Character Personality in the 

Evaluating Text category, to the feature of Other Book in the Constructing Meaning 

category. While Julie is looking through her book, Mary and Alice introduce a New 

Topic Comment regarding print size which has the potential to end the current episode 

and move into a new one. Julie finds what she is looking for in her other book, however, 

and the episode continues around the topic of Maybeth not being retarded. The practice 

of referring to other books in the series for further evidence to support their opinions or to 

help them better understand the current book was a common one for this group and is 

addressed more thoroughly below. 

Not only did the Homecoming group tend to have multidimensional rather than 

unidimensional episodes, but the distribution of features by category suggests another 

difference between the two groups. As can be seen in Table 1.1, categories that required 

students to respond to and interact with the book (i.e., CM, EVAL, MON) accounted for 

74.6% of the Homecoming group's categories and only 39.1 % of the Perilous Road 

group's categories. In contrast, categories that were removed from or unrelated to the 

book (i.e .. CVM, SOC), made up the majority of categories for the Perilous Road group 

(59.8%) and a minority of categories for the Homecoming Group (22.5%). The category 

of Social Talk was particularly representative of the difference in categories found in 

each group. Social Talk accounted for more than a third (35.9%) of the total categories 

found in the Perilous Road group and only 11.6% of the Homecoming group's categories. 

Therefore, the problem with the Perilous Road group was not the fact that their 

episodes tended to be unidimensional since the ability to stay focused on a single topic 

can be a definite asset in discussions. The difficulty in this group stemmed from what 
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they chose to stay focused on, in this case, social talk. For instance, if the group's 

episodes had been characterized as unilateral due to a continued emphasis on the category 

of evaluating text, their discussion would have generated a very different picture than the 

one that emerged, which was based on social talk as the dominant topic of discussion. 

Nature of Talk Within Episodes 

Features and embedded features from the categories of Constructing Meaning, 

Evaluating Text, and Monitoring were coded for the nature of the talk going on in the 

discussion (i.e., Lived Through, Textbound, or Unelaborated). In other words, the frame 

of reference the student(s) was using to talk about the topic at hand was evaluated to 

detennine whether the student was relying on an aesthetic, affective, or personal 

experience to respond to the book (Lived Through), referring back to the actual text 

(Textbound), or using short, nongenerative, or repetitious responses (Unelaborated). The 

results of this analysis are shown in Table 2.1. 

Table 2.1 

Nature of Talk in Episodes 

Category Homecoming Percent Perilous Road Percent 

Lived Through 57 553% 3 8.4% 

Textbound 39 37.9% 21 583% 

Unelaborated -2 7.0% 12 333% 

Totals: 103 100.0% 36 100.0% 

Note. Only episodes from the categories CM, ET, and MON were used in this analysis. 

Once again, striking differences can be seen between the two groups in terms of 

the nature of their conversation and the frame of references they used to discuss and 

respond to the books. The high number of Lived-Through responses from the 
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Homecoming group suggests that these students personally connected with their book and 

used a variety of affective and personal experience responses in their discussion. This 

personal connection is illustrated in the example below. The episode centers around the 

topic of which characters the girls think should get married and being boyfriend and 

girlfriend. 

V You know who I think should get married? Dicey and 

Jerry. 

A Why? 

V Just kidding! (laughs). 

J She should marry dicey and Jerry? Who's she? 

N Dicey should marry Jerry. 

V Tom and Jerry! Yea. 

N Tom and Jerry? 

J Why would you marry a cat? 

N Tom and Jerry! (laughing). 

V Remember Tom and Jerry? (laughing). 

N Tom and Jerry on the boat you guys. 

J I didn't know cats or mice could go on a boat (laughter). 

M You know he's in a cartoon. 

A He's like "have you ever [unintelligible I before and how 

old are you?" I think he likes Dicey. 

all (responding at once with general agreement). 

V But she's too young, remember that? 

all Yea. 

N She should have lied and said she was 

A 56. 
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N 15. 

V Why? 

A 56. 

N 15! 

J Why? 

M So you could be boyfriend and girlfriend. 

J I wouldn't want to marry Tom or Jerry. 

A I think it was Jerry. 

J They were both ugly. I wanted her to marry Will. 

M Really? 

J He had a nice personality except he was a little too old. 

This episode illustrates the numerous personal references the girls rely on in 

discussing the book. They first joke about the characters Tom and Jerry and relate them 

to their knowledge of the cartoon characters. Then they draw on their knowledge of 

relationships to conclude that Dicey should have lied to be old enough to have a 

boyfriend and determined that 15 was the minimum age for having a boyfriend. Julie 

puts herself in the position of having to choose between the boys and decides she 

wouldn't want either one of them because they were ugly. This reveals that Julie has 

fonned a mental picture of Tom and Jerry that is solely based on her interpretation of the 

book because there is not an illustration of these two characters. She then uses her 

knowledge of admirable qualities in a husband and acceptable age differences when she 

states she wanted Dicey to marry Will because he had a nice personality but was too old 

for her. Thus, this episode reveals the multifaceted personal connections these girls made 

with the characters in this book and consequently, engaged in "lived-through" experience 

with the book. 
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In contrast, the Perilous Road group had only three instances of Lived-Through 

responses indicating that these students did not find a personal connection with their 

book. Both groups relied on the text to frame their responses. Whereas the Homecoming 

group used the text to frame over a third of their responses (37.6%), the Perilous Road 

group depended on the text for more than half of their responses (58.8%). The high 

number of Textbound responses for the Perilous Road group suggests that they were 

more successful in referring to actual components of the text (i.e., events) than finding a 

personal connection with the book. The following episode is an example of how the 

group relied on the actual text as the basis for their discussion rather than forming any 

personal connections or responses to the text. 

D What happens? He joins the Yankees? 

J What? 

D He's gunna, since the, since he fell asleep and the attack 

begins and then ... 

J Well see, he fell asleep and then 

D And now he's going to fight the rebels? 

J No he's not. See what happens 

D I know what happens. He fell asleep. 

J ... got put in the wagon. The next morning he woke up to a 

bunch of gunshots and he ran home. He never fought 

anybody. He helped a few. 

DOh, I know what happens. He gets home and his mom and 

dad were waiting for him and he went 

J They weren't waiting for him. 

D ... Daddy! Daddy! 

J Pappy! 



V They were looking for him though. 

J They were looking for him and 

V Then he found them. 

J ... and then he goes like this (shakes Bobby's shoulders) 

"Where you been!" 

V No, he went up the mountain first. 

J Well, yea he went up the mountain and then he turned the 

corner and he saw his dad and he's all "Where you been!" 

D Huh-uh. 

V Uh-huh. 
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This group was much more likely to stick to the actual events in the story for the 

basis of their discussion. The above episode illustrates this as does their personal 

detachment from the events. There is no mention of how Chris or his parents must have 

felt to be reunited or any reference to a personal experience that would reveal a personal 

connection with the book. 

The amount of Unelaborated responses also differed significantly between the 

groups. Only 7% of the Homecoming group's features were characterized as 

unelaborated while 32.4% of the Perilous Road group's features were characterized as 

such. Once again, the high number of unelaborated episodes support the conclusion that 

this group remained personally detached from the book. The example below illustrates 

this group's tendency to keep their discussion at a superficial level. 

D They eat potatoes too much. 

M Potatoes? 

DYes. 

B Com. 

M Com. 
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D Potatoes. 

M Com. 

D Potatoes. 

M Com! 

B Bread. 

D Potatoes! 

B Bread. 

M Corn! (getting louder and louder). 

D [looking for page in book where they are eating potatoes] 

J It's because they don't have anything else to eat. 

M They do not eat potatoes too much. 

In this episode, the group members simply repeat the food they think gets eaten 

too much in the book. Near the end of the episode, Jimmy tries to inteJject an opinion 

about why they eat potatoes but it is never acknowledged. Except for Jimmy's comment, 

no mention is ever made about why they think they eat potatoes or corn too much, or why 

this bothers them. No attempt to make a personal connection with the book is made nor 

does Duane ever use the actual text to support his opinion. Rather, the discussion stays at 

a very surface level. 

These differences in the nature of talk between the two groups suggest that even 

though both groups were incorporating features from the categories of Constructing 

Meaning, Evaluating Text and Monitoring into their discussions, there were dramatic 

qualitative differences in the nature of their talk within these categories. 

Discourse Maps 

The discourse maps were analyzed to identify discussion topics that repeatedly 

emerged throughout the discussions of each group. These topics seemed to weave in and 

out of the discussion at various times and appear to be quite similar to what McGee and 
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Loftus (1991) referred to as "thematic threads." Once again, qualitative differences 

existed between the two groups in regard to the types of topics that emerged as thematic 

threads. The topics from the Homecoming group, found in Table 3.1, illustrate how the 

group used aesthetic stances and personal responses to construct a personal understanding 

of the book. They questioned whether Maybeth was really retarded and how they all 

Table 3.1 

Topics of Thematic Threads: Homecoming Group 

Topic 

Was Maybeth Retarded 

Character Dying 
(often in a graphic way) 

Dicey Ugly, Looked Like a Boy 

Was Character a Boy or Girl 

Romantic Relationships Between 
Characters (often marriage) 

Sexual References (jiggle, jiggle; 
male character lido something" to 
female character 

James too Smart, Acted Better 
than Dicey 

Use of Other Books in the Series as 
References or Evidence 

# Times Topic 
Appeared 

5 

7 

5 

4 

4 

8 

3 

IO 

# Days Topic 
Cut Across 

5 

3 

4 

2 

2 

3 

3 

5 

personally thought she was not. Their concern for gender roles and expectations were 

evident when they discussed what characters they hoped would or should get married. 

when they were bothered by the fact that Dicey was ugly and looked like a boy but at the 

same time. disliked James because he was a "smarty pants" and acted like he was "better 

than Dicey," and also when they struggled to determine whether two characters in the 
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book were boys or girls. They drew upon their emerging interest in their own sexuality 

as they discussed a character in the book who was described as going "jiggle, jiggle" 

when she walked, and when they shared that they thought male characters were going to 

"do something" to the female characters. Another indication of the girls' interest in the 

book was the fact that many of them had found other books in the series by Cynthia Voigt 

and were reading them concurrently. They consistently used information from these 

books to confirm predictions, clarify questions, and offer future predictions. 

The topics that emerged as thematic threads in the Perilous Road group, found in 

Table 4.1, presented a very different picture. Whereas the Homecoming group utilized 

topics that appeared to facilitate their construction of meaning and personal 

understanding of their book, the topics from Perilous Road group illuminated aspects of 

the book that hindered their understanding, and reflected their desire to move on to their 

next book. 

Table 4.1 

Topics of Thematic Threads: Perilous Road Group 

# Times Topic # Days Topic 
Topic Appeared Cut Across 

Only Talk About Chris 5 4 

Strange Language 
(cut-offs) 7 4 

Would Chris Join the Yankees 3 3 

What Wanted for Next Book 4 2 

Meaning of Title 3 2 

"Dog" Theme in Social Talk 20 4 
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These students repeatedly complained that the author only talked about Chris (the main 

character) and that the language used by the characters was "weird." The word "reckon" 

in particular was brought up again and again by the students. Unfortunately, rather than 

finding a way to use these two aspects of the book to help construct an understanding of 

the book or facilitate a personal connection with it, the students remained committed to 

viewing them as problems and justification for not liking the book and consequently, 

appeared to avoid constructing meaning or connecting with it on a personal level. 

Perhaps the most telling result was the topic that enjoyed the most attention in this 

group was one from the category of Social Talk. Starting on the third day of discussion, 

the boys began teasing Mimi about being a dog. From then on, this topic permeated the 

discussion and was by far the most referred to topic of conversation as can be seen by the 

totals in Table 4.1. The following example illustrates how the boys in this group engaged 

in social talk that focused on teasing Mimi about being a dog. The episode begins with 

the group discussing problems they're having with the book, in this case, the language of 

the characters. 

V Their language is funny. 

D I think there's ... 

J There's a bunch of cut-offs. 

M Yea, there's a lot of cut-offs. 

V How do you spell language? 

D There's a dog in the story. I forgot what its name was. 

Oh! I know what it is, it's Mimi! 

B Mimi! 

M Oh! (hits D. with her book). 

J Did you know my dog's real name is Cindy Mimi? 

(the boys all laugh) 
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M You guys are ugly and you guys smell. 

D You're supposed to be home in your doghouse (M. kicks D.) 

J Hey, you're supposed to be out in my yard eating weeds. 

M Leave me alone. 

D We need a dog biscuit (laughing). 

J Woof, woof! 

V They talk funny. 

As can be seen in the above example, Mimi tries several strategies to discourage 

the boys from continuing their teasing (i.e., hits with her book, insults them, kicks, asks to 

be left alone) but none are successful I. Vivianne tries to refocus the group on their topic 

of discussing the characters' language but is also unsuccessful as the boys go on to 

discuss the American Gladiators and how one of them is a dobennan pincher. 

Social talk is an important component of any discussion. Even when adults gather 

to discuss or work on a task, they too engage in a certain amount of social talk. The 

problem with the Perilous Road group, however. was that the majority of their social talk 

centered around teasing a particular member of the group in a rather hurtful manner. 

Therefore, this group's problem of unidimensionality based on an emphasis on social talk 

was compounded by the problems that arose due to the actual topic of their social talk. 

Who's Talking and What are They Talking About 

The total number and percentages of episodes initiated by each member in both 

groups was calculated to explore whether certain members of the group were dominating 

or assuming a leadership role in the groups. The results of this analysis are shown in 

Tables 5.1 and 7.1. In order to determine the types of episodes each member initiated, the 

episodes were counted by category. For episodes that contained embedded features, the 

initial feature and its corresponding category was used for this analysis. Once again, the 

categories of Constructing Meaning, Evaluating Text, and Monitoring were collapsed 



87 

into one category labeled "Book-Related." The results of this analysis (shown in Tables 

6.1 and 8.1) more clearly illuminate what role was being assumed by each member in the 

group. 

In the Homecoming group (see Tables 5.1 and 6.1), Alice initiated the most 

episodes followed by Julie, Nancy, Mary, Valerie, and Hannah. Alice was the leader of 

this group since not only did she initiate the most episodes, but 95% of the episodes she 

initiated were in regard to book-related topics, accounting for the majority (53%) of the 

group's episodes for this category. Alice played a pivotal role in keeping the group on

task. Whenever the group would be discussing a social topic, Alice would intercede with 

a comment such as, "I have a question," or "You guys, we're supposed to be talking about 

the book." Julie and Valerie initiated the most Conversation Maintenance episodes (53% 

and 24% respectively) and consequently, assumed responsibility for taking care of 

management-type issues such as where to read to for the next day, and sharing their post

its at the beginning of the discussion session. Julie in particular would usually begin the 

discussion by sharing all of her post-it notes. While the other members tended to use 

their post-it notes throughout the discussion as related topics emerged, Julie would take 

several minutes at the beginning of the discussion and read all of hers to the group. 

Nancy took on the role as social director with Julie as her assistant as they initiated the 

majority of the Social Talk episodes (38% and 25% respectively). Hannah was virtually 

a silent member of the group, initiating only two Social Talk episodes throughout the 

entire six days of discussion. 
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Table 5.1 

Episodes and Episode Fragments Initiated by Each Group Member: 
Homecoming Group 

Total Episodes % of Group # Episode % Not 
Member Intiated Episodes Fragments Developed 

Mary 14 13.2% 4 22% 

Julie 24 22.6% 9 V% 

Alice 41 38.7% 9 18% 

Nancy 15 14.2% 2 12% 

Valerie 10 9.4% 3 23% 

Hannah 2 1.9% 0 0% 

Table 6.1 

Types of EQisodes Initiated by Each GrouQ Member: 
Homecoming Group 

# Book % % # % 
Member Related % Group #CVM % Group Social % Group 
Mary 10 71% 14% 3 21% 18% I 7% 6% 

Julie 11 46% 15% 9 38% 53% 4 17% 25% 

Alice 39 95% 53% 2% 6% 2% 6% 

Nancy 9 60% 12% 0 0% 0% 6 40% 38% 

Valerie 4 40% 6% 4 40% 24% 2 20% 13% 

Hannah 0 0% 0% 0 0% 0% 2 100% 13% 

Totals 73 100% 17 100% 16 100% 
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In the Perilous Road group (see Tables 7.1 and 8.1), Mimi initiated the most 

episodes followed by Duane, Jimmy, Vivianne, and Bobby. From these numbers, it 

might appear that Mimi and Duane were the leaders of the group as they initiated the 

most Book-Related episodes (37% and 34% respectively). Interestingly enough, 

however, they perceived Vivianne to be the leader of the group. Duane in particular 

made several comments about how Vivianne thought she was the leader of the group. 

Vivianne did assume the role of manager as she initiated the most Conversation 

Maintenance episodes and took primary responsibility for issues such as topics for their 

web, and what type of book to read next. Because she assumed responsibility for these 

types of tasks and rarely engaged in the social talk of the group, the other members 

perceived her to be the leader rather than Duane and Mimi who did the most actual 

talking. Jimmy, who initiated 31 % of the Social Talk episodes, was the social director in 

this group and was assisted by Mimi, who initiated 28%, and Duane, who initiated 22%. 

A large number of the group's social talk episodes revolved around the "dog" topic and it 

was usually Jimmy and Duane making dog comments to Mimi which explains their 

relative equal share of Social Talk episodes. Bobby initiated the fewest episodes in the 

group, however, the majority of those initiated (55%) were Social Talk episodes, often in 

regard to the dog topic as well. 
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Table 7.1 

Episodes and Episode Fragments Initiated by Each Group Member: 
Perilous Road Group 

Total Episodes % of Group # Episode % Not 
Member Intiated Episodes Fragments Developed 

Duane 23 26.4% 2 8.0% 

Mimi 26 29.9% 9 26.0% 

Vi vi anne 12 13.8% 8.0% 

Bobby 11 12.6% 4 27.0% 

Jimmy 15 17.2% 0 0.0% 

Table 8.1 

Types of Episodes Initiated by Each Group Member: 
Perilous Road Group 

# Book % % # % 
Member Related % Group #CVM % Group Social % Group 

Duane 12 52% 34% 4 17% 20% 7 30% 22% 

Mimi 13 50% 37% 4 15% 20% 9 34% 28% 

Vivianne 6 50% 17% 6 50% 30% 0 0% 0% 

Bobby 2 18% 6% 3 27% 15% 6 55% 19% 

Jimmy 2 13% 6% 3 20% 15% 10 67% 31% 

Totals 35 100% 20 100% 32 100% 
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Sociometric Measure 

The completed sociometric measures were tabulated for all 61 students for the 

items: Who are your best friends, and Who would you most like to have in your literature 

discussion group? The average number of nominations for best friends was 2.7 and the 

average for literature discussion group nominations was 2.95. The nomination totals for 

the members of both discussion groups are found in Table 9.1. 

As can be seen in Table 9.1, the Homecoming group appeared to consist of "higher 

status" students. Three students were above the average in best friend nominations and 

four were above the average for discussion group nominations. In contrast, the Perilous 

Road group appeared to consist of "lower status" students. Only two students were above 

the average in best friend nominations and all the members were below the average in 

discussion group nominations. 

Relationship Between Social Status and Participation 

The results of the "Who's Talking" analysis were compared to the results of the 

sociometric measure to explore whether social status was a possible influence on the 

students' participation in the discussion groups. The relationship between social status 

and the amount of talk in the discussion group was quite straight-forward for the 

Homecoming group and almost predictable in that those students who enjoyed a higher 

status in the class initiated the most episodes in literature discussions. Mary, Julie, and 

Alice all had above average nominations for both Best Friend and Literature Discussion 

Group and they also initiated the most episodes in their group. Nancy and Valerie were 

next in amount of nominations and also in the number of episodes initiated. 
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Table 9.1 

Sociometric Nominations 

Homecoming Group 

Member Best Friend Literature Discussion GrouQ 

M 4 12 

J 4 12 

A 3 6 

N 2 3 

V 2 

H 0 

Class Average X=2.7 X =2.95 

Perilous Road Group 

Member Best Friend Literature Discussion GrouQ 

D 0 0 

M 6 2 

V 2 0 

B 2 2 

J 3 2 

Class Average X=2.7 X =2.95 
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Hannah received the fewest nominations and also initiated the fewest episodes. Thus, for 

this group, the discussion group appeared to reproduce the interaction patterns established 

in the larger classroom. The more popular students talked the most and assumed the 

leadership roles in the group. 

The relationship between social status and group participation was not as clear for 

the Perilous Road group. Similar to the pattern found in the Homecoming group, Mimi 

received the most nominations and also initiated the most episodes. If the pattern were to 

continue, Jimmy and Bobby should have initiated the next-highest amount of episodes as 

they received the next-highest number of nominations. It was Duane, however, who 

initiated the second-highest number of episodes which is surprising because he received 

no nominations in either category. This finding breaks the established correlation 

between social status and discussion participation found in the Homecoming group and 

reveals that it also is possible for lower-status students to assume leadership roles in 

discussion groups. 

In summary, the patterns that emerged in each group revealed differences in how 

the groups engaged in literature discussions. For the Homecoming group, three patterns 

characterized their discussions. First, their episodes tended to be multidimensional, often 

including multiple features and embedded features. Second, they spent the majority of 

their time discussing "book-related" topics (i.e., Constructing Meaning, Evaluating Text, 

and Monitoring). Third, they relied heavily on personal and affective references when 

discussing the book. This was evident both in the nature of their conversations within 

episodes and in the actual topics they focused on for repeated discussion. 

Three patterns also emerged across the Perilous Road group's discussions. First, 

their episodes were predominantly unidimensional. usually consisting of only one feature. 

Second. they spent the majority of their time on process topics (Conversation 

Maintenance) or social topics. Third, they tended to use the actual text as the major 
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referent for their discussions and seldom used personal or affective references when 

discussing the book. Moreover, much of their discussion was at an unelaborated level 

further indicating that they remained personally detached from the book. 

These findings raise many issues and questions, which are discussed in the next 

chapter. The lack of social talk in the all-girl Homecoming group challenges the 

stereotypic assumption that "girl-talk" is gossipy and unintellectual. The influence of 

social status on group participation patterns appears to be related to the distribution of 

status within the group but is also most likely confounded by other variables such as 

gender and how well the group likes the book they are reading. The differences between 

the two groups suggests a developmental process in learning to conduct fruitful peer-led 

discussions. Once again, however, the notion of a developmental process is likely to be 

influenced by social and instructional factors (i.e., gender, status, genre of book, degree 

of liking book, type of community established in larger classroom). The implications of 

these findings and suggestions for future research are discussed in the next chapter. 



CHAPTERRVE 

The Journey's End: What Did It All Mean? 

"When alone I am not aware of my race or my sex, 
both in need of social contexts for definition." 

95 

Maxine Hong Kingston 

The purpose of the present study was to investigate what occurs in student-led 

literature discussion groups and whether social status influences the participation and 

discourse patterns of group members in such discussions. The results indicate that 

students who are members of the same instructional context engage in strikingly different 

discourse patterns when participating in discussions of literature with their peers and 

without the leadership of an adult. Moreover, social status and the distribution of social 

status within groups can influence the amount of participation by low-status students . 
... 

Furthermore, the way girls used personal connections to help interpret literature offers a 

view of girl talk that differs from the stereotypic social/gossip-type discourse patterns in 

which females are assumed to engage. The present chapter begins by discussing the 

results of this study in relation to four main themes: 1) the relationship of social talk to 

traditionally gendered discourse styles; 2) the influence of social status on group 

participation patterns; 3) the relationship of gender and social status to the role of partners 

within the social instructional context; and 4) the notion of a developmental process in 

learning to conduct peer-led literature discussions. Finally, implications for teachers and 

researchers will be addressed. 

Social Talk and Gender Discourse Styles 

The analysis that addressed the nature of talk within the group discussions revealed 

that the two groups were very different from one another in terms of how they went about 

discussing their books. The Homecoming group made numerous personal. lived-through 

connections with their book and also frequently used the text itself to clarify their 
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discussions. In contrast, the Perilous Road group relied most heavily on events from the 

actual text to frame their discussion and made virtually no personal connections with the 

book. Whereas the Homecoming group seldom had episodes that were unelaborated in 

nature, over one-third of the Perilous Road group's discussion were at a surface level, 

signified by short, choppy statements and repetitions. At an initial glance, one might be 

tempted to draw the conclusion that the Homecoming group's discussions were more in

depth and productive than the Perilous Road group's. Such a conclusion, however, does 

little toward helping us understand why such differences existed between the two groups 

and how we might use this information to assist teachers in their instructional decision

making when implementing literature discussion groups. 

Social Talk. 

One possible explanation for the differences between the two groups is how social 

talk was used in each group. If one were to simply look at the percentages of Social Talk 

within each group, the common assumption might automatically be that the group with 

35.9% Social Talk was the all-girl group since a prevalent stereotype of girls is that when 

you get a group together they engage in "female-type" talk that consists of gossipy, 

nonacademic, social-type talk. It might have surprised some readers then to discover that 

the group with only 11.6% Social Talk was the all-girl group whereas the mixed-gender 

group's discussion consisted of 35.9% Social Talk. What this finding suggests is actually 

a different view of what has traditionally been viewed as "girl-talk." "Girl-talk" has often 

been viewed as social, gossipy talk, thereby making it less important, or at least certainly 

less academic, than what is viewed as "intellectual-talk." What I found in this all-girl 

group, however, was very different from the stereotypic "girl-talk." My interpretation of 

such talk was that not only was it on-task, but also an important means by which to 

understand the story. These girls were using the same types of topics that are often 

perceived as gossip (i.e., marriage, boyfriend-girlfriend relationships, appearances); 



97 

however, rather than being nonacademic or off-task, they were relating them to the book 

in ways that appeared to facilitate their ability to make personal connections with the 

book and consequently, enhanced their understanding of the book. In other words, they 

had successfully internalized the discourse pattern that allowed them to create their own 

extra-textual contexts to inform their interpretation of the book. Moreover, the mixed

gender group, who engaged in a tremendous amount of social talk but never related it to 

the book, did not use such personal-type topics to find connections between the book and 

their own lives, and thus never constructed extra-textual contexts to infonn their 

interpretation of the book. 

This finding raises the question then, is the type of talk that has traditionally been 

viewed as "girl-talk" really social talk and thereby, less academic, or is it actually a 

constructive and productive means of interacting that facilitates the understanding of 

literature and the ability to connect it to one's personal life? Gilligan (1982) raised a 

similar issue when she questioned the notion that women's moral development was lower 

on the developmental scale than men's because women focused on relationships and 

interpersonal connections to solve moral dilemmas while men focused on nonpersonal, 

democratic ideals to solve moral dilemmas. The results of the present study add further 

support to Gilligan's conclusion that although men and women may use different 

reasoning patterns to solve moral dilemmas (or focus on different topics when 

interpreting texts) one method is not necessarily better than the other. 

The difference in the amount of social talk between the two groups could also be due 

to a gender-bias in the coding of the transcripts. When the girls were discussing such 

topics as Jeffrey Dammer, marriage, and boyfriend-girlfriend relationships between 

characters. I coded these topics as book-related episodes. Another researcher coding the 

same transcripts, however, might view such topics as "female-type" talk and 

consequently, code it as social talk. It is unlikely, however, that gender bias in the coding 
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could sufficiently explain the substantial difference in the amount of social talk. While 

the topics the girls were talking about might be targets for the stereotypic gossipy-talk of 

females, when viewed in the context of their discussion it was always clear that they were 

talking about such topics in relationship to the book whereas the topics of social talk for 

the mixed-gender group were distinctly unrelated to the book (i.e .. where they went 

swimming over the week-end, talking about other students in the hall). 

Another explanation could simply be the degree to which the groups liked the book 

they were reading. Whereas the Homecoming group liked their book, the Perilous Road 

group did not. Consequently, it was probably harder for the Perilous Road group to stay 

engaged in a discussion of their book. Even as adults it is hard to stay focused on a 

discussion of a text we dislike. In such a situation, it is much easier to stray from 

discussing the book to talking about social topics. In contrast, when discussing a book 

that we enjoy reading, we are more likely to become engrossed in exploring our 

interpretations and resist efforts to move the discussion to social talk. Therefore, 

allowing students to choose their own books for literature study may be a crucial element 

in fostering fruitful discussions. Moreover, allowing students to switch books after they 

begin reading and discover they do not like their original choice may also facilitate ollr 

efforts to SllPPOrt students as they begin to lead themselves in literature discussions. 

Gendered Readings. 

Differences in the ways boys and girls respond to literature is seldom directly 

addressed (Cherland. 1992). Most studies tend to deal with reading interests and 

preferences. gender biases found within the literature itself (Fox. 1993: Freebody & 

Baker. 1985: Temple. J 993). or gender bias in teachers' selection of literature (Luke. 

Cooke & Luke. 1986). While these factors definitely influence the responses or 

explorations that are possi ble with such texts. little research has explored whether boys 

and girls actually respond differently to literature. Cherland ( 1992) found that boys and 
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girls do use different styles of talk when responding to literature. Her study revealed that 

girls used a discourse offeeling whereas the boys used a discourse of action. Cherland 

described a discourse of feeling as one that involved a focus on emotion in the text. "It 

dealt with human relationships, it valued loving kindness, and it attached positive value to 

'caring.' It looked at plot in terms of the light that plot details might throw on character 

development" (p. 189). In contrast, a discourse of action "was concerned with logic and 

legality, that valued reason and believability, and that sought meaning in plot and in 

action. [It) reflected an inclination to define characters by what they do, rather than by 

what they feel" (p. 189). In mixed-gender groups, Cherland found that the emphasis in 

the discussion (feeling or action) could go either way. Of the five mixed-gender groups 

in her study, three used the discourse offeeling predominantly and two used the discourse 

of action. Cherland (1992) termed such differences" gendered readings" that resulted in 

"gendered talk." 

The distinction between a discourse of feeling and discourse of action is quite similar 

to the different types of talk found in the current study. As the nature of talk analysis 

revealed. the Homecoming group frequently used their own emotional responses to the 

text in their discussions and analyzed characters in terms of emotions (i.e .. how characters 

might be feeling, internal motivations for characters' actions). Moreover, their discussion 

emphasized human relationships among the characters as evidenced by their focus on 

marriage and boy-girl relationships. In contrast. the Perilous Road group seldom relied 

on emotional responses in their discussions. Their discussions more closely resembled a 

discourse of action emphasis. Due to the high number of unelaborated episodes in the 

Peri lous Road group. they did not ill ustrate all six of the characteristics Cherland found in 

the discourse of action. however. the substantive episodes did focus more on action than 

feeling. For instance. there was little analysis of characters in the Perilous Road group 

and when characters were discussed. it was in terms of '''hat they did. not what they felt. 
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This group emphasized specific plot events in the story and seldom addressed the internal 

motivation or reasons behind events. Rather than looking for meaning in the feelings 

portrayed in the story. the Perilous Road group looked for meaning in the plot and action. 

As Cherland (1992) points out, the problem with gendered readings and gendered 

conversations, is that they are not likely to be valued equally in a world where the two 

genders are not valued equally (p. 194). Consequently, a discourse of action, with its 

focus on logic, legality, realism and believability, will be held in greater esteem than a 

discourse of feeling that emphasizes relationships, kindness and caring. The results of the 

present study underscore the need to rethink such assumptions. As the Homecoming 

group illustrated, their use of a discourse of feeling was very effective in facilitating their 

ability to make extra-textual connections with the book which in tum appeared to 

enhance their ability to analyze characters and socially construct meaning. 

The problem with gendered readings is further compounded by the apparent 

dichotomy established by feelings versus action. with females aligned with feelings and 

males with action. Once again, gender is portrayed as two groups of people who are 

opposites. separate and unable to understand each other (Cherland. 1992). Such a 

dichotomy perpetuates the notion that males and females are qualitatively and 

permanently different and abstracts gender from the social context in which it exists 

(Thorne. 1986). Thorne ( 1986) argues that rather than focusing on the differences 

between genders, analysis should start with social relationships where "gender is 

conceptualized as a system of relationships rather than as an immutable and dichotomous 

given" (p. 168). Moreover, conceptualizing gender as a dichotomy ignores the fact that 

gendered readings are not an either/or phenomenon. Females are capable of engaging in 

a discourse of action just as males are capable of participating in a discourse of feeling. 

Therefore, literature discussion groups provide a place to begin examining gender in 



101 

terms of relationships since such discussions take place within a social context where 

conversations emphasizing both feelings and action are appropriate. 

The tendency to focus on gender as dichotomous with males and females being 

separate entities appears to legitimize the differences between genders while providing 

little help in promoting how the two genders can better understand each other. The 

perceived gender discourse dichotomy is similar to the interpretation problem concerning 

Rosenblatt's aesthetic and efferent stances toward reading. When Rosenblatt first 

proposed the two types of reading stances, the initial interpretation was that it was an 

either/or situation. One either read with an aesthetic purpose, or with an efferent purpose 

but not a combination of the two. In an effort to clarify her notion of stance, Rosenblatt 

addressed the dichotomy issue in a later piece where she conceptualized stance as a 

continuum, not an opposition (1991, p. 446). As Rosenblatt (1991) pointed out, "[wle 

have ignored the fact that our reading is not all-of-one-piece. We read for information, 

but we are also conscious of emotions about it ... " (p. 445). A reader's stance is not 

something carved in stone from the outset of the reading situation, but rather, stance can 

change while reading depending on the reader's purpose, past experiences, and the text 

itself. Consequently, a reader adopts a predominant, but not exclusive. stance when 

reading. Moreover, one stance is not perceived to be better than the other, but rather, a 

particular stance is more appropriate given the reader's present purpose for reading. 

Therefore, perhaps boys and girls adopt a predominant discourse pattern toward either 

feeling or action but this does not necessarily exclude the possibility of switching 

discourse patterns depending on their purposes for reading, past experiences. the text at 

hand. and the context of the discussion. 

Consistent with Cheri and's ( 1992) concl usion that a discourse of action will be more 

valued than a discourse of feeling. Eisner ( ] 985) claims schools typically value cognition 

over affect. The cognition/affect dichotomy bears close resemblance to the action/feeling 
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discourse styles. The discourse of action. with its emphasis on logic. believability and 

legality, is very comparable to the types of cognitive abilities frequently accentuated in 

schools. In contrast. the discourse of feeling, with its emphasis on emotions. kindness 

and caring, is similar to the types of knowing that are often minimized by schools 

because they are viewed as "nonacademic." Furthennore. Rosenblatt (1982) has argued 

that most school reading promotes an efferent stance which emphasizes the taking away 

of specific infonnation and pays little attention to developing an aesthetic stance to 

reading which focuses on paying attention to the thoughts, images and feelings evoked by 

a text. Such emphases by schools perpetuate the notion of opposition rather than 

continuum. 

None of the above three concepts hinge on an either/or relationship but rather should 

be viewed as ends of a continuum along which a student is free to move depending on 

his/her purpose. past experiences, and present situation. As Eisner (1985) argues. 

cognition and affect cannot be separated but rather should be viewed as mutually and 

equally influential constructs. Just as children need support in developing different 

stances toward reading. it is likely they also need help in developing different discourse 

styles that emphasize both feelings and action. Perhaps by trying to include both types of 

discourse styles as equally valid ways to respond to texts. boys and girls will become 

more competent in both styles which hopefully will begin to erode the stereotypic 

assumptions regarding the differences between genders and their fonns of communication 

and lead to greater understanding between genders. Moreover. perhaps by validating 

both cognition and affect. efferent and aesthetic stances. and feeling and action discourse 

styles. we can begin to diminish the subtle hegemony that has existed in the political 

context of schools where the dominant and valued male style has given males the 

advantage and resulted in the reproduction of the social hierarchy where men have more 

po\\'er than women <Troemel-Ploetz. 1991 ). 
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Social Status and Group Participation 

Social status appeared to intluence group participation differently for the two groups. 

Whereas the Homecoming group followed the pattern of the highest status members 

participating the most. the Perilous Road group revealed that the lowest-status member 

was one of the most active participants. This difference might be explained by looking at 

the social-status distribution of all the members in each group. For example. in the 

Homecoming group. the members ranged from the very popular to the very low-status. 

Consequently. this group more closely resembled the distribution of social status found in 

the larger classroom. Therefore. it is possible that when a small group has this much 

disparity in social status among its members. it is likely to reproduce the social status and 

resulting interaction patterns found in the larger classroom. In other words. the more 

popular students often talk more and assume leadership roles in the larger classroom and 

this pattern is replicated in small groups that have social status distributions similar to the 

larger classroom. 

In contrast. when the status is somewhat equal for all the group members. even if it is 

a rather low status as in the Perilous Road group. the group is less likely to reproduce the 

patterns found in the larger classroom. As seen in the Perilous Road group. the lowest 

status member of the group was nearly tied for initiating the most episodes and definitely 

was a major participant in the discussions. Therefore. it is likely when low-status 

members are in a group that does not have high-status. popular students as members to 

automatically assume the leadership roles. the lower status members are more likely to 

step in and assume the role of leader where they might not have had the chance to if high

status students were in the group. This might be what happened to Hannah in the 

Homecoming group. Hannah was a much lower-status member in comparison to the rest 

of the group and within that context. she consistently deferred to the higher-status 

members and \'irtually became a silent member of the group. thereby remaining in her 
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low-status position. It would have been interesting to observe Hannah in a more equal

status group to see whether her participation pattern changed as a result of the group 

membership. 

Another explanation for Hannah's participation pattern could be her ethnicity. As a 

Hispanic female, it is possible that she was exhibiting a participation pattern that is 

consistent with the cultural nonn for Hispanic females (i.e., deferring to other group 

members. not volunteering to contribute in group settings) rather than being intimidated 

by her high status group members. When viewing the video tapes, Hannah's nonverbal 

behavior indicated that she enjoyed being in the group. She sat within the conversational 

circle. she smiled and laughed along with her group members, and never appeared to feel 

left out or not included in the discussion. Furthermore, when talking with Hannah, she 

said she enjoyed the book she was reading and being a member of her discussion group. 

Hannah also exhibited this type of participation pattern within the context of the whole 

class. During observations of the entire class, Hannah never volunteered a comment or 

contributed to the class discussions. Consequently, it appeared that Hannah was quite 

comfortable in her pattern of participation. While Hannah did exhibit behavior consistent 

with the cultural norm for Hispanic females, other Hispanic females in the discussion 

groups did not. Nancy. Mimi, and Vivianne were also Hispanic and actively participated 

in their groups. Consequently. while patterns in regard to the influence of ethnicity were 

looked for. none emerged with any consistency. If all four girls had exhibited stereotypic 

behavior patterns for Hispanic females. there would have been more support for a 

conclusion concerning the effect of ethnicity on participation patterns. Since this was not 

the case. no conclusions regarding ethnicity could be made based on the present data. 

The above interpretation of the findings regarding the intluence of social status on 

discussions may lead to the conclusion that homogeneous-status groups are more 

equitable for low-status students since in the present study. low-status students appeared 
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to have a larger role and louder voice in a relatively equal-status group. This conclusion 

must be tempered. however. with the other findings of the study. On the one hand. low

status students were more easily able to assume leadership roles in a group with students 

of similar status (Perilous Road) than in a group that had considerable disparity in status 

among its members (Homecoming). On the other hand. the Perilous Road group 

predominately engaged in social talk that was rather hurtful and destructive while the 

Homecoming group, with its wide variation in social status. appeared to have more 

sophisticated discussions that focused on the book rather than social talk. Therefore. 

while the homogeneous-status group allowed for more participation by low-status 

students, the solution is not as simple as merely structuring groups so that they consist of 

students with similar social status. Perhaps the issue is not the actual homogeneity (or 

lack of homogeneity) of social status in the group but the number of students on either 

end of the status continuum. For example. maybe the Homecoming group had too many 

high status members and the Perilous Road group had too many low status members. It is 

possible that with a more equal distribution of status the substantial differences found 

between these two groups in how they discussed their books would have been moderated. 

An issue that most likely compounds the effect of social status is students' ability to 

behave in ways that facilitate productive discussions. While the members of the 

Homecoming group were high status students. they also exhibited behaviors and 

strategies that were conducive to fruitful discussions. Therefore. not only did they 

assume leader roles. they enacted such roles in positive. constructive ways. It is possible 

that if these high status students had been less concerned with literature discussion and 

more interested in socializing. they still would have assumed leader roles but would have 

led the group in a very different manner. This might be what occurred in the Perilous 

Road group. Duane and Mimi assumed leader roles but rather than using their positions 

in ways that facilitated discussion of the text. they chose to lead the group in social talk 
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that was hurtful and detrimental to the task at hand. Perhaps if Duane or Mimi had been 

more focused on engaging in behaviors that were conducive to literature discussions. they 

would have utilized their role of leader in a different way. Once again. however, the 

issue of how much the groups liked (or disliked) their book must be raised. Perhaps the 

reason why Duane and Mimi were more interested in socializing was that they did not 

like their book and simply did not want to discuss it. Following students such as Duane 

and Mimi to a group where they are reading a book they like would help further our 

understanding of how the element of "book-liking" interacts with social status in 

influencing participation and discourse patterns. 

Ideal Role of Fartners 

The issue of social status and its impact on discussion patterns raises the concern 

discussed earlier regarding the ideal role of partners within the zone of proximal 

development. Previous research has shown that when the teacher is in the role of "the 

more capable partner," the role is often determined by power-relationships in addition to 

the teacher being perceived as the more knowledgeable partner. For instance, earlier 

discussed studies revealed that teachers dominate discussions, control the types of 

responses deemed acceptable. and seldom encourage peer-to-peer interaction (Alvermann 

& Hayes, 1989: Langer, 1991: Marshall. 1989). Thus. while Vygotsky's ( 1978) notion of 

the more capable partner was to be based on the partner's greater knowledge and 

understanding of the less capable partner's needs, this is often not how the role is enacted 

in many classrooms. Furthermore. even when the teacher is not present. students still 

assume roles that frequently resemble the teacher's role. Raphael and Goatley (1992) 

found that students assumed leader roles and controlled the discussion by asking 

questions. calling on other students. and evaluating responses. Therefore. although Piaget 

(1932) emphasized peer interaction as a means of facilitating learning because peers were 

of equal status. even among peers status cannot be assumed to he equal. Moreover. how 
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students determine who will have what roles within peer-led discussions is likely to be 

influenced by gender and status in the classroom. 

Gender. 

In the all-female Homecoming group. the girls were able to assume leadership roles 

and engage in feeling talk. These six girls all appeared to be coming from the same 

notion of what constituted an appropriate discourse pattern based on their shared gender. 

They did not have to compete with boys who wanted to engage in a discourse pattern 

based on action. Had boys been members of the group, it is unlikely that their discussion 

would have contained the same emphasis on feelings and character relationships such as 

marriage and boy-girl relationships. Although there is no evidence to support such a 

concl usion in the current study. Cherland ( 1992) found that when a girls' group and a 

boys' group discussed the same novel, definite differences existed. Whereas the girls' 

discussion of the book in Cheri and's study (1992) contained 15 instances of the discourse 

of feeling and one instance of the discourse of action. the boys' discussion contained 26 

instances of the discourse of action and 2 instances of the discourse of feeling. Therefore. 

it is likely that having boys in the Homecoming group would had affected the types of 

discourse patterns in which the girls engaged. 

Moreover. the girls in the Homecoming group also did not have to compete with boys 

who may have been more likely to assume the leader role. Among older students and 

adults. males tend to dominate small-group discussions (Tannen. 1990) so it is probable 

that this same pattern would emerge in younger-age groups as well. Unfortunately. none 

of these girls \\'ere followed into another discussion group that contained boys to see if 

their participation patterns changed from those they exhibited in an all-female group. 

Further research that follows girls and boys from homogenous-gender groups to mixed

gender groups will help increase our understanding of how gender influences the roles 



108 

assumed by students in peer-led discussions and their participation and discourse 

patterns. 

Gender also played a role in the Perilous Road group. The hurtful social talk in this 

group followed a consistent pattern where the boys aimed their derogatory remarks at a 

girl, Mimi. Mimi tried numerous ways of discouraging the boys from continuing their 

comments (i.e., verbal requests to stop; changing the topic; hitting them with her book; 

kicking them; returning verbal insults; threatening to tell the teacher). Regardless of the 

method used, however. all of her attempts were equally unsuccessful. In light of the fact 

that Mimi continually tried to get herself out of the situation where she was the object of 

the boys' taunts and ridicule but was unsuccessful in her efforts, it is possible that she 

came to think that this is simply how girls are treated by boys in discussion groups. 

Moreover. it is possible that she concluded that girls have no recourse in such situations 

but to merely take such treatment by boys. Granted, such conclusions are purely 

speculative but the fact that Mimi was consistently treated in such a manner by boys in 

her group and was unable to change the situation raises serious concerns about the 

messages girls receive in school. Do we want girls to conclude that such treatment is 

acceptable and their only recourse is to merely sit back and allow boys to talk to them in 

this way? Given that a possible goal of literature discussions is to equalize and distribute 

power in school. the answer to the above question would have to be a resounding no. 

Rather than being victimized and resigning themselves to the fact that they are powerless 

to change how they are being treated. girls need to learn they have aiternatives and 

choices for getting out of such situations. They need to learn that such treatment is not 

acceptable and that they do not have to be subjected to it. In order for girls to learn this. 

however. we have to create alternatives for them and foster an environment that allows 

girls (and persons of either gender who are being victimized) to exercise their rights and 

remove themselves from situations where they are feeling victimized. When one 
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considers that four out of five teen-agers say they have been sexually harassed at school 

("4 of 5 Teens." 1993) it becomes even more imperative that we provide options so that 

no one has to stay in abusive situations. Following a student such as Mimi who had been 

mistreated by boys in her group to an all-female group would help explore whether such 

treatment prohibited her from participating in a productive manner in the mixed-gender 

group. 

Social Status. 

Social status is another variable that influences how students choose their roles within 

peer-led discussion groups. As the present study revealed, Hannah (the low-status 

member in the Homecoming group), retained her low status within the group and was 

virtually a silent member of the discussion. In the Homecoming group, higher status 

members assumed the leader roles. In contrast, low-status students were able to assume 

leader roles in the Perilous Road group, however, this group seldom engaged in text

related discussions and spent the majority of their time in social talk. Therefore, it is 

possible that having a higher-status student who had internalized the discussion patterns 

that appear to promote fruitful discussions (i.e .• making extra-textual links. asking for 

justification of opinions) in the group to assume the leader role may have helped provide 

a peer model of how to conduct peer-led discussions. 

Such a solution. however. presents a paradox and raises some important questions. 

While having such a member to assume the leader role may have provided a more 

capable peer for the Perilous Road group. it also would have delegated the low-status 

students right back to their low-status position and thus. silencing their voices once again. 

Does this paradox represent the trade-off necessary to having "productive" peer-led 

discussions'? Or. is it simply a means of imposing our "teacher" notions of what 

constitutes a "productive" discussion onto students so that their peer-led discussions look 

the way we want them to'? Is it another instance where perhaps we need to step back and 



• 

110 

ailow students the opportunity to control their own discussions. even though they may not 

go about it in the manner in which we as teachers would like to see? If one of the goals 

of peer-led discussions is to provide a context for increasing student ownership of their 

learning, increasing equity in the discussion arena. and decreasing the hegemony that 

often exists in teacher-dominated discussions, then such a trade-off is definitely not an 

acceptable solution to the paradox. In light of the difficulties encountered in the Perilous 

Road group, however, the question must be raised whether this was an occasion where 

the teacher should have participated as a member of the group to demonstrate 

constructive ways of talking. Once again, research that follows the same low-status 

students from relatively equal-status groups to groups with more disparity in status would 

help further our understanding of how students negotiate roles and participation patterns 

within peer-led discussion groups. Conversely, research that follows a low-status student 

such as Hannah from a predominately high-status group to a more equal-status group to 

see whether her participation pattern changed would also add to our understanding 

regarding the influence of social status on peer-led discussions. 

Developmental Process 

:vtany studies that find differences among students in how they conduct literature 

discussions suggest a developmental process as a way of explaining such differences 

(Goatley, et. al.. 1992: O'Flahavan & Almasi, 1991: Raphael & Goatley. 1992). The 

notion of a developmental process provides another alternative explanation for the 

differences found between the Homecoming and Perilous Road groups. Several features 

of the Perilous Road group's discussions appear to support the possibility of this group 

being in a more beginning phase of the developmental process than the Homecoming 

group. For instance. the prevalence of surface-level discussions and round-robin 

question-answer episodes in the Perilous Road group suggests they were engaging in an 

I-R-E discourse pattern \vhere a surface-type question is asked that requires simple 
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answers and then the topic is dropped. resulting in an abrupt shift to a different topic (see 

Cazden.1988). Consequently. little opportunity for sustained discussion was generated 

by such a discourse pattern in this group. 

The I-R-E format is typical of what many students experience in their larger 

classroom setting where the teacher asks a question. the student answers. and the answer 

is determined as being either right or wrong by the teacher. Therefore. it is not surprising 

that students often imitate this discourse pattern in their own discussion groups because it 

is what they have experienced in school and is what they have come to equate with 

"school talk." Perhaps then. this is where students start when they begin to engage in 

student-led discussion groups. They imitate the discourse pattern they see modeled in 

their classrooms and consequently, view as being "school talk." In fact Smagorinsky 

(1992) studied the effects of instructional context on subsequent student-led discussions 

and found that different instructional contexts established by the teacher led to different 

types of conversations among the students. Therefore, it appears that what students 

experience in their classrooms and see modeled by their teachers plays an influential role 

in determining the type of discussion in which they will engage independently. 

Another possible indication of the Perilous Road group being in a beginning 

phase of learning to lead their own discussion groups was their focus on structural 

characteristics of the book. This group relied heavily on the actual text as the frame for 

many of their discussion episodes. For example. they shared parts of the book they liked 

but rather than respond to them personally or discuss why they liked them. they simply 

read the part directly from the book. They repeatedly talked about the language of the 

characters. particularly the word "reckon." and the author's style offocusing on the main 

character. Chris. Once again. however. rather than using these topics to generate 

discussion. they simply stated their opinion and frequently pointed out actual places in 

the book where the word reckon was used. It was almost as if this group avoided 
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providing justification for their opinions or making personal connections with the book 

because that would require they go outside of the book. It appeared that as long as they 

stayed firmly entrenched in the actual book they would not have to "go out on any limbs". 

or become personally invested in their opinions and consequently, would not have to risk 

being "wrong." 

It is possible that these students began by focusing on text bound and unelaborated 

responses because it is what they have experienced in their present and/or previous 

classrooms. Many instructional contexts focus on finding specific information from texts 

that can easily be evaluated as right or wrong. Furthermore, many students are never 

asked to give their interpretation of or feelings about a book and consequently, have little 

experience in responding to books in a lived-through manner. As a result, they rely on 

text-based information for their discussions and do not make personal connections with 

their books. While these students' current teachers emphasized responding affectively 

and giving individual interpretations of books during literature study, it is possible that 

such was not the case in previous years or even in different content area discussions in 

their present classroom. If so, then perhaps their experiences in literature study in their 

current classroom were not enough to override their instructional histories. 

The question that still exists. however. is why did the Homecoming group who were 

members of the same instructional context engage in such different discourse patterns? A 

possible explanation for why the Perilous Road group relied so heavily on textbound and 

unelaborated responses while the Homecoming group focused on making lived-through 

connections is the issue of "safeness" that existed in the two groups. Making personal 

connections with a book and sharing lived-through experiences involve taking risks since 

both require a person to reveal private thoughts. The girls in the Homecoming group 

were in a "safe" context to take such risks. The group members openly shared personal 

stories and interpretations of the book and were encouraged by their group in their efforts. 
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In contrast the Perilous Road group created a context that focused on teasing and 

making fun of group members. Consequently. it is unlikely that the members viewed it 

as a safe place. At least in the case of Mimi. it is extremely unlikely that she would have 

felt secure enough in the group to risk opening herself up to more possible taunting from 

the boys by revealing personal experiences and feelings. In such a context. it becomes 

much safer to stay close to the book as doing so requires little risk. Barnes (1992) also 

addresses the issue of safeness when discussing the conditions necessary for children to 

engage in exploratory talk. He suggests that "mutual trust encourages thinking aloud: 

one can risk inexplicitness. confusion and dead-ends because one trusts in the tolerance 

of the others" (p. 109). As illustrated by the transcript example quoted earlier dealing 

with the "dog" topic, it is easy to understand why Mimi had cause to doubt the tolerance 

of her group members. 

The Perilous Road group's reliance on textbound and unelaborated responses could 

also be due to their dislike of the book. Personally connecting with a book in a way that 

facilitates lived-through experiences is most likely easier to do when reading a book that 

is enjoyable. When we enjoy the book we are reading we relate to the characters. we care 

about what happens to them. we compare them to ourselves. and connect with their 

experiences. The Homecoming group, who liked their book, related to it on a very 

personal level and their discussions were infused with conversations that revealed the 

personal connections these girls were making with the book. Another issue that might 

have influenced the differences between the groups is that the two books were from 

different genres. Homecoming is a realistic fiction book whereas The Perilous Road is 

historical fiction. It is possible that part of the reason why the Perilous Road group 

disliked their book is because it was historical fiction. which represents a genre students 

usually have not had as much experience reading as realistic fiction. Consequently. thre 

might have been a genre effect. Since these factors were not specifically addressed in the 
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present study, however, the discussion of their influence on the two groups' discussions 

can only be viewed as speculative. For instance, it is possible that the Perilous Road 

group would have engaged in different discourse patterns had they been reading a book 

they enjoyed or from a different genre. If that were the case, it would suggest that they 

had learned a more in-depth and fruitful discourse pattern when discussing a book from a 

more familiar genre or one they enjoyed reading. Consequently, the differences between 

the two groups could be due less to a difference in their ability to conduct literature 

discussions and more to the fact that they were reading a book they did not enjoy from an 

unfamiliar genre. 

In terms of a developmental stance, such a conclusion could also suggest that students 

do not go through a developmental progression for learning to lead their own discussion 

groups once, but several times for various genres. Raphael and Goatley's (1992) findings 

would suggest that this hypothesis might be valid as they found that most students 

discussed content area readings in the same manner in which they discussed literature and 

did not use different purposes for reading across content areas. Furthermore, Palinscar. 

David, Anderson. and Eichenger's ( 1992) findings in collaborative scientific problem

solving activities underscored the need for genre-specific discourse instruction. Using a 

developmental process to frame our instructional advise to teachers. however, must be 

viewed \\lith caution as the research exploring the possibility of such a process has not 

addressed the influence of social factors. genre. or the degree to which students like the 

book they are reading. 

The notion of a developmental process raises the question of whether students 

proceed through the process on their own or need help to move from the type of 

discussions found in the Perilous Road group toward those revealed in the Homecoming 

group. While it is possible that students can develop the ability to engage in student-led 

discussion groups on their own. it is probable that most students would benefit greatly 
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from support as they do so. The question then becomes. how can teachers do this? 

Smagorinsky and Ay (1992) suggest that merely modeling an alternative discourse 

pattern is not sufficient as they found that even among high school students. unless the 

teachers both modeled interpretive procedures and taught students how to employ them. 

students were not empowered to lead themselves in fruitful discussions (p. 2). In 

addition, they found that the amount of extra-textual context generated by the teacher in 

discussions of literature also impacted the student-led discussions. Extra-textual 

contexts generated by the teachers included practices such as relating the literature to 

personal experiences or current events, or relating issues from the story under discussion 

to concerns from previous class discussions. Thus, extra-textual context is quite similar 

to the notion of intertextuality (deBeaugrand, 1981; Hartman, 1990; Short, 1986). 

Providing a model of how to generate such intertextuallinks in teacher-led discussions 

increases students' experience in participating in discussions that make intertextual 

connections and consequently, might be one means offacilitating students' ability to 

draw on personal experiences when interpreting the book and as a result. make personal 

connections with the book as the Homecoming group did in the present study. 

As Smagorinsky and Ay (1992) found, however, modeling how to make extra

textuaL or intertextual, links does not guarantee students will be able to internalize this 

practice when leading their own discussions. Students in classrooms where the teacher 

merely provided the extended contexts for students without also providing questions or 

comments that would have prompted students to generate contexts of their own were 

unable to establish extra-textual frameworks to inform their interpretation in their small 

group discussions. As seen in the Perilous Road group. opportunities for making 

intertextual connections existed but the members did not capitalize on them. For 

example. they were studying the Civil War in social studies which created an opportunity 

to relate the book to their social studies content. The book talked about guns and fighting 
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and wanting to be a soldier but even the boys who favored a discourse of action did not 

use such topics to generate an extra-textual framework for their discussion. Therefore. 

encouraging students to ask questions or generate comments that will help them to 

construct their own external context for interpretation appears to be a potentially 

important element in teacher-led discussions that effectively support students' efforts to 

lead themselves in fruitful discussions. 

Another element in teacher-led discussions that affected student-led discussions 

was the teacher's ability to make analytic procedures explicit by pointing out the need to 

pose questions. the need to support a generalization with evidence. etc. (Smagorinsky & 

Ry, 1992). As seen in the results of the present study. the Homecoming group had 

internalized such procedures and employed them in their discussions. Members were 

constantly posing questions to each other and asking each other to support their ideas. 

Whenever a member would offer an opinion without justification. another member would 

immediately jump in and ask. "Why do you think that?" This sort of interaction was 

strikingly absent in the Perilous Road group. Members consistently gave opinions 

without justification and were never prompted to provide supporting evidence. thus 

resulting in the high number of episodes that were unelaborated in nature. 

While the above two features of teacher-led discussions (i.e .. generating extra

textual contexts and explicating analytic procedures) are likely to have a significant affect 

on student-led discussions. they are probably not the only two important features for 

teachers to consider. After aiL the Perilous Road group were members of an instructional 

context ",,-here teachers actively encouraged aesthetic stances and affective responses to 

reading and modeled discourse patterns that required interpretations and providing 

justification for ideas. and yet they did not internalize such discourse patterns for use 

when leading their own discllssion group. Therefore. a possible conclusion might be that 
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such support makes no difference since this group was in a supportive context and still 

did not internalize productive discussion procedures. 

The purpose of drawing such a conclusion is not to advocate that teachers abandon 

their efforts to support students but rather to reveal the limitations in how the 

developmental notion has been conceptualized. Presently. most studies that propose a 

developmental process ( Goatley. et. aL. 1992: O'FIahavan & Almasi. 1991: Raphael & 

Goatley. 1992) view it as a predominately intellectual one that involves learning how to 

communicate your opinions. support your opinions. use different purposes for reading 

different types/genres of texts. and make intertextual connections. Consequently, they 

lise such attributes to explain the differences in discussion abilities among students. 

Moreover. their instructional advice to teachers also focuses on the intellectual 

components of engaging in literature discussions and addresses how to facilitate the 

development of sllch attributes. As revealed in the present study. however. social factors 

(i.e. gender. social status) also play an important role in how students conduct their 

discussions. 

Motivational (i.e .. degree of book-liking) and text (i.e .. genre) factors are also likely 

to influence how students engage in literature discussions. Consequently. viewing peer

led literature discussions through a lens that only looks at intellectual factors is likely to 

be insufficient in trying to understand the complexities of such discussions. Perhaps we 

need to broaden our lens to include social. motivational. and text factors. Without 

addressing such factors. we are likely to continue using difference in ability as the 

explanation for differences among students. Moreover. we are likely to continue giving 

teachers advice that focuses on the intellectual features of literature discussions while 

ignoring the intluence of social. motivational and text factors. As seen in the present 

study. if we do not also address such factors we are likely to continue placing students in 

discllssion contexts that resemble the Perilous Road group. 
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Implications for Instruction 

Several researchers have offered teachers advice for how to best implement and 

conduct literature discussions based on their research findings. For example. 

Smagorinsky and Fly (1992) suggest that teachers need to model alternative discourse 

patterns. make analytic procedures explicit to students. and allow students to generate 

their own extra-textual contexts. In their advice for helping teachers become "curators" 

of literature discussions, Eeds and Peterson (l991) recommend teachers read literature 

selections with "passionate attention" in order to prepare for literature study. Such a 

process involves focusing on how the author works and literary elements so the teacher is 

better prepared to take advantage of opportunities to discuss such topics during 

discussions with students. Eeds and Wells (1991) also advise teachers to write with their 

students and listen carefully to what students say as they talk about a book. Finally, Eeds 

and Wells (1991) encourage teachers to trust the books, students and themselves. While 

such advice is helpful for teachers, it does not address critical theory issues that influence 

students' discussions of literature (i.e., status, gender). Based on their results from an 

investigation of gender equity issues in the language arts classroom. lett-Simpson and 

Masland (1993) offer advice for how teachers can confront gender stereotypes in their 

language arts classrooms (i.e .. asking questions that act as a stimulus to exploring gender 

issues in books: providing novels for literature study that present male and female 

characters who are well developed). Their advice. however. addresses how students can 

learn to explore gender roles and stereotypes by discussing gender roles portrayed by 

characters in books rather than how students' own gender influences their discourse 

patterns within their group discussions. 

Although the present study is only a preliminary attempt to explore critical theory 

issues of status and gender and their intluence on peer-led discussions. it does provide a 

place to begin generating hypotheses regarding the impact of such issues on discussions. 
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and addressing implications and suggestions for teachers. Such implications. however. 

should be viewed as exploratory rather than conclusive. Three implications from this 

study address: I) the notion of a developmental process in learning to conduct peer-led 

discussions of literature; 2) the role of gender in literature discussions: and 3) the 

influence of social status on participation patterns in peer-led discussions. 

Students who are learning to conduct peer-led literature discussions are likely to 

differ in their ability to do so, as illustrated by the two groups in this study. The 

Homecoming group engaged in a very animated, multifaceted discussion with no outside 

help. The Perilous Road group. however, appeared to struggle in their efforts to conduct 

a fruitful discussion of their book and would likely have benefited from more external 

support. The difficulty for teachers, as pointed out by Barnes (1992) is knowing when to 

step in and when to let students explore the realm of literature discussions on their own. 

It is often much easier to do the former, and forget about the latter. The notion of a 

developmental process emphasizes the need for teachers to step back and allow students 

to "muddle through" as they begin to negotiate what it means to conduct literature 

discussions. Furthermore. it calls for teachers to resist the temptation to jump in and lead 

students to the type of discussion we would like to see. This is especially important in 

light of the findings that the teacher's presence often changes students' language strategies 

in ways that are detrimental to learning (Barnes. 1992). 

By rushing in to help students, we are likely to give students the impression that 

they are discussing the "wrong" way and consequently constrain their efforts to grow in 

ability to participate in fruitful. autonomous discussions. Moreover. such actions may 

lead to students merely mimicking the discourse patterns being modeled by their teachers 

(Barnes. 1992). Having students adopt the teacher's discourse pattern without exploring 

alternative patterns is especially problematic given the type of discourse patterns utilized 

by many teachers (Alvennann & Hayes. 1989: Langer. 1991: Marshall. 1989). Even 
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more problematic is the hypothesis that teachers who predominately use an I-R-E. 

teacher-dominated discourse pattern are most likely to jump in and "correct" students 

when they are engaging in peer-led discussions that do not match the teacher's notions of 

what such discussions should look like. As emphasized by Barnes (1992), when students 

are learning their language and behavior are not "final drafts" that are definitive and 

focused on external criteria, but rather exploratory, tentative, and "rough dr:=tft." This sort 

of exploratory learning resembles the type of talk we encourage students to engage in 

during their literature discussions. We want them to propose hypotheses, to muddle 

around in their thoughts, and to explore various perspectives and interpretations. It is 

only natural then that such talk will often look "messy" and perhaps even off-task to us as 

teachers. If we truly want our students to learn how to engage in such talk and learn to 

explore the world of literature, however, we must be willing to step back and allow 

students' peer-led discussions of literature to resemble "rough drafts." 

This does not mean, however, that teachers merely sit back and allow students to 

flounder on their own. Where teachers can step in and provide structure for their students 

is in the form of demonstrations. Teachers can provide students with alternative 

demonstrations for how to talk about literature during activities such as read aloud and 

whole-class discussions of literature and content area texts. For example. teachers could 

demonstrate how to put yourself into the story and hypothesize how you would respond 

to an event that occurs. Teachers could demonstrate how to compare a book to others 

written by the same author to explore an author's writing style. Such demonstrations 

would give students possible structures to use in their own discussions. Furthermore. 

since students would be exposed to many discussion alternatives. they could view them 

all as equally viable rather than regarding their teacher's modeling of discussion strategies 

as a definitive model for how discussions must be done. Therefore. teachers' 
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demonstrations could support rather than constrain students' independent efforts at 

conducting discussions. 

An important factor for teachers to remember. however. is whether students like 

the book they are reading. Students are much more likely to engage in productive 

discussions when they are reading books they enjoy. Consequently. our task of trying to 

deal with the multitude of complexities inherent in peer-led discussions might be made 

more manageable simply by allowing students to read books they like. Moreover. it 

might behoove us to allow students to change books if they find they do not like a book 

after beginning to read it. Perhaps the Perilous Road group would have had a very 

different experience if they had been allowed to switch to a different book. 

A second implication involves the role of gender in peer-led discussion groups. 

As seen in this study. the all-girl group engaged in "feeling talk" while the mixed gender 

group focused on "action talk." Tannen ( 1990) has also addressed the gender differences 

in the styles of talk used by adults and children and is careful to point out that such styles 

are "different but equally valid" (p. 15). The fact that such differences exist and appear to 

fall along gender lines suggests that students are likely to need support in developing a 

repertoire of discourse styles that include both feeling and action talk. The different 

discourse styles then can become an instructional issue. Perhaps teachers need to openly 

acknowledge there are many different types of talk. many of which are related to gender. 

discuss how they are different. examine the validity and value of both types. explore what 

purposes each serves. ask students to retlect on \vhich they think they are more 

comfortable using and investigate their reasons why. Moreover. teachers could provide 

modeling of both types of talk in teacher-led discussions and point out such talk \vhen it 

occurs. As Eeds and Wells (1991) advise. "Idlon't be afraid to label what the children are 

talking about when it is appropriate. There is power in naming: this is part of how 

language is learned" (p. 125). Granted. Eeds and Wells were referring to literary 
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elements but there is no reason why the same advice could not also apply to naming the 

different types of "gendered talk." Perhaps by making explicit the different types of talk 

boys and girls engage in and exploring the ways both types are valuable. we can begin to 

break down the traditional stereotypes of gendered talk, introduce talk that focuses on 

feeling and caring into the political context of schools and society that favor male's 

"action" talk. and give both boys and girls the power that comes from being able to use 

feeling and action talk. 

Furthennore, although creating supportive context for discussions has been raised 

by many teachers and researchers before (Barnes, 1992; Eeds & Wells, 1989; Peterson. 

1992), the results of this study provide an additional reason to carefully consider the type 

of community that exists in the classroom when planning discussion groups. Teachers 

need to be aware of the need for creating supportive contexts in light of the changing boy

girl relationships that exist in pre-adolescent and adolescent children. After all, the 

purpose of literature discussion groups is not only to facilitate understanding of literature 

and ways of talking about literature, but also how to establish and engage in social 

contexts that are conducive to learning. Even more specific, as evidenced by the current 

study, is the need to create productive boy-girl relationships within the classroom context 

that will facilitate learning in mixed-gender contexts. 

During this time of change from child to adolescent. many students are 

experiencing tremendous hormonal turmoil as they go through puberty. in addition to 

changing expectations of boyfriend-girlfriend relationships. peer pressure. and conflicting 

media messages. Teachers need to be aware of these factors and how they may influence 

the classroom community. Most likely. it would behoove teachers to consider these 

changes as they work to create an environment with their students where students feel 

safe to take risks. share thoughts. and allows for boys and girls to work productively 

together. Because of the numerous changes students at this age experience. the issue of 
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safeness in the classroom becomes even more important. Peer pressure and the 

importance of the peer group at this age make it even more likely students will feel 

vulnerable and afraid to open themselves up to possible peer ridicule by offering their 

ideas publicly. Being cognizant of the changing boy-girl dynamics and building a 

community among students that is based on mutual respect will go a long way toward 

decreasing situations where students are treated inappropriately. In addition, we must 

build alternatives into the structure of our classroom so that when boys or girls are being 

victimized they know viable options exist for them to remove themselves from such 

situations. 

Thorne (1986) provides some initial characteristics of social situations that may 

help boys and girls interact without strain. First, Thorne (1986) suggests that situations 

should be organized around an absorbing task. Since the Perilous Road group did not 

like their book, it is unlikely they viewed their discussions as an absorbing task. As 

suggested earlier, perhaps many of the social problems that arose in this group would 

have been diminished simply by allowing the group to switch to a different book. Even 

as adults it is difficult to sustain a discussion about a book we did not enjoy reading and 

often resort to socializing rather than talking about the book. Consequently, it might be 

beneficial for teachers to incorporate the option of changing books if the group decides 

they do not like the one they chose after they begin reading it. After all, as adults we are 

able to stop reading a book if we do not enjoy it so it seems reasonable that students 

should have the same choice. Giving students the option of changing books is even more 

imperative when we consider that they are reading books in a learning environment and if 

they are not having success with a particular book. they should have the opportunity to 

change to a book they can enjoy reading and from which they can learn. Second. Thorne 

(1986) proposes that gender is less prominent when students are not responsible for the 

formation of the groups. When students chose their own groups, mixed-gender groups 
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are less frequent. Furthennore, when teachers organize mixed-gender groups, cross

gender interaction is legitimized and removes the risk of being teased for choosing to be 

with the other sex (p. 180). Third, Thome (1986) suggests the issue of gender is 

diminished when principles of grouping other than gender are explicitly invoked (i.e., 

dividing lunch lines by hot and cold lunch, organizing group on basis of shared interests). 

Forming literature discussion groups around a common interest in a particular book is one 

way to encourage and legitimize cross-gender interaction. Such suggestions may provide 

a place for teachers to begin in reducing cross-gender tensions in their classrooms and as 

Thome (1986) points out, the teacher's role in helping to establish such a context is 

crucial. "Relaxed interactions between girls and boys often depend on adults to set up 

and legitimize the contact" (Thome, p. 180). 

A third implication deals with the influence of social status in peer-led discussion 

groups. As revealed in the present study, social status affects participation patterns in 

complex ways and appears to present a paradox. On one hand, the group with a wide 

range of status engaged in multidimensional discussions that illustrated their lived

through experiences with the text. The low-status member of this group, however, 

remained low-status and for all practical purposes. was never a member of the group. On 

the other hand, the relatively equal-status group provided a forum for low-status students 

to assume leader roles and take an active part in the discussion. This group, however. 

was for the most part unable to engage in sustained discussions of the text. Once again. 

the notion of building a classroom community that provides a safe and caring 

environment and fosters sensitivity toward all members is likely to diminish the influence 

of social status on discussion participation. Moreover. teachers can provide 

demonstrations that deal with social factors in discussions. Such demonstrations would 

complement teachers' demonstrations that provide students with structures for how to 

actually talk about literature. For example. when a teacher notices a student has been 
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trying to speak for quite a while. he/she could intervene as a participant and demonstrate 

that he/she noticed someone had something to say and wanted to hear it. Conversely. 

when a student is dominating the discussion. teachers could demonstrate how to redirect 

the floor (Freedman. in press). The teacher could also demonstrate how to draw reluctant 

members into the discussion. Consequently, teachers could provide students with 

demonstrations that would give them alternative structures to use when dealing with 

social issues in their own discussions. 

Teachers also could make social issues the topic for reflective discussions with 

students. For instance. students could discuss why it is important to encourage all 

members to participate, explore how hearing ideas from many different people enhances 

discussions, examine reasons why some students might not feel comfortable sharing their 

ideas, and generate ways students might help such students feel more secure in 

discussions. Asking students to reflect on their own discussions is another way teachers 

could help sensitize students to the effects of social status. Asking questions such as, 

"Did everyone share in your group today? What did you contribute to your group? Did 

you encourage someone to participate in your group? Was there someone who did not 

participate today? How might you help this student share next time? might help students 

reflect on their group in ways that would highlight participation patterns and support their 

efforts to make discussion groups a forum for all students' voices to be heard. 

Implications for Research 

While many studies such as the present one often conclude with pedagogical 

implications for teachers. they seldom address the implications for researchers. The 

tindings of this study suggest three implications for researchers in tenns of how \ve 

conduct research in classrooms and possible ethical issues that may arise. The first 

implication deals \vith the lens we use as researchers to analyze our data. The lens used 

in the present study was one concerned with gender issues: however. another researcher 
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without the same sensitivity to gender issues could have coded the data very differently. 

For instance. the conversations in the Homecoming group that revolved around dating. 

relationships and appearances could have been viewed as gossipy girl-talk and 

consequently, coded as social talk. If such talk had been coded as social talk. the data 

would have drastically changed to more closely resemble the discussion pattern found in 

the Perilous Road group (i.e., emphasis on social talk and little discussion on actual 

book). Consequently, it is important for researchers to acknowledge the lens being used 

to view the data. 

The second implication addresses the processes of data collection and analysis in 

qualitative research. When collecting qualitative data. many researchers (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967; Bogdan & Biklen, 1983) advocate for analyzing the data as it is being 

collected so that initial categories can emerge that will help the researcher focus 

subsequent data collection and analysis procedures. In the present study. this would have 

involved watching the videotapes on a daily basis to gain a sense of how the groups were 

discussing their books and what types of participation patterns were emerging. The 

findings of this study. however. suggest another (and perhaps more compelling) reason to 

view the videotapes (or other data sources) as they are being collected. In the Perilous 

Road group. it was rather obvious that the boys were engaging in behavior toward Mimi 

that could be viewed as hurtful. If the videotapes had been viewed while they were being 

collected. this behavior would have been more apparent to the researcher. Consequently. 

the researcher could have decided how to deal with such behavior. 

The issue this raises is whether this was a situation that warranted inten'ention on 

the part of the researcher. In other words. was the boys' behavior harmful enough to 

justify intervening and dealing with the behavior while it was occurring? Since the 

\'ideotapes were not viewed until after the study was completed. this can only be a 

hypothetical question but it does raise implications for future research. When does a 
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researcher have an ethical obligation to intercede and how should such decisions be 

made? Researchers often observe teaching and learning behaviors in classrooms that they 

may not philosophically agree with, however, does the fact that the researcher personally 

disagrees with what is going on in the classroom warrant intervention? For example. 

should a researcher who believes in Glasser's (1990) notion of discipline intervene when 

observing a classroom where the teacher uses assertive discipline? Probably not, 

however, situations like those found in the Perilous Road group reveal there are instances 

where intervention is needed to help students who are being mistreated. Mimi tried 

numerous ways of dealing with the boys' teasing, however, none of them were successful. 

Had the tapes been viewed while they were being collected, the extent of the boys' hurtful 

teasing would have been apparent to the researcher so that either the researcher or teacher 

could have interceded and helped this group find more productive ways of talking about 

their book. Such intervention measures could have been videotaped and analyzed to 

investigate what sorts of practices were beneficial in this type of situation. Consequentiy, 

the intervention measures and effects of such measures on the students' behavior would 

have become part of the study and been included in the research report. 

While we may not originally design our studies to be intervention studies. we 

must recognize the possibility of discovering infonnation that raises dilemmas regarding 

our ethical responsibilities as researchers. If we do not view our data sources during data 

collection. however. such information may be discovered too late to help the students 

who are being mistreated. Therefore. viewing data collection and analysis as concurrent 

procedures may not only enhance our ability to conduct constant comparison-type 

analyses. it may also increase our ability to make informed decisions with regard to the 

ethical dilemmas that may arise during our explorations into classrooms. 

The above issue leads to the final implication of the present study for researchers. 

that of student voice. While we as outside observers might have interpreted the boys' 
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behavior toward Mimi as harmful. it is possible that her perception of the behavior was 

very different. For instance, rather than viewing the boys' treatment of her as hurtful and 

inappropriate, it is possible that she viewed it as normal teasing between preadolescent 

boys and girls. Furthermore, it is possible that she liked the attention she was receiving 

from the boys in her group. Watching Mimi's nonverbal behavior on the videotapes, it 

appeared that she originally found the teasing humorous as evidenced by her laughing 

and smiling with the boys. As the teasing continued, however, Mimi's response became 

more physical and aggressive as she tried to get the boys to stop. Her facial expressions 

were no longer smiles, but expressions of anger and frustration. Unfortunately, since the 

tapes were not viewed until after the study was completed, the degree to which the boys 

were teasing Mimi was not known. Consequently, it was not possible to talk with Mimi 

to learn her perception of the boys' behavior. Furthermore, it also was not possible to talk 

with the boys to probe their interpretation of their behavior. It is likely that talking with 

Mimi and the boys in her group would have revealed valuable information regarding their 

perspective of such behavior. For instance, did they even perceive the behavior as hurtful 

and inappropriate or rather as normal teasing and acceptable? Without such information. 

the conclusions reached can only be based on the researcher's interpretation of the data. 

Knowing the actual participants' perceptions would have greatly enriched the analyses 

and subsequent conclusions. Therefore. gaining the students' perspectives of classroom 

events will allow us to better understand the complexities of classrooms. Once again. 

however. unless we work with our data while we are collecting it. it is unlikely we will 

know what questions to ask students to gain their perspective on the relevant issues 

emerging from the data. 

It is obvious that further research is needed to more fully understand the 

complexity involved in peer-led discussions. The present study provides a beginning 

exploration into how factors such as gender and social status influence discourse styles 
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and participation patterns in peer-led discussion groups. Much work remains to be done, 

however. While ethnicity was addressed as a potentially influential factor in regards to 

students' participation and discourse patterns in literature discussions. it did not emerge as 

such in the present study as Hannah was the only girl who exhibited stereotypic behavior 

patterns for Hispanic females. Spears-Bunton's ( 1992) findings, however, suggest that 

ethnicity can have powerful effects on how students relate to and discuss literature. 

Consequently, questions regarding how gender and social status interrelate with factors 

such as ethnicity, genre, and degree of liking the book need to be addressed. Not until we 

more thoroughly understand the influence of critical theory issues on peer-led discussions 

will we be able to promote this practice not only as a powerful way of exploring and 

learning about literature, but also as a means of creating more democratic and equi~able 

classrooms. 
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Appendix 1.1 

Sociometric Measure 

Name ____________________________________ __ 

Directions: Please write the names of three of your classmates for each of the following 
questions. 

l. Who would you most like to have in your literature discussion group? 

l. ______________________ ___ 

2. ________________________ __ 

3. 

2. Who are the best readers in your class? 

1. ________________________ __ 

2. ________________________ __ 

3. ______________________ ___ 

3. Who are the smartest students in your class? 

1. 

2. 

3. ________________________ __ 

4. Who are your best friends? 

I. ________________________ __ 

2. ________________________ __ 

3. ______________________ ___ 



Appendix 2.1 

Scoring Codes for Discussion Transcripts 

Constructing Meaning 

Predicting 

Connecting to Personal Experience 

Connecting to Other Books 

Summarizing 

Imagery 

Evaluating Text 

Content 

Style 

Author's Purpose 

Character Personality 

Character Description 

Reading as a Writer 

Author as Person 

Monitoring 

Clarifying Questions 

Vocabulary Words 

eM 
PD 

PE 

OB 

SUM 

IM 

EVAL 

cr 
ST 

AP 

CP 

CD 

RW 

APR 

MON 

CQ 

VOC 
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Conversation Maintenance 

Where Read To 

Where At In Book 

Next Book to Read 

Share Post-Its (w/o elaboration) 

Web Topic (w/o elaboration) 

Book Number 

Refocus Comment 

Social Talk 

, Talk withlabout Other Students in Hall 

Talk About Topics Unrelated to Book 

Reflections 

Evaluating Group Perfonnance 

Evaluating Self Perfonnance 

CVM 

RT 

WA 

NB 

PI 

WEB 

BN 

RC 

SOC 

as 
UN 

REF 

GP 

SP 
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