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ABSTRACT 
 

 
This dissertation is a teacher research study of student engagement within peer-

led literature circles.  Collaborating with 10 seventh grade students in my writing and 

literature classroom who asked to read 1984 in literature circles, I explored how students 

engage with each and with literature within peer-led discussion circles of a relatively 

difficult text. Participants were taped during peer-led literature circles and interviewed 

about their experiences and perspectives on engagement with peers within the context of 

the classroom.  

Using Fleck’s (1935) notion of thought style and thought collective I noted that 

participants’ talk about the novel and their perspectives on the experience was shaped by 

their dynamic, ever changing subject positions as adolescents, students, boys and girls, 

and as members of the middle class.  This study explores their subject positions and how 

they shaped student engagement as reflected their interactions and talk for the purpose of 

generating a theory of social learning within this particular classroom context. 

Implications include the role of teacher inquiry as an integral part of literacy 

teaching, and the use of discourse analysis as tools for teachers, teacher educators, and 

researchers in developing a critical perspectives on the classrooms and teaching.  

Additionally, the study offers a framework for supporting teachers, teacher educators, and 

researchers in listening to and critically assessing peer-talk within the classroom and how 

such knowledge can guide reflection and inform practice. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

HUNTER’S REQUEST  
 

“For weeks he had been making ready for this moment, and it had never crossed his mind 
that anything would be needed except courage.  The actual writing would be easy.  All he 
had to do was to transfer to paper the interminable restless monologue that had been 
running inside his head, literally for years.” 
         

George Orwell, 1984 
 
“Would it be alright if some of us read 1984 in literature circles?”   
         

Hunter, 2002 
 
 Like Winston, 1984’s tragic protagonist who cannot withhold his need for self 

expression and so keeps a diary despite the danger it poses, I feel as if this study has been 

written in my mind in a “restless monologue” for most of my teaching career. Since 

coming into contact with children in classrooms, I have been intrigued with the learning 

process: what excites children, what bores them, why they take risks, and why they 

withdraw or resist, how they learn what they learn and why.  Always questions, always 

new discoveries, always challenges.  It would be a simple request by a preadolescent boy 

that would give me the “courage” to begin writing, and hence, making some sense of the 

“imprecise, organic, chaotic process, full of noise and interference and 

misunderstandings” that is teaching (Russell, 1991, p. xi).    

This study examines student engagement within peer-led literature circles of the 

novel, 1984.  It is a teacher research study that was born out of an ongoing curiosity 

about student interaction and collaborative learning processes within the classroom.  I 

was inspired to explore my questions related to student engagement when a student 

approached me with a simple request to read a book. Students asking to read books was 
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not an unusual occurrence in my classroom.  However, what made this particular request 

stand out was the book, what I was thinking about as a teacher and a researcher, and the 

student who initiated the request. 

The Event that Led to the Question 

Our seventh grade literature, writing and civics class had just completed reading 

the classic Orwell (1946) novel Animal Farm.  We were preparing for literature circles, a 

classroom engagement that involved students choosing from different titles of books, 

predominantly adolescent novels, for the purpose of  reading and discussing in small 

groups comprised of their peers.  At this point in the year students had participated in 

literature circles several times and were aware of the structures and possibilities.  I had 

begun gathering multiple copies of books for students to choose from, and had 

unconsciously displayed them on a counter or table.  It was not unusual for students to 

inquire about what books they would be reading in literature circles, and they would 

often peruse what I had sitting out, inspecting and scheming as to what book they wanted 

to read and who they wanted to read with for the two to three weeks the literature circles 

would meet.  

 It was during this transition, as students arrived to class, talking with friends, 

wandering around the room looking for clues as to what was on the agenda that day,that a 

student approached me with a proposition, “Would it be alright if some of us read 1984 in 

literature circles?”  I looked up from my desk and saw it was Hunter.  While I had no 

objections to students choosing specific books to read in literature circles, I was uneasy 

about this particular request.  Typically, I reserved literature circles for reading 
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adolescent literature. I felt it was important that students read books for literature circles 

that they could navigate independently and connect to personally.  I had strong feelings 

about the lack of prestige given to adolescent literature in middle school and was tired of 

bullying young adolescent readers into reading literature that was cumbersome, 

uninteresting to a twelve year old, because someone decided it was important to their 

future education.  Consequently, I would not have considered a book like 1984 as 

something a group of 12 and 13 year olds would want read together in literature circles, a 

context that meant the responsibility of meaning making would fall predominantly on 

students themselves.  However, teaching 15 years and conducting classroom inquiries 

with students for 11 of those years had taught me the classroom life of students often 

differs from that of my own, and Hunter’s proposition had supporters, such as friends, 

and other students who thought it would be “cool” to read this novel with each other. 

I could somewhat understand why they thought it would be “cool” to read this 

particular book with their friends.  It is a book whose popularity has permeated our 

current society’s everyday psyche, arguably a piece of literature that can be considered 

foundational to our culture.  I remember as a teen my friends and I  joking about “Big 

Brother watching” when we encountered security cameras at the mall. At the time of this 

study, a popular reality TV show named Big Brother broadcasted film caught on hidden 

cameras of dysfunctional contestants trying to share a house. Perhaps most poignant was 

that several months prior to this request, these students watched the horrible attacks of 

9/11 and witnessed debates about national security and the giving up of personal 

freedoms for the sake of safety.  They grappled with many questions about the current 
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events of the time.  Furthermore, as whole language teacher who believes in student 

choice as essential to feeling ownership over learning I was intrigued that the idea came 

from students, and was curious as to how  they might support each other through this 

relatively difficult text.   

I agreed to permit students to read the novel, still feeling the text was too difficult for 

seventh graders to read on their own for instructional purposes.  My reservations 

regarding the text’s difficultly were not linked necessarily to the novel’s readability or 

my students’ abilities.  These students were proficient readers.  Rather, my tensions grew 

more out of the novel’s content, style, and genre.  The symbolism in 1984 is rich, 

complex, the content challenging the very foundation of Western thought, belief in 

human progress and man’s capacity for creating a just world (Fromm, 1961).  Would 

students understand this?  Could they see past the gloomy plot to the author’s purpose for 

creating such a dark, hopeless future?  Would they see the humor, and read deeper into 

the tragedy embedded in the humor and irony?  Goodman, Watson, and Burke (1996) 

reminded me that “Text has potential for all readers” (p. 21).  What kind of potential 

could this book have for twelve and thirteen year olds?  

Ten students, two groups of five, signed up to read 1984.  Still skeptical, but open-

minded, I wondered if these two groups could maintain their enthusiasm.  From the 

beginning of when literature circles began to meet I was surprised by the level of 

commitment students demonstrated for the engagement, the depth of the discussions, and 

the quality of the work they produced. I had underestimated their abilities as readers, 
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students, and teens to create a meaningful experience for themselves reading a book I had 

judged to be difficult, long, and complex.   

This study grew out of my observations coupled with my interest in the rich 

classroom experience these students created for themselves.  I have long believed in the 

powerful possibilities of student choice and the ability of students to direct their own 

learning, but had never systematically explored those intuitions, documenting and closely 

examining students’ talk and perspectives. 

Research Question 

How do students engage with each other and with literature within peer-led 

literature discussion of a relatively difficult text? 

This research question was examined within the context of the literature circles in my 

seventh grade classroom on 1984 because of the difficulty of the text and the level of 

student engagement.  The major data sources used to examine this question were audio-

taped literature discussions and interviews with the students who participated in the 

literature circles reading 1984.   

Key Terms 

Peer-led Literature Circles- Peer-led is the terminology I use to describe literature 

circles that are run by students without my direct involvement as the teacher.  For 

instance, the talk within the literature circles is among students, in this case students 

between the ages of twelve and thirteen, as opposed to directly responding to me.  The 

content of the discussion, while arguably influenced by me as the teacher as the data 

indicates, is decided upon by members of the group comprised by fellow students, and 
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many decisions relating to presentation, ways to respond, are also left to the students’ 

discretion.   

Engagement- The word engagement here is used in two different ways, one as a verb, 

conveying a state of being, and the other as a noun to describe and differentiate particular 

kinds of classroom activity. 

 In the question, how do students engage with each other and literature, the term 

engage means to take part, be involved, in an activity or event such as, in this case, 

literature discussion.  Engagement, then, is used to convey the state of being engaged, 

including, but not necessitating, emotional involvement and commitment.  For instance, 

if I say “I observed increased student engagement” I mean that students are 

demonstrating more involvement with and commitment to the activity than what I usually 

intuit from watching them work. 

As a noun I borrow my use of the word engagement from a personal 

communication with Kathy Short (2005) to reflect thinking about classroom pursuits that 

are open-ended, generative, and flexible in that opportunities for response and negotiation 

based on the learner’s experiences and needs are present within the structure.  The use of 

term engagement is intended to differentiate classroom participation that is generative, 

open-ended, and meaningful to students from assignments and activities with fixed 

starting and ending points, usually for the purpose of transmitting knowledge or 

enjoyment (Short, Harste w/ Burke, 1996).  For instance, literature circles are  

engagements in that they are open-ended, providing students with choices in how they 

respond, generative when opportunity to expand and revise ideas is built into how the 
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literature circles are facilitated and assessed, and flexible in that opportunities exist for 

negotiation between students with each other and with the teacher as to the discussion’s 

content and format.  Furthermore, and particularly in the case of peer-led literature 

circles, the possibility for being meaningful is built into the structure.  

Professional Background 

Into the Classroom 

 My first professional experience was in an urban elementary school teaching first 

grade.  Although the teaching program I came out of included field experiences, courses 

in methodology, and a semester long practicum, I was not prepared for teaching in this 

high poverty setting.  The majority of the school’s students were Latino and African 

American.  The school received federal aid for remedial reading assistance, bilingual 

education, and yet little progress was made in improving the academic performance or 

lives of students.   

Part of my lack of preparedness can attributed to the my own past history.  I was a 

middle class, white woman whose parents were highly educated.  Though a divorce 

would dramatically change our family’s standard of living from middle class to working 

poor, I identified with the middle class, achievement oriented ideology of my parents and 

the popular media.  I did not question assertions that the “problems” of society were the 

fault of rampant teen pregnancy, immigration, and the inability of Americans to compete 

in a world market because their global competitors higher academic achievements.  

However, this experience would force me to confront the values and beliefs I had grown 

up with in personally significant ways. 
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 I was a white, middle class woman who believed in the promise of education, and 

the American dream that centered on the conviction that if the desire is strong enough, 

anyone can attain a quality education and experience success regardless of social and/or 

economic  circumstances.  When I encountered the kinds of problems high poverty 

schools and their communities contended with I lacked the clarity and skills to 

productively support my students.  At first I dismissed students’ struggles with school as 

being the fault of the parents, believing they did not care about their children’s well-

being.  I resented programs like bilingual education, which began at our school around 

the time I started my position, resentful of what I saw as an unfair amount of resources 

going to those teachers and their students who were probably in the country illegally and 

therefore undeserving.  However, my stance changed.  

Through contact with students, their families, and dedicated teachers who 

exemplified a passion for teaching for social justice challenged the beliefs I brought with 

me into the classroom and my professional identity took new directions.  I was drawn to 

and formed alliances with the teachers who embraced students and their families, rather 

than dismissing their potential as learners.  Like the reading specialists and bilingual 

teachers, I attended workshops and district meetings seeking representation for our 

school, and sought to utilize teaching practices that were responsive to my students’ 

needs and interests.  It was also during this time I also started attending graduate school.   

Graduate Studies: Connecting Theory and Practice, Expanding Possibilities 

My interest in student engagement and talk began while working on my master’s 

degree, about three years after I started my teaching career in an urban school in Texas.  
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For my master’s thesis I had looked at first graders’ talk about a philosophical novel, 

Rebecca (1986).  The engagement consisted of a group of eight students sitting in a circle 

on the floor listening to a thought provoking chapter from the novel and discussing their 

questions and observations.  It was then that I realized how capable very young children 

were in creating sophisticated meanings from text and expressing those interpretations 

without my direction.  At the same time I was also introduced to Ken Goodman’s (1986) 

book, What’s Whole in Whole Language, and rethought reading education and 

dramatically changed my teaching practices. I moved away from sole reliance on the 

basal reading series and incorporated independent reading time, filled my room with 

children’s literature so that students could have more choice over what they read, had 

students keep literature response journals, and evaluated readers abilities using miscue 

analysis.  While I always had tensions regarding the improvement of student 

performance, I noticed enhanced engagement with literature, increased time spent 

engaged with literature, and vastly improved attitudes towards reading and writing.  

 Upon finishing my master’s degree I was left with many questions relating to 

reading, curriculum, and learning processes, in addition to feeling frustrated with what I 

saw as the lack of respect and resources for the students and community at the elementary 

school where I worked.  Still believing in the power of education to provide 

opportunities, enhance political power, and give more credence to my advocacy on 

children’s behalf, I applied to the University of Arizona’s doctoral program in Language, 

Reading, and Culture.   
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Concurrently, I continued to teach in a public elementary school.  Ironically, 

while it was my work in an urban elementary school in a high poverty neighborhood that 

inspired my pursuit of a doctorate, it was a suburban school district in an affluent 

community in Arizona where I was offered a teaching job.   

Through my experiences at the University of Arizona, and relationships I formed 

with professors and students, I was introduced to the Authoring/Inquiry Cycle (Short, 

Harste, w/ Burke, 1996), Literature Circles (Short & Pierce, 1991), and teacher research 

(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993).  Most importantly, I began to see my teaching and my 

research as part of the same process of learning, and developed a stance towards my 

practice that involved systematically collecting data and reflecting through writing and 

talking with students and colleagues as sources to guide decision making in the 

classroom. 

Early in my University of Arizona graduate school experience I took a summer 

seminar looking at curriculum as inquiry that transformed my teaching and how I thought 

about curriculum.  It was then I implemented curricular arrangements like literature 

circles, student guided inquiry projects, and reflection logs. I remember this being a 

thrilling time in my teaching as students enthusiastically posed and pursued questions of 

interest to them, and I was again taken aback by the level of engagement and the quality 

of thought demonstrated by my young students.  I, too, adopted the stance of an inquirer 

and conducted inquiries into students’ perceptions of text sets and the different types of 

responses they made through writing in their literature journals.  My stories became a 

source of inquiry, as Richard Meyer (1995) reflects,  
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I use stories to initiate or complement conversations about my learning 
about teaching that parallels my children’s learning.  Stories are 
springboards for discussions about research by others or ourselves into our 
classrooms, as well as into ourselves as learners and as teachers… (p. 
286). 
 
I conducted research into students’ perspectives on inquiry, after facilitating and 

observing an Explorer’s Club in my classroom (Copenhaver, 1993).  I embraced Dewey’s 

(1933) vision of the teacher’s role, “With respect then to curiosity, the teacher has more 

to learn than to teach” (p. 34). Teacher research offered profound possibilities to 

understanding better how I perceive my teaching, teaching context, and how my beliefs 

affect my practice, while pushing myself to become a more thoughtful and responsive 

practitioner (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993, Fleischer, 1994).   

I learned from these combined experiences that eliciting students’ as co-

researchers had powerful effects on my practice and facilitated and enhanced reflection. 

These important understandings would continue to guide my teaching as a middle school 

writing and literature teacher.   

Middle School: Rethinking Theory and Practice 

 Three years prior to this study I left elementary school teaching to take a job at a 

local middle school within the same district.  Middle school teaching challenged my 

beliefs about practice and student engagement in significant ways.  Students expressed 

outwardly their attitudes towards reading and writing, and teachers in the school I was 

teaching at often used conventional teaching methods, such as students all reading the 

same novel together, answering a set of questions written by the teacher or a curriculum 

guide, and discussing those answers.  The prevailing attitude of teachers and students was 
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accountability; teachers felt without lots of it students would “blow-off” their work, and 

students felt resentful of and were resistant to such dogmatic scrutiny. I felt tremendous 

tensions as a result, unsure of my knowledge in a new context, and uneasy about denying 

students any choice over their reading or how they responded to texts.  Most disturbing 

was the notion that students were exposed to a single interpretation of complex literature 

and they were not valued as capable of or made responsible for their own meaning 

making. 

 After struggling for almost a year with my conflicted feelings about my teaching 

practice in a middle school setting, I decided to teach my class in a way more conducive 

to my beliefs, implementing literature response journals, peer-led literature circles, and 

text sets to provide more choices for students over their reading and methods of response.  

I read Nancie Atwell (1998), Susan Hynds (1997) and Linda Rief (1999), noting the 

possibilities for creating the kind of child-centered, inquiry-based classroom that 

enthused me while teaching elementary school.  Again, I was surprised by the level of 

engagement demonstrated by students and their ability to create sophisticated 

interpretations of literature and thoughtfully reflect on their writing processes.  Students 

exercised maturity and responsibility for their roles as meaning-makers, seeming to 

appreciate the autonomy and interest in who they were as learners. The perceptions that 

were so ingrained into the ethos of the teaching staff seemed inaccurate about middle 

school students, similar to the perceptions the teachers I worked with in the past had 

towards the poor and people of color.  I was excited about the implications this discovery 

had for my practice and wanted to know more about middle school students’ language 



 

 

24

 

development, attitudes towards reading and writing, and perspectives on schooling.  I 

engaged in specific research projects such as looking at middle school students use of and 

perspectives on language (see Goodman, 2003).   I also did a study that examined middle 

school students’ perspectives on success and failure after participating in a summer 

school class for students who had failed writing and literature the prior academic year.  

My involvement with middle school students and my explorations with inquiry shaped 

my identity as a teacher researcher, and blended research and theory into practice that 

developed a pedagogy I found personally and professionally invigorating. 

Teacher Research: Theory and Practice become Praxis 

 As part of fulfilling my doctoral program requirements I took a leave of absence 

from my teaching job.  During that time I was hired as a research assistant to work for the 

Mentoring Teacher Researchers as Writers Grant project at the beginning of the 

2000/2001 academic year.  My participation with the project came about because of my 

prior experience with and interest in teacher research. The center of this work included 

finding teachers who are conducting research in their classrooms who might be interested 

in trying to publish their work.  I searched and contacted networks of teacher researchers 

and publications that specifically focus on teacher inquiry including local, national, and 

international efforts. In addition to networking, the project offered assistance to teacher 

researchers in preparing manuscripts for review while directing them to a variety of 

publication opportunities.  I was able to attend conferences and national meetings, and 

initiated correspondences with teacher researchers all over the United States, Canada, and 

Australia.  I was always impressed with the tremendous clarity these individuals had 



 

 

25

 

towards their practice and context and the passionate commitment they expressed for 

teaching and students. This work, in addition to my own experience with classroom 

research, led to a heightened professional interest in understanding and supporting 

teacher research and writing for the general, all-encompassing educational community. 

 When I returned to my middle school teaching job I was more committed than 

ever to being a teacher researcher, always looking for, what Karen Gallas (1997) 

describes as, “questions to be borne of the prosaic of everyday classroom observations" 

(pp. 248-249).  

Language, Literacy, and the Reflective Practitioner: Becoming Critical 

 As I was learning and reflecting on my teaching and developing my identity as a 

teacher researcher, I also experienced some profound epiphanies relating to what is now 

referred to as teaching for social justice.  Looking back, I see that this aspect of my 

teaching identity was hatched while teaching the urban poor in Texas, but the spark that 

ignited an awareness of and interest in the socio-political nature of teaching and 

education was a result of my experiences in graduate school at the University of Arizona.  

For instance, I took a course in anthropology and education and read about  cultural 

production and social reproduction.  I participated in the American Indian Language 

Development Institute and listened to the stories of Native American educators who 

contend with a system that reflects centuries of oppression. I read several books as part of 

my coursework that raised my consciousness like Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Friere, 

1981), Ways with Words (Heath, 1983), and Women’s Ways of Knowing (Belenky, 

Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986). However, one of the most powerful learning 
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experiences I had was during a course with Terry McCarty and Shari Popen called LRC 

640: Multicultural Education and Social Justice.  The class was comprised of students 

from diverse backgrounds and the content of the course invited a great deal of sharing, 

often from a place of anger and pain.  Additionally, it was during this class that I read 

Multicultural Education for Social Activism by Christine Sleeter (1996).  A tension I had 

grappled with since moving to Arizona was understanding who I was in the mosaic of 

cultural awareness and what my role is in promoting social justice when teaching 

children of privilege.  Sleeter discussed and problematized her whiteness, used gender as 

a mediator in providing a way to personally connect with issues of social injustice, and 

spoke to the use of critical pedagogy with students of privilege. 

Moreover, I found the work in teacher research instrumental in connecting my 

teaching and my studies through critical reflection.  Writings that used terms and phrases 

in their titles like “teacher research as an agent for change” (Goswami and Stillman, 

1987), “literacy reform, school change, and the creation of learning communities” (Allen, 

Cary, and Delgado, 1995), “teachers’ voices for school change” (Gitlin, Bringhurst, 

Burns, Cooley, Myers, Price, Russell, and Tiess, 1992), and “socially critical action 

research” (Tripp, 1990) struck a chord as I grappled with theory, practice, and teaching 

for democracy.  I came to recognize that the relationship between teacher research and 

school reform is a mutual movement “motivated by questions arising out of teachers’ 

own practice-a ‘disquietude’ with the status quo, a dissatisfaction with existing theory-

teacher researchers address questions of deep personal significance with an eye toward 

systemic change” (McCarty, 1997, p. 215).  This body of work, as well as the literature 



 

 

27

 

on teachers’ reflective thinking, highlighted the dynamic process of teachers questioning 

their own belief systems and the underlying values that drive the larger contexts and 

structures of schools.   

I was particularly moved and inspired by teacher researcher stories that document 

a notable change in an individual teacher perspectives on students and society.  I realized 

that educational reform that seeks to create more just communities calls for teachers to 

develop a political clarity that incites action on the part of subordinate groups by creating 

contexts that empower students.  Critical reflection enhanced my awareness of the role of 

schools in a democratic society by inviting me to examine my morals, values, ethics, and 

notions of justice (Sparks-Langer & Colton, 1991). Teacher research offered a powerful 

avenue for bringing about this venue of reflection and change in attitude and bringing it 

into the classroom.  

This teacher research study is significant in that it adds to classroom studies that 

document the complexity of classrooms and teaching and offers opportunities for 

teachers, teacher researchers, and teacher educators to compare and broaden their 

perspectives on teaching and students within the writing and literature classroom.  

Through examining how talk about literature among peers reflects particular perspectives 

on learning, schooling, class, and language this study uncovers complexities of classroom 

life that often remain unexamined. Looking at one particular classroom engagement, 

peer-led literature circles, provided fertile ground for integrating classroom experiences 

with developing perspectives on teaching for democracy.  Furthermore, it demonstrates 
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how engaging students in learning conversations can create new roles for teachers, 

students, and researchers.  

Overview of the Dissertation 

Chapter two of this dissertation presents the theoretical underpinnings and 

previous research on peer-talk about literature among adolescents.  In this chapter I 

provide the foundation for this study through an examination of what others have 

discovered in order to make sense of what I had yet to learn.   

In chapter three I present a description of the community, school, and student 

participants for the purpose of composing a sense of the place and the people who 

participated in the study.  Additionally, I explain my unique position as both teacher and 

researcher and the challenges and opportunities those positions presented. I also include a 

detailed description of the methods of data collection, and how I analyzed data.  

To answer the question I found I needed to examine the data in two different 

ways.  In chapter four I provide a description of the first round of data analysis that 

focused specifically on the literature discussion transcripts.  I analyzed topics, types of 

talk, and roles within the literature discussions. 

In chapter five I describe of the second round of analysis.  In this analysis I 

include the interviews and build on what was explored in the first round of analysis.  

Cultural models and situated meanings were the analytical tools used to examine the 

interview data (Gee, 1999). 

In chapter six I summarize the dissertation and explain the potential significance 

of the study.  This chapter considers the importance of this research to individual 
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teachers, communities of educators, and the broader field of educational research. I 

recommend how teachers, teacher educators, and researchers might broaden their 

perspectives on literacy and classroom talk about literature in order to address significant 

challenges in literacy education today.  Additionally, I provide a framework for how to 

listen to peer-talk in the classroom. 

 

.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

BACKGROUND FOR THE STUDY/REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

The evolution of this study started with my intuitions regarding the potential of 

peer collaboration for facilitating and enhancing the learning experiences of my students, 

my observations of children working together within the classroom to support learning, 

and my questions relating to why, when students collaborate within an educational 

setting, they seem more motivated and enthusiastic toward learning and school.  

Additionally, I was influenced by professors, teachers, and fellow teacher researchers.  It 

is they who inspired me to take risks with my teaching, dabble with peer-led literature 

circles, and critically reflect on my teaching in light of my observations as to what was 

occurring in my classroom.  The intersections of theory, research, practice and reflection 

began with something I read, someone I talked to, a conference presentation or university 

course.  In this chapter I bring focus to these intersections by looking at related literature 

from the field to provide a framework that orients the reader of this dissertation to the 

rationale for undertaking this study.    

This chapter begins by outlining theoretical orientations that inform the formation 

of the question, summarizing broad notions relating to language, literacy, and learning..  I 

then summarize previous research conducted on peer-talk of adolescents within 

classrooms in order to situate this study within the field of literacy research.   

It is important to note that theory is used in two ways for this study (Hubbard and 

Power, 1999).  In this chapter theory is presented to outline a theoretical frame and show 

how my research fits that frame.  However, theory is also presented with the analysis of 
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literature circle discussions and interviews, and I weave theory and related literature with 

the data in the subsequent chapters which present and discuss the findings from this 

study. 

Theoretical Background 

Several key ideas were instrumental in guiding the formation and analysis of this 

study.  These ideas include the notion that a literary text holds potential for meaning-

making, learning is a social process of collaborating with others, and that teacher research 

potentially creates new roles for teachers and students. 

Reader Response Theory 

  The first key idea is that a literary text holds potential for meaning-making 

(Rosenblatt, 1978). Each reader engages with a text in a uniquely personal way, and the 

transaction between the text and reader creates a new text (Rosenblatt, 1978, Goodman, 

1984, Goodman, Watson & Burke, 1996).  Reader response theory argues that readers 

construct their own meanings as they engage in “lived through experiences” with a text, 

indicating that readers can have different experiences and interpretations with the same 

text at different times.  The transaction the reader has with the text comes from a dynamic 

blend of the reader’s background knowledge, development, attitudes and values, as well 

as the text’s genre, structure, and content. Additionally, the immediate situational and 

broader socio-cultural context of the reading event shapes the reader’s experience 

(Hancock, 2000).  An important feature of reader response theory is that when readers 

share their interpretations with other members of their learning community, such as 

during class discussions, all members benefit from one another’s meanings, offering 
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opportunities to test and expand their initial interpretations of a text (Rosenblatt, 1990, 

Whitin, 1996).  As Rosenblatt (1990) summarizes, “the transactional concept provides the 

basis for developing, in a particular context, criteria for discriminating the relative 

validity of differing interpretations” (p.106). The educational opportunities for creating 

contexts and experiences that build upon reader response theory hold tremendous 

possibility for actively engaging students in a process that fosters ownership and 

responsibility for their learning while developing literacy skills and critical thinking. 

Classroom research using Rosenblatt’s theories of reader response has had a 

significant impact on the field of education understanding literacy learning and has 

transformed practice for many teachers (Applebee, 1990, Beach, 1990).  For example, 

Short, Harste, and Burke (1996) and their colleagues saw a connection between 

Rosenblatt’s notion of the reader actively constructing meaning through their experiences 

with the text and the process of a writer, and found the authoring cycle a powerful means 

for supporting readers in making meaning.  Classroom engagements using the authoring 

cycle as a curricular framework for promoting rich and varied reader responses included 

immersing students in a wide range of reading experiences for multiple purposes while 

exposing students to a variety of reading materials.  In addition, students were 

encouraged to connect their personal life experiences and interests and offered choices as 

to what they read and their methods of responding. In short, literature became a focal 

point of the classroom.  Richard Beach (1990) and his colleagues took a retrospective 

look at research that explores how to foster the kinds of literary understandings 
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Rosenblatt (1938, 1978) describes and identified the following practices as enhancing 

responses within the classroom: 

• Employing informal oral and writing opportunities to encourage a 
tentative, exploratory stance 

• Eliciting engagement responses 
• Helping students relate prior texts to current texts 
• Relating students’ attitudes to their reading 
• Recognizing students’ “story-driven” orientation 
• Encouraging sharing of responses to build a sense of community. 

Learning as a Social Process 

A second idea that guides this study is that learning is a social process of 

collaborating with others (Dewey, 1938, Friere, 1981, Short and Burke, 1991).  John 

Dewey (1938) saw learning as a natural process and the role of the teacher and schools as 

harnessing this natural need to learn and directing it towards something purposeful and 

democratic.  “The two principles of continuity and interaction are not separate from each 

other.  They intercept and unite…The process goes on as long as life and learning 

continue” (p. 44). He saw the aim of schools as creating communities of inquiry where 

individuals come together and seek the answers to questions that really matter to them 

while at the same time creating habits of thought and actions that move toward better 

human experience for all citizens.  This, Dewey proposes, means the role of the teacher is 

not to merely transmit knowledge, but rather to participate in the learning community as a 

mature, more experienced member. Most importantly, Dewey (1938), argued that the 

educator must embrace the fact “that all human experience is ultimately social; it 

involves contact and communication” (p. 38).  
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Kathy Short and Carolyn Burke (1991) describe Dewey’s notion of learning as a 

social process encompassing three broad ideas that illustrate the natural need to learn 

inherent in most people: curiosity, intentionality, and sociability. Short and Burke argue 

that by understanding that students are always learning, intentionally making meaning 

and seeking out relationships with other learners, teachers create curricular experiences 

with students that are generative, engaging, and meaningful.  

When we are in learning environments that allow us to take full advantage 
of what others have to offer, to really interact and learn from those around 
us, we create new potentials for ways of thinking.  Learning then involves 
being able to attend to the demonstrations being offered by other learners 
and to confer with others about our understandings of the world.  We need 
learning environments where we can see others actively learning and can 

engage in many collaborative dialogues about our ideas and experiences. (p. 
15)  

 
Brazilian educator and philosopher Paulo Friere (1981) also embraced the notion of 

learning as a social process and saw education as liberation through dialogue. At the heart 

of a learning environment that promotes democracy and equality while advancing literacy 

and knowledge is the active participation of students as problem-posers (Friere, 1981, 

Shor, 1996, Short, Harste & Burke, 1996).  Typically, students are given little 

opportunity to define their own problems. Instead they are given those of others to solve.  

In a true democracy all participants are  given opportunities to participate in decision 

making that is meaningful to them (Shannon, 1993).  The stance of seeing students as 

problem posers suggests students identify and define their own problems as connected to 

their experiences, and attempt to address, or understand more fully, those problems 

through learning processes that include collaboration, dialogue and reflection. Studies 

exploring liberatory pedagogies suggest dialogue may be the best pedagogy for people to 
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learn and construct meaning because “[it] recognizes that knowledge is something 

students actively construct.. .a process of co-constructing meaning… the system depends 

on other participants to take up an idea, expand it, and add to it” (Peterson & Eeds, 1990, 

p. 21).  

Building on the notion that learning is a social process, it follows that language 

and literacy are social and socially conditioned processes (Bahktin, 1981; Fairclough, 

1995, 2004; Gee, 1999; Alvermann, Young, Hinchman, Moore; Phelps, Thrash, 

Zalewski, 1996; Goodman, 2003).  This view of language asserts that what we call reality 

(or facts, knowledge, etc.) are actually constructed by belief systems and are formed and 

form a community’s language system. Language and knowledge are inseparable (Geertz, 

1983; Alvermann, et.al., 1996).  Fairclough (2004) explains, “as we move from abstract 

structures toward concrete events, it becomes increasingly difficult to separate language 

from other social elements” (p. 227).   Looking at language and knowledge as being 

inseparable was useful in thinking about student engagement when analyzing students’ 

talk and interactions within peer-led literature circles. 

Teacher Research: Creating New Roles for Teachers and Students 

  A third key idea that guides this study is that teacher research can serve 

to create new roles for teachers and students in the classroom (Cochran-Smith & 

Lytle, 1993, Whitin, 1996, Hubbard and Power, 1999, Atwell, 1998).    It is 

important to note that teacher research is both a theory and a methodology.  Here I 

discuss teacher research as theory, in the way Cathy Fleischer (1995) reflects,  

Because teacher research is more than a method- is, in fact, a way of 
thinking about issues of power and representation and storytelling and 
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much more- its very existence and development are dependent upon our 
understanding not only of the particular issue we are researching but also 
of the complexities of the research process itself. (p. 4) 
 
Current research trends within the educational community recognize the potential 

of teacher inquiry for building knowledge and generating theory about teaching and 

learning (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993).  While process-product research and 

interpretive research have dominated the research on teaching, the gaining popularity of 

teacher/practitioner research over the last two decades suggests this distinctive genre of 

inquiry offers important insights into the teaching profession and practice of teaching, as 

well as promoting deeper understandings of phenomena like the influence of teacher 

beliefs on practice, the process of learning to teach, and the dynamic interplay between 

teaching and the broader social-political context of education.  

  Typically, teacher research begins with some observation or tension that 

evokes curiosity within the particular context a teacher is working, teachers use 

teacher research to improve practice while, though not necessarily, generating new 

knowledge of teaching and learning (Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 1993).    

The literature on action research and that specific to teacher research explains that 

the foundation to understanding the power of teacher research lies in the “action” of the 

research that is particular to the context and experience of the researcher.  In most cases 

teachers are learning from, and with students, as opposed to seeing the classroom and 

purpose of teaching as a context where knowledge is transmitted into the minds of 

students.  Many titles of articles and book chapters written by teacher researchers reflect 

this relationship between the teacher researcher and students, like “Class-Based Writing 
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Research, Teachers Learn from Students” (Atwell, 1982), “Students Teach Me What to 

Write (Simmons, 1992), and “Ask Them” (Moore, 1992).  Teacher researcher Amanda 

Branscombe (1987), whose feelings of career burn-out resulted in her grappling with her 

changing beliefs about her role as a teacher found renewal when, as she explains, “I 

shifted my teaching to a learning pilgrimage with my students” (p. 206). Teacher research 

is as an example of Paulo Friere’s (1989) notion of “problem posing’ education, 

responding to the essence of consciousness“ (p. 66).  Freire explains that when education 

focuses on the conscious experience of the participants, the roles of the teacher and 

students are dramatically changed, particularly in relation to authority, such as whose 

knowledge counts, how the knowledge is constructed and understood, and the purpose of 

education. 

  Perhaps one of the most exciting aspects of teacher research is its proven ability to 

transform teaching in unique and important ways. Teacher research embraces the 

characteristics found in critical action research, redefined by Britton (1987) as 

“deliberate, group, or personally owned and conducted, solution oriented investigation” 

(p. 8).  This form of research focuses on improving the educative experiences for all 

participants, a movement born out of teachers’ dissatisfaction with educational theories 

that do not explain their experiences, often the result of outsider research that neither 

included or valued teacher knowledge or input in the creation of that knowledge 

(Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 1993). “It recognizes that the understandings of participants 

are the basis for social action, but appreciates that these understandings are constrained 
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by objective limits that are changeable because they are socially constructed” (Carson, 

1990, p. 168).   

In addition to reflecting Friere’s notion of problem-posing education, teacher 

research is an exemplary example of Friere’s (1989) concept of praxis, “the dynamic 

interplay between reflection and action” (McCarty, 1997, p. 227). Many argue teacher 

research challenges research itself and the “narrow notions of legitimate knowledge, 

developing voice for disenfranchised groups, and fostering school change through the 

linkage of understanding and practice” (Gitlin, et.al., 1992, p. 22).   The literature on 

teacher research is replete with stories that document a notable shift in individual 

teachers’ understandings of their students, and the broader socio-political influences on 

their work and their profession.  A powerful example of this is described by Karen Gallas 

(1995) while conducting research in her first grade classroom.  She identified tattling as a 

primary concern in her classroom and set out to study the phenomena and find strategies 

for effectively addressing the problem.  Gallas saw the problem of tattling as most 

prevalent among the girls in her classroom.  She was surprised to discover when she 

examined her data that it was the boys, not the girls, who did the most tattling.  Her 

questions shifted from tattling to examining her assumptions about gender and why she 

believed initially that it was her girls who were the perpetrators of this annoying 

behavior.  Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1990) found in their research of teacher researchers, 

“There is little disagreement that teachers who engage in self-directed inquiry about their 

work in classrooms find the process intellectually satisfying; they testify to the power of 

their own research to transform their teaching practices” (p. 6).  
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Review of Related Research 

 This section presents research related to this study.  The discussion of this 

research is organized around the following categories: the role of discussion in the 

teaching and learning of literature; student and teacher facilitation of literature 

discussion; kinds of thinking observed during literature discussions; socio-cultural studies 

of peer-talk in the classroom; and students’ perspectives on literature discussion.  Studies 

in these areas informed perspectives presented in this study related to student engagement 

within peer-led literature circles. 

Role of Discussion in the Teaching and Learning of Literature 

 Through observing children and their interactions with literature both in and out 

of classrooms, many researchers have come to believe that reader-centered, as opposed to 

text-centered, experiences with literature lead to deeper interpretations of literature as 

well as fostering positive attitudes and an appreciation towards reading and literature 

(Langer, 1993; Peterson & Eeds, 1990; Short & Pierce, 1990).  Furthermore, proponents 

of reader-centered instructional practices suggest that engaging students in discussions of 

their initial responses to a text, however incomplete or inaccurate those understandings 

may be, will lead to refinement and enhancement of their interpretations (Langer, 1993, 

Rosenblatt, 1978).  Langer (1993) in summarizing years of research into creating a 

framework for developing reader-based  literature instruction said her earliest findings 

indicated that almost all productive instruction and the most productive literary reasoning 

students was during discussions, whether teacher initiated or while students met in small 

groups. 



 

 

40

 

Literature Circles (Short & Pierce, 1990), sometimes synonymous in the 

professional literature with Book Clubs (Raphael, McMahon, Goatley, Bentley, Boyd, 

Pardo, & Woodman, 1992), Conversational Discussion Groups (O’Flahavan, 1989), 

and/or Grand Conversations (Eeds & Wells, 1989), broadly refers to small groups of 

students who gather together to discuss a piece of literature in depth.  However, the 

terminology reflects particular theoretical orientations (see figure 1) (Noe & Johnson, 

1999; Peterson & Eeds, 1990; Short & Pierce, 1990).  Literature discussion within the 

context of literature circles is constructed on a belief in the ability of students to actively 

Literature Circles Are… Literature Circles are not…. 
• Reader response centered 
• A component of a balanced literacy 

program 
• Groups of readers formed by book 

choice 
• Structured for student independence, 

responsibility, and ownership 
• Guided primarily by student insights and 

questions 
• Intended as a context in which to apply 

reading and writing skills 
• Flexible and fluid; never looks the same 

twice 

• Teacher and text centered 
• The entire reading curriculum 
• Teacher-assigned groups formed solely 

by ability 
• Unstructured, uncontrolled “talk time” 

without accountability 
• Guided primarily by teacher-or 

curriculum-based questions 
• Intended as a place to do skills work 
• Tied to a prescriptive recipe 

      Figure 2.1: Literature Circles Are….and Are not…. (Noe and Johnson, 1999, p. X).    

create meaning and construct multiple interpretations through discussion.  An important 

aspect of literature circles is that students’ initial responses to the literature are at the 

foundation of the talk as opposed to the teacher setting the agenda for the content of the 

discussion.   

  Researchers have found the practice of literature circles, and specifically peer-

led literature circles, as productive for exploring the role of talk in learning to read, as 

well as in interpreting and reflecting on literature and life.  Particular areas of research on 
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peer-led literature discussions include:  student and teacher facilitation of literature 

discussion, kinds of student thinking within discussion, socio-cultural contexts that 

influence discussion, and student perspectives on literature, literacy practices, gender and 

class.  While the unique questions, findings, and suggestions for further research are 

described in these groupings, this is not to suggest these studies and their content 

necessarily explore these topics independent from each other.  For instance, it is difficult 

to separate observations on kinds of thinking from the cultural, historical, and contextual 

setting these observations were situated within.  These areas attempt to represent the 

interests of researchers looking at classroom talk, particularly peer-led discussions of 

literature between intermediate grade students and adolescents. 

Student and Teacher Facilitation of Literature Discussion 
 
 A significant amount of the professional literature on peer-led discussions focuses 

on how students behave during literature discussions and what the teacher’s role should 

be in supporting students in productively talking about books with each other (Maloch, 

2004; Allen, 1999; Wiencek & O’Flahavan, 1994; Newell & Johnson, 1993).  The notion 

of “quality” and “productivity” within peer discussions and implications for the teacher’s 

role in facilitating literature circles are commonly explored with explicit 

recommendations for educators. Recently, Maloch (2004) published a study on how to 

support students in productively talking about literature with their peers.  Interested in 

understanding the complexity of moving students and the teacher from teacher-led 

discussions to peer-led literature circles,  Maloch collaborated with a classroom teacher 

to research questions around classroom management and the interactions involved in 
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making the shift from teacher directed to student directed literature discussions.  Maloch 

concluded that learning procedures of a discussion, such as conversational strategies and 

interaction techniques, is critical to facilitating meaningful talk about literature and that 

the teacher’s role should include the explicit teaching of this procedural knowledge. 

Lapp, Flood, Ranck-Buhr, Van Dyke and Spacek (1997) were intrigued by the literature 

that suggested while there is no perfect method for facilitating the ideal discussion, 

teachers who wish to utilize peer-led discussions have important choices to make.  Their 

work explores what those choices may be, and propose a three phase process for 

developing literature circles: selection, implementation, and assessment based on their 

research.  Similarly, Wiencek and O’Flahavan (1994) reviewed years of research in order 

to create a framework that enables teachers to relinquish their authority over literature 

discussions and take advantage of their students’ individual and combined abilities in 

order to construct interpretive norms while enhancing literary understandings.   

Another common design of studies on teacher and student facilitation of literature 

discussions compares different approaches to facilitating or directing literature 

discussions in either the same classroom or across differing classrooms. For instance, 

Raphael, Brock, and Wallace (1997) studied how diverse students’ literacy learning was 

supported and improved through peer talk and the role of the teacher in creating 

opportunities for these students to participate in classroom talk.  Through observing two 

classrooms, one that used literature circles and one that used discussions directed by the 

teacher, they reported on the particular ways in which the teacher supports the 

participation of diverse students in classroom talk by creating a variety of public and 
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private spaces within the classroom.  Likewise, Newell and Johnson (1993) studied how 

peer talk could provide for general-tracked students’ literacy learning and the teacher’s 

role in supporting those students. This study examined two instructional units conducted 

by the same teacher, one teacher-centered and the other more student-centered and 

teacher-guided.  Their research suggests that while the teacher used process-oriented 

approaches to literature in both units, the differences in student participation came as a 

result of the sequence of how these similar activities were employed.  The teacher 

directed approach focused students on a single interpretation of the text, while the teacher 

guided approach focused on teaching reasoning strategies that contributed to 

understanding the story and how to express that understanding.  These researchers 

suggest teachers adapt a “structured-process” to enable students to become more 

independent of the teacher and more able to take on new roles brought about through the 

analytic tasks involved in interpreting literature. 

 The center of attention in the research on student and teacher facilitation of peer-

led literature discussions attempts to address tensions teachers experience when 

considering a shift from teacher-directed to student-directed literature discussions 

through generating a theory of instruction.  Often this literature includes frameworks 

educators can adapt to guide their practice as they make changes towards decentralized 

literacy instruction that includes peer-led discussions of literature.  The research generally 

concludes that the teacher’s role is critical in supporting students in facilitating 

discussions with their peers, but the amount and nature of the structure recommended 

varies, as well as how to assess the productivity of the talk, and how often. 
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 These studies informed this study in important ways.  Firstly, as a practitioner I 

found studies similar to these useful in providing ideas for how I might describe my use 

literature circles in the classroom.  Additionally, this literature provided important points 

of comparison for how I structured and used literature discussion and why.  Some of 

these studies caused me tension, particularly those that focused on behaviorist notions of 

literature discussions, and I wondered if the characteristics being promoted as optimal in 

discussing literature did not favor a particular cultural perspective on classroom talk, or 

what constitutes rigorous academic behavior.  Lastly, this literature gave me a sense of 

how particular theories were being applied to practice, and initiated reflection on what 

theories have shaped my teaching of literature and the place of talk within that teaching. 

Kinds of Student Thinking During Literature Discussion 
 
 Another commonly examined aspect of peer led literature circles is the kinds of 

thinking students demonstrate when engaged in this particular structure.  This research 

explores questions about how peer-led literature discussions support students in 

developing their literacy, exploring varieties of contexts, cultural groups, abilities, and 

structures to better understand the complex relationship between learning and talk.  This 

particular research focus often overlaps with the research on facilitation, or behaviors of 

students and teachers during literature discussions, and utilizes similar research designs, 

such as comparative studies on two or more differing instructional methods and/or 

literature discussion contexts students experience. 

 In one such study, Judith Langer (1993) observed four different kinds of lessons 

that focus on two different views of literary knowing.  She notes differing patterns of 
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thinking across the two types of lessons, observing that students who were invited to 

share their impressions and questions relating to the text were opened to “greater 

horizons of possibilities,” particularly in their understanding that, like in real life, “you 

get to know the characters and their behaviors best if you explore and imagine their 

intentions and actions and feelings from multiple perspectives…these interpretations are 

always tentative, to be reflected upon and further explored anew, with time and new 

ideas” (p. 41).  Newell and Durst (1993), whose study looks at low achieving, or what 

they called “general-track” students’ experiences with literature discussion, found in their 

comparisons of teacher-led versus peer-led discussions that students, regardless of how 

they were tracked in school, were just as capable of developing their own approaches to 

interpreting the text as when following their teacher’s interpretation and preset form for 

presenting it.  Janice Almasi (1995) also conducted an extensive comparative study 

looking at the nature of fourth graders’ socio-cognitive conflicts in peer-led and teacher-

led discussions. She found three types of socio-cognitive conflicts -- within self, with 

others, and with the text -- but noted the occurrences of these conflicts differed 

dramatically across the two kinds of instruction.  In peer-led discussions students more 

often experienced conflicts within themselves and others, and were able, through 

discussion, to recognize, verbalize, and attend to  incongruities.  In teacher-led 

discussions, the conflicts were most often with the text and focused on “incorrect” 

responses to the teacher’s questions.  A second major finding was that the language 

students employed in peer-led discussions was significantly more elaborate and complex 

than within teacher-led conditions. 
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 Researchers exploring different kinds of thinking demonstrated in peer-led 

literature discussions seem in general agreement that when participating in interactive 

discussion contexts students demonstrate enhanced enjoyment of and involvement with 

literature, make personal connections, take responsibility for interpretation/meaning-

making, and expand their interpretations to include multiple perspectives, enhancing 

understandings of literature (Peterson and Eeds, 1990, Langer, 1993, Almasi, 1995, 

Newell & Durst, 1993).  Recommendations for further research include looking at 

theoretical frameworks across different classrooms and the use of different texts, as well 

as the affects that social environments have on individuals as they process texts 

independent of the group (Almasi, 1995, Langer, 1993). 

 Within the context of this study this body of work helped me formulate possible 

explanations for my observations of enhanced student engagement while collaborating 

with peers, specifically during literature discussions.  The research provided prospective 

avenues for understanding and articulating the kinds of thinking students in this study 

demonstrated during their literature discussions of 1984, and identifying possible gaps or 

limitations in their thinking. 

Socio-cultural Studies of Peer-Led Discussions 
 
 The third set of studies examined explore the dynamics of student talk in the 

classrooms and pose questions relating to how students position themselves in these 

contexts, potential consequences of such positioning, and socio-cultural influences on the 

talk and interpretations, such as gender, race, and social class, during peer-led literature 
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discussions (Lewis, 2001, Almasi & Gambrell, 1997, Evans, 1996, 1997, Evans, 

Alvermann, & Anders, 1998).   

 Researchers in this category question the use of reader response strategies, like 

literature discussion groups, as a means to empower students, as is often spouted by well 

intentioned advocates of these instructional practices (Lewis, 2001, Evans, 1996).  

Instead, they are interested in power, and the ways in which power is exercised through 

social negotiations of interpretive and social competence in various classroom 

experiences, like peer-led literature discussions.  This research examines the complexity 

of power as reflected within a context like literature circles. 

 One example is a study that was conducted by Cynthia Lewis (2001) exploring 

power, status, and cultural norms as reproduced in literary practices.  She examines four 

literary practices, including peer-led literature discussions in a fifth grade classroom.  

Specific to peer-led literature discussions she looked at how classroom culture and social 

roles were negotiated, documenting parallels between students’ social and interpretive 

competence in these groups and larger societal power relationships as defined by social 

class.  Similarly, except focusing on gender rather than class, Evans, Alvermann, and 

Anders (1998) looked at the experiences of three girls as members of a peer-led literature 

discussion group to examine gender roles and notions of empowerment, student voice, 

and student silence.  They found, among other phenomena, that the gendered talk that 

existed within the literature discussions they examined reinforced sexist stereotypes, and 

that a group’s notion of power may influence whose voices are allowed to be heard and 

whose voices are silenced.  In an earlier study, Karen Evans (1996) looked at the role of 
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positioning in a fifth grade classroom’s peer-led literature discussions, exploring whether 

creating spaces for equity in small group contexts is ever possible.  She, too, found that 

oppressive positioning followed the pattern of boys marginalizing girls, but notes that 

girls can be oppressive and boys marginalized as well. Meredith Cherland (1992) also 

looked at gendered readings in the context of literature discussion groups.  She observed 

differing styles of talk in relation to gender, girls adopting a discourse of feeling, and 

boys a discourse of action.  While Evans, Alvermann and Anders saw disturbing patterns 

that reflected the positions people occupy across society, Cherland points out that other 

transcripts of collaborative conversations in literature study groups did not reflect 

discourses of feeling or action across genders in the ways she observed in her study. 

Rather, these discussions show a variety of talk being implemented, with students 

focusing on the text, often using responses as guidance and working together to construct 

meaning.  This raises questions of the teacher’s pedagogical role in establishing a 

community of readers where meanings of literature can be constructed collaboratively.    

 This body of research suggests that students belong to many cultural and language 

communities both within and beyond the classroom, and that peer-led literature circles 

are not necessarily a place where students come together as equals.  Instead, researchers 

observed that student experiences often reflect broader power relationships as defined by 

social class, gender, cultural background, and social and interpretive competence (Lewis, 

2001; Evans, Alvermann, & Anders, 1998; Evans, 1996; Cherland, 1992). Researchers 

looking at socio-cultural performances within literature discussions share similar 

conclusions and raise interesting questions for educators.  Namely, while the oppressive 



 

 

49

 

acts these researchers witness are disturbing, these researchers suggest teachers resist 

utilizing collaborative learning procedures such as assigning group members roles or 

modeling social norms in order to avoid the power plays observed in this context.  

Rather, researchers suggest, as Lewis (2001) points out, 

…if classrooms are going to function –at least some of the time-as sites 
for social negotiation and change, conflict and difference need to be 
visible rather than hidden dimensions of the classroom.  In peer-led 
groups, students engaged in metadiscourse about the meaning of social 
and interpretive competence in the classroom.  It was a time when 
multiple voices in the classroom came into contact with one another, 
leading to greater awareness of power, difference, and control of meaning 
in the classroom. (p. 177)  

 
Research on peer talk in the classroom indicates the reproduction of oppressive 

societal structures that marginalize students in relation to class, gender, and/or 

ethnicity students are reproduced within peer-led literature circles.  However, it 

also illustrates that during peer-led discussions opportunities arise for students to 

negotiate and interrupt these power positions. The dilemma for teachers, as Evans 

(1996) points out, is how to assist students in disrupting oppressive positioning 

without becoming oppressive themselves in the process.  Evans, Alvermann, and 

Anders (1998) suggest instruction needs to be designed that teaches and promotes 

collaboration, beginning with researchers and educators questioning the norms in 

which we ourselves operate.  The specifics for how teachers might achieve this, 

however, are not clearly stated, requiring further examination. 

 Suggestions for further research include learning more about how factors 

of gender, race, and status influence the talk and power positioning in literature 

discussion groups (Lewis, 2001, Evans, Alvermann, & Anders, 1998).  
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Additionally, more research into the language development of adolescents around 

the time of puberty is recommended (Evans, Alvermann, & Anders, 1998). 

 While studies of teacher and student facilitation of literature discussion 

and the kinds of student thinking demonstrated during literature discussions 

offered insights into how I might examine the data, it is this body of work that 

pushed me beyond the boundaries of what I thought was important when using 

and reflecting on peer-led literature circles.  I was challenged by this literature to 

question how power, as reflected in the participants’ positions as students, 

adolescents, boys and girls, and membership of a particular social class, 

influenced the discussion. Furthermore, I was confronted with questions of my 

own beliefs about people and society and how my beliefs also shape what 

students do while interacting with each other in the classroom. 

Student Perspectives of Literature Discussion Groups 
 
 This body of research examines the perspectives adolescents have on literature 

discussion in the classroom, and their subjective awareness of issues of voice, gender, 

interruption, and empowerment (Alvermann, 1995, Alvermann, Young, et. al., 1996, 

Alvermann, Young, Green & Wisenbaker, 1999, Hinchmman, 1998).  Similar to how the 

content and designs of the facilitation research overlap with research on kinds of student 

thinking during literature discussion, this research explores questions that largely parallel 

the socio-cultural research into peer-led literature discussions.  However, the focus of this 

body of work explores the perspectives of participants within diverse contexts and 

experiences.  
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 Kathleen Hinchman (1998) researched some of the professional education 

literature’s portrayal of adolescent literacy, looking at patterns of representation in the 

texts of five literacy-related classroom ethnographies. She is critical of how these studies 

give status to particular interpretations of classroom events and reduces teenagers to a 

narrow perspective confined to their school existence.  Hinchman proposes that those 

who are concerned with teenagers’ literacy development begin to consider ways to 

represent adolescent perspectives in their work.  One researcher who has attempted to do 

that is Donna Alvermann with her colleagues.  In one study Alvermann (1996) explores 

three middle school students’ insider perspectives on peer-led discussions.  Her 

interviews and observations led her to several interesting implications for instruction 

based on the hardships she observed.  Firstly, she suggests adolescents’ need for approval 

and acceptance cannot be ignored by educators, especially when less outspoken peers can 

be “cast aside by more outspoken peers” (p. 288).  Additionally, she proposes teachers 

consider the gendered nature of peer-led discussions, calling for teachers to monitor 

groups on a regular basis and to talk privately with those students experiencing 

difficulties.  Lastly, she calls for educators to be wary of engaging discursive practices 

that attempt to empower students by simply providing forums in which their voices can 

be heard.   

Alvermann, Young, Weaver, Hinchmann, Moore, Phelps, Thrash and Zalewski 

(1996) conducted a multicase study on how middle school and high school students 

experience text-based discussions.  The results of this extensive project led to assertions 

that characterize what these students knew about text-based classroom discussion.  
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Firstly, students were aware of the conditions they believe are conducive to discussion.  

Secondly, the tasks teachers presented and the topics or subject matter they assigned for 

reading influenced participation in discussion.  Thirdly, students saw discussion as 

helpful in understanding what they read.   

Another example of research on adolescent perceptions of literacy practices 

conducted by Alvermann and Young, with Green and Wisenbaker (1999), looked at  

adolescents’ perceptions of and negotiations within an after school book club discussing 

various texts in a library setting.  They observed that participants’ perspectives were 

shaped by larger societal contexts and surmised that those contexts regularly influence 

young people’s actions and interactions with their peers and adults. 

 Like the research examining socio-cultural phenomena in peer-led literature 

discussions, this research comes to some similar conclusions and raises similar questions 

regarding the teacher’s role, yet resists offering specific guidance, perhaps with the 

exception of Alvermann’s (1995) article looking at middle school students’ experiences 

in a peer-led discussion group.  What’s interesting about this category of related literature 

is, while a variety of studies exist that explore adolescent perspectives on schooling in the 

broad sense, only a few researchers are looking expressly at literature discussions and 

adolescence.  One cannot help but wonder if this is because the opportunities for middle 

school and high school students to engage in talk about literature with their peers is not a 

common part of their schooling experience, or to what extent students are discussing 

literature at all from their own perspectives.  All four categories of research I have 

defined and summarized here suggest as much, though all categories of research show 
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considerable evidence that discussions of literature, and more specifically peer-led 

discussions of literature, are rich with potential for enhancing the literacy experiences for 

participants in our schools.  

 Looking at the research on student perspectives on literature discussions was an 

important piece to shaping this study.  As a case study the investigation of student 

perspectives is central to fully understanding the phenomena being examined, in this case 

student engagement. Furthermore, student perspectives are imperative to the 

trustworthiness of the study.  This research also provided points of comparison for 

looking at this study’s student participants and their perspectives on the experience of 

reading and discussing 1984, both in examining what they said and the inconsistencies in 

what they said and what I observed. Lastly, this body of work encourages more studies 

that explore adolescent perspectives on their literacy, providing additional rationale for 

why this research is important. 

Summary 

 The theoretical underpinnings and review of related literature presented here are 

representative of how this study took shape, from the development of the guiding 

research question, How do students engage with each other and with literature within 

peer-led literature discussion of a relatively difficult text? to the methodology used to 

investigate the question. 

 Studies on the role of literature discussion in language and literacy learning 

helped me explain particular practices in my classroom and why they were a part of my 

teaching routines.  Furthermore, these studies offered comparisons for what I believed I 
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was doing and what I actually did.  Studies exploring the facilitation of literature 

discussions by teachers and students assisted me in reflecting on my role within the 

literature circles, a constant point of consideration throughout the study.  Studies 

examining the kinds of thinking students demonstrated were instrumental in data analysis 

as I sifted through the data in order to make sense of student engagement, and studies 

reviewing socio-cultural aspects of peer-led discussion within the classroom supported 

me in dealing with the tensions and anomalies that evolved when I tried to make sense of 

my observations, offering broader perspectives to consider.  Lastly, research on students’ 

perspectives on peer-collaboration acted as models for what I see as being a significant 

and unique aspect of this study, enlisting students as co-researchers. 

 Hubbard and Power (1993) liken the review of literature as opening the curtains 

to shed some light on preconceived notions of reviews of literature (p.107).  For me, it is 

within the data that I saw opportunities to make my use of literature “a meaningful and 

creative enterprise” (Hubbard & Power, 1993, p. 107).  In the following chapters, where I 

describe my findings from the data analysis, I continue to present theory and related 

research and how what other researchers discovered as they saw similar patterns 

informed and broadened my own perspectives on the data and brought meaning to my 

explorations. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 

Overview of the Design 
 

 My interest in conducting this study grew out of many years of observing students 

who, when given opportunities to collaborate with their peers, were engaged with 

classroom experiences in ways different from those facilitated by me.  My intuitions 

suggested that peer collaboration was important in not only assisting students in 

enhancing understandings of curricular content, but also in initiating broader and deeper 

interpretations and perspectives on literature, learning, and how literacy connects to their 

lives.  This study provided me with the opportunity to look at those intuitions 

systematically, purposefully, and perhaps more honestly. 

 The design of this study needed to fulfilled several purposes.  Firstly, methods for 

collection and analysis reflected my theoretical perspectives on language, literacy and 

learning.  As Gee (1990) points out, “any method always goes with a theory.  Method and 

theory cannot be separated, despite the fact that methods are often taught as if they could 

stand alone” (p. 5).  The three broad theoretical underpinnings that drive this study, and 

hence its methodology are: 

• Literary text holds potential for meaning-making (Rosenblatt, 1978). 

• Learning is a social process of collaborating with others (Dewey, 1938, Friere, 

1981, Short and Burke, 1991). 
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• Teacher research serves to create new roles for teachers and students in the 

classroom (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993, Whitin, 1996, Hubbard and Power, 

1999, Atwell, 1998). 

Secondly, this study’s design needed to include the perspectives of students as 

informants because of my focus on student engagement.  I attempted to retrace the study 

participants’ experiences with peer-led literature circles to compare to my own 

observations for the purpose of composing a fuller picture of engagement with literature 

and text when peers are collaborating (Whitin, 1996; Thomas and Oldfather, 1995, 

Oldfather and McLaughlin, 1993). Oldfather and McLaughlin (1993) offer this rationale 

for inviting students to be co-researchers, “We wanted to avoid the hierarchical 

relationship between the researcher and the research.  The co-researchers are experts in 

relation to own lives and perceptions” (p. 5).  Similarly, in this study I strived to 

understand student engagement, therefore, the students were the obvious experts to 

demonstrate how they experienced reading 1984 and discussing it with their peers.   

There are several distinctions, however, that need to be defined in thinking about 

students as co-researchers.  One is that the role of student as “co-researcher” is not 

“identical” to the role of the primary researcher (Oldfather & McLaughlin, 1993).  For 

instance, students did not pose the question that guided the study, participate as 

extensively in the final data analysis, nor did they write field notes, transcribe literature 

discussions, create protocols, conduct interviews, or write up results.  However, students 

did collaborate in the data collection for the duration of the study and made corrections to 

my interpretations, offered insights, and reflected on their own thinking as they looked 
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back on the data.  The specific ways in which students collaborated is explained more 

fully later in this chapter. 

Thirdly, the design of this study considered important ethical issues, which inter-

relates to why students were co-researchers.  My position as the students’ teacher gave 

me power over students regardless of my intentions.  By including students as co-

researchers I strived to avoid the kind of relationship reflected in terminology like 

“researcher” and research “subjects.” However, my influence as their teacher could not 

be avoided, and so examining my role was a key aspect of this  study’s design and 

analysis.  Additionally, I knew much more about these students and their families than is 

reflected in the writing of this study.  As part of informed consent I had promised not to 

reveal personal aspects about students and their family that are not directly related to the 

question guiding this study, though I would not argue the potential relevance.   

Another ethical consideration for me was that I could not in good faith conduct an 

experiment that denied students a learning experience that I saw as valuable for the 

purpose of composing a control group.  This study looks at literature circles, a classroom 

engagement I use regularly as part of my teaching practice, and one that reflects my 

beliefs and values as a teacher of literature and language, as well as potentially creating 

an opportunity realizing my vision of a democratic classroom.   Therefore, the design of 

this particular study could not be experimental. 

 While I considered ethical issues relevant to using students as research informants 

I still ran into shortcomings related to this with regard to the study’s design.  Namely, the 

study was conducted with two groups reading 1984, which included ten students in a 
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class of twenty-eight students.  At the time I had not considered how the remaining 

eighteen students in the class would feel about not being invited to participate.  As a 

matter of fact, I thought because they were twelve and thirteen years old they would be 

hesitant to involve themselves in an endeavor that required they give up time socializing 

with friends to spend additional time with their English teacher.  However, I was 

surprised when the opposite was true.  And although this study looked at something 

already occurring in the classroom, meaning participants were not chosen by who they 

were, but rather by the book they chose to read and discuss, I still wonder in hindsight 

about how students felt who did not get the same invitation.  This particular aspect of the 

design makes me uneasy. 

Considering the goals of the study and the context specific needs related to 

teaching and using students as informants, the design of this study a qualitative case 

study adapted to teacher research (Merriam, 1998, Hubbard & Power, 1999).  As I 

discussed in the previous chapter, teacher research is both a theory and methodology.  

Methodologically, according to Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1993) “Almost by definition- 

teacher research is case study: The unit of analysis is typically the individual child, the 

classroom, or the school” (p. 59).   

This teacher research study is a qualitative case study in that I investigated a 

bounded phenomenon and describe, interpret, and evaluate that phenomenon for the 

purpose of building theory (Merriam, 1998).  The phenomenon under investigation is 

bounded in that programs and processes were not intentionally altered or changed for the 

purpose of this research, but rather I investigated an intact institutional setting, 
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specifically, literature circles within my 7th grade classroom.  Theory, in this case, is not 

for the purpose of generalizing across many school contexts, though results could 

contribute to those understandings.  Rather, this study seeks to document the complexity 

of classroom life and student learning (Short, 1996; Pearson, 2003).   

As a teacher research study with the purpose of understanding what happened within 

a particular educational context that I, as the teacher, was personally involved, the context 

of the study is central to the inquiry  (Whitin, 1996; Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 1993; 

Hubbard and Power, 1999).  Specific aspects of the context that were examined include:, 

both negotiated and official curriculum, students, students’ families, the school beyond 

the classroom, the community the school serves, the broader society that shapes attitudes, 

beliefs, and policy, and me as the teacher and primary researcher.  

Data for this study was collected in my 7th grade writing and literature classroom 

during the 2001/2002 academic year. My classroom was located at South Canyon Middle 

School in an affluent suburb of Tucson, Arizona called Desert Mountains (names of 

schools and participants are pseudonyms).  Ten students who chose to read 1984 in 

literature circles were invited to participate in the study initially conducted for a course 

project looking at reading, writing, and talk.  The literature discussions were taped as part 

of my normal teaching routines and the interviews were conducted during data collection.   

Context of the Study 

South Canyon Middle School 

 South Canyon Middle School serves approximately 600 students in grades 6 

through 8.  The middle school has been recognized as a state A plus school and as a 
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national blue ribbon school. The population of South Canyon Middle School is 

predominantly of European decent, with a small population of Asian and Latin American 

students. Most of South Canyon’s parents are professionals who moved to this expensive 

part of the city so that their children could attend these schools. However, within the 

school’s boundaries are pockets of high density housing where more transient families 

live, either working class and/or receiving government subsidies.  Students who fit this 

profile comprise a small portion of South Canyon’s population, and represent none of this 

study’s participants.  A substantial number of students at South Canyon have attended 

school in the district all of their lives. 

The Writing and Literature Classroom 

My class consisted of twenty-eight students who saw me for two hours a day 

during the school year in a Writing and Literature and Civics block.  This amount of time 

allowed me great flexibility in the kinds of learning engagements I facilitated and how I 

chose to cover the required curriculum as described by state and local learning standards.  

For instance, we might work for the entire two hours on writing and reading one day, two 

hours on a civics project the next, or split the time and/or integrate learning engagements.   

The physical make up of the classroom reflected my beliefs about learning and 

the importance of collaboration.  Desks were arranged into groups of four or five.  

Bookshelves were full of adolescent literature, picture books, comic books, and 

magazines available for students to check out or read during independent reading times.  

Art supplies such as paper, paint, glue, markers, colored paper, etc. covered the counter 

that stretched the length of the classroom, and were easy to obtain.  The walls were 
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covered with student work and posters with information about class procedures or 

provocative art and quotes.  

A modified workshop model as described by Nancie Atwell (1998) offered the 

structure I used to plan how to utilize writing and literature time and instruction.  

Typically, a block of two hours would include a mix of the following experiences: read 

aloud, reading and discussion of a poem, sustained silent reading, sustained silent writing, 

writing conferences with the teacher or peers, mini-lessons, and literature circles. I felt 

that the workshop structure offered students opportunities to feel ownership over their 

learning by providing spaces whereby they could choose books and writing topics with 

enough structure to successfully complete learning engagements and reflect on their 

experiences.  However, student choice and teacher-driven reading and writing 

engagements alternated throughout the year, depending on the content I was exploring at 

the time. There were also times I followed a more traditional curriculum that involved all 

the students to participate such as grade level theme units.  

Literature Circles 

My experiences using peer-led literature circles in the classroom taught me that 

the key to their successful implementation rested on the classroom community students 

and I created together.  The most important community building experiences was the 

reading aloud of a high interest novel to the whole class.  Reading aloud typically 

occurred at the beginning of class and lasted for five to ten minutes. The literature used 

for read aloud time was separate from the literature used for instructional purposes.  The 

purpose of the read aloud was for discussing literature, connecting learning experiences, 
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and raising questions significant to our learning community.  Additionally, reading aloud 

provided important opportunities to explore possible structures for responding to 

literature, including the use of peer-led literature circles.   

Prior to using peer-led literature circles I would demonstrate possible ways to 

respond to literature while reading aloud from a novel or poem, a regular part of the 

classroom routine.  After reading aloud I initiated discussions with students focusing on 

their thoughts and reactions.  Since desks were arranged in small groups I often asked 

students to turn and talk with their groups about their responses.  Furthermore, I would 

introduce a response strategy and students would implement it during small group 

discussions about the read aloud literature.  These discussions and engagements around 

the read aloud experience would become the foundation for how peer-led literature 

circles were organized.   

The curricular framework that most influenced my curricular decisions was the 

inquiry cycle, particularly in how I organized for literature circles (Short Harste, with 

Burke, 1996).  Kauffman (1996) discusses how she uses a broad umbrella concept, like 

Change, in her classroom to “weave in and out of the curriculum allowing us to make 

connections throughout the year” (p. 243).  Similarly, I have found broad concepts to 

play a crucial role in not only fostering connections across the curriculum, but providing 

a common focus around which to generate discussions, particularly during literature 

circles when students read a variety of book titles.  Change was the second broad concept 

we focused on this particular school year, beginning our exploration after the winter 
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break.  I typically chose the broad concept depending on my curricular goals and 

students’ interests, often issues raised during discussions related to the read aloud.   

To begin exploring Change we used Friere’s (1981) generative theme engagement 

as adapted by Dana Fox (1995).  Students brainstormed words and phrases that came to 

mind as they considered the concept of change.  Then in small groups they created 

categories for their words and phrases, and as a whole class we continued to combine 

categories until we created seven to eight that represented all our perspectives and 

questions about Change.  These categories were displayed on a large poster hung at the 

front of the classroom.  The web was referred to frequently as we reflected on what we 

were learning in Social Studies, and from our reading and writing projects.  This 

particular semester we were exploring topics related to government and history, the Civil 

Rights Movement, and questions relating to Utopian societies, institutions versus ideals, 

and current events.   

As a whole class we read the novel Animal Farm by George Orwell (1946).  This 

novel was part of the traditional curriculum, but we found it productive.  While the 

literary experience of reading the book did not excite students, they were intrigued with 

the symbolism and connections to history and civil rights. Also, the broad focus on 

Change served to enhance connections across the various engagements and curricular 

explorations.  

Following the reading of this novel and the subsequent discussions, simulations, 

and writing engagements, students were invited to create a piece of writing during 

Writer’s Workshop that best reflected something they were thinking about related to their 
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experiences while reading Animal Farm, Civics studies, or some aspect of Change they 

were thinking about and wanted to explore more deeply.  The genre, topic, and 

presentation of that writing was the choice of the students, however, their ideas needed to 

be proposed and approved by me, and sometimes this resulted in a negotiation.  At the 

same time, students were given a choice of several novels that were chosen because they 

existed on the approved district reading list and continued  and extended our 

investigations into the broad theme of Change. Students were asked to choose one novel 

they would like to read and discuss in literature circles.  To support students in choosing 

a book that would fit their interests and needs I would do a book pass.  Students read a 

book for five minutes, then passed the book to someone else in their group and picked up 

a different title and read it for five minutes, until they had the opportunity to sample all 

the books.  Afterwards, students wrote me a memo listing their first, second and third 

choice, why they chose those particular titles, and what questions or wonderings they felt 

the book might answer for them.  It was then that Hunter approached me with his request 

to read 1984.  While 1984 was not on the “approved” list at that time, it was offered as a 

choice because of Hunter’s request.  However, the school did not have a set of multiple 

copies so students were responsible for finding their own copy if they had chosen to read 

it.  

Literature circles typically met two to three times a week for twenty to thirty 

minutes over a period of two to three weeks.  Groups typically met in the classroom 

simultaneously.  While the noise level could get pretty high, I liked the opportunity to 

observe interactions, including misbehavior and/or inappropriate treatment of another 
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student, to answer questions, and to take field notes of what each group was talking about 

to share with the whole class.   

Often I would assign an open ended task for groups to work on during their 

discussions, such as those described in Short, Harste with Burke (1996), Save the Last 

Word for Me, Graffiti Boards, Sketch to Stretch, etc.  My reason for using the task was to 

support groups in finding something to talk about and, honestly, to minimize off-task 

behavior.  Additionally, students had to write a response in their literary journals to what 

they had read in order to prepare for the discussion. 

After the groups were done discussing the book in literature circles they would be 

asked to do some kind of group reflection, called “Field Notes,” summarizing what they 

had accomplished, rating their productivity, and setting a reading goal for their next 

meeting.  These were stored in a group folder that was kept on a counter for me to read 

later.  I would compare students’ notes to my own and offer feedback or suggestions.  I 

did not have groups do this reflection after every literature circle, and we did them less 

and less as the year progressed.  Additionally, groups were often asked to give a mini-

presentation (no longer than five minutes) on something they had been working on during 

literature circles. 

Literature circles typically ended with some kind of culminating presentation that 

would reflect the work they had done during their novel study. For these presentations 

students were given twenty minutes, and were encouraged to be creative.  Sometimes 

students did simulations, or skits, made movies, played games; the repertoire of 

possibilities was endless. 
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Finally,  students individually wrote a final reflection summarizing their 

processes, achievements, shortcomings, frustrations, and lingering questions. 

Literature circles were a popular feature of my classroom, both with students and 

the building’s principals, who often asked if they could invite teachers, other 

administrators, or parents to my room during literature circles to observe.  However, I 

was always challenged by how to make use of peer-led literature circles more productive 

and effective.  I grappled with issues like what to do when a student did not keep up with 

their reading, how to assess comprehension, and whether the engagement was the best 

way to meet instructional goals.  These tensions gave me an opportunity to reflect on how 

I used peer-led literature circles, how my students experienced peer-led literature circles, 

and what I might change in the future. 

Book Summary: 1984 

 Set in  an imaginary country called Oceania, the novel presents a futuristic society 

where a totalitarian state controls every aspect of life, including people’s thoughts.  The 

group who rules Oceania is known as the Party; the leader and dictator is Big Brother. 

 Winston Smith, the main character, is a middle aged man living in London.  He 

despises the Party, and rebels by secretly keeping a diary in which he reveals his true 

feelings of resistance.  Keeping a diary is a thought crime.  Winston believes that one day 

he will be discovered and probably killed by the Thought Police. 

 Winston is fascinated with the “proles,” the lowest class in the social organization 

of Oceania.  They are the only group of people allowed to live without complete police 
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control.  Winston peruses a junk-shop run by Mr. Charrington who shares his interest in 

the past before the state was ruled by Big Brother. 

 At work, a girl who works in another department approaches Winston in the 

hallway, pretends to fall, and when he helps her up she slips a piece of paper into his 

hand.  It says, “I love you.”  Because a sexual relationship between Party members is 

against the law, Winston is surprised and disturbed by this.  They secretly arrange to meet 

in the country and begin a love affair.  Finally, the girl introduces herself as Julia.  They 

have to be very cautious and meet in places they won’t be watched: a clearing in the 

woods, an old church.  Eventually they rent a place above Mr. Carrington’s shop as a 

long-term private place for them to get together. 

 A member of the Inner Party gives Winston his home address, something unheard 

of under the Party’s rule.  Winston is excited, believing O’Brien is not an orthodox 

member of the Party.   Winston and Julia go to see O’Brien and he enlists them into the 

Brotherhood, a secret organization dedicated to fighting Big Brother.  The Brotherhood 

arranges for Winston to see a copy of  The Book, a document describing the truth about 

Big Brother and the development of the super-states.  Julia and Winston go to their room 

above the junk-shop and discover Mr. Charrington is a Thought Police agent.  The 

Thought Police burst in and arrest Julia and Winston and take them to the Ministry of 

Love (prison).  There, Winston learns that O’Brien is in fact an orthodox member of the 

Party who deliberately tricked him.  O’Brien is in charge of “re-integrating” Winston 

through torture and brainwashing.  As a final step in this process Winston is forced to 

betray his love for Julia, and his feelings for her are destroyed. 
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 Winston is released to live out his final days as a broken man.  Soon the Thought 

Police will execute him.  Winston has submitted completely and loves Big Brother 

(adapted from Book Links, 2005). 

Research Participants 

The students who participated in the study had signed up to read 1984 in literature 

circles. Of the ten students participating in the study, five were male and five female. 

Four of the ten students were identified as academically gifted.  Students came from 

various religious and ethic backgrounds but were all similar socio-economically, ranging 

from middle to upper middle class.  All participants were considered of high academic 

ability in reading and writing based on my own and district ratings.  Every student had 

been in my writing and literature class since the beginning of the academic year.  The 

following descriptions are organized according to the literature circles, which I named 

Group A and Group B, that each individual participated in during the novel study. The 

description of the research participants are accompanied with an illustration and a quote 

from the novel that was selected by the student participant. I assigned the students to the 

groups taking gender and behavioral issues into consideration.   The following is a list of 

students who participated in Group A and Group B for the duration of the novel study.  

Group A 

Hunter (male)  
Ashley  (female) 
Jesse (female) 
Matthew (male) 
Gavin (male) 
 
 
 

 
Group B 

Luke (male) 
Katie (female) 
Ethan (male) 
Cathi (female) 
Hillary (female) 
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“Until they become curious, they will 
never rebel, and until they have rebelled, 

they cannot become conscious.” 

Figure 3.1-Hunter’s illustration and quote 

  

Group A 

Hunter         

 Hunter was the second sibling from 

his family in my writing and literature 

classroom.  In comparison to his older 

brother, Hunter was the kind of student who 

took school and learning seriously, and 

thrived on intellectual challenges. He was  

similar to his brother in that he was 

handsome and enjoyed sports, particularly 

baseball.   

While Hunter did not seek or prioritize popularity to the degree his older brother did, 

he did enjoy some popularity despite his disinterest.  If you were to ask fellow classmates 

who the most popular kid in seventh grade was, Hunter would probably not be 

mentioned, but among his friends and within the classroom he wielded a great deal of 

social power.  Sometimes his power resulted in conflicts with his friends, but his group of 

friends remained consistent nonetheless. 

Hunter was an avid reader.  His reading interests ranged from high fantasy and 

“classic” literature, which explains his interest in 1984, a book he claimed to have already 

read prior to the literature circles I described.  Hunter also loved debate, and often called 
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into question his classmates’ and teacher’s opinions.  For instance, at one point during the 

year I had shared a newspaper article describing the protest of Chinese Americans for the 

offensively stereotypical caricatures on a recent line of Abercrombie and Fitch t-shirts.  

The question that was raised during the discussion of the article was whether because 

something is funny, does that make it okay.  This was an issue we frequently confronted 

in our middle school world.  Hunter could not understand what was wrong with the t-

shirts and why the Chinese American political group would make such a big deal out of 

it.  He continued this argument with for the rest of the school year.  Even during an 

interview he again brought up the t-shirt controversy.   

Hunter: I know it’s fun sometimes like it’s a challenge I mean.  Like when you’re 

going to ....with the water......with the Abercrombie thing like I really, I really...I really 

didn’t see anything that bad with them so, um, I really wanted to know why you thought 

it was bad and if I could change your opinion at all. 

 
Hunter had an inquisitive nature; he really liked learning and appreciated 

opportunities to discuss provocative “off topic” issues when they came up during class 

time.  He was an excellent writing and literature student, and a high achiever 

academically, though he sometimes struggled with math. 

Ashley   

As a student Ashley was consistently responsible, driven, confident, hardworking, 

and bright.  Ashley  participated in school and everything related to it with full gusto.  

She sat at her desk straight and attentive, her bright blue eyes on me, listening attentively 

to everything I said, her thin arms constantly in the air to respond or ask a question.  
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“His face remained completely 
inscrutable. Never show dismay!  
Never show resentment!  A single 
flicker of the eye could give you 

Figure 3.2-Ashley’s illustration and quote 

While her mannerisms and appearance were petite and feminine, she was tough, a real 

risk taker, not daunted when other students disapproved of something she said or 

believed.  Ashley  was a favorite student among most of her teachers, never turning in 

homework late, and always willing to participate in class engagements and activities. 

Ashley enjoyed reading young 

adult novels about young girls dealing 

with contemporary problems, and 

historical fiction about the Holocaust.  She 

was particularly intrigued with how 

dictators used citizens to control society 

through the manipulation of children.  

Ashley, like Hunter, enjoyed 

discussing issues that caused her 

discomfort, particularly those relating to 

politics and social issues.  Ashley had 

strong beliefs about many of the topics raised in class and shared openly her opinions, 

never shying away from a debate. 

Ashley was a high profile student because of her academic achievements and 

willingness to participate in public speaking activities offered at various times throughout 

the year.  However, while she was popular within her clique, she was perceived by the 

broader student body as a “goody-goody.”   
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“To the future or the past, to a 
time when thought is free, when 
men are different from one 
another and do not live alone- to 
a time when truth exists and what 
is done cannot be undone.” 

Figure 3.3-Jesse’s illustration and   quote 

 

Jesse   

 Jesse was a socially gifted individual, charming and easy to like.  She was tall, 

slender, blond haired with a freckled complexion, graceful, and consistently nice.  Not 

surprisingly, she was popular among her peers. 

 Jesse, like Ashley, and many of her female 

classmates, enjoyed reading young adult novels 

about girls her own age. 

Jesse also liked participating in discussions and 

debating the issues raised in class, usually taking 

the more liberal side of issues.   

As a student Jesse performed well, 

maintaining decent grades, but was in no way a 

perfectionist like Ashley .  Additionally, Jesse 

was involved in music, the student council, and 

participated on all and any committees that planned social events.   

As a student she would get disorganized, probably because of her busy  social life, and 

miss assignments here and there, resulting in her mother’s intervention.  She enjoyed 

school, but had a tendency to take on more that she could juggle.  Jesse thrived during 

engagements like literature circles, but writing long papers was her struggle.  She 

particularly enjoyed being a part of this study, especially the activity of interviewing and 

reading transcribed conversations.  She had told me several times during the year that 



 

 

73

 

*Winston’s Lament* 
“Syme would be vaporized.  Winston 

would be vaporized.  O’Brien would be 
vaporized.  Parsons, on the other hand, 

would never be vaporized.” 

Figure 3.4-Matthew’s illustration and quote 

participating in the study had changed her life goal of becoming a marine biologist to that 

of a journalist.   

Matthew  

 Matthew was a quiet student who would contribute occasionally to class 

discussions.  Matthew had a few friends in our writing and literature class, but otherwise 

preferred to keep to himself.  He also had a close group of friends within the school that 

remained consistent.  Despite his shy nature and lack of popularity,  Matthew got along 

well with all his peers who seemed to enjoy 

working with him in contexts like literature 

circles 

 Matthew was a notably talented 

artist and writer, his stories creative, vivid, 

and sophisticated.  He enjoyed Writer’s 

Workshop, and signed up as often as he could 

for one-on-one writing conferences with the 

teacher, taking his craft very seriously.   

As a reader, Matthew enjoyed reading 

high fantasy.  He was particularly taken with 

Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings trilogy because of the popularity of the movie.  Matthew was 

a consistently good student who earned high grades.  
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then the helicopter planted a 
20 kilo bomb in among them 

terrific flash and the boat 
went all to matchwood. then 

there was a wonderful shot of 
a childs arm going up up up.  

Figure 3.5-Gavin’s illustration and quote 

Gavin 

When Gavin started seventh grade he was smaller than many of his male peers, 

among the younger looking students in his class.  By the end of seventh grade he stood 

taller than me, transforming from a little boy into a long, lanky, awkward teenager.  And 

the way he experienced his school year, particularly his academic performance and over 

all attitude, reflected this extreme developmental growth spurt. 

Gavin was very bright, but his interest in 

school waned that year.  He liked discussions, 

was an active participant during the interviews, 

but struggled with completing his homework 

and written assignments.  However, by the end 

of the school year Gavin made impressive gains 

as reflected in his report card and overall demeanor. 

Gavin was somewhat popular, particularly 

among the student athletes.  He particularly enjoyed 

basketball, playing on several at once, which may 

explain his struggle to maintain good grades.  

Gavin was very close to Hunter, and I always felt 

Hunter influenced his opinions related to his perspectives on the experience of reading 

1984 and on school overall.   
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“Thought crime does not entail 
death: thought crime IS death.” 

Figure 3.6-Luke’s illustration and quote 

Group B 

Luke 

Though small in stature Luke was large in presence.  He had a strong, charismatic 

personality and was well liked among his peers.  He sometimes had personality conflicts 

with his teachers, particularly substitutes, however, he genuinely enjoyed writing and 

literature and school overall.  He especially loved discussions of any kind, whether it be 

books, politics, or a kind of writing technique, and was masterful at getting me off topic.  

During a discussion he would sit erect in his chair, expressive, and completely engaged, 

his bright green eyes almost piercing with intensity. 

 Luke did everything with vim and 

vigor, except written seat work.  For instance, 

he, Ethan, and a boy from another class put 

together a rock band for the annual talent 

show and put on a highly entertaining and 

popular performance for the seventh grade 

student body.   

 Luke was a very enthusiastic 

participant in literature circles because of his 

interest in discussing books.  He particularly 

liked reading adolescent novels with provocative themes, but was adept at reading a 

variety of genres.  He was not as fond of high fantasy as were many of his peers because 

long, cumbersome descriptions did not hold his attention.    
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“The next moment a hideous, 
grinding screech, as if some 
monstrous machine running 
without oil, burst from the 
telescreen at the end of the 
room.  It was a noise that set 
one’s teeth on edge and bristled 
the hair at the back of one’s 
neck.  The Hate had started.” 

Figure 3.7-Katie’s illustration and quote 

Katie  

Katie was soft-spoken, tall, slender, graceful, and extremely polite.  Katie was  

good friends with Jesse, and sat at the same lunch table with Ashley, Cathi, and Hillary.  

But of all those girls she was closest to Jesse.  Katie was not as outgoing as Jesse, but 

enjoyed popularity, was considered attractive, and I seem to remember Ethan having a 

crush on her for a short while.  She was good student with an easy going personality.  

Very little rattled her.   

Katie enjoyed reading, particularly young 

adult novels about girls.  She was also a highly 

capable writer, preferring to write fiction from a 

first person perspective.  She played an 

instrument in the band, and participated in sports 

like volleyball and basketball.  Katie was a solid 

student whose only real struggle in school was 

getting there on time in the morning. 

Ethan 

Ethan had a striking appearance, 

significantly taller than the average seventh 

grader, a handsome boy with thick, brown, 

wavy hair styled with generous amounts of 

mousse.  He walked slightly pigeon toed. He had an engaging personality that 

complemented his striking appearance. 
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“theyll shoot me: dont care theyll 
shoot me in the back of the neck: 
dont care down with big brother 
they always shoot you in the back of 
the neck; dont care down with big 
brother-“ 

Figure 3.8-Ethan’s illustration and quote 

 Ethan took very little seriously, particularly school.  However, he maintained 

decent grades, I suspect because it was an expectation his parents had and enforced.  He 

was extremely bright, but did not want his persona to reveal this to anyone, especially his 

peers.  Ethan spent a lot of time with the assistant principal, often asked to leave various 

classes for being disruptive and clowning around with his friends.   

There was one thing Ethan did take 

seriously, his music.  He was a gifted musician, 

playing drums in the school band,  an after school 

jazz band, in Luke’s rock band, and privately with 

a member of the citywide symphony.  Watching 

Ethan play the drums was a visual as well as 

musical treat.  He appeared completely at one 

with his instrument, smooth, graceful, his facial 

and body movements in sync with the music,  

swaying to the rhythms of his drums.  This was a 

departure from the awkward, silly student I saw every day in class. 

 Ethan was good friends with Luke, though they had periodic spells when their 

friendship fell apart, usually because Luke would tire of Ethan’s constant clowning.  

However, their friendship breaks never lasted long.  Because of his antics and his music, 

particularly his participation in Luke’s rock band, Ethan was highly popular among his 

seventh grade peers. 
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“…They were the homes of the 
four ministries between which the 
entire apparatus of government 
was divided: the Ministry of 
Truth, which concerned itself with 
news, entertainment, education, 
and the fine arts; the Ministry of 
Love, which maintained law and 
order; and the Ministry of Plenty, 
which was responsible for 
economic affairs.  Their names, in 
Newspeak: Minitrue, Minipax, 
Miniluv, and Miniplenty…” 
 
Figure 3.9-Cathi’s illustration and quote 

Cathi   

 Cathi was of Asian decent, and like Hunter, was the second member of her family 

I taught. However, unlike her outgoing older sister, Cathi was quiet, somewhat serious, 

and timid about taking risks. Cathi would speak up when some issue or experience struck 

a chord with her.  But in doing so, she would always use a quiet voice. 

Cathi’s parents had moved to Arizona 

from Korea.  Her father was an engineer at a 

local weapons manufacturing plant.  Cathi 

shared in an interview that she first learned to 

read and speak Korean, though she had lived in 

the states long enough that one would not know 

she was an immigrant.  Cathi did well in school, 

however she was not as high achieving as many 

of the other students in this study.  Cathi’s faith 

was important to her, and when we would visit 

outside of class she often told me stories about her 

involvement with church youth activities.  Her 

best friend was Hillary, who was also Asian, and 

while they both hung out during lunch with Jesse, 

Katie, and Ashley, the two of them were clearly 

closer and preferred each other’s company. 
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“One of these days, thought Winston 
with sudden deep conviction, Syme 

will be vaporized.  He sees too clearly 
and speaks too plainly.  The party does 
not like such people.  One day he will 
disappear.  It is written in his face.” 

Figure 3.10-Hillary’s illustration and quote 

Hillary 

Of all the students who participated in this study, Hillary was the highest 

achieving and considered one of the most academically gifted.  Additionally, and 

interestingly, she was also the most quiet participant, which was consistent with her 

overall participation in school. Hillary was a 

prolific reader and talented writer.  Her stories were 

imaginative, detailed, and reflective of her intense 

involvement with literature.  She preferred reading 

young adult novels about girls, and I remember her 

being especially moved by a novel about a 

terminally ill girl suffering from cancer.  

Hillary tried to write a similar story, using a 

first person perspective, about a girl who was 

sick.  In Hillary’s story, however, the girl 

recovered.  The reason this story stands out in 

my mind is because the aspects of the story that related to the illness were completely 

unbelievable, revealing Hillary’s lack of experience with illness, but her main character’s 

interactions with her friends were very perceptive, reminding me how we write best that 

which we know. 

 While during the literature circles I examined for this study Hillary is quiet, 

almost invisible, I remember a different literature circle whereby she was animated and 

involved.  She had read the novel The Year of the Impossible Good-byes (Choi, 1992) 
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about the Japanese occupation of Korea, with Cathi and Ashley .  For their final 

presentation they did a simulation in the class of what school was like for the main 

character in the book.  The girls yelled at their classmates, hit their desks with rulers, told 

them how inferior they were; their performance was chilling and convincing.  Hillary 

played the part of a harsh, Japanese imperialist, never stepping out of character for a 

moment, even if a classmate laughed or resisted her berating.  Afterwards, when the girls 

explained why they did the simulation, Hillary once again was quiet, letting Ashley  and 

Cathi do most of the interacting with her classmates.  

 Hillary was good friends with Jesse, Kathie, and Ashley, but consistently spent 

most of her time Cathi.   

Informed Consent 

Prior to gathering data for this study I discussed my research interests and goals with 

the school’s principal.  After gaining her permission and support I sent home a 

permission sheet describing my intent and methodology. Each student and their parent 

signed this form (see appendix B).  All data-- tapes, transcripts, student artifacts, field 

notes, teaching journal-- are stored in a locked desk, and pseudonyms have been used to 

protect the individual identities of these participants. The entire data set was used as the 

basis of this dissertation.       

Data Collection 

Primary data sources include interviews with the participants and transcripts from 

peer-led literature circles.  In addition, several secondary sources were examined to better 

understand student engagement within peer-led literature circles.  These include: student 
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artifacts, field notes, email correspondences with students, parents, school, and district 

personnel, official district documents, and a teaching journal kept by me during the data 

collection period.  Following is an explanation of each data source and how it relates to 

my research question. 

Primary Data Sources 

Interviews 

 This study utilized interviews in order to understand how students perceived their 

experiences with peer-led literature circles.  Interviews were conducted with individual 

groups (Group A, Group B)  because my focus was on the group process, specifically 

literature discussion with peers (Merriam, 1998; Seidman, 1991).  Interview questions 

were guided by Seidman’s (1991) three tiered interview process.  My intent, through the 

use of these interviews, was for participants to reconstruct their experiences with 

literature discussions within the educational setting of my writing and literature 

classroom during their reading of 1984 (Seidman, 1991) (see Appendix A).   

During interview one I asked participants to reflect on their literacy development 

by telling me as much as possible about their past literary experiences up until their 

participation in my writing and literature classroom.  During interview two I asked 

questions that focused on the specific experience of reading and discussing the novel 

1984 within peer-led literature circles. During interview three I asked participants to 

reflect back on their participation with the peer-led literature circles and the study in 

order to make meaning of students’ experiences and perspectives on discussing the novel 

in peer-led literature circles.  This third interview included students reading and 
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analyzing literature discussion and interview transcripts and sharing their observations in 

light of their perspectives on what happened and what that experience meant for 

themselves and for teachers. 

 Interviews one and two were conducted during lunch, and interview three was 

conducted after school let out for summer.  All the interviews were conducted in my 

classroom.   

Interviewing at lunch had its drawbacks in that time was limited.  Right after 

lunch I had other students to teach, and student participants had other classes to attend.  

However, trying to meet after school was not possible because of the after school 

activities with which student participants were involved.  And while students were 

enthusiastic about participating in the study, they were reticent to give up their weekends.  

Hence, during lunch was a time in which we could all meet together in groups.  To insure 

we could cover all the issues in the interview protocol, sometimes one interview would 

be conducted for two lunch periods.  For instance, interview two ended up having a Part 

A and a Part B. 

 The third interview, conducted over the summer, was set up so all students could 

read and respond to the interview and literature discussion transcripts of the groups they 

participated in, and the group they did not.  For instance, Group A read their literature 

circle transcripts, and Group B’s literature circle transcripts.  Prior to interview three all 

students were given copies of the transcripts to read, take notes on, and tentatively 

analyze.  The intention was that when we met over the summer we would share our 

insights relating to our personal readings of the transcripts.  I was concerned, however, 
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that students would struggle with what to look for in the transcripts and felt I needed to 

provide some kind of framework to help guide their observations.  I decided to give each 

student a set of categories from a published study looking at the types of responses 

intermediate students used in response to literature (see Appendix B).  My reason for 

using this particular framework was that the chart and explanations were from my 

perspective simplistically straight forward.  Furthermore, I was familiar with these 

categories having used them for a mini-inquiry during a course I had taken on reader 

response.  In hindsight there are several ways I could have accomplished my goal more 

effectively and meaningfully. I elaborate on this later in this study.  I can say that the 

categories did provide a somewhat common language to discuss some of the students’ 

and my own observations.       

Interview three was conducted with students from both groups.  With students 

going out town, off to family vacations and/or summer camp, we had a small window of 

time with which to conduct the third interview.  I had planned to meet with two groups of 

students for the last interview.  I was concerned that, because these interviews were 

conducted with groups that comprised their literature circles, quiet students had not been 

given opportunity to express their perspectives.  And since the third interview asked 

students to comment on their own and each others’ discussions, I mixed up group 

members.  Five students from Groups A and B would comprise a single group for the 

third interview.  The plan was that one group would be organized according to who the 

more vocal students were from each group, the other interview was planned for the more 

quiet participants.  However, student participants were 7th graders and as such, they had 
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their own ideas about the third interview.  I had called five of the more vocal students for 

the third interview: Ashley , Luke, Hunter, Ethan, and Jesse.  However, on the day of the 

interview, eight of the total ten participants showed up.  While I had only contacted a few 

students, they called each other, perhaps thinking this particular day and time was 

compulsory for all student participants since I had invited members from both groups.  

Or, perhaps, because it was summer vacation the interview provided an opportunity to 

see and reconnect with friends.  As a result, the third interview was conducted with too 

large a group, but the results of the interview were generative and critical data was 

obtained.  I decided not to conduct another interview. 

Interviews were transcribed by both me and a professional transcriber.  The 

interviews that were transcribed by the transcriber were edited by me using the tapes and 

computer copies of the transcripts. 

Literature Discussion Transcripts 

The second primary data set was transcripts of taped literature circles.  Students 

met in peer-led literature circles on a regular basis to discuss the novel.  Typically, 

literature circles met for twenty to thirty minutes.  The transcripts from these discussions 

guided the emergence of the research question that guided this study.  In addition,  these 

transcripts were used as part of students’ analysis of their own experience that were 

explored during interview.  Additionally, students’ responses to the literature discussion 

transcripts provided information as to how students interpreted reading 1984 and 

discussing it with their peers, as well as an opportunity to check the accuracy of my 

interpretations. 
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Secondary Data Sources 

Student Artifacts 

 While reading and discussing the novel students completed several assignments  

to help prepare for literature discussions, support their thinking about their reading, and 

serve as springboards for discussion.  These artifacts were part of our regular classroom 

curriculum. They served in supplementing interpretations into the reading process not 

explicitly shared by participants during interviews and gave voice to those more quiet 

participants in the literature discussions.  Specific artifacts collected during this study 

include: 

Written reflections-  Once a week students were asked to reflect in 

writing, or through using other sign systems, to their reading.  These responses 

were completed at home as part of their weekly reading homework requirements.  

While some students chose to draw their responses, typically these responses were 

word processed, a page to page and half in length. 

Quote Quilt block - During class students were asked to find a quote that 

they found confusing, compelling, interesting, and sketch a response to their 

thinking about that quote to be displayed in the classroom.  Illustrations and 

quotes were displayed on a large bulletin board and gave the appearance of being 

a large quilt made up of their individual quilt squares, which is why it was called 

a “Quote Quilt.”  These images accompany the descriptions of the individual 

student participants in Chapter 3.  Students were encouraged to focus their work 



 

 

86

 

on a response, or a representation of their thinking, as opposed to an illustration 

that summarized their reading. 

Artifacts from Final Presentations-  As a culminating activity, students 

were assigned to create a presentation that reflected their group’s most significant 

learning as a result of their readings and meetings in literature circles.  Notes, 

scripts, videos, and props were aspects of these presentations and were collected 

with the permission of the each group’s participants.  

Field notes 

During literature circles and interviews I took field notes of my observations.  

Field notes include aspects of the classroom environment I found interesting such as 

postures displayed by students during meetings in their literature circles and interviews; 

interactions with each other and other members of the class; what students wore; things 

written on the chalkboard; etc.  However, as the teacher I was rarely afforded long 

periods of time to observe and take notes because of students’ needs.  Students frequently 

had questions or needed clarification or redirection during periods of time while they met 

in literature circles.  Also, the use of field notes was part of my normal practice, an 

instructional tool, so often observations were of other groups besides those used for this 

study.  Therefore, these notes provided supplemental information to my analysis of the 

transcripts, but were not substantial enough to be considered a primary data source. 

Teaching Journal 

During the Spring, 2002 semester while I collected data for this study I kept a 

teaching journal of my reflections about observations, conversations with colleagues, 
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questions, and instructional decisions.  These reflections were also used as supplemental 

information in relation to the primary data sources. 

Other Artifacts  

Because this study considers a social phenomenon within a natural setting, 

artifacts that represent the school and community were considered.  This set of artifacts 

include both official documents as well as formal and informal correspondences with 

district personnel and students that represent both the district’s and classroom’s culture 

and history.  Examples included: the district handbook, official curriculum guides to 

standards and benchmarks, email exchanges with the principal and district curriculum 

coordinator, and notes from students and parents. 

Data Analysis 

 Enough time had elapsed since I collected data for this study that prior to delving 

into analysis I reread 1984, keeping a journal of thoughts and connections regarding the 

novel.  While I had read the novel during the time students were reading it in literature 

circles, I was surprised at how different the experience was this time.  I am reminded of a 

statement by Kathleen McCormick (1994, as cited in Mitchell, 2003), “we read a text in 

our own time, not in the time in which it was written…we read it with questions, 

anxieties, and interests that come into existence because of our own places in history” (p. 

174).  My place in history, or the “bubble” within which I read was that of researcher and 

new mother, and my responses to the novel largely reflected this position.  The following 

is an excerpt from the reflective journal. 
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9/13/04  
Honestly, while I recognize what an important book this is, and Orwell’s genius 

in crafting a story that depicts the problems with: conformity, communism, Nazi fascism, 
the desperate state of humanity, I am surprised that my students were able to create a 
meaningful experience with this text.  What made the experience meaningful?  I find the 
book somewhat-well-boring, mundane to waddle through.  However, thinking about my 
students has made me attend to possible themes for writing up the study, and certain 
themes I remember from the original literature discussions. 

The opening scene where Winston writes in his diary describing the movie where 
the mother clings to her frightened child as they are shot helpless by machine guns floors 
me.  I am so afraid of the evil that exists in the world that could potentially harm my son. 

I am also struck by Orwell’s obvious anger and disillusionment with society: 
communism, yes, but also a deeper pain.  Perhaps that people could allow themselves to 
controlled in such a manner bothered him more?  The seductiveness of hate as 
demonstrated by the children and his co-workers during the two minutes of hate is deeply 
disturbing.  And the callousness of the people within the context of such violent disregard 
for life… 

I also find the humor strange.  “Ministry of Love” is a prisons/punishment agency, 
and newspeak, and Winston’s perspectives.  Wondering what students attended to? 

 
As I read the novel I found myself pasting bright pink post-it notes on quotes that 

seemed significant to the study.  For instance, on pages 62-63 Winston describes the 

history of the proles, the name given to the proletariats.  I marked the page with a post-it 

and wrote a note to myself that this was a discussion of the lower classes, because class 

was an aspect of the context where this study took place that interested me and seemed 

significant.  After reading the novel I began examining the data. 

The first task was to sift through all the data sets and survey what I had.   I re-

listened to the recorded literature discussions and interviews and familiarized myself with 

the content and edited transcripts, which had been transcribed during data collection, to 

ensure accuracy in who said what and what they said.  As I listened to the discussions and 

interviews and reread the transcripts, I recorded what struck me as interesting in the data 
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in a reflective journal.  Then I made multiple copies of all data sources and began making 

notes on them. 

The notes I took on the data sources marked anything that seemed important, as 

well as what confused and/or interested me, continually looking for possible patterns 

across a piece of data, or across data sets. After reading each piece of data I wrote 

additional notes in a reflective journal, usually listing what stood out during the 

exploration, accompanied with a reflection.  During this time I met regularly with Dr. 

Short to discuss the data and possible directions for the study.  She suggested after 

reading through all the data I do what she calls a “brain dump:” free writing a reflection 

on the data as a whole and my initial impressions on what categories intrigued me, what I 

learned from the exercise, and where I need to focus for further data analysis, similar to a 

research memo (Glaser, 1978, Bogden & Biklin, 1992, Hubbard & Power, 1993).  This 

process was repeated after analysis of each data set. 

Looking back on data after I had collected it was a new experience, and I came to 

see this as both constructive and limiting as I worked through analysis.  My prior 

experiences with teacher research typically involved collecting and analyzing data to 

complete a project within a university semester.  Often I was inundated with data because 

I inhabited the research context eight to ten hours a day, and my analysis was rushed and 

incomplete.  However, there were advantages to being so close to the topic under 

investigation, particularly regarding the emotional level to which I would involve myself 

in the research, and I often found my emotional involvement intriguing to reflect upon.  

On the other hand, having a set of data that was complete offered an opportunity for me 
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to look deeply and thoroughly into what existed, absent of the temptation to get more 

data, with time to think about what was there.  Sifting through the data, particularly my 

reflections, I realized that the processing I had begun two years prior to this analysis and 

the issues raised at the time of data collection carried over into understanding this 

analysis more in depth.  

After going through the data I realized that, as with previous studies I had 

attempted, I was overwhelmed by the amount of data, and worried about how to manage 

the analysis.  Dr. Kathy Short suggested that I take the data sets apart, looking first at the 

literature discussion transcripts in light of my question, then the interviews.  This strategy 

made analysis more manageable and helped shape the direction of the study.  

Analysis of the Literature Discussion Transcripts 

I began analysis of the literature discussion transcripts by implementing a 

constant comparative method of analysis (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) as adapted by 

Hubbard and Power (1993) for use by teacher researchers. I decided to read the 

discussion transcripts in chronological order, the first a discussion between members of 

Group A (Ashley , Grant, Gavin, Jesse, and Matthew).  After I read and coded this 

transcript I generated a list of potential categories and went back through the lists 

thinking about the following questions: 

• What concepts are represented in these categories? 

• How do these categories relate back to my original question? 

• What new ideas have emerged based on these observations and other data? 

• How can I define my categories (Hubbard & Power, 1993, p. 86)? 
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Next, I integrated conceptual categories and their properties to see how these related to 

the larger scheme or framework of the study.  When I finished this step I began to define 

my theory as it emerged from the sorting, defining, and reflecting upon emerging 

categories and their definitions.  

I then set out to “test” this theory against the next literature discussion transcript, 

Group B, first coding and collapsing according to conceptual interrelatedness of the 

categories to see if the emergent categories worked with all the data, or if I needed to 

refine my categories further.  After each step I wrote a reflective memo. 

As I attempted to follow the same process with the next transcript, a literature 

discussion with Group B, what struck me was that while both discussions were about the 

same novel and students were working on the same assignments, the ways in which each 

discussion looked was significantly different.  And I became intrigued with these 

differences.  This made the sorting and combining of categories frustrating because of the 

nature of my question.  For instance, I tried to cut apart my discussions similar to the way 

in which Fain (2004) did when she looked at critical issues raised during literature 

discussions.  My question, which focused on engagement, did not have the clearly 

identifiable concept of “issue” and I found that cutting apart aspects of the discussion 

impossible because of the interrelatedness and connectedness across data sets.  I also tried 

using highlighting pens much like Starrs-Armstrong (2004) did when looking at kinds of 

response to non-fiction literature.  Again, I struggled with the overlapping and 

interconnections, and with distinguishing particulars.  My struggle was not so much with 

the method of analysis, but with how I interpreted my question. 
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Developing categories of response did not reflect how these groups organized and 

carried out their discussions within literature circles (Short, 2005).  I was encouraged to 

explore these discussions through the lens of Fleck’s (1935) social theory of thought 

style, which opened up the kinds of possibilities for analysis that fit the question and 

observations.  Recent developments in discourse analysis (Gee, 1999) strategies provided 

frames in which I could examine student engagement with each other and with literature 

within peer-led literature circles of a relatively difficult text. 

To analyze the data for the purpose of defining and theorizing what the thought 

styles of the two groups revealed about student engagement within peer-led literature 

circles, I analyzed the literature discussions for topics (Tannen, 1984, Hubbard and 

Power, 1993), roles, and kinds of talk (Britton, 1984, Barnes, 1992).  Analysis of these 

three aspects of the discussions led to a more intensified focus on style, and began to 

illuminate patterns I saw within each group, across the groups, and the distinctive ways in 

which each group arranged and carried out their discussions.  

Analysis of Interviews 

 To analyze the interviews I used two discourse analysis tools of inquiry: situated 

meanings and cultural models (Gee, 1999, Peyton-Young, 2004).  Situated meanings 

refer to the context-specific meanings given to a particular word and how it is used within 

that particular context (Gee, 1999).  Analyzing situated meanings afforded me 

opportunity to analyze the interviews, encompassing both students’ interactions as 

demonstrated in their talk and the broader instructional context within which this talk 

occurred.  I considered how key words were used and what they meant within the specific 
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context in which the interviews occurred, my classroom at school in the Desert 

Mountains community where students lived.  For instance, during one of the interviews 

Hunter said, “I almost sometimes think 12 year olds or preteens tend to think a little 

deeper into things, sometimes, than the average adult.”  Using terminology like 

“preteens” and “think a little deeper into things” indicated to me that he is a student 

within the context of a formal interview with his teacher.  He knows the lingo of school 

and how adults discuss him and his peers.  One could infer by what Hunter said that he 

thinks adults, and maybe more specifically teachers, are not as thoughtful as he and his 

friends are.  However, within another context, such as out in the hall talking with his 

friends he may say adults, or a teacher, or parent, just “doesn’t get it,” or that they’re 

“stupid” or “clueless.”  In that context he would indicate his affiliation with his friends.   

 Cultural models added to my observations by  providing a means for examining 

how student participants felt, valued, or believed, consciously or not, that led them to talk 

and interact in the ways they did (Gee, 1999, Peyton-Young, 2004).   Cultural models, as 

defined by Peyton-Young (2004), are “the everyday storylines that help individuals 

determine what is normal and typical within a Discourse.  It is the beliefs, values, and 

attitudes that what we say and how we act, read, and interact” (p. 152).  It is important to 

note that cultural models are not static (Gee, 1999).  Using Peyton-Young’s study as a 

guide and cultural models as a tool for analysis, I asked the following interpretive 

questions: What cultural models were relevant to students and/or me?  How consistent 

are the cultural models throughout the study?  How do cultural models relevant to the 

student participants and myself reproduce, transform, and create Discourses and social 
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practices associated with being a student, adolescent, a boy or girl, middle class, in my 

middle school literacy classroom? (Peyton-Young, 2004). 

Lastly, I used as a conceptual framework “occupying subject positions” (Bakhtin, 

1986, Code, 1988, Dillon & Moje, 1998) to identify and describe the intersections 

between what I garnered from the interviews, using situated meanings and cultural 

models as tools of inquiry and key themes from analysis of the literature discussion 

transcripts.  Analysis of the two data sets were combined and used to create and describe 

the subject positions occupied by participants in this study (see Figure 3.11). 

It is important to point out that all data analysis took place from a particular 

interpretative stance, my position as teacher and teacher researcher.  Brantlinger (1993), 

who studied adolescent’s interpretation of social class and influences on schooling, called 

this kind of approach to analysis “hermeneutic/interpretive” (p. 3).  “Hermeneutic in that 

I try to get into the respondents’ world and see things the way they see them and 

interpretive in that I analyze results according to my own knowledge of society, 

schooling, and teaching “ (p. 4).  Similarly, Cynthia Lewis (2001), in her study of literary 

practices as social acts, uses this terminology to describe her method of data analysis.  

Because the design is a teacher research study and the question focuses on students’ 

perspectives as co- researchers, this view of analysis was helpful.  It guided me in 

acknowledging my interpretative stance as I immersed myself into in the perspectives of 

the student participants.   

 

 



 

 

95

 

Diagram of Analysis Procedure 
 

 

Literature Discussion Transcripts 
 
Topics/Issues: Key Observations 
 
*Text-based 
*Academic talk-Group A 
*Adolescent vernacular-Group B 
*Derived from interests of students 
*Drawn from variety of interpretive 
sources. 
*Absence of personal stories as 
interpretive source. 
 
Types of Talk: Key Observations 
 
*More retellings-Group B 
*More interpretive talk-Group A 
*Driven by the assignment-Group A 
*Talk used for control 
*Argument predominant in both 
groups 
 
Roles: Key Observations 
 
*Similar across groups 
*Gender significant 
*Students positioned and 
repositioned 
*Positioning influenced by social 
and interpretive competence 
 

Interviews 
 
Situated Meanings 
 
*Literature circles are for discussing 
the book and/or assignment 
*Completing the timeline/teacher’s 
assignment is/is not the primary 
purpose for literature circle time 
*Talk should focus on the book and 
its literary elements 
*Girls are better at writing stuff 
down 
*Data collection like “Big Brother 
watching” 
 
Cultural Models 
 
*Being smart as argument culture 
*Girls are controlling 
*School talk is important in 
succeeding in business 
*School is boring 
*Being a student means figuring out 
how to work the system/please the 
teacher 
 
 
 

Conceptual Themes: Occupying Subject Positions 
 

*Literature Circles and Being an Adolescent 
*Literature Circles and Being a Student 
*Literature Circles and Being a Boy/Girl 
*Literature Circles and Being Middle Class 
 

 

Figure 3.11 
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Trustworthiness 

To ensure trustworthiness, various forms of data collection methods were 

implemented, including audio tapes, transcripts, interviews, a reflective journal, student 

artifacts, field notes, and utilizing students as co-researchers at the time of data collection.  

In addition, I kept a notebook of my various steps of analysis and regularly wrote 

research memos as I analyzed the data, recording my process should others want to see 

how I arrived at my understandings.  I also debriefed regularly with my advisor and 

dissertation chair, Dr. Kathy G. Short, as I worked to make sense of the data and the data 

analysis process.  Her perspectives and insights as an outsider combined with her 

expertise in literacy research were invaluable, constantly challenging me to push my 

thinking deeper. 

This teacher research study is exploratory.  The validity of the analysis “rests on 

the whole picture, not one piece alone” (Gee & Crawford, 1998, p. 227).  The study aims 

to contribute to the local and public generation of knowledge for individual teachers and 

communities of teachers, as well as for the broader field of education including university 

research, policy-making, and school administration (Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 1993). 

Summary 

Throughout data collection and analysis my primary goal was to more fully 

understand how students experienced reading 1984 and talked about it within peer-led 

literature circles.  I wanted to know how students connected with the literature, 

constructed meaning collaboratively, and negotiated their complex social worlds and 
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competing intentions in order to broaden their perspectives on the book and themselves 

as readers.   

In Chapter Four, I present the analysis of the literature discussion transcripts that 

describing observations of the topics, kinds of talk, and roles.  In Chapter Five, I present 

analysis of the interviews integrated with the literature discussion transcripts and discuss 

broader interpretations of the data through discussion of the subject positions of the 

participants.   
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CHAPTER 4 
 

EXPLORING LITERATURE DISCUSSIONS: TOPICS, KINDS OF TALK, ROLES 
 

In this chapter I describe analysis of the literature discussions, based on my 

research question, how do student engage with each other and with literature within 

peer-led literature discussion of a relatively difficult text?  After providing a summary 

of my initial observations of the literature discussion transcripts, I describe a focused 

analysis of the transcripts, first discussing the topics each group raised during literature 

circles, then the types of talk employed by the study participants, and lastly the various 

roles and/or positions that group members displayed.  The chapter ends with a discussion 

of my findings from this analysis the analysis of topics, types of talk, and roles as related 

to student engagement with literature and each other.  Lingering questions from this 

round of analysis guided the second round of analysis connected to this research question.  

Initial Reflections of Student Engagement in the Literature Discussions 

Hubbard and Power (1999) liken data analysis to taking a mountain of mashed 

potatoes and shoving it through a straw, a metaphor that accurately captures my 

experience with the analysis of the primary data sources.  I began analysis by reading 

through all the literature discussion transcripts and interview transcripts, as well as 

reading my field notes and examining secondary data, student artifacts to get a sense of 

what information I had.  As I read through and made notes on each data set, I kept a 

reflective journal of my observations and what struck me as significant.  This analysis 

provided me with initial reflections about the interactions accruing within the two groups.  
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Some interesting differences between the groups emerged from this analysis that led to 

further in-depth analysis.  This section describes these initial reflections on each group. 

Literature Discussions 
 
 Ten students, two groups of five, signed up to read 1984.  They made up two 

literature circles, Group A and Group B.   The discussion of the findings begins with 

Group A.   

Group A: Complex Talk Focused on the Task 

Group A consisted of three boys (Hunter, Gavin, and Matthew), and two girls 

(Ashley and Jesse). The following is a brief description of each student to reacquaint the 

reader of this dissertation with the study’s participants: 

• Ashley- Female, high achiever, risk taker, straight A student.  Popular among the 
“nice” girls.  Always contributed to class discussions, grappled with her positions 
on difficult social issues.  Reading preferences were YA novels with female 
protagonists. 

 
• Hunter- Solid student, particularly excelled in writing and literature.  Loved 

reading literary “classics” and high fantasy.  Passionate about baseball, leader 
among his group of friends, had the reputation of being the class skeptic. 

 
• Jesse- Good student,  socially competent and as a result very popular among her 

peers. Served on student council and played in the band.  Enjoyed exploring and 
discussing difficult social issues, often taking on “liberal” perspectives. Often 
argued with Ashley about politics. 

 
• Gavin- Handsome, athletic, bright, sometimes a roller coaster student.  Passionate 

about basketball.  Enjoyed reading high fantasy, did not want to be perceived as 
“academic.”  Hung out with Hunter. 

 
• Matthew- Quiet, gifted artistically, enjoyed reading and drawing high fantasy.  

Not socially popular among his peers, but well liked.  Avoided being the center of 
attention but participated with class engagements that required collaboration. 
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Overall I was impressed by the “quality” of this group’s discussion.  My tensions 

regarding the ability of these students to navigate a book that I perceived as complex and 

perhaps beyond their experiences subsided.  Student participants illustrated through their 

talk not only their ability to comprehend the novel on many different levels, but to 

articulate their learning in seemingly sophisticated ways (Almasi, 1995; Langer, 1993).   

However, new tensions stirred.   

 The greatest tensions I felt in reading through this group’s transcripts related to 

my role as a teacher and my influence on the discussion (Lewis, 2001; Smagorinsky & 

Fly, 1993).  I intentionally did not often participate in the literature circles because I 

wanted students to discuss issues compelling to them, rather than directing their talk 

towards me.  However, after reading through the transcripts I wondered if I had 

inadvertently diminished the possibility for students to set their own agendas for 

discussion by assigning open ended tasks.  The purpose of the tasks was to guide students 

should they have difficultly discussing the book.  While I suggested groups talk about 

what was important to them and did not explicitly require they follow my guidelines, I 

expected each group to present their work through mini-presentations, and this drove the 

discussion for Group A.   

 The assignment I had given the class to work on in their literature circles was to 

create a timeline of significant events in their novel, and then code those events as to how 

the main character or plot was changed by those events.  Since different literature circle 

groups were reading different novels the intent of coding the timelines was to connect the 

varied readings and discussions to the over-arching theme of “Change Over Time” and 
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discuss their connections as a class.  What struck me about this particular group was how 

driven their discussion was by this assignment.  The conversation was sprinkled with 

statements about the assignment throughout.  

 
Hunter: No, no, no.  This is for, like, the main idea, I think. 
 
Ashley: Oh. 
 
Jesse: Of whether his restriction expires.  Well I know why, because diaries 

induce thought and it like....so you think about stuff and they don’t want 
you to think.  I think he gained independence.  The reason why you aren’t 
allowed to write in a diary is because you can think and thinking would go 
against what Big Brother is going to think… then Big Brother can’t 
control you. 

 
Hunter: Yeah. 
 
Ashley: Like when Ms. Smiles said… um… you know if you didn’t know your 

rights she could like ....she could abuse you and you wouldn’t know any 
better.  But we would know, “Hey! She’s not allowed to do that!”  because 
we didn’t know our rights.  So he’s like learning, maybe, his rights. 

 
Jesse: So that Big Brother can’t take over, right?  Or the disabilities of his 

society? 
 
Ashley: Ok.  So the disabilities of his society? 
 
Jesse: That is a  good thing and exactly what I want to write. 
 

Ashley: Ok.  Let’s see where we get the next like big event…. (Literature Circle 

Discussion, Group A, 1/29/05). 

There was a consistent pattern that emerged across this group’s discussions.  Students 

began exploring rich ideas relating to the themes of the novel and then interrupted the 

flow of thought by going back to the task, such as Jesse’s recording their main event onto 

the timeline.  Then the group moved to the next big event. This made aspects of the 
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discussion seem artificial, and I wondered if the discussion was truly meaningful for 

them, or any if any discussion within the context of school ever could be. 

Another indication of the magnitude in which the instructional context and my role 

within that context influenced the talk seemed to emerge through the vocabulary students 

used.  They were utilizing more of what I consider “academic language” in their talk.  

Labels such as “main idea”  and “big event” were borrowed from a classroom discourse 

greatly shaped by me and the broader school community.  Members of Group A also 

used, though clumsily, vocabulary that seemed an attempt to mimic scholarly talk about 

the literature, like “the disabilities of his society.”   This kind of talk differed greatly from 

the everyday talk I listened to in my classroom or when students hung out with each other 

in the halls.  Because students were tape recorded I questioned whether the talk was 

overly influenced by a need to impress their teacher, or if they were really trying to 

connect more deeply with the literature and each other.   

Their ability to read the context both impressed and concerned me.  On one level 

students demonstrated their ability to “do school,” using examples from the book to 

support their arguments, using their time to finish their assignments while talking about 

the novel.  Then again, I was bothered by who they were “doing school” for and what 

assumptions they had regarding their roles related to schooling.  I wondered how their 

personal histories and institutional experiences were shaping this conversation, and what 

my, the school’s, or perhaps the novel’s influence was in how they were engaging with 

each other.  Furthermore, I wondered what the implications were for using curricular 

engagements that are seemingly student centered and promote education for democracy. 
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Additionally, this group’s discussions left me wanting to further understand the 

teacher’s role in creating a context for meaningful peer talk in the classroom.  When is 

the teacher’s influence is too much, detracting from the potential for learning within the 

context of peer-led discussions about literature?  I also observed that their talk never 

swayed away from the novel, and that they did not share personal stories or feelings that 

were evoked because of their reading.  These wonderings were compounded by my initial 

observations of Group B’s literature circle discussions. 

Group B: Retellings Focused on Interpretations 
 
 Group B was comprised of two boys, Luke and Ethan, and three girls: Katie, 

Cathi, and Hillary.  To recap, 

• Ethan- Tall, handsome, somewhat awkward, class clown, often in trouble with his 
teachers.  Otherwise was a solid student who earned good grades.  Gifted 
musically, played drums in school jazz band and in his own rock band with Luke. 

 
• Luke- Small in stature but large in presence.  Energetic, highly social, cherished 

opportunities to participate in whole class and small group discussions.  Enjoyed 
realistic YA fiction about boys.  Did not enjoy written work.  Played guitar with 
Ethan in their rock band. 

 
• Katie- Quiet, solid student, always polite, did not enjoy being the center of 

attention.  Was popular among her peers, good friends with Jesse from Group A. 
 
• Cathi- Good student, quiet, but spoke up when she felt strongly about something, 

or when she was confused. Very active in her church. Hung out with Hillary. 
 
• Hillary- Also very quiet, but an excellent student, worked particularly hard on her 

writing.  Loved to read, particularly YA realistic fiction about adolescent girls 
dealing with challenging situations like terminal illness or loss of a parent. 

    
Reading the transcripts of Group B’s literature discussion raised further questions 

regarding how students engaged with each other and with literature.  While the novel, the 

students’ proficiencies, and the task were the same, the nature of Group B’s discussion 
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was significantly different than that of their peers in Group A.  Also of  interest was the 

effect that the task of creating a timeline had on what and how students in this group 

discussed the book.  

 Like Group A, Group B spent the majority of their time discussing the book, and 

that discussion was largely text based, meaning they used examples from the book as 

opposed to personal stories and experiences to support their interpretations.  However, 

whereas Group A’s discussion was driven largely by the task, this group utilized 

retellings and questions about the story’s plot as a way to probe each other’s 

interpretations. 

Cathi: You know, O’Brien, how he can make people look different? 
 
Luke: How he talks about the Brotherhood to the girl?  She, like, had no idea 

what he was talking about.  She’s, like,  “No, I had never even heard of 
that,” when really she, like, had seen the two minutes of hate and it seems 
like everybody knew about that.  And so she had no idea.  She was the one 
who was really against the party.  So it was kind of interesting how then, it 
.....cause he said it and she said, “No, I don’t think that exists.”  He kind of 
believed her.  It’s almost like what she says goes. 

 
Ethan: It’s weird, though, because like when he joins the Brotherhood, like he 

doesn’t know.  He’s like, “Oh, you’re in the Brotherhood now but we 
can’t really tell you what’s going on because we don’t really know 
ourselves,” you know?  Isn’t that kind of weird? 

 
Luke: Like he doesn’t understand what’s going on ? 
 
Ethan: Like, yeah, like once he gets into the Brotherhood, like, they can’t really 

tell him what’s happening, or like who the chief is… anything. (Literature 
Circle Discussion, Group B, 1/31/02). 

 
The focus of their discussion was on their anomalies (Short, Harste, w/ Burke, 

1996), particularly the logistics of how Big Brother maintained control over the society  

and how characters behaved in ways they did not understand.  Also evident was the 
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presence of “kid culture” as demonstrated through their use of  kid language (Kaser & 

Short,  1997), their voices as adolescents pronounced, as if their purpose was to put the 

novel’s complexities into terms they created and understood rather than trying to fit into a 

discourse style that reflects the expectations of school.   

Katie: It’s not like he’s bogus or anything… It’s just like people join the  
 Brotherhood, and they...... (Literature Circle Discussion, Group B, 

1/31/02). 
 

Admittedly, when I first read through this transcript I was concerned with what I  

would interpret as an overuse of retellings.  Somehow I had adopted a stance, perhaps 

through continued exposure to various hierarchies of thought like Bloom’s taxonomy as 

part of my teacher preparation and professional development, where I believed that 

retellings were less sophisticated demonstrations of thinking.  I had preconceived notions 

of what constituted a quality response, and felt disappointed that students in Group B 

were not trying to discuss themes, and relate their reading to other experiences they have 

had in school or in their lives.  I suspect I was more impressed with Group A’s discussion 

because their discourse style reflected my preferences for what a discussion should 

contain and how it should evolve (Sleeter, 1996;  Zeichner, & Liston, 1996).  Through 

further analysis my perceptions of what a quality discussion entails broadened. 

Group B experienced a sort of break down in the discussion, sometime towards 

the end of their literature circle meeting, that both intrigued and concerned me.  When 

time began running out and Group B saw that they should work on their timeline, Ethan 

and Luke started being playful with their interpretations and with the other group 

members.  They discussed planet wars and Burma, exasperating the girls who were trying 
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to finish the assignment. Their behavior seemed influenced by gender, but I also 

wondered if it was their adolescence, or if they were simply tired and the conversation 

had run out for them.  Ethan, in particular, who during the first two-thirds of the 

discussion was so enthusiastically engaged, shut down.  Ethan was one of the few student 

participants in this study  who connected personal experiences with the discussion of 

1984.    

Ethan: This is like the hidden mike thing, like, you know..... (referring to the tape 
recorder on their desks) 

 
Luke: That’s pretty cool. 
 
Ethan: My friend knows how to make, like, one of these things. Like he actually 

made one; he showed me.....I don’t know how to do it but he showed me 
it....He had some kit thing and could go, like bug like a recording thing 
and it has like a little transmitter thing and it puts out the radio station.  So 
you put out background and it sends out signals, like 92.3 or whatever you 
know for radio stations.  Like 20 feet and you can hear it ....it’s kind of 
cool.  It’s weird.  Okay 1984, Katie’s thing...... . (Literature Circle 
Discussion, Group B, 1/31/02). 

 
However, by the end of the discussion Ethan seemed completely disengaged from 

the group’s agenda, humming and singing as other members tried to talk, and bringing up 

stories that were irrelevant to the conversation. 

Cathi: What happened after he wrote “Down with big brother?” 
 
Ethan: Did it snow yesterday during class?  Like, did your teacher let you out?  

We didn’t know until, like, five minutes to four.  I know.  In band he 
didn’t let us out so we just kind of walked out. 

 
Katie: After he wrote “Down with big brother” he met Julia. No, that’s a long 

time after, huh?  I know that.  What more do we have to write? . 
(Literature Circle Discussion, Group B, 1/31/02). 
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One of my greatest fears as a teacher is that during peer-led literature circles 

students “goof-off,” ignoring the important work of developing literacy in order to fulfill 

their need to perform for their friends or to resist my authority.  The above excerpt did 

little to quiet those tensions.  But what I wondered was why Ethan was so obviously 

resistant to working with his fellow group members and if, again, there was something 

about the assignment that affected the discussion in ways I did not expect. 

Reflecting Across the Two Groups 

Reading through the transcripts of both groups revealed features of the literature 

circle discussions of interest and raised questions as to how students engage with each 

other and literature within peer-led literature circles.  Like the students in Group A, 

Group B had created a meaningful experience for each other while actively working 

together to create, test, and enhance their understandings of the novel.  However, ways in 

which the two groups created meaningful experiences differed significantly.  Students in 

Group B had a relatively polite and seemingly more interactive discussion compared to 

the continual arguing and attention to the assignment that characterized the work  in 

Group A.   The observations of the interactions indicated that the peer-led literature 

discussions were productive, fulfilling the educational purposes such as promoting basic 

comprehension and critical thinking.  Group A stayed focused on the assignment.  Group 

B avoided the assignment until time was running out for them to complete it.   

These observations left me wondering as to what evoked these ways of engaging 

with each other.  I particularly wondered what interrelationships between their personal 

and social identities within literature circles that could explain these observations.       
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My initial readings of the literature discussion transcripts heightened my curiosity 

of what it is about peer-led literature circles that had so enraptured both mine and my 

students’ interests and enthusiasm.  I wanted to understand the intricate dynamics of what 

I saw, such as the roles of the instructional context and student identities in shaping the 

meaningfulness of the readings and talk.  And I wanted to understand if and how these 

interactions enhance literary learning and foster a disposition of life-long learning. 

Sharpening the Analysis, The 3 R’s: Re-seeing, Rethinking, Re-questioning 

 To look more deeply at how students engage with each other and with literature 

within peer-led literature circles, I examined the topics/issues students raised within the 

literature discussions, the types of talk students demonstrated, and the roles students took 

on as they discussed the novel.  I decided to look at these three features of the talk within 

the peer-led literature circles because they each led to me to ask different interpretive 

questions.  Topics/issues led me to ask questions related to what the groups found 

interesting and important as reflected in the topics they selected to discuss.  Furthermore, 

I was led to ask what their selections revealed about student engagement with the 

literature and each other.  Types of talk focused the particular ways in which students 

talked with and at each other, focusing the inquiry on the relationship between the types 

of talk and student engagement.  Examining the roles students took on led me to ask 

questions related to how different aspects of their interactions with each other reflected 

their engagement with the novel and their fellow group members.  Examining these three 

features of the literature circle discussions created a fuller picture of student engagement 

within peer-led literature circles.   
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The following three sections describe the literature discussions by each feature of 

the discussions analyzed, describing in detail the topics/issues, types of talk and roles 

evident in the transcripts for a specific group.  Included in each section is a discussion of 

how these characteristics of the discussion influenced the discourse. 

Group A, Topic Analysis: Talk about the Novel, Talk about the Task 

 When I first coded transcripts for the issues/topics students raised with each other 

during the discussion I was impressed with the depth and variety of topics explored in 

both Groups A and B.  My concern in using 1984 for literature circles was whether 

students would be able to comprehend the complexity of the novel because I would not 

directly facilitate the novel study.  Examining the topics they raised gave me insight not 

only into their comprehension processes within a social setting, but also their interests as 

readers.  I was provided with documentation of what was important to these students in 

this particular novel.  I also realized that my tensions were the result of  underestimating  

students’ capabilities as readers and thinkers.  

 The topics raised in Group A can be described as encompassing two major 

groupings which fit the overall pattern of their discussion: talk about the novel and talk 

about the assignment.   

 Issues of interest students brought up in Group A included: control, power, 

freedom, and truth.  Additionally, within these issues students explored broad 

philosophical concepts from  the novel such as understanding the nature of truth and 

reality, duty versus individual desires, why conformity was more appealing and easier 

than freedom for many people, and the role of the individual within an Utopian society. 
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The following excerpt is an exploration of how Big Brother gained and 

maintained control. This exchange illustrates Group A’s observations and inferences 

regarding why Big Brother was able to maintain control over society through 

manipulation of the children. 

Ashley: So, in other words, he’s very into people’s rights and how people are 
brainwashed. Maybe by animals like the sheep and pretty much everybody 
except for the pigs that think for themselves is brainwashed and how, like, 
can’t think for themselves.  So, like, when we’re talking about the kids 
being brainwashed I think it’s like, it goes in general how leaders who get 
into power need to look at it.... Like all the good leaders are not good, but 
all of the powerful… Powerful leaders that haven’t been elected have, 
like, induced the kids to lead them when they were very young.  Like, look 
at Hitler you know.  Like Hitler’s youth… he had that and like Hitler’s 
youth he brainwashed all the kids.  Wouldn’t you say? 

 
Hunter: Well, the kids were...... 
 
Jesse: If you try to show how the kids were or how easy it was to fall into place.. 
 
Ashley: Because they get a little bit of power.  Cause, like, these kids are getting 

this little bit of power where they get to spy on their parents and you hear 
them talking wrong you can turn that in… you’ve got power over your 
parents.  It’s just like to Hitler people. 

 
Jesse: So control of power? 
 
Ashley: No, like, how power corrupts I think.  Because, I mean, you know how, 

like, these kids they turn in their parents.  But do you think we would turn 
in our parents?    So I find that philosophy very interesting, how power 
corrupts.  Okay. (Literature Circle Discussion, Group A, 1/29/02). 

   
Drawing upon  intertextual experiences, Ashley describes how the children in 

1984 were controlled like the more gullible animals in Animal Farm, and how Hitler and 

the Nazi control of Germany used the country’s youth to gain control as well.  Also, the 

discussion looked at different conceptual facets of control, such as the different kinds of 

control they observed, societal and individual, and the role of the society’s members in 
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supporting Big Brother.  Students were particularly disturbed by the children’s blatant 

disregard for their parents’ safety, and the absence of respect or love.   

Ashley: They have no respect for their adults.  It’s like the same with the Nazi’s 
though.  I think that the Nazi revolution was brilliant.  I mean, think about 
it.  All revolutions have gotten their kids, like, they can have little bits of 
power.  You know the Nazi’s were, like, “Look, you guys, pass this test 
where you have to do some brave act and you’ll be part of the Nazi youth 
and you can tell your parents to be quiet.”  You know, wouldn’t you love 
to be able to say that to your parents?  “Oh be quiet!”   

 
Jesse: Yeah, but I love my parents a lot and how would I be able to turn around 

and get them killed?  
 

Ashley: But they don’t realize that love.  They don’t have that love anymore.  
That’s the problem. 

 
Hunter: Then why the heck would you have kids? 
 

Ashley: Well, that was the duty to the party.  The duty to the party is to have kids 

and since they are all orthodox and into this, “We’ve got to do what Big Brother says and 

be good,” you know they just let themselves out…(Literature Circle Discussion, Group 

A, 1/29/02). 

In thinking about the richness and complexity of students’ thinking about 1984, I 

compared their responses to Erich Fromm’s (1961) afterward where he identifies and 

describes what he calls significant “Orwellian” concepts.  One such concept is the nature 

of truth.  Fromm points out that on a literal level Orwell’s treatment of “truth” and 

“reality” is clearly a denouncement of Stalin’s policies and treatment of the people he 

ruled.  However, Fromm claims Orwell’s analysis reaches deeper.  “The basic question 

which Orwell raises is whether there is any such thing as ‘truth.’  “’Reality’ so the Party 

holds, is not external.  ‘Reality exists in the human mind and nowhere else. .. whatever 
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the party holds to be truth is truth.’  If this is so, then by controlling men’s minds the 

party controls truth” (p. 284).  Truth, and in particular this perspective on truth, was a 

significant topic in Group A’s discussion.   

Ashley: How about....you know how they always say a blue streak would be untrue 
and that’s one of the things that bothers him the most.  We could use a 
civic book and say you know here it says consumer prices.  Consumer 
prices rose almost 40 percent between 1988 and 1998.  Well we weren’t 
born in 1988 how would we know that consumer prices were 120. 

 
Jesse: I see what you’re doing.  He doesn’t know what happened in the past but 

he’s writing what he remembers. 
 
Matthew: Then history books are wrong? 
 
Ashley: They could be.  History books nobody has to bring those in cause they’re 

right here.   
 
Hunter:  So you guys think all we’ve learned....you guys think our history books 

are all lying? 
 
Ashley: No, but we’re just saying it could.   Cause that’s what is part of the theme 

in our book. 
 
Matthew: We as ourselves. We don’t know exactly what happened because we 

weren’t there. 
 
Jesse: Yeah.  We have to rely on other people. 
 
Ashley: So like in the early 1900's were there really sweat shops or did people 

make them up just to make it look better for us? 
 
Jesse: It depends on what you make of it.  Maybe everyone is rich. 
 
Ashley: And it’s worse now. 
 
Hunter: Oh my gosh! 
 
Ashley: Okay, so we could all be rich and nobody is telling us. (Literature Circle 

Discussion, Group A, 2/5/02). 
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 Students in this group also discussed the notion of reality in relation to whether 

what we think is actually real. 

Hunter: How will we say his job?  Have we already done that?  When he is 
changing like documents?  I think that’s a giant part of the book because it 
shows that he’s changing history.  It shows that nothing that they are 
told… It means that nothing in the whole history. 

 
Ashley: Right. And it’s like the same when they say, like, the day before the top of 

it is being reduced then the next day they say there is a celebration because 
the top has been increased. 

 
Hunter: It shows that there could be nothing they’ve been told their whole lives 

could be true.  Everything could be fake.. 
 
Jesse: Except for in your own memory. 
 
Hunter: They can’t trust anything. 
 
Ashley: Because he realizes, except in your own mind, nothing is real.  No history 

except in your own mind is real. (Literature Circle Discussion, Group A, 
1/29/02). 

 
In addition to illustrating students’ awareness of the key themes Orwell raises in 

the novel, this discussion illustrates that students share a particular view of what scholarly 

talk about literature looks like. However, the frame of their interpretations draws upon 

experiences close to their own lives.  The example Ashley brings up of how great it 

would be to tell one’s parents to “Oh, be quiet!” and Jesse’s claim that she could never 

betray her parents because she loves them are closely related to their adolescence, 

characterized by changes in their relationships with their parents.  Also, when exploring 

the notion of truth and reality, while they considered these concepts in similar theoretical 

terms as Fromm’s analysis, students explored the concept by considering their own 

knowledge of history as it was taught in school. 
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Talk about the Task 

 The above excerpt is also a good example of the second major category of topics 

Group A discussed, talk about the task.  While students were able to collaboratively tease 

out many of the complex ideas explored in Orwell’s dark allegory, they talked about the 

book as if it were a job to be done, “How will we say his job?”  “Have we done that yet?”  

For this group, the assignments fueled their purpose for talking, and in many ways guided 

the topics they selected to discuss.  Typically, a discussion topic would begin like this. 

Hunter: What do you think the next big part is then? 

Ashley: I think it’s when he dreams of the golden country because…(Literature 
Circle Discussion, Group A, 1/29/02). 

 
And then students would discuss that topic until they found they had something 

satisfactory to include on their timeline. 

Ashley: Alright, well after that Winston was dreaming of his mother.  It’s really 
gross in the end.  It’s supposed to be the Utopia but it totally isn’t.  That 
isn’t my Utopia.  You know to be, like, “Unless you do exactly how 
you’re told…” 

 
Jesse: It may be what George Orville was trying to say is that everyone has their 

own kind of freedom.  You’ve got people in this story who completely go 
along with Big Brother and they have no thought of themselves.  But 
maybe that’s how they like it.  Maybe having people make decisions for 
them is good for them.  But then you have people like Winston who want 
to think for themselves and that’s the only way he has learned how to be 
free.  So maybe he’s writing to show that maybe one person’s Utopia is 
not another’s so we can never ever have Utopia. 

 
Ashley: Very good.  I think we should write that, um, you guys, what Jesse just 

said. (Literature Circle Discussion, Group A, 1/29/02). 
 

Topics relating to the assignment included issues like what page everyone had 

read to, where they were at with the assignment, who was contributing what, and whether 
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a member’s interpretations were accurate enough to include in their presentation.  

Analysis of the topics raised many questions with regard to the role of the task and its 

influence on the discourse.  On the one hand the group engaged in extended discussions 

of intriguing themes presented in 1984, and the amount of engaged talk was far more than 

if the novel were discussed as a whole class, or if I had directed the discussion with 

predetermined questions.  Yet, the discourse still followed a pattern of in Initiation-

Response-Evaluation (Peyton-Young, 1998, Cazden, 1988). An idea was initiated and 

discussed, then the group evaluated whether it was right for their timeline, and then 

initiated another idea. 

Bakhtin’s (1986) notion of speech genre offered an explanation for why this 

pattern arose in the talk of Group A.  Broadening the notion of genre to go beyond that of 

the written text, Bakhtin describes how a speech genre is a stable type of utterance used 

by participants within a particular social context.  Peyton-Young (1998) explains,  

“Speech genres are internalized within institutions such as school and become part of the 

organizational structures.  They serve to codify the ideology, beliefs, and norms of the 

institution” (p. 248).  Just as students explored the notion of control in 1984, I considered 

it heavily myself as I read their transcripts.  The balance between teacher and student 

control appeared delicate, and the influence of the institution of school seemed, perhaps, 

to transcend both kinds of control. The group’s use of the assignment as a guide for their 

discussion was productive, and yet I found myself disturbed by the presence of the task in 

this group’s talk. 
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Group B, Topic Analysis: Competing Agendas 

 
Luke:  As a discussion I think we have to work on our time line but first we have to 

direct one or two discussion questions. (Literature Circle Discussion, Group B, 
1/31/02). 

 
 As I have mentioned before, Group B’s literature circle discussion looked in 

many ways different from Group A’s, and the analysis of the topics reflects those 

differences.  Some of the topics discussed were the same, but while Group A’s discussion 

very predictably centered on the task, Group B deliberately avoided talk relating to the 

task as the quote at the beginning of this section indicates.  Luke sets the agenda for the 

discussion, and perhaps as a result the talk unfolded in very different ways. 

 Similar to Group A, Group B discussed both the novel and the assignment, but for 

Group B the assignment had a significantly different effect on the discourse.  Also, there 

were several topics that came up in Group B that Group A had discussed as well, but the 

content of those topics differed. 

Ironies and Anomalies 

 Group B was more interested in the human drama of the novel, talking in depth 

about characters like Julia and how she is not what she appears to be as well Winston’s 

willingness to trust her.  This Group grappled with the novel’s ironies, such as how the 

characters behaved, the logistics of  Big Brother’s control over its citizens, and what was 

real and illusion.  The following characterizes Group B’s interest in the novel’s characters 

and their ironic behaviors. Here the group discusses Julia and Winston’s strange 

relationship, starting with Luke’s proposition that the group direct some discussion 

questions, hence setting the agenda for the discussion. 
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Luke: Yeah, I did.  As a discussion I think we have to work on our time line but 
first we have to direct one or two discussion questions.  One I thought was 
really interesting was how he was really able to discuss with Julia 

 
Katie: Like how he thought… 
 
Luke: She was a member of the Thought Police or a spy or something like that at 

first.  And he was like really open about it and she didn’t really care either.  
I thought that was interesting. If I was like being accused of all that stuff, 
you know, I would have been at least a little defensive I think.  But it 
seems like they are a good couple because they both.... 

 
Katie: She laughed. 
 
Cathi: She was like telling him about all these things that he thought and he was 

talking about how he would smack her head in with a cobblestone and 
stuff. 

 
Ethan: He was like, “Yeah yesterday I was going to smash your head with a 

cobblestone then rape you and leave you.”  You go, “Oh that’s nice.” 
 
Katie: Yeah, I know, that’s kind of strange. 
 
Luke: It seemed like she didn’t care. (Literature Circle Discussion, Group B, 

1/31/02). 
 

From here Luke asks the group to clarify the meaning of the word “surname,” and 

then the discussion explores Winston, the girl, and the two minutes of hate.  The group 

presents something that they interpret as “weird” or “strange” and explore the event, 

checking for understanding, and then moving on, but seemingly more naturally, to 

another anomaly.    

 Like Group A, Group B explored the “Orwellian” concept of truth and reality 

(Fromm, 1961).   

Katie: It’s still very sad, about, I don’t think the Thought Police was real. 
 
Ethan: He seen them though. 
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Hillary: They would have been caught by now wouldn’t they? 
 
Luke: Hey, Winston was right there by all those telescreens and everything and 

sits out there with his diary wide open and his face when the tele screens 
can see him and he starts writing in his diary and that’s illegal in the first 
place.  

 
Cathi: And he’s thinking, “I need to go write in my diary,” the monopoly should 

have, like, caught that. 
 
Luke: And even if it’s just, like, a random one out of a million chance that’s he’s 

going to get caught, he’s thinking about it 24-7.  Whenever you’re reading 
the book he’s always thinking about, “Oh I hate the party, oh where’s that 
girl, oh I’m going to do this, oh I’m going to do that.”  And it’s never 
anything to help the party so he has like....even though the Thought Police 
would only be listening like once every couple of years he would still have 
been caught. 

 
Cathi: Same with me.  I don’t think they exist. 
 
Ethan: I think the Thought Police exist they not....they are like in your head....like 

they suspect that maybe Katie is thinking about defecting or something, 
you know,  so they are going to kill her because they are watching her. 

 
Luke: Yeah, they can’t actually hear what you are thinking.  That’s the thing.  

That’s why he says he always has to keep his facial expressions like the 
same all the time, even if he’s really happy, like, when he got the note that 
said I love you from the girl.  He was like really wanting to express his 
feelings but he couldn’t because there were telescreens all around.  So I 
think that maybe the Thought Police is a person that watches through the 
telescreen and they listen through the hidden microphones, like, in the 
....all those alleys and bushes. (Literature Circle Discussion, Group B, 
1/31/02). 

 
 In this discussion students contemplate the reality of the Thought Police,  but 

begin exploring an even deeper question relating thoughts equating reality.  Similarly, the 

group grappled with the illusion of the war, and through their exploration hit on 

something highly significant to the novel, a nuance I did not think students would pick up 

on because of their limited knowledge of history.  Fromm (1961) explains, 
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[Orwell] shows the economic significance of continuous arms production, 
without which the economic system cannot function.  Furthermore, he 
gives an impressive picture of how a society must develop which is 
constantly preparing for war, constantly afraid of being attacked, and 
preparing to find a means of annihilation of its opponents.  Orwell’s 
picture is so pertinent because it offers a telling argument against the 
popular idea that we can save freedom and democracy by continuing the 
arms race and finding a “stable” deterrent (p. 286). 

 
 The following illustrates how Luke and Ethan explore the war, and how such 

illusions can control society.  

 
Ethan: I don’t think they were at war. 
 
Luke: I know.  I don’t think they are ever at war.  I think they are .... 
 
Ethan: ...attacking themselves! 
 
Luke: Exactly.  I think they are bombing their own paroles just so.....just like 

Ethan said before like last time...there has never been a bomb dropped in 
the party area except for um where that one church...St. Clemens....St. 
Clemens that giant church that he said oranges and lemons, the bells of St. 
Clemson or whatever that old man says.  I think that was the only place 
that a bomb had ever dropped.  I think that was when the original war 
started and then like the war had stopped cause everybody had like....I 
think maybe that all the officials of all the different countries are doing the 
same thing but they need country.  Like controlling their communities. 

 
Ethan: Not unless the war because we already talked about that.  He used to 

remember running deep down.  Deep into the bomb thing.  I think there 
was a war at one time but then its over now and now its just like...... 

 
Luke: Yeah like the war was over in like two years and I think that maybe the 

officials of each country made an agreement, like, “Let’s take over our 
own countries and make them think that we’re still at war and make them 
think all this stuff because then we can have entire power over entire 
countries.”  And so each country changed every once in a while who they 
were at war with.  That way it doesn’t seem like....it’s just like a common 
thing to be at war with Eurasia or a common thing to be at war with 
London, or, you know.... 
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Ethan: I don’t think it really.....like they really talked to the guys of East Asia and 
made a deal.  They were just saying they were at war with East Asia even 
if the guys in East Asia don’t really know that they are at war with East 
Asia because they’re not. 

 
Luke: Well, then, don’t you think that East Asia would be, like, if they want to 

make relations with like London or something like that, then something 
would happen? 

 
Ethan: No, because they are only making relations with the top people.  And the 

top people say, “Oh yeah, don’t flip out when you see people hate you 
because we’re bombing ourselves and saying it’s you.”  I’m sure it’s weird 
to everybody, you know? 

 
Luke: Yeah, that’s what I’m saying, the other countries know about it.  That’s all 

I think.  I just think....other countries don’t necessarily do the same thing, 
they just know about it.  Because that way they can bomb themselves for a 
really long period of time.  Everyone can think they’re under war and 
when you’re under war you’re more willing to work with someone else.  
When you’re afraid and someone directs you to do something it’s easier 
then if you have time to think about it.  Because if you’re afraid of bombs 
and war and everything like that and someone says, Come on, quickly go 
do this- go do that,”  then you’re like, “Okay, I’ll go do it.”  But when you 
have time to think about it and it’s not under a stressful position you’re 
like, “Wait a second, that doesn’t seem right.”  You can’t really think for 
yourself. 

 
Ethan: So what do think about her time line? (Literature Circle Discussion, 

Group B, 1/31/02). 
  

The idea of war or imagined threats as a means to control people through fear is 

an issue Ethan and Luke explore, question, and evaluate as they banter about the logistics 

of the war and how it continues.  They propose how such a grand façade can be pulled of, 

and an observation they make, that also Group A made as well, is how it is simpler to 

follow along and take orders than to think for oneself, “When you’re afraid and someone 

directs you to do something it’s easier then if you have time to think about it.”  They are 
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taking the plot and thinking beyond it, inferring and checking their hypotheses through 

their talk.     

Talk about the Task, Going to the Carnival 

 Up until Ethan’s question regarding the timeline, Group B made little reference to 

the assignment, except once,  a seemingly out of the blue comment Katie makes as to 

whether Winston’s job of changing history relates to a personal change in Winston 

himself.  Other wise the group explored topics in the book that interested or confused 

them.  However, when Ethan brings up the timeline, at a point in which students were 

probably warned that time was running out, the conversation went a completely different 

direction, and the topics as related to the novel and the author suddenly focused on 

details, facts, or deliberately off topic conversation.  In short, the discussion turned to a 

job to be done, but unlike Group A, it was not a job participants necessarily saw as 

important.  The following excerpt demonstrates this. 

Ethan: So what do think about her time line? 
 
Katie: Yeah, we need to.... 
 
Cathi: How far are we? 
 
Katie: Not that far. 
 
Ethan: Okay.  Actually, guys, we are pretty far, aren’t we?  I mean we’re like half 

way done and stuff. 
 
Luke: Okay, so we were right at becoming more rebellious as a party and then 

Winston writes ‘Down with big brother’, in the diary. 
 
Katie: Oh, isn’t that the diary entry? 
 



 

 

122

 

Luke: Winston’s diary entry, yeah, he starts writing but then the second time 
after those little kids, like, shoot him in the ankles then he goes and writes 
“Down with big brother.” 

 
Katie:  Okay, you write that. (Literature Circle Discussion, Group B, 1/31/02). 
 
 I was not only taken by how the content of the conversation changed, but how the 

physical appearance of the transcript changed as well.  Before Luke and Ethan spoke in 

long paragraphs, describing with enthusiasm connections they were making as they 

explored the novel’s complexities.  The give and take of their exchanges pushed them to 

consider deeper and broader interpretations of the novel.  Upon focusing their attention to 

the timeline the transcript revealed that their talk turned into single sentence responses as 

students struggled to find the “correct” answer to include on their timeline.  In addition to 

the timeline, students had an author mini-inquiry to present to the class as well.  For 

Group B, the assignments overlapped and they were in a bind as to how to finish both in 

the time left.  They argued about spelling and content, deciding whether it was important 

to include the date Orwell was born.  Ethan tried to push the discussion back to the lively 

engaged talk prior to the focus on the timeline.  

Katie:  His parents were members of the Indian Civil Service. 
 
Ethan: Let’s talk about his entire..... 
 
Cathi: He joined the Republican forces ....... 
 
Ethan: Let’s talk about the deeper perspectives. 
 
Luke: Like the totalit....tttt..whatever. 
 
Ethan: Totalitarian. 
 
Katie: You wrote about that. 
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Ethan: We did? (Literature Circle Discussion, Group B, 1/31/02). 
  

Ethan’s idea of considering deeper perspectives is buried in the group’s perceived 

need to construct and overhead for their presentation.  Later, he tries again. 

Ethan: Dude, just spell it.....  Okay no more facts.  Let’s just talk about the deeper 
thought.  Don’t you think it’s cool that they can, like, see inside his head?  
Like, you can, like, see what he’s hearing? Or, like, thinking, you know? 

 
Luke: He’s dead. 
 
Ethan: Of course he’s dead.  He’s been dead for half a century actually.  Wow. 

(Literature Circle Discussion, Group B, 1/31/02). 
 
 Again Ethan’s suggestion is rejected.  The assignment, which they perceived as an 

exercise in finding facts to fulfill a requirement, quickly bored Ethan and Luke, and they 

directed their discussion to other related and more interesting matters. 

Katie: Okay, anyways, he was in the Second World War.... 
 
Luke: In W W dos. 
 
Ethan: Doce 
 
Luke: Doce?  That means twelve. 
 
Ethan: I don’t know.  That would be kind of sad like if there’s a World War 12. 
 
Katie: He writes to write...... 
 
Ethan: Okay, what would they call ...they call it a world war ....what would they 

call it if the world was battling aliens?  It wouldn’t be a world war, would 
it? 

 
Luke: It would be ....... 
 
Ethan: A double world war.  A 2-K world war.    If two worlds are battling cause 

it wouldn’t be world war. What would it be?   
 
Katie: Why are we talking about that? 
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Ethan:  It could be a planet war. 
 
Luke: Yeah. 
 
Ethan: A planet war! 
 
Luke: Planet war three.  It sounds like a movie.  Okay let’s go. 
 
Ethan: Sorry, we need to focus. 
 
Luke: Okay. He was in World War II, what else was he in?  The Spanish 

Inquisition..... 
 
Ethan: He was in some other Spanish civil war thing. (Literature Circle 

Discussion, Group B, 1/31/02). 
 

Similar topics that came up as they discussed, or tried to discuss, their timelines 

and author studies were whether authors really write what they know.  Katie would say 

they absolutely do, and Ethan would argue that J.K. Rawling did not “live” or 

“experience” Harry Potter.  By the end of the discussion Ethan completely checked out.  

The hired transcriber wrote the following at the bottom of this transcript, 

Ethan is talking and humming the whole time the girls are trying to speak so it is hard to 
understand what is being said.  They are talking about things other than the story and its 
hard to make out because several are speaking at the same time. 
 

While Group A adopted a I-R-E like pattern during their discussion of the novel, 

reflecting Bakhtin’s (1986) notion of speech genre, Group B resisted such a pattern.  

Another of Bakhtin’s  concepts offered an explanation of the kind of discussion pattern I 

observed in the topics raised by Group B, particularly when the discussion turned toward 

trying to finish the assignment.  That concept is the notion of carnival. 

In the carnival everyone is an active participant, everyone communes in 
the carnival act.  Carnival is not contemplated, it is, strictly speaking, not 
even played out; its participants live in it, they live according to its laws, 
as long as those laws are in force, i.e., they live a carnivalistic life.  A 
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carnivalistic life is life drawn out of its usual rut, it is to a degree “life 
turned inside out, “life the wrong way ‘round’” (“monde a’ l’envers”). 
(Bakhtin, 1973, pp. 100-101, as cited in Peyton Young, 1996, p. 249). 
 
Peyton-Young (1996) used carnival to analyze adolescent talk about 

literature across a variety of contexts.  Student talk in Group B reflects similar 

patterns she saw in an after school book club she observed.  Luke and Ethan used 

their literature circle time to include “active, free, playful, and familiar 

participation among people who are usually separated by hierarchical positions” 

(p. 249).  The literature circles being examined are within the context of school 

and more specifically, my classroom, but without my direct involvement.  Luke 

and Ethan read the engagement of literature circles as allowing opportunity to 

make fun of the sacred aspects of school, as reflected in the talk about literature in 

the particular ways used by Group A.  The planet wars discussion, for instance, 

reflects a playful connectedness to the novel and the assignment, but in a way that 

resists the competing agendas they encounter as part of schooling, at this moment 

such as my agenda for what students should be doing with their literature circle 

time.  

Reflecting on Topic Analysis 

 Many aspects of  the topics raised in this discussion are interesting to note.  Like 

Group A, topics in Group B’s conversation are derived predominantly from the text, 

which makes sense these are literature circles exploring a specific novel.  However, upon 

closer examination, while the discussion is very text-based, I observed that their topic 

selections are carved out of their personal and instructional experiences.  But for Group 
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B, those experiences are revealed differently, such as in the kind of language they use, a 

vernacular more reflective of their adolescence.  Their experiences are also evident in 

their playful banters, like in the excerpt about the planet wars or Ethan’s argument with 

Katie as to the validity of the notion that authors write what they know.  However, even 

the talk during the first two-thirds of the discussion prior to Group B’s attention shifting 

to the assignment grew out of the complex interplay of the instructional context and their 

personal identities.  One such topic was their discussion of suicide.  

Luke: It’s weird, though, like if we wanted you to commit suicide tomorrow 
you’d have to?  I’m like, “No thanks.”  I don’t really know why they want 
to commit suicide. 

 
Katie: Well, it’s like if they were about to be caught then O’Brien would 

probably tell them to commit suicide.... 
 
Ethan: Because he could break under pressure.  He could tell them.... I don’t 

think, like, if he told me to commit suicide and I didn’t know his 
reasoning… I wouldn’t do it. 

 
Luke: But, then, on the other hand if I was so involved in the Brotherhood, like, 

so, like, a follower… kind of like a really, like, trusted follower then I 
don’t know what I would do… Like, because, then you can’t control 
yourself.  Like if you just “Hailed the Brotherhood” or whatever, and you 
like....I don’t know… kind of the way Hitler did that.  Even though, if the 
people were not part of the Nazi’s before and you were to ask them if they 
would commit suicide for their leader and they would be like, “No, no 
way!”  But once they got dragged into that brainwashing and everything it 
was like they would do anything just to please Hitler or the Nazi group or 
anything. 

 
Ethan: It sounds kind of far fetched about we got to commit suicide.  I’d like to, 

like, kill the other dudes like the thought police and they’d probably kill 
me but that’s, like, okay. (Literature Circle Discussion, Group B, 
1/31/02). 

  
 Within this exchange students reveal their interest in Nazi Germany, which also 

came out in Group A’s discussion, and in what they would do if faced with the choice of 



 

 

127

 

having to commit suicide.  Suicide is a serious, and sometimes taboo, subject in the 

adolescent’s world, particularly within the school context.  Typically, it is a subject 

reserved for the counselors during special class meetings or in private sessions.  Here 

students were able to express and explore feelings and questions about suicide through 

the lens of the novel and the context of literature circles.  They considered the awesome 

control that the Thought Police had over the citizens from the perspective of what they 

might do in the character’s place. 

 Examining the topics raised in this discussion raised further questions about how 

students engage with each other and literature in peer-led literature discussion of a 

relatively difficult text.  Group A’s agenda for their discussion was parallel to my agenda, 

and focusing on my agenda influenced the discourse significantly, both in regard to the 

topics they selected and the pattern in which topics about the novel and topics about the 

assignment appear in the discussion.  Group B began their discussion by setting their own 

agenda, and the topics grew out of a discourse with different features than Group A’s.  

And, when Group B did attend to completing my assignments, many examples of 

resistance to my agenda being fulfilled are evident.  The timeline was not as important as 

the agenda students proposed for themselves, as Ethan pointed out, “Let’s just talk about 

the deeper thought.”   

 This analysis left me surprised at the extent to which I influenced the content of 

the discourse.  I grappled with my beliefs about learning in relation to my actions, such as 

the curricular choices I made.  Short and Burke (1991) define curriculum as putting a set 

of beliefs into action.  I considered use of peer-led literature circles to be a manifestation 
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of my belief in the necessity for learners to have choices and opportunities to explore the 

questions that matter most to them personally in order to feel ownership over their 

learning. However, through the process of analysis and reflection, I felt tensions about 

how my curricular choices served to include and/or exclude the interests of and questions 

of students. 

 Analysis of topics/issues also raised questions relating to the gendered talk I saw 

across both discussions.  In Group A, the talk is dominated by the girls, and challenged 

by the boys.  In Group B, the boys clearly dominate the talk in the beginning of the 

discussion, then leave the responsibility of completing the assignment to the girls.  

Cherland (1991) examined the gendered readings of boys and girls and found the boys’ 

talk centered around a discourse of action, whereas the girls’ talk focused on a discourse 

of feeling.  This topic analysis reflected similar patterns.  In both groups the topics raised 

center more on the action of the novel, causing me to wonder if this is because the speech 

genre within school is interpreted as favoring this male kind of discourse.  And I 

wondered, about the implications for students having and exercising their voices.  

 Another tension that arose was the way in which both groups used argument to 

explore the novel.  In Group A arguments were explicit and prevalent.  In Group B, while 

the exchanges were on the surface more cooperative, I noticed in parts that students 

argued even when they agreed with each other.  I wondered what purpose the use of 

argument served in understanding the text, and why argument was even used in the first 

place.   
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Types of Talk 

 This section describes the different types of talk I observed.  When initially 

reading and coding transcripts for what I am calling “types of talk,” I was looking more 

at the ways in which students use verbal language to engage with each other and the text, 

such as how topics are introduced, explored, challenged, and changed.  Not surprisingly, 

the types of talk utilized within each group, while sharing some similar features, differed.  

For instance, both groups used questions, but for different purposes, as well as the 

groups’ uses of retellings.   

 To better understand the differences I was observing across the two groups I drew 

upon the work of Douglas Barnes (1993).  He and his colleagues created four descriptors 

to systematically illustrate the kinds of responses they observed during peer-led literature 

discussions of their students.  Those four descriptors include the following: 

1. Identification.  This included putting themselves into the character’s 
situation and interpreting the events in terms of their own concerns and 
experiences. 

2. Verisimilitude. This was a matter of treating the characters and events as 
real rather than inventions, often giving them a life outside the events of 
the novel, as well as criticizing the tale from the point of view of likeness 
to life (which of course is not always relevant).  

3. The novel as artifact. Here the novel is treated as the creation of a 
particular person, an expression of the novelist’s intentions, values, and 
visions. 

4. Virtual experience.  The novel is treated as a message that can be 
understood and enjoyed in its own right, separate from the author’s 
situation and intentions. (p. 21) 

 
These descriptors enhanced my observations of the types of talk used by my students, and 

led to my identifying patterns across the talk of each group.  In particular, I saw responses 

in Group A as predominantly, but not completely, reflecting talk that treats the novel as 
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artifact and as a virtual experience, while Group B’s  talk could best be described as 

containing the features of identification and verisimilitude. 

 Like my discussion of the topics students raised during the discussions, I will first 

describe my observations of the types of talk I observed in Group A, then Group B, and 

end with a discussion of what these observations mean in light of this inquiry. 

Group A, Types of Talk: Responding Outside Themselves 

 When I initially analyzed Group A’s discussion for types of talk I used the 

following descriptors as I coded their exchanges: giving directions, identifying 

themes/main ideas, personal connections, intertextual connections, broad philosophical 

statements, argument, interpretive questions/statements using examples from the text, 

summarizing. 

Confident Authority   

 Overall, members’ talk in Group A was based in describing the book as a 

confident authority of the novel’s meaning, discussing observations from a stance of 

sharing with self-assurance that their observations were accurate.  Their involvement with 

novel was that of something outside themselves, and their job was to uncover and 

articulate the novel’s meanings and the author’s purpose. 

 One way in which this kind of talk about the novel manifested itself was through 

how the group dealt with inaccuracies or inconsistencies of their interpretations.   

Questions related to an individual’s interpretation of the novel were rarely revealed to the 

group. Instead, when the accuracy of someone’s interpretation came into question it was 

challenged, often resulting in a defense characterized by use of examples from the novel 
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or other “official” sources.  In the following excerpt Ashley posits that Winston’s dream 

of a golden place is a significant event, worthy of inclusion on the timeline.  

Hunter: What do you think the next big part is then? 
 
Ashley: I think its when he dreams of the golden country because I think it’s, like, 

showing that he doesn’t want to live in this yucky environment.  He wants 
somewhere that’s good, but he doesn’t dare like.....he doesn’t dare think it. 

 
Jesse: Maybe thoughts of the past? 
 
Ashley: Maybe thoughts of a better place.  He’s striving for a better place. 
 
Hunter: His dream might be dreaming of what he remembers in the past. 
 
Ashley: I know that.  I’m just saying that’s a good point, too, dreaming of the past.  

I don’t know… I just think he is dreaming of a better place. 
 
Jesse: I think we need to think more towards a really big part because if we’re 

going to finish this, we’re already like… 
 
Ashley: I do think this is like a big idea, that he’s dreaming of this, because he’s 

dreaming of a better place which he doesn’t have.  He doesn’t dare tell 
anyone, so only he’s alive in this dream. (Literature Circle Discussion, 
Group A, 1/29/02).  

 
 In this exchange Ashley’s judgment is challenged by Hunter, who suggests her 

interpretation of the dream being a fantasy is inaccurate.  He instead suggests the dream 

is a memory.  Ashley immediately defends her stance, stating her authority, “I know 

that,” and is then challenged by Jesse, who also questions just how important this event is 

to the novel.  Again, Ashley becomes defensive.  While the group is pushing their 

thinking through questioning Ashley’s idea, it is not from a stance of curiosity or 

confusion.  Rather, all members position themselves as an authority of what is significant 

in relation to the novel’s plot and the assignment 
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 Students utilized the book or other “official” texts to defend challenges to their 

interpretations.  Often they would find quotes and page numbers to illustrate and/or 

defend their position.  The following is a continuation of where Ashley making her case 

about the significance of the dream.  Instead of continuing to argue with her, Hunter 

attempts to move onto something else. 

Hunter: I found a character change, like, right after he gets back from this Parson’s 
place, the kids... 

 
Ashley: Uh huh  - page? 
 
Matthew: 24 in my book. 
 
Ashley: Okay, it’s got to be somewhere around there.   
 
Matthew: (reading from the novel) “He was already dead he reflected.  It seemed to 

him that this was only now he had begun to be able to formulate his 
thoughts.  That he had taken the decisive step.” 

 
Ashley:  (reading from the novel) “The consequences of every act are included in 

the act itself.” 
 
Matthew: (reading from the novel) And that’s what he wrote, “ foul kind does not 

entail thought kind instep.” 
 
Hunter: So now he’s starting to think for himself.  He’s being able to formulate his 

thoughts. 
 
Ashley: Yeah, and realizing that, you know, “What ever happens I’m already 

dead.” 
 
Jesse: He also says that to the future, to the past, time is free of a minimal 

difference, or whatever kind of realizing, that no matter what he does 
nothing is going to change. 

 
Ashley: (reading from the novel) “When men are different from one another and 

do not live alone.”  That’s what he writes.  I think that’s very interesting.  
“When men are different from one another and do not live alone.”  So like. 
(Literature Circle Discussion, Group A, 1/29/02). 
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 It is interesting to note Ashley’s willingness to let go of her position when the 

source of the conversation was taken directly from the book. It is as if the book is the 

final, and most important, word.  

 In another discussion, Ashley, upon being challenged, uses the dictionary to 

defend her authority. Students are in the process of constructing a jackdaw and deciding 

which artifacts would best represent some of the themes and concepts they explored in 

their discussions. 

Ashley: Okay you guys.  Newspaper ad is a propaganda, that you know.  That is a 
propaganda, to buy this, you know. 

 
Jesse: Look we’ve got, you know, a cell phone, that’s twenty dollars. 
 
Ashley: Okay, so a newspaper ad.  Do we agree that’s the propaganda?   
 
Hunter: It’s not propaganda, it’s..... 
 
Ashley: What do you think it is?  It’s a propaganda to try and make you buy the 

product. 
 
Matthew: Yeah, they’re trying to make you believe something. 
 
Ashley: Okay.  I’m finding the definition of propaganda. 
 
Hunter: Okay. (Literature Circle Discussion, Group A, 2/5/02).  
 
 Students discuss other objects they could bring in for their presentation.  Ashley, 

however, determined to demonstrate her correctness and competence, interrupts, 

Ashley: Shhhhh!  Right here, it says propaganda (reading from the dictionary): “a 
technique used to promote a particular person or idea.”  The idea is to buy 
the product, so it’s propaganda.  (Literature Circle Discussion, Group A, 
2/5/02). 
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 Because the use of official texts were a key source of discussion and, in particular, 

for bringing validity to their arguments, students in this group used retellings and 

questions that paralleled the novel explicitly as a means for presenting an argument 

and/or defending a position. 

Hunter: Well, no .......wait! 
 
Jesse: You can’t get all ticked off!  Okay, tell me if this doesn’t sound the same?  

When Winston sees the kids and how Big Brother and how they are. 
Winston realizes anyone born past the revolution is totally brainwashed 
and power drenched. 

 
Hunter: How does that show they have no respect for their elders? 
 
Ashley: Well, we can add to that.  Add to it like .... (Literature Circle Discussion, 

Group A, 1/29/02).  
 
 The excerpt illustrates how retellings and questions that were considered most 

relevant were those that reflected the novel as the “official” text.  Sometimes students 

carved examples from class discussions and other official texts like history.  Students did 

not use personal experiences, however, to defend their interpretations. 

Talk about the Task: Participant Role 
 
 Similar to how Group A chose topics to discuss, the kinds of talk in this group 

were driven largely by the assignment.  These students never moved away from their 

thinking about what they would need to present to me or their classmates.  But even more 

interesting was how they perceived the goal of the assignment and how that was 

manifested their talk  Their authoritative, business-like kind of talk that stuck closely to 

completing the assignment reminded me or Britton’s (1984)  notion of a participant role, 

“ language to get things done, an instrumental use of language in order to participate in 
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some way in the world’s affairs” (p.324). Thinking more broadly, I wondered if the kinds 

of talk they used reflected deeper perspectives of schooling.  Their talk suggested that 

precision of ideas, and being “right” is the intent of a literature discussion.    

 As mentioned in the prior section, what was absent from this discussion was 

sharing of personal experiences in connection to the story, and very few references to 

feelings evoked as a result of their reading.  Once, Ashley references an example I had 

given them during a class discussion about abusing students and getting away with it if 

they are not aware of their rights, but this was in context of school, and probably seen as 

an official text.  Jesse does say at one point that she found the story “sad” at the end.  

However, besides these two examples, students discussed the novel from a removed, 

analytical stance.  While, as I suggested earlier, evidence of their personal interests and 

characteristics as students and adolescents appear in the talk, the use personal stories was 

non-existent.  The types of talk in this group suggested that small group discussion 

formats were another platform for competition as to who’s right, and not a collaborative 

undertaking as intended. 

Group B, Types of Talk: Giving Life to the Novel 

 The descriptors I had initially noted relating to the types of talk in Group B 

included: interpretive, facilitative, clarifying facts, retelling to theorize, exploratory, 

restating in own words.  In contrast to Group A, Group B’s early discussion focused on 

and was largely driven by their feelings, opinions, and perplexities as reflected in the 

manner in which they used questions and retellings.  For instance, students would pose a 

question to the group and then the question would be answered by a question, and then a 
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retelling of the a particular event in the novel would explore or raise another question to 

the group. 

Luke: It seemed like she didn’t care.  And the word surname- s u r name- there’s, 
that means last name because I couldn’t tell what that meant. I never 
caught her surname.  I never caught Julia’s surname.  I didn’t know what 
the surname was.  It’s a last name I guess.  Is that like a regular word or is 
it just like news speak or something? 

 
Katie: It’s a regular word. 
 
Ethan: That’s weird.  Like words in the border, like, you don’t even know what 

they are. 
 
Cathi: You know, O’Brien, how he can make people look different? 
 
Luke: How he talks about the Brotherhood to the girl?  She like had no idea what 

he was talking about.  She’s like no I had never even heard of that when 
really she, like, had seen the two minutes of hate and it seems like 
everybody knew about that, and so she had no idea.  She was the one who 
was really against the party.  So it was kind of interesting how, then, it 
.....cause he said it and she said, “No, I don’t think that exists.” He kind of 
believed her.  It’s almost like what she says goes. (Literature Circle 
Discussion, Group B, 1/31/02).  

 
 In the above excerpt Luke is describing an aspect of the novel that confused him, 

unsure of what the word  “surname” meant in the context of the novel.  Katie explains 

that it’s a regular word and Ethan refers to his own experience of encountering words “in 

the border” that confuse him. Cathi brings up another event in the novel in the form of a 

question, inviting exploration of something she either found interesting or puzzling. Luke 

follows up on Cathi’s question/invitation by retelling a part of the novel that involves 

O’Brien and the contradictions played out through O’Brien and Julia’s interactions, but 

his stance is not of authority.  Rather, his tone is inquisitive, finding the characters’ 

behavior interesting and somewhat confusing.  The intent of the conversation is to 
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explore, share meaning, and construct new or more enhanced understandings.  This kind 

of exchange is consistent across this group’s discussion until they switched their 

engagement to talk about the assignment. 

Identification and Verisimilitude 

 Another common feature of this group’s talk was putting themselves in the place 

of the character and describing what they would do in that character’s place, or what 

Barnes referred to as identification.  The following example from the suicide discussion 

illustrates identification:  

Ethan: It sounds kind of far fetched about we got to commit suicide.  I’d like to 
like kill the other dudes, like the Thought Police, and they’d probably kill 
me… but that’s like okay. (Literature Circle Discussion, Group B, 
1/31/02). 

 
 In addition to putting themselves in the place of the character, Luke and Ethan 

demonstrated  Barnes’ notion of verisimilitude.  It was during the exchange about the use 

of warfare to control society that I saw this kind of talk, marked by giving the plot or 

characters a life outside the novel’s scope. 

Ethan: I don’t think it really.....like they really talked to the guys of East Asia and 
made a deal.  They were just saying they were at war with East Asia even 
if the guys in East Asia don’t really know that they are at war with East 
Asia, because they’re not. 

 
Luke: Well, then don’t you think that East Asia would be like if they want to 

make relations with like London or something, like, that then something 
would happen? 

 
Ethan: No, because they’re only making relations with the top people.  And the 

top people say, “Oh yeah, don’t flip out when you see people hate you 
because we’re bombing ourselves and saying it’s not you.”  I’m sure it’s 
weird to everybody, you know? 
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Luke: Yeah, that’s what I’m saying, the other countries know about it.  That’s all 
I think.  I just think....other countries don’t necessarily do the same thing.  
They just know about it…. (Literature Circle Discussion, Group B, 
1/31/02).  

 
 In the above exchange Ethan describes what he perceives as the way in which the  

leaders of the different countries orchestrated the illusion of war in order to maintain 

power.  In his explanation he describes what he thinks they might have said to each other, 

what the conversation might have looked like, using his own language to illustrate his 

invented scenario, “the top people say, ‘Oh yeah, don’t flip out when you see people hate 

you…’”   He and Luke give these leaders “a life outside the novel,” and by doing so they 

appear to be deepening their experience with the novel and in turn, enhancing and 

broadening their perspectives and interpretations (Barnes, 1993, p. 21).    

Talk about the Task  

 When Group B’s discussion switches to the timeline, the kinds of talk used by 

Group A, particularly types of talk encompassing features of the novel as artifact, is 

evident.   

Luke: Winston’s diary entry, yeah, he starts writing but then the second time 
after those little kids, like shoot in the ankles, then he goes and writes 
“Down with big brother.” 

 
Katie: Okay, you write that. 
 
Cathi: Okay, how does this change the presentation? 
 
Katie: It makes him show heart.....even more rebellious? 
 
Cathi: Okay, what does this make him besides more rebellious? 
 
(Talk about changing color and the presentation) 
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Ethan: Oh cool.  Can I see the author studies?    How are you presenting the 
author studies? (Literature Circle Discussion, Group B, 1/31/02).  

 
 Because of how students interpreted the purpose of the assignment the talk took 

on features similar to talk that reflects looking at the novel as an artifact. The tone moved 

away from an experience marked by intense personal involvement with the plot and 

characters, such as inventing possible dialogues.  Instead, the removed stance seemed 

linked with talk about the assignment.   

Revising My Perspectives of Group B 

 Like Barnes’ early inquiries into the literary talk of students in classrooms, I had a 

similar response to Group B’s talk as compared to Group A’s when I began analyzing the 

literature circle transcripts. When Barnes and his colleagues initially created the 

descriptors of identification, verisimilitude, the novel as artifact, and virtual experience to 

explain the kinds of responses they observed, they referred to these descriptors  as “four 

levels of talking about literature,” suggesting “identification” was a lower, less 

sophisticated kind of talk than treating the novel as a “virtual experience” (p. 21).  Barnes 

describes the shift in his colleagues’ perspectives in the following way, 

In discussing the group talk we began to look critically at our own 
assumptions and eventually became less and less convinced that our 
metaphors of “levels,” “profundity,” and “maturity” could be justified.  
These expressions seemed to imply that re-experiencing and sorting-out, 
and even matching stories and poems against experience, were inferior 
ways of responding to literature, which teachers should not encourage.  
We concluded that, on the contrary, the kinds of reading we had called 
levels “one and two” were the bedrock in which all other responses had to 
be built. (pp. 21-22)  
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 I, too, as mentioned earlier, was far more impressed with the complexity of Group A’s 

discussions.  However, like Barnes, I began to reconsider this reaction upon closer 

examination of Group B’s talk as they explored their interpretations with each other.   

 It seemed to me the discussion in Group B evolved in a more natural way than 

Group A.  Perhaps this was because students in this group abandoned the assignment to 

fulfill their need to “reconstruct the story, to identify themselves with the characters, to 

share their interpretations with their  peers, and to relate the events to the world they 

know” before adapting the critical stance that the timeline assignment required of them 

(Barnes, 1993, p. 22).  Again, referring to Britton (1970), the talk in group B reflected 

characteristics far different than those associated with participant role. Rather, Group B’s 

talk reflected what Britton refers to as spectator role, characterized as being “freed of the 

demands and constraints of actions and can therefore savor feelings, contemplate forms, 

and evaluate broadly” (Galda, 1990, p. 262).  Students in Group B, particularly Luke and 

Ethan, had an experience that involved creative use of language, excitement as their ideas 

evolved, and imaginative interpretations of the novel’s plot and meanings.  In addition to 

re-evaluating my perspective on what constitutes sophisticated talk about literature, I had 

to wonder about the role of the teacher, the assignment, and the place for more critical 

stances toward a literary work when discussing a piece of literature. 

Reflecting on Types of Talk 

 Exploring the types of talk present across these group’s discussions revealed 

several aspects of students’ engagement with each other and with literature that are 

significant to this study.  Firstly, the types of talk developed and used within each group 
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remained consistent. Group A took on features of Barnes’ (1975, 1990) “presentational” 

talk,  whereby students are “less concerned about sorting out their ideas than about 

earning praise by giving an officially approved answer to a question” (p. 30).  Group B, 

on the other hand, utilized more “exploratory” talk, whereby “its function is not simply 

communication but includes the reconstructive thought that is such an important part of 

learning” (p. 30).  This is not to suggest that each group did not engage in both kinds of 

talk.  For instance, the kind of confident talk I observed in Group A may have been the 

result of students sharing familiar and preconceived ideas to the group, and those ideas 

were explored and reconsidered.  This appeared to occur in the following exchange where 

Jesse summarizes ideas that the group grappled with and had difficulty articulating in a 

concise, coherent way, 

Jesse: It may be what George Orville was trying to say is that everyone has their 
own kind of freedom.  You’ve got people in this story who completely go 
along with Big Brother, and they have no thought of themselves, but 
maybe that’s how they like it.  Maybe making people make decisions for 
them is good for them.  But then you have people like Winston who want 
to think for themselves and that’s the only way he has learned how to be 
free.  So maybe he’s writing to show that maybe one person’s Utopia is 
not another’s, so we can never ever have Utopia. 

 
Ashley: Very good.  I think we should write that, um, you guys, what Jesse. 

(Literature Circle Discussion, Group A, 1/29/02).  
 
 Though Ashley pushes the discussion back to the timeline or presentation, the 

discussion prior to Jesse’s summary explored the ideas.  Perhaps she shared her thinking 

with the intent of public sharing and evaluation, but exploration did take place.  In short,  

just as Rosenblatt’s (1978) efferent and aesthetic stances cannot be simply understood in 

terms of being one or the other,  neither can Barnes’ presentational or exploratory talk or 
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Britton’s participant and spectator roles. Rather, these descriptors are best understood as 

existing on a continuum, vacillating between the two distinctions.  Close examination of 

the kinds of talk employed by students during their discussions suggested to me that the 

influence of students’ personal and social identities and the instructional context on the 

discourse is both complex and significant. Analyzing types of talk shed light on how I 

might  evaluate what constitutes a quality discussion, as well as the growth of my 

students as readers and thinkers when participating in peer-led literature circles. 

Students’ Roles within the Groups 

 This next section examines the various roles students took on as they discussed 

1984 with their peers.  By roles, I mean the particular ways in which students’ personal 

and social selves influenced the discourse.  I considered how each member of the group 

utilized and adapted behaviors that contributed to the group’s intent of  making sense of 

and creating a meaningful experiences during their talk about the novel.  These roles 

were not predetermined as advocated by some instructional approaches (Daniels, 1998, 

2004; Johnson, Johnson, & Holubec, 1990), but rather emerged organically as students 

engaged in literature circles. 

 Role analysis drew upon observations of topics and types of talk, but assigned 

those observations to individuals more specifically.  For instance, I looked at who 

introduced the topics for discussion, who dominated the talk, who remained virtually 

silent, and who maintained the discussion when the group seemed unsure of which 

direction to steer the conversation.  Additionally, I considered the types of talk utilized by 

particular members, such as who responded using identification or who tended to treat the 
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novel as an artifact.  Understanding the different roles students took on within each 

group led to greater understandings as to how students engage with each other and 

literature in peer-led literature circles.   

 The names of the roles assigned to each group are intended to reflect the unique 

style of each group and its members, though I found great similarities across groups with 

regard to individuals playing particular roles in the discussion.  For instance, Group A 

approached their discussion as a job to be done, Group B as an event to be experienced.  

So, for Group A I use terminology that reflects what might be used to describe jobs 

typical of an organization, like project manager or director of communications.  Group 

B’s discussion encompasses theatrical qualities, so I assign names that would reflect what 

parts each member might play in a dramatic performance, such as director or leading role.  

Group A: Conducting Business 

 So far I have characterized Group A as task oriented, competitive, analytical, and 

focused on being “right.”  The topics and types of talk suggest this group was less 

concerned with how members felt or personally connected with the novel and more 

concerned with analyzing the text in order to uncover the novel’s meanings and author’s 

intent in writing it.  This consciousness seemed to be shared by all members of the group 

who chose to participate in the discussion.  Because this group approached the discussion 

of the novel as job to be done, I have used business terminology to explain the various 

roles students took on during their peer-led literature discussions. 
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Ashley: The Project Manager 

 The most dominant presence in Group A is Ashley.  She drives the talk for the 

most part, aggressively pursuing the assignment and control of the group’s agenda.  

Ashley takes on the responsibility for the group getting their work done, keeping the 

business of the discussion on-task and making sure assignments are completed on time.  

That is why I have described Ashley’s role as that of project manager.  Typically, Ashley 

began every discussion in this way, 

Ashley: In our time line we are at the time where he begins to realize why the 
government was strict to the buyer....... 

 
Jesse:  First of all, how far did everybody get on their reading? 
 
Ashley: I got up to that point, that far, 110. 
 
Hunter: I did 112.  I just read to three. 
 
Ashley: Ok, so nobody passed there, very good.  Ok.....um we’re at where Winston 

realizes that independent thinking will kill you, so, um, it’s at the second 
journal entry.  But we need to go ....we wrote.... (Literature Circle 
Discussion, Group A, 1/29/02).  

 
 Ashley typically took on the role of facilitator, limiting time spent on 

announcements, summarizing what happened in the last meeting, and setting the agenda 

for current meeting (Short, 1990).  Ashley reminds the group of where they were at the 

end of the last discussion, group members made the announcements of where they read 

to, and Ashley assertively pushes the discussion back to the business of the timeline.  

Typically, it is Ashley who also inserted the need to find “the next big event” within the 

discussion when the group had found a satisfactory piece of information to include on the 

timeline. 
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Jesse- Director of Communications   

 In the above excerpt Jesse stops Ashley’s charge into the business of work by 

asking everyone to share, or announce, where they were in the reading.  This example 

characterizes Jesse’s participation and why I call her the director of communications.  

Typically, Jesse would participate in communicative and facilitative ways, acting as a 

compliment to Ashley’s more brash management style.  She would make sure another 

group member’s questions were answered, listening to others’ comments carefully and 

often affirming them by following up with a statement that echoed or restated their idea.  

She provided invitations to elaborate or revise, much like a counselor’s use of reflective 

listening.  She also tried to keep the peace as Hunter and Ashley vied for power over 

interpretive competence.  

Jesse: So control of power? 
 
Ashley: No, like how power corrupts I think.  Because, I mean, you know how like 

these kids, they turn in their parents?  But do you think we would turn in 
our parents?  So I find that philosophy very interesting, how power 
corrupts.  Okay. 

 
Hunter: Are we to?  Where are we now? 
 
Ashley: Um… after that… um… you know what I think....I don’t know um.....  
 
Jesse: We’re at, after, Winston sees the kids... 
 
 This exchange illustrates a dynamic I saw at several points during the discussions.  

Hunter would ask a question and Ashley would ignore him, and visa-versa.  It was 

always Jesse who make a point of addressing a member’s question during the discussion.  

Jesse’s social finesse, perhaps explaining why she was popular among her peers, came 
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through in her interactions with the group.  Also, Jesse, along with Ashley, shared 

responsibility for completing the written aspects of the group work. 

Hunter- Lawyer 

 Hunter’s role in the discussion was an interesting one.  While it is Ashley who 

most explicitly takes charge of the discussion, Hunter also tries to control the talk, but in 

more implicit ways.  His role during the discussion was to question  policy and check 

members’ accuracy of thought.   

 Hunter demonstrates clearly throughout the discussion his ability to listen 

carefully and critically to what all members are saying.  While in the midst of Ashley and 

Jesse’s trying to get the timeline finished, Hunter interrupted and challenged their roles 

and interpretive competence.  Because of Hunter’s social influence on the boys in the 

class and within his group, he is often supported by Matthew and Gavin who appreciate 

their buddy’s antagonistic behavior and ability to annoy Ashley and Jesse.  The following 

revisits an exchange I shared earlier. 

Hunter: When he reaches the catapult the kids have no respect whatsoever for their 
parents, and respect is like the main thing that .. 

 
Jesse: Well, we can add here then..... 
 
Ashley: Yeah, just add... 
 
Hunter: Well no .......wait....[angrily] 
 
Jesse: You can’t get all ticked off! Okay, tell me if this doesn’t sound the same.  

When Winston sees the kids and how Big Brother and how they are 
Winston realizes anyone born past revolution is totally brainwashed and 
power drenched. 

 
Hunter: How does that show they have no respect for their elders? (Literature 

Circle Discussion, Group A, 1/29/02). 
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 In the above exchange a decision is being decided as to how the children in 

1984’s lack of respect for their elders can be demonstrated on the timeline.  Hunter 

interjects what he sees as important, Jesse offers a suggestion, and then Hunter challenges 

her suggestion.  Jesse, at this point, gets annoyed with Hunter’s continual challenges and 

tells him not to “get all ticked off.”  Hunter remains consistent in this role, always 

questioning the girls’ decisions but not necessary willing to take on the responsibility for 

completing the assignments, particularly the written parts.  Hunter seems more concerned 

with being right than interacting meaningfully with fellow group members, particularly 

Ashley.  It is difficult to understand Hunter’s motives during his challenges.  He often 

seems to be questioning group decisions for the sake of an argument.  

Matthew- Dutiful Employee 

 Matthew’s participation in the literature discussions is interesting, and I had 

difficulty assigning a name to his role.  Matthew, as I described earlier, is a fairly quiet 

student and while respected by his peers for his artistic talent, he preferred to stay out of 

the public spotlight within classroom life.  For instance, he might raise his hand during a 

whole class discussion, but only because he thought it could help his grade, which 

included student participation.  However, during literature circles and literature circle 

presentations, his persona was quite different.  In the discussion focused on the timeline 

Matthew participates very little.  Then again, in a later discussion about the jackdaw he is 

quite involved, siding with Hunter and purposefully challenging the girls’ authority over 

what should be included in the upcoming presentation. 
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Hunter: This is all like really basic stuff.  We’re not really thinking about... We 
have to stand up and do a presentation. We want our presentation to look 
really, really nice.  We’re going to want to start like a discussion…. like 
all of the items Ms. Smiles showed were a little bit.....(unable to make out) 

 
Ashley: Well, do you have any suggestions? 
 
Hunter: Well, the video represents entertainment, okay, but we could make it 

represent two things by getting a black and white.  I will go and rent a 
black and white.  I have a black and white. 

 
Matthew: Okay, so you’re bringing a movie then?  Cause, I can show entertainment 

and I can show also how.... 
 
Ashley: It shows their source of entertainment.  It’s considered entertaining but 

really it’s.......I know. 
 
Matthew: If you bring in one of those horror movies I think people will laugh.  Are 

we going to make a video? 
 
Hunter: No.  We don’t have to. (Literature Circle Discussion, Group A, 2/5/02). 
 
 Interestingly enough, the group does decide to make a video, meeting over the 

weekend at the school’s tennis courts and performing a summary of the novel’s key 

events.   Hunter’s Dachshund played the part of the infamous rats.  Matthew participated 

fully in this public and highly creative endeavor, performing convincingly the lead role of 

Winston.  During the group’s presentation of the movie Matthew explains his 

interpretations when he played the part of Winston, reflecting his full participation and 

the spirit of fun combined with the group’s need to make a quality presentation. 

 I believe Matthew’s reticence to participate in the earlier discussion of the 

timeline, as well as during the interviews, had more to do with me than fear of appearing 

socially incompetent in front of his peers.  At the beginning of the first taped discussion 

Matthew offers a reason for his quiet participation, 
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Jesse: C’mon guys you need to speak up!  
 
Matthew: This is very disconcerting. (Literature Circle Discussion, Group A, 

1/29/02).  
 
 What was disconcerting to Matthew is the tape recorder.  At the end of discussion 

he refers again to the tape recorder when the group likens data collection to Big Brother.  

He also contributed very little to the interview discussions, I suspect, because of my 

dominant presence.  Maybe he could not get past seeing my role as assessing everything 

he did or said.   However, the next taped discussion, when the group worked on the 

jackdaw, Matthew is probably more comfortable with his group and with the idea of 

being taped and participated more actively. 

Gavin- The yes man 

 Gavin’s presence in the literature discussion transcripts has not been discussed 

because he was absent on the days I recorded the discussions.  However, during the 

interviews and in my field notes, his behavior seemed largely influenced by Hunter.  

Gavin and Hunter were friends both in and out of school and within their social clique 

where Hunter tended to be the leader.  The support and influence of Hunter on Gavin’s 

thinking and behavior made sense in this context and illustrated for impact of the broader 

social context on the discourse.  The social context shaped interactions with each other 

and their perspectives on literacy, schooling, and the experience of reading 1984 with 

their peers.  

Group B: A Theatrical Performance 

 Thus far I have characterized Group B’s participation in literature circles by their 

independent, imaginative, animated, playful, and unquestionably adolescent conduct 
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during literature circles.  Their participation was like a performance of life imitating art.  

That is why the descriptors I use to describe this group’s roles are of a theatrical 

performance, each member taking on part in a play in order to present an artistic 

representation of their work. 

Luke- The leading man 

  Luke’s presence in the literature discussion is center stage.  He dominates the 

talk, sets the agenda for the discussion, and selects topics to be discussed.   When other 

members introduce a topic, it is Luke who would run away with the idea, elaborating on 

the other participants’ ideas.  Other times he changed the focus of the discussion.  He was 

animated, engaged.  Luke’s role during the interviews was similar.  Luke’s physical 

appearance during any discussion reflected his enthusiasm for talking about a book or an 

issue he found interesting.  He maintained eye contact with the other participants, talked 

with his hands, and never slumped over his chair staring at his desk.  He did try to control 

the amount of influence he had over the discussion, sometimes stealing the show, and 

other times taking a behind-the-scenes role, particularly when it came time to do the work 

of the timeline.   

Ethan- The Comical Side-kick 

 Ethan’s presence in the discussion was also dominant throughout the transcribed 

literature circle discussions.  However, his participation seemed largely driven by Luke, 

at least until the group’s attention focuses on the timeline.  Luke often introduced a topic, 

described his perspective, and then Ethan would elaborate on what Luke said, such as 

during the exchange when Katie and Cathi argue that the Thought Police are not real, and 
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Luke and Ethan assert that they are.  Other times, Ethan disagree with Luke’s 

interpretations.  While Ethan is a friend of Luke, much like Gavin’s friendship with 

Hunter, Ethan asserted himself when he felt his interpretations were accurate. 

Katie- The Director 

 Katie’s role in Group B was very similar to the role Jesse played in Group A.  She 

listened to group members’ comments, reflected back what they said as a way of inviting 

someone to elaborate, and answered questions, such as when Luke needed to clarify what 

surname meant.  However, when the time came to work on the timeline, Katie took on 

the responsibility of completing that assignment, though not in the bossy manner Ashley 

managed the timeline for Group A.  Katie did the written work, and tried to refocus Luke 

and Ethan when they swayed off the topic of completing the timeline and author study. 

Cathi- Supporting actress 

 Cathi, much like Katie, participated in the discussion in facilitative ways.  Her 

comments were often posed as questions, inviting members to offer their opinions on an 

anomaly she was grappling with or on an intriguing event.  Overall, Cathi was quiet, 

participating in group discussions some of the time, usually because she had a strong 

opinion about something and therefore offered her insights. But unlike Luke, Ethan, and 

Ashley, she did not talk simply for the sake of talking.  She supported her fellow group 

members as they explored the novel through her comments and questions, and supported 

Katie’s opinions about the story and in finishing the assignments. 
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Hillary- The audience 

 Hillary, of all participants in this study, was the most silent.  She spokes only to 

share where she was with her reading, and once during an argument when group 

members discuss whether the Thought Police were real or not, “They would have been 

caught by now, wouldn’t they?”  Her participation was the same during the interviews.  

She only shared when a question was directed at her.  However, Hillary always seemed 

engaged.  She helped Katie with the written work and always completed thoughtful, well 

written reflections about 1984, indicating that she understood and thought critically about 

the novel.  Her participation in the literature circles was not very different than within the 

larger classroom context.  She was thoughtfully quiet and consistently engaged.   

Reflecting On Students’ Roles 

 Examining the various roles students took on as they discussed 1984 with each 

other led to deeper interpretations of how students engage with each other, and allowed 

me to consider the effectiveness of peer-led literature circles as an instructional tool.  The 

various roles students took on were productive in both exploring the text and fulfilling 

their need to socially interact and connect their experiences with those of their peers.  

Furthermore,  they successfully fulfilled the expectations they had of each other and those 

that were imposed on them by the instructional context.  From this analysis I gained 

insight into how to  listen carefully to the experiences students created together and how 

the social organization emerged and sustained the goal of creating meaning from a 

difficult text. 
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 While the labels I assigned individuals were intended to reflect the different 

qualities that characterized each group, it seemed that between topics, types of talk, and 

roles, it was the roles that were most similar across the two groups.  For instance, both 

groups had a facilitator (Ashley for Group A, Luke for Group B), recorders (Jesse in 

Group A and Katie in Group B), and someone who challenged the accuracy of members’ 

interpretations (Hunter in Group A, Ethan in Group B).  Also, each group had two 

individuals who quietly observed (Matthew in Group A, Hillary in Group B).  However, 

these roles were not necessarily consistent, as was the case with Matthew.  In one 

discussion and during the interviews he is virtually silent, in another discussion and 

during his group’s whole class presentation, he is actively engaged, vocal, asserting his 

opinions and interacting with other group members comfortably.  

 This brings up a major shortcoming I encountered as I looked at roles in the way I 

did. By assigning specific labels to describe an individual’s participation I looked at roles 

as fixed which detracted from the complexity of peer-led literature circles as social, 

academic, and cultural contexts (Evans, 1996).   In Group B, it is Luke who controlled 

the direction of the discussion, taking on role of facilitator, similar to Ashley in Group A 

in how much they dominated the discussions.  Yet his manner and purposes were 

strikingly different.  But when Group B’s discussion turns toward the assignment, Katie 

takes on a more manager-like role as Luke struggles to participate or contribute 

meaningfully when he seemed to not care about the task.   

 I was also bothered by some patterns I saw across both Groups A and B with 

regard to the dynamics present within each group.  For instance, in each group it was a 
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female participant who took  on the responsibility of completing the written work and 

fulfilling my assignment, and it was the male participants who challenged the 

interpretations of other participants more frequently.  This raised questions regarding 

power and status in relation to the roles participants took on as they engaged with each 

other.  Particularly, I wondered if the roles students took on suggested more status in 

relation to that students’ social and interpretive competence.  If so, then I wondered 

where and how that status constructed, and what role the instructional context and/or the 

individual and social identities of the students played in those constructions.  

Furthermore, I couldn’t help but wonder how their roles might change if they were in 

groups with different participants, like Luke and Ashley in the same group, or Hunter and 

Ethan in another. 

 In her research on particular ways that group members engage with each other 

Karen Evans (1996) drew upon the work of Harre and Langenhove (1991) and their 

concept of positioning.  Questioning the validity of the assertion that engagements like 

peer-led literature circles act as a forum where students’ voices can be heard or valued, 

she used the concept of positioning to examine the academic and social complexity of 

such discussions in order to illuminate what can be problematic about such instructional 

practices.   

 Similarly, the concept of positioning helped address my questions regarding the 

roles students took on as they engaged with the novel and each other in important ways.  

The notion of positioning is conceptually dynamic, encompassing how social and societal 

representations are generated and reproduced within conversations (Harre & Langenhove, 
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1991).  Positioning is built on the idea that people take up positions, or are positioned, 

through discourse (Evans, 1996, Harre & Langenhove, 1991).  How those positions are 

taken up or assigned influences how the contributions will be heard within a 

conversation.  For instance, a student with high status may offer an opinion and, because 

of that student’s status, the opinion will be given credence, whereas a student with lower 

social status may offer a similar opinion that will not automatically receive the same 

authority (Evans, 1996).  In considering my observations of the roles students played 

within literature circles, positioning addressed questions I had regarding how roles were 

constructed, changed, as well as speaking to my tensions regarding whose voices were 

heard and why. 

 Harre and Langenhove offer three analytical distinctions to describe the different 

forms positioning can take as a discursive practice.  First and second order positioning 

describes the way a person situates themselves and others within a moral space by “using 

several categories or storylines” (Harre & Lagenhove, 1991).  In Group A, Ashley 

positions herself as the leader, or business manager, as the following excerpt illustrates, 

Ashley: First off.....thank you!  First off, I think we should have a diary.  A diary 
kind of makes you think about your life.  Usually in a diary you usually 
reflect what your life’s like. 

 
Jesse: Well I hope nobody gets a hold of mine or my life’s over. 
 
Ashley: No okay so now I know I can’t tell you anything.  So do we all agree on a 

diary? 
 
Jesse: You know in the book Anne Frank, her diary.  Don’t you say....he writes a 

journal under how he feels and how he looks out on pages but she wrote in 
her diary exactly how she felt and how she looked out on the war. They 
were both written during her (can’t make out the word). 
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Ashley: Awesome.  Okay, so you’re going to bring in the diary?   
 
Ashley: Okay Matthew you’re bringing in the diary. 
 
Matthew: No I’m not. (Literature Circle Discussion, Group A, 2/5/02). 
 
 By making the utterance, “First off…. Thank you!” Ashley  positioned herself as  
 
someone who had the moral right to command and refocus the group.  She continued to 
  
position herself as the leader through praising the group in order to refocus the 

discussion, “Awesome,” adopting a discourse similar to that of a teacher.  In first order 

positioning the story-line could evolve without anyone questioning her position.  In fact, 

Jesse’s suggestion that the Diary of Anne Frank is an acceptable example of Ashley’s 

recommendation inferred she accepted Ashley’s position.  However, when Ashley 

ordered Matthew to bring in a diary and he refuses, we see an example of second order 

positioning.  The first order positioning, Ashley as leader, was questioned and 

renegotiated.  Matthew continued to question her authority by asking if  a newspaper ad 

constituted an example of propaganda, and Ashley reasserted her authority by looking up 

the meaning in the dictionary.  As Harre and Langenhove (1991) explain, “The story-line 

then will shift from its original subject to the story itself.  In other words, second order 

positioning occurs when the first order positioning is not taken for granted by one of the 

persons involved in the discussion” (p. 396).   

 First and second order positioning is evident throughout the discussions of both 

groups.  Most often, second order positioning occurred during discussions of the 

assignment, as was most explicit in Group B.  Ethan, who typically took for granted 
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Luke’s position of holding interpretive competence, challenged Luke when the group 

discussed the timeline.  

Ethan: Dude, just spell it.....  Okay. No more facts.  Let’s just talk about the 
deeper thought.  Don’t you think it’s cool that they can like see inside his 
head?  Like, you can, like, see what he’s hearing? Or like thinking you 
know. (Literature Circle Discussion, Group B, 1/29/02). 

 
 Here, Ethan challenged the direction of the discussion.  By doing so, he 

positioned himself as a competent authority rather than subservient to Luke, and in some 

ways,  Katie’s position as leader.  However, his challenge is received differently than 

Matthew and Hunter’s in Group A, which can be understood through another distinction 

Harre and Langenhove (1991) make called moral and personal positioning.  This 

positioning relates to how people position themselves or are positioned through the 

proper behaviors in which they perform social actions.   An example of this occurred in 

Group B with the above excerpt.  When Ethan suggested the group look at broader, or 

what he called “deeper thought,” he is ignored by his peers.  This first order positioning 

can be understood as Ethan, who as a member of a peer group with equal status, has ideas 

can be accepted or rejected.  However, Ethan followed up with a sarcastic response to 

Luke’s ignoring his request. 

Luke: He’s dead. 
 
Ethan: Of course he’s dead.  He’s been dead for half a century actually.  Wow. 

(Literature Circle Discussion, Group B, 1/29/02).. 
 
 Again his suggestion is rejected.  Harre and Langenhove propose that in relation 

to this kind of positioning, people can be positioned both morally and personally, taking 

into account individual “properties and particularities” (p. 397).  Ethan was positioned 
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within the school community as  “class clown,” and while he was very bright, he was 

better known for his shenanigans, often in trouble with his teachers and principal, but 

highly entertaining to his peers. Ethan’s perception of how the discussion was focusing 

on details and not on the rich sorts of thinking they were engaged in prior to doing the 

assignment was perceptive and accurate, and more aligned with my intentions in having 

students create the timeline.  However, Ethan’s  moral position (role) was class clown, 

and so he put more emphasis on his personal position through sarcastically criticizing the 

group’s actions, positioning himself as a competent participant.  For me, this speaks to 

the socially complex ways in which peer-led literature circles function.   

 Harre and Langenhove (1991) point out that first order positioning is usually not 

intentional, but second order positioning is because it involves resistance to first order 

positioning.  However, first order positioning can be intentional if it involves teasing or 

lying.  In the literature discussion transcripts I examined I saw very little of the kind of 

positioning Evans (1996) observed in her research whereby boys in the group positioned 

the girls through teasing, put downs, and unrelated talk.  Students in this study were on-

task in the sense that they discussed the book.  However, there was playfulness, in 

particular, boys challenging the authority of the girls.  For instance, in Group A, Hunter’s 

and Matthew’s resistance to Ashley’s ideas as to who should do what for the jackdaw 

presentation, and Ethan and Luke’s planet war discussion, contains nuances of first order 

positioning through teasing.  However, these instances came at moments in the larger 

discussion when students resisted either each others’ actions or my assignments.  

Nowhere in the transcripts did I observe intentionally cruel interactions among 
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participants.  Partly, this could speak to the fact I, as a teacher, am also positioned within 

the literature circles in critical ways.  While I was not physically present, I had influence 

as was indicated in analyses of topics and types of talk.  These students knew I was going 

to listen to the tapes, and it was expected that students would treat each other 

respectfully.  However, I would also argue that the classroom community had influence 

as well.  These students had been doing literature circles for more than half the academic 

year, and saw the work as important and their interactions within this engagement were 

comfortable.  Jesse affirms this during an interview when she says of the experience, 

 Jesse: But it wasn’t like a yelling “I don’t like you” kind of yelling …it was just 
a lot of “I want to show my opinion so be quiet and let me say it” kind of 
yelling. (Interview 2, Part 2, Group A). 

   
 Bakhtin’s (1981) notion of heteroglossia describes the intersections, and 

sometimes clashes, in social languages that are embedded within utterances as well as  

interactions with others (Lewis, 2001).  Analyses of the various roles students played, and 

the dynamics of the positions they asserted and negotiated, indicated to me the that peer-

led literature circles acted as places where, as Lewis (2001) observed in her work, “social 

languages within the classroom came into contact with one another, bringing to the 

surface the competing identities students must address within themselves and others” (p. 

117).  As a teacher who had used peer-led literature as part of my normal teaching 

practice for years, I had not recognized the complexity of the work students do as they 

interact with the text and each other while they discuss literature.  Understanding the 

notion of roles and positioning provided insight into a very important consideration as I 

attempted to create a democratic classroom context where students’ voices can be heard 
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and valued.  By recognizing that positions can be oppressive, it is important that I 

consider ways in which students can recognize and resist oppressive positioning in ways 

that preserve their own and other’s self respect (Evans, 1996).  Through this analysis I 

realized that as I listen and observe students’ peer-led discussions I need to attend to the 

explicit and implicit ways students position themselves and each other.  At the same time, 

I see the need to continue exploring ways to engage students into inquiries of their roles 

and positions within the many social spaces where they interact to raise awareness that 

can assist them in recognizing and resisting oppression and achieving dialogue (Freire, 

1981).  

Summary 

 Thus far I have explored the question of how students engage with literature and 

each other within peer-led discussion of a relatively difficult text by examining the topics, 

types of talk, and roles within each group as they met in literature circles to discuss 1984.  

While commonalities existed across both groups of participants in this study, I was 

surprised by the differences in how each group initiated and explored issues significant to 

them.  They discussed the same novel, within the same classroom context, with peers of 

the same age, background, and reading proficiencies, and with the same requirements.  

 When I initially set out to analyze the data for this study I expected to find 

consistent patterns across these groups and to build a theory from these consistencies.  

However, what interested me more was the relativity of the work done in peer-led 

literature circles, and what this relativity could teach me about student engagement with 

literature and each other within the instructional context.  
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 Analysis of topics, types of talk, and roles/positioning illuminated the 

complexities of student engagement by providing a means for focusing my observations 

and expanding my perspectives on what was happening as students interacted with each 

other.  But still I wondered about the differences between the groups.  In order to explore 

those wonderings more deeply, I did another analysis of the data, this time looking at the 

interviews in relation to my observations of the literature discussions. The following 

chapter describes the analysis of the interviews, and what that analysis, coupled with 

analysis of the literature discussions, taught me about how students engage with each 

other and with literature within peer-led discussion of a relatively difficult text.  
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 CHAPTER 5 

EXPLORING SUBJECT POSITIONS: TOWARD A THEORY OF THOUGHT STYLE 

 The previous chapter examined student engagement through analysis of topics, 

types of talk, and roles observed within peer-led literature circle discussions of 1984.  

This analysis shed light onto the complex ways in which students engage with each other 

and literature, such as the wide variety of interpretive resources they draw upon when 

discussing literature, as well as what sorts of interpretive resources they avoid.  Also, I 

came to recognize the multifaceted ways in which students use talk, and the roles, and 

more significant to my understanding of student engagement, the positioning that took 

place across the groups as they negotiated interpretive and social competence while 

making sense of the novel.  Furthermore, I recognized that my role as a teacher and 

facilitator of peer work in the classroom had far more influence on the talk than I realized 

prior to engaging in this study. 

 However, the end of the first round of analysis of my research question, how do 

students engage with each other and with literature within peer-led literature 

discussion of a relatively difficult text, left me wondering about other aspects of student 

engagement.  For instance, I wondered what could explain the different ways in which 

each group approached the literature circle work as reflected in the topics, types of talk, 

and positioning within each group?  And why were certain aspects of the two discussions 

similar, such as the groups conducting predominantly text based discussions?  I also 

wondered about the patterns of talk I observed in this study as compared to research 

conducted in other contexts.  For instance, Robertson (2004) looked at literature 
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discussions within her second grade bilingual classroom in a high poverty community 

and discovered that her students used stories to respond and explore their responses to 

literature.  Their responses drew heavily on resources carved out of their personal 

experiences.  My study, which also looks at literature discussion within the classroom  

but in an affluent community, revealed just the opposite-- very few connections were 

made to personal stories and experiences.   

 This chapter describes findings from the second round of data analysis.   This 

analysis focused on the relative ways students engaged with each other and with 

literature.  Using Fleck’s (1935) theory of thought style as an interpretive frame for 

building understanding of student engagement, this chapter explains how I used the 

analytical tools from D/discourse analysis (Gee, 1999).  D/discourse analysis assisted me 

in more fully understanding the situational, institutional, and societal influences that 

shaped the thought styles of the student participants as reflected in their talk and 

interactions within the peer-led literature circles.  

Fleck’s Theory of Thought Style 
 
 Fleck’s (1935) theory of thought style offered a framework for which I could 

address my question regarding student engagement with each other and literature, 

particularly in examining the relative ways the groups talked and interacted with the 

novel and each other.  Fleck’s proposes that a “stylistic bond,” which he calls a “thought 

style,” determines the development of perceptions, theories, and hypotheses within a 

certain period (p. 9).  Within this study, the period would be my classroom during the 

time of this study.  Thought styles, Fleck contends, function by forming or inhibiting 
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thought within and across contexts.  In short, a thought style is a way of thinking that is 

developed within a group who share a common purpose. 

 Fleck’s theory of thought style addresses the notion of scientific knowledge and 

how the development of concepts, often posed as facts, are actually conditioned by the 

cultural historical factors of a given era.  In order to fully understand how thought styles 

function, one must consider another key aspect of Fleck’s theory of knowledge 

development, the notion of thought collective.  Thought collectives, defined by Fleck as 

“a community of persons mutually exchanging ideas or maintaining intellectual 

interaction,”  are only possible if members of the collective share a similar thought style, 

which he refers to as a “carrier” (p. 39).  Thought collectives can be as small as two 

individuals as long as they share a meeting of the minds, or thought style.  Thought 

collectives are possible because people learn to think in similar ways through sharing 

common interests, experiences, and communicative exchanges that create a history that 

affects how they think and live (Short & Kaser, 1997).  Truth, Fleck contends, is the 

function of a particular style of thinking that has been accepted by the collective.  The 

thought style carries the cultural historical facts that make it possible for thought 

collectives to function.  

 While Fleck’s analysis focuses on the formulation of scientific knowledge, many 

aspects could extend to a theory that applies to the development of epistemological 

knowledge.  For this study, Fleck’s notion of thought style offered an interpretive frame 

to decipher and understand analyses of topics, types of talk, and roles present within the 

peer-led literature circles under examination.  Furthermore, it offered a productive 
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framework for analyzing the interviews in order to compose a fuller picture of student 

engagement during peer-led discussions of literature.   What was useful about Fleck’s 

theories is that because most individuals “think and act within several thought collectives 

at a time, this view captures the evolving nature of culture as each person interacts with, 

and is changed through, transactions with other cultures” (Short & Kaser, 1997, p. 56).  

The participants in this study belonged to many of the same thought collectives, but are 

also members of different thought collectives.  When they came together within literature 

circles they had to sort through their various cultural historical orientations.  It was 

through a common thought style that they constructed together that they were able to 

create a new thought collective.  The thought collective they created functioned in 

supporting the construction of meaning, interpretation and completion of the tasks, and 

productive collaboration.  Examining thought styles assisted me in addressing my 

questions as to why the groups approached their literature circle discussions in unique 

ways, even though they had read the same novel, were members of the same classroom 

and school and shared similar academic proficiencies.  It is the thought style of these 

groups that I define and describe in order to construct a theory of student engagement. 

 In thinking about Fleck’s concept of thought style, I realized that Fleck’s theory 

was built upon and parallels the work and interests of sociolinguists and their interpretive 

use of “style” (Gee, 1999).  For instance, some sociolinguists consider style in relation to 

speech styles, or conversational styles, described as, “Anything that is said or done must 

be said or done in some way, and that way constitutes style” (Tannen, 1984, p. 8).  Other 

sociolinguists look at style as an aspect of social practices, focusing on peoples’ 
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particular “ways of being” (Fairclough, 2003, p. 228).  Because my work looks at 

engagement through discussion this work was extremely helpful in illuminating my 

understandings student engagement within the theoretical frame of  Fleck’s theory. 

Additionally, Wenger’s and Lave’s (1991, 1998)  notion of Communities of Practice 

provided a systematic explanation of how thought styles and collectives function, 

offering a different yet complimentary perspective on social interactions. (See Appendix 

E for diagram of theoretical intersections). 

D/discourse Analysis 

 Discourse analysis provided the analytical tools I needed to decipher the thought 

styles of the two groups of adolescents that are the focus of this study.  Discourse 

analysis is the interest applied linguists and sociolinguists have in the “on-site” uses of 

language to “enact activities and identities” (Gee, 1999).  Pointing out that language and 

identities are hardly ever enacted alone, Gee makes a distinction between what he calls 

“little d” and “big D” discourses (p 6).  Little d discourses involve language in use, 

whereas Big D discourses integrate the other non-language dynamics in enacting specific 

identities and activities. Because I examined student interactions, the teacher’s role, and 

broader influences on the discourse in order to describe thought style, it was both the 

little d and  big D discourses that I explored.  Two analytical tools that were significant in 

supporting my explorations were situated meanings and cultural models.  Both situated 

meanings and cultural models “involve ways of looking at how speakers and writers give 

language specific meanings within specific situations” (Gee, 1999, p. 40). 
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 As a tool of inquiry, situated meanings offered a way of thinking about how 

certain words and groupings of words that I considered important were used within the 

language event of discussing a complex novel within peer-led literature circles.  

Examining situated meanings broadened understandings of  students’ language use and 

what that language could tell me  about the context in which the language was used.  

When I analyzed the interviews and compared that analysis with my observations of the 

literature discussions in order to find consistencies and inconsistencies across the two, I 

identified several of the following situated meanings as being significant to the study: 

literature circles are for discussing the book and/or assignment, talk about books should 

focus on the literary elements of the book, everyone wants to be in control of the 

discussion, and data collection is like “Big Brother” watching (Orwell, 1954).   

 As a tool of inquiry, cultural models led me to ask questions related to what, as 

the analyst of the data, I assumed the study’s participants felt, valued, and believed, 

consciously or not, that caused them to talk, act, and/or interact in the ways they did 

within the literature circles and during interviews (Gee, 1999, p. 78).  In thinking about 

student engagement within the theoretical frame of thought styles, asking questions 

related to broader perspectives that shaped the literature discussions was integral in 

understanding my question.  Several cultural models I identified as being important 

include: being smart as “argument culture” (Tannen, 1998), girls as leaders are 

controlling, school talk is important in succeeding in business, school is a game.   

 It is important to note that my purpose in using situated meanings and cultural 

models was for the purpose gaining more information regarding student engagement with 
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literature and each other within peer-led discussions of literature.  The findings I present 

in this chapter are based on my close observations and analyses of what students said, 

how they acted, and the diverse D/discourses that influenced them.  These findings 

enhanced my understandings which in turn informed my practice as a teacher and 

researcher, and contributes to the broader field of education in important ways (Gee, 

1999).   

In writing up my findings I felt it was critical to reflect dynamic, ever-changing 

nature of thought styles and collectives.  The discussion in this chapter is organized 

around the following conceptual subheadings: Literature Circles and Being an 

Adolescent, Literature Circles and Being a Student, Literature Circles and Being a Boy or 

Girl, Literature Circles and Being Middle Class.  These subheadings were influenced by 

the concept of multiple subject positions (Bakhtin, 1986; Code, 1988), as used by Dillon 

and Moje (1998) in their research exploring the nature of adolescent talk.   They explain, 

People, whether adolescent or adult, are not objects; they are subjects who 
engage in different practices, depending on the context in which they find 
themselves.  People also act on what they believe others expect of them, 
based on the messages they get from others and from society at large.  In 
other words, who people are as acting subjects is shaped by social, 
cultural, and institutional voices they hear. (p. 194) 
 
This definition not only provided another layer of insight into understanding 

student engagement, it helped me intentionally arrange this chapter in a way that reflects 

how I see thought collectives and styles functioning in this study.  I realized through 

analysis of the interviews, coupled with analysis of the literature discussion transcripts, 

that considering the subject positions these students took up and were placed into helped 

illuminate how and why students interacted, used language, and formed the perspectives 
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they shared on their experiences in literature circles reading 1984.  Drawing on the notion 

of subject positions interconnected a complex net that helped form a picture of each 

group and the members that comprised those groups.   

 Interconnected is a term I want to emphasize here.  I discuss each of these 

positions separately from each other, however, this is not an accurate representation of 

how I see these different aspects of student engagement functioning.  It is impossible to 

assign a cultural model like “being smart as argument culture” to any one of the 

subheadings that I organize my findings around exclusively.  Although I discuss 

“argument culture” in the section on middle class, it is also evident in their positions as 

boys and girls. Discussing each separately pushed me to look more deeply at each aspect 

of the students’ experiences.  As such, these positions are intended to reflect the 

individual, cultural, and institutional aspects of students’ experiences as reflected in their 

talk and actions while participating in the study.  And like Dillon and Moje, I deliberately 

use the verb “being” to reflect the dynamic, ever-changing, often inconsistent nature of 

thought collectives and thought styles (Fleck, 1935). 

 This chapter includes analysis of the interviews using situated meanings and 

cultural models and integrates the previous analysis of the literature discussion transcripts 

for the purpose of building a theory of thought style in order to better understand the 

complexity of student engagement (see figure 5.1). 
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Theoretical  
Orientation 

Thought Style and 
Collectives 

  (Fleck, 1935) 

Systematic Explanation 
Communities of Practice 
(Wenger, 1998) 

Localized Social Theory of 
Student Engagement w/ 

Peers and Literature Identity, 
Practice, 
Collectivity, 
Power, 
Meaning, 
Subjectivity, 
Situated 
Experience 

Social structure, Situated 
Experience, Power, 
Collectivity, Meaning, 
Practice 

Collectivity, 
Practice, Meaning, 
Social Structure, 
Power 

Figure 5.1  

Theoretical Intersections that Informed the Data 
Analysis 
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Literature Circles and Being an Adolescent 

 Students who participated in this study were in the midst of transitioning from 

childhood into adolescence, a shift characterized by, as Atwell (1998) so aptly explains, 

“bravado, restlessness, preoccupation with peers, questioning authority, volatile and 

social, in the middle of everything” (p. 54).  She explains, 

Twelve-, thirteen-, and fourteen-year-olds, in the middle of everything, are 
especially in the middle of changes-emotional, physical, psychological, 
and intellectual.  Their sense of themselves, the world, and the relationship 
between the two is challenged every day by their own needs and by the 
demands of new roles, and all of it is played out in public. (p. 55)  
 

 Carefully examining student engagement during participation in literature circles 

provided an opportunity to explore the needs and roles of these students as young 

adolescents.  This section describes what I learned from that exploration.  Themes that 

surfaced during data analysis that are significant in thinking about who these students 

were in literature circles include: Talking About Books is Better; Play, Sarcasm, and 

Having Fun; and The Importance of Tension. 

Talking About Books is Better 

 One aspect of students’ positions as adolescents that was reflected in their thought 

styles was that through collaborative participation students were able to create a social 

climate in which they discovered new meanings in their readings and themselves (Hynds, 

1997).  In the following excerpt Luke shares his perspective on this, 

Luke: I think for me I noticed that this year  - this year for me and fourth grade 
were the best years for reading for me.  Cause in fourth grade I think the 
teacher had a lot to do with it and also the way that we were reading 
because we all talked.  That’s why lit circles for me has been the best kind 
of group - like I’ve actually - I can go back and reflect on it.  Like right 
now I wouldn’t be able to remember anything I learned from (couldn’t 



 

 

172

 

make out name of book) cause I didn’t learn anything.  I just learned what 
they wanted.  Like I said also fourth grade with Ms. P. and she was like a 
really good teacher and when we were reading in her class it was mostly 
thinking; we didn’t have to do a lot of questions and packets. These two 
years have been the best for more seventh and fourth grade for me.  I 
really like the lit circles.  That was like the best.  The Outsiders I had read 
that two or three times and I read it again in lit. circles and it was even 
better for me because I got to see other opinions and what they thought 
about it and that was like really cool.  I really liked that (Interview 1, 
Group B).  

 
 For Luke, having opportunities to discuss his reading with others, like his peers, 

was a meaningful way to respond to literature.  Participating in literature circles offered 

an opportunity for students to gratify their adolescent needs to connect with each other.  

More importantly, this connection was that it made reading such a complex novel like 

1984 more interesting, and potentially more productive.  In this excerpt Ashley articulates 

why that is for her, 

Ashley: Well, if there’s a different side to it.  Where as it’s always been if you read 
a book by yourself it’s pretty one sided you don’t.....usually you don’t 
think outside of the box.  Like, if there’s a question, you know....which do 
you think?  You just kind of go along with what you think and then you 
have an opinion.   You understand their opinion then you can be like, “Oh, 
that’s an interesting way to look at it.”  That’s what I think because it can 
be confusing....especially that book.  (Interview 2, Part 1, Group B).   

 
  What’s interesting is that similar to their participation in literature circles, Luke 

(Group B) and Ashley (Group A) articulate a similar sentiment towards the potential of 

peer-talk about literature,  but Luke does so from a place of feeling and enthusiasm, while 

Ashley shares from a place that reflects her practical, business-like perspective on 

literacy.  My observations  of the literature circles are consistent with the satisfaction 

students expressed they felt when collaborating with peers.  Perhaps this why almost 
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everyday students would bound into the classroom asking, “Can we do literature circles 

today?” 

Play, Sarcasm, and Having Fun 

 Another feature of these students’ thought styles that reflect their positions as 

adolescents is their ability to entertain group members.  As a matter of fact, having fun, 

things being funny, statements like “I know it’s wrong,  Ms. Smiles, but it’s funny” were 

central to participating in the social fabric of middle school. During literature circles and 

interviews (though not as much), participants were playful and sarcastic in responding to 

each other’s comments, yet simultaneously they contributed academically to the 

conversation as this excerpt from Group B reflects. 

Katie: That’s the same thing as all our poverty for awhile.  That’s the same thing 
for all authors.  Authors write about what they know. 

 
Ethan: That’s not true.  Some authors write about what they don’t know like 

Harry Potter.  She didn’t know squat about Harry Potter. 
 
Cathi: So, it’s her imagination.  Maybe in her childhood she read some books 

about ..... 
 
Ethan: About Harry Potter?  Yeah, so she wrote books that she wrote?  

Hmmmmm…. that’s pretty confusing now (Literature Circle Discussion, 
Group B, 1/31/02). 

 
 The task they are discussing is an author mini-study where groups were asked to 

connect the biography of the author of their novel, which in this case was George Orwell.  

Katie describes how Orwell experienced poverty in his life which is a central feature of 

the setting  in 1984.  Ethan challenges Katie’s assertion that “Authors write what they 

know.”  However, he does so in a playful, sarcastic, adolescent-like way.  At times, social 
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talk did take precedence over academic talk about the book, however, I could observe the 

important role this played in their process of creating meaning as adolescent readers.  

 Looking closely at the discussion transcripts I came to see that the social talk 

members sometimes engaged in played an important role within these groups in 

mediating the academic talk of the broader instructional context and in creating socially 

meaningful groups where each student had a significant role (Gee, 1990, Dillon & Moje, 

1998).  Group A, who have been characterized as being “serious” and “business-like,” 

also entertain each other through playful sarcasm.  This excerpt was taken from an 

interview with Group A where group members were asked to reflect on what reading 

1984 in literature circles was like for them.   

Hunter: Not too many different views.  We never really talked (laughing). 
 
Matthew: We said a lot about the books. 
 
Hunter: No, you guys did a lot of talking. 
 
(They are all talking throwing in statements about who said what and what they argued 
about) 
 
Ashley: Like Jesse and I. 
 
Matthew: And nail polish and stuff like that. (Interview 2, Part 1, Group A).  
 
 While clearly Matthew positions Ashley and Jesse as girls, there is a fun-spirited 

understanding between group members, an important aspect of the group’s thought style.  

Even during the interviews, which in tone were often serious, they entertain each other 

through playful teasing as students try to make sense of their literature circle experience.    
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The Importance of Tension 

 At points in each of the discussions, students demonstrated moments of struggle 

and tension, either with the content of the novel or with each other.  I came to see as a 

result of analysis that tension is significant in thinking about learning, and an aspect of 

peer collaboration that I must be consider when evaluating whether the engagement of 

peer-led literature circles facilitates learning and how that learning can be assessed.  

Short, Harste with Burke (1996) discuss the essential role tension plays in the process of 

learning,   

Tension is what drives the abductive process.  When what we project (our 
mental frames) does not coincide with what we perceive, tension is 
created, and calls for new explanations.  To ignore things that surprise us, 
the odd tidbit, or a difference of opinion, is to overlook golden 
opportunities for learning (p. 349). 
 

 The tensions students experienced came from a blend of sources, one was that 

which they produced for themselves through socially interacting, a condition of 

adolescence, and another from trying to understand a complex piece of literature.  The 

following excerpt from an interview with Group A reflects participants’ perspectives on 

the tensions they produced for themselves, 

Hunter: Well, yeah, but sometimes we couldn’t finish our sentence because other 
people interrupt us. 

 
Matthew: And some get a little frustrated cause ..... 
 
Ashley: It stimulates you. 
 
Gavin: You kind of learn more about every person in the group....... 
 
Hunter: Cause you couldn’t talk ..... 
 
Smiles: It’s even happening right now...... 
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Ashley: But then it stimulates you to talk more.  So you’re like, “Okay now, listen 

to me, I’ve got something to say.”  And you’re like wanting to make 
yourself heard.  So you’re like really getting into it.  You really, if you 
were writing a question [referring to questions on a worksheet from the 
teacher] you have to say okay this is mine.  I’ll just write that.   You don’t 
really reflect on that idea of trying to make it heard and discuss it.  You 
don’t discuss the idea (Interview 2, Part 1, Group A). 

 

 Additionally, reading 1984 produced tensions for group members, as Jesse and 

Matthew convey here, 

Jesse: I remember talking about things.  It’s got to have some kind of meaning.  
The problem with the book is sometimes it gets old and you’re like what 
the heck does it mean?  What does it have to do ......or what is it.... 

 
Matthew: It’s one of those books where you have to pay attention to every single 

word (Interview 2, Part 1, Group A).. 
 
 Group members were trying to explain to me why they found talking with each 

other more productive than if I had guided the reading of the novel.  Their tensions were 

enhanced and tempered by their opportunity to collaborate and negotiate meaning in 

promoting deeper understandings of the literature and their lives (Barnes, 1992).   

 This is not to suggest that literature circles did not leave these adolescents 

vulnerable with respect to the potential for painful interaction with their peers.  Donna 

Alvermann (1996) examined three gifted and talented middle school students’ 

perceptions of each other within peer-led literature circles to explore issues of voice, 

gender, interruption, and empowerment.  Because of the intense need for peer approval 

and acceptance by young adolescents, student-led group work, she argues, poses risks to 

students who are less outspoken, or who do not have the social status or competence of 

their more outspoken peers.  She contends that those marginalized students do not benefit 
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from peer-led literature circles in the ways intended, such as for providing a place for 

students to exercise their voices.   

 This made me wonder about Hillary in Group B and Matthew in Group A, two 

students who remained almost silent during many of the discussions and interviews.  Was 

the intense peer pressure they experienced as members of the school and community why 

they were noticeably quiet during literature circles?  This particularly came to mind when 

recently I called Hillary to ask her permission to use the data we collected together for 

this study.  In response to my request she laughed, “Yeah, I remember I did not say much 

during all that.”  True, and an aspect of the study she remembered well despite the time 

that had lapsed, suggesting her silence was deliberate.  While I cannot be sure of what she 

meant by that statement, which in hindsight I realized I should have asked her, I wonder 

whether in my well-meaning intentions for using peer-led literature circles I had 

inadvertently put students at risk for harm.   However, according to my findings the kinds 

of intentionally hurtful interactions Alvermann and Evans (1996) observed did not occur 

within the literature circles I observed.  My findings suggest that less outspoken students 

did benefit from participating in the peer-led literature circles because the context was 

socially meaningful for them.  Field notes recording Hillary and Matthew’s participation 

reflect their high level of engagement, and Hillary shared the following in an interview 

when I asked students what reading had been like for them the year of this study. 

Hillary: Yeah, that’s the same with me.  This year probably my favorite because 
you don’t give us like all these packets to do.  That makes the book a lot 
more interesting cause you think about it, but you don’t have to tear it 
apart (Interview 2, Part 1, Group B). 
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Reflections on Literature Circles and Being an Adolescent 
 
 My exploration of students’ interactions within peer-led literature circles 

highlights the complexity of early adolescence and the many, dynamic, ever changing 

subject positions they grapple with during this unique episode of development.  It also 

provided insight into how student participants’ thought styles as adolescents functioned 

in helping them navigate complex literature, the instructional context, and their 

adolescent lives.   

 Louise Rosenblatt (1995) recognized the need of adolescents to connect with 

literature on an emotional level, “Particularly for the adolescent reader the desire for self-

understanding and for knowledge about people provides an important avenue into 

literature” (p. 52).  I believe the peer-led literature circles provided these adolescents with 

such an avenue.  Through their social interactions students were able to connect with the 

novel, 1984, in ways meaningful to them .  Literature circles offered opportunities to 

explore curiosities about human behavior and adult realities both in response to a thought 

provoking piece of literature and through social contact with their peers.  The social talk 

coupled with the academic talk seemed to create a space for students to express 

themselves more fully as adolescents (Beach, 1990; Hynds, 1997). 

Literature Circles and Being a Student 

 This section examines participants’ positions as students as reflected in their 

participation in and perspectives on peer-led literature circles.  Significant themes that I 

identified in relation to this position include: learning is measured by “getting it right,” 

school is a game, and reading in school is meaningless.  This section explores how 
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students’ thought styles developed and functioned as they grappled with often conflicting 

signals they receive as they negotiate the instructional context and their beliefs regarding 

what it means to be a student. 

Getting It Right 

 One manifestation of who these participants were as students was evident in the 

way they perceived the nature of literature circles as demonstrated through their focus on 

discussing the text.  Observations of the literature circle discussions suggested that their 

notion of academic talk meant paying attention to literary elements such as 

characterization, plot, and theme, and that arguing is an effective way of demonstrating 

interpretive competence.   

 When I asked students during an interview with members of both Groups A and 

B, why so much of their discussions focused on the text, they replied,   

Luke:          Cause you told us to. 
 
Me:             I told you to? 
 
Ashley:   Cause you would say, like “Okay, what was his role and whatever time 

and place,” and it was more about the book than about us necessarily.  If 
we could have like a free thought we could say practically anything we 
wanted.  Then maybe we could relate more (Interview 3, Groups A and B). 

 
 I remember being taken aback by these statements when I first heard them.  I had 

not thought of myself as controlling students’ interpretations, particularly when using 

peer-led literature circles.  However, Ashley and Luke were right.  The timeline asked 

students to collectively interpret the novel in a particular way, although the possibilities 

for what they chose to include was open.  In thinking back to the literature discussions, 

Luke rejected this kind of response, setting an agenda in his group for, perhaps, “free 
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thought,” whereas Ashley, the quintessential good girl, did exactly what she perceived 

me to expect of her, and drove her group’s agenda in that way. And it is Ashley who 

pointed out that my expectations for their participation in literature circles not being 

about them, or else maybe they could “relate more.”   

 Vygotsky’s (1978) analysis of  the social and cultural aspects of learning, and his 

explanation of how learning within social environments is internalized through inner 

speech, offered insight into the processes involved in this small group work of the student 

participants (Smagorinsky and Fry, 1993).  The Zone of Proximal Development, defined 

by Vygotsky (1978) as “the distance between the actual development level as determined 

by independent problem solving and the level of potential development under adult 

guidance or in collaboration of with more capable peers”   helped explain how the 

message of how to discuss books was internalized.  Jesse articulates how, when she 

struggled with understanding the book, the ZPD literature circles provided worked for 

her. 

Jesse: Well I....even if I was lost the people who weren’t lost, and started talking 
about it…. I kind of caught on after awhile because I still gave my opinion 
on things even though I wasn’t quite sure what happened…. and yeah it 
helped, but it didn’t, um, I don’t know. 

 
 Vygotsky’s theory of a  social process of learning also helped explain how the 

students came to internalize the shaping forces of social influences, such as teachers, the 

instructional context, and the cultural expectations of broader educational community.   

 Lewis (2001) described in her study of peer talk in the classroom that the ethos of 

the classroom where she observed peer-led literature circles as, “to have social and 

interpretive power in this culture meant taking learning seriously and accepting an ethos 
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that centered on inquiry and achievement” (p. 97).   This ethos largely reflects the school 

context in which study took place.  The manner in which students negotiated the ethos of 

the classroom comes out in their engagement with both each other and the text, but also 

reflects their collaborations with teachers, their parents, school officials, the curriculum, 

etc. 

 Groups A and B interacted in ways that reflect the way of being a student in this 

classroom is to finish one’s work, to do it correctly, and efficiently, in order to get “the 

grade.” This meant, in part, acting in ways that met my approval as a symbolic 

representative of the broader instructional context and the expectations of that context.  

Group A’s discussion was completely driven by that need to meet this expectation, Group 

B demonstrated concern for meeting the expectation towards the end of their discussion 

when a presentation, meaning tangible accountability, was required of them.  As 

adolescents, I observed social talk as sometimes taking precedence over academic talk, 

however, it was academic talk that was most valued by the students.  The following 

excerpt is from an interview I conducted with members of both groups. 

Me:   (Long pause).  Okay.  Let’s look at the analysis I had you do today.  What 
did you notice about the other group’s discussion?  Any patterns you 
notice? 

 
Gavin:   A lot of misc. conversation. 
 
Hunter:  More in the other group [Group B] than our group.  More from Ethan than 

anyone else. 
 
Gavin:   Yeah, like Ethan is always out of the class  
 
Katie:  Yeah, and he’s like always talking about something else, 
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Luke:   Yeah, like you’d say the smartest thing, just like a, and like really big 
stuff, and Ethan is making noises (Interview 3, Groups A and B). 

 
Here students share that Ethan’s playful talk was inappropriate within the context 

of literature circles.  While observations of the literature discussions suggested he was 

highly engaged with both his peers and the novel, his use of social talk at certain parts of 

the discussion is criticized.  Consistently, students value text-based, academic talk as 

being more suitable than personal stories or personal connections to the literature.  

 Findings also reveal ways in which I influenced the interactions within the 

discussions.  My own subject positions as teacher, a graduate student, and a middle class 

woman reflected my values towards learning and as a learner within school, and I 

supported and promoted many of the kinds of behaviors these students demonstrated as 

being important and appropriate.  Whether I explicitly shared those values or not, 

students recognized and internalized those messages and responded to them through their 

discussions and interactions.  Their claim that they used the kind of talk they did was 

because of my making them is an indication that they were aware of the expectations the 

instructional context had of them.  As a result, through their collaborations with me, we 

facilitated and accepted a classroom culture centered on achievement while struggling to 

balance competition with collaboration. 

Successfully Playing the School Game 

 Findings revealed that students possessed keen insight into the academic system 

in which they belonged and had learned how to manipulate, should they choose, that 

system.  During a discussion of students’ past experiences with talk about literature in 

school, students in Group A expressed a disturbing observation regarding how students at 
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South Canyon Middle School were tracked and how talk was used as part of that tracking 

system. 

Hunter: I learned a lot more in this year than I did with my past teachers.  I think it 
may be just because I only see.....I do writing in lit. for a certain period of 
time; I’m not always sitting in...the teacher teaches every single subject 
but I find that more valuable than doing the lit sheets....the worksheets, 
you know? 

 
Gavin: This is like, I realize when we read books, uh, with a small group it always 

takes like another step up.  Like last year some groups were, like, sent into 
pods and stuff just, like, to discuss…. Mr. S.’s class… and um, then so 
there were like...there was like a separate group from the rest of the class 
and if you were in the big group, which I was except for like one or two 
times, something like that...you would still talk about the same things, but 
the group in the pod wouldn’t have to do the worksheets. 

 
Hunter: Oh yeah.  I remember that.  The group in the pod did more discussion on 

the details of the book and the rest of the people had like this huge packet 
of things. 

 
Smiles: How do you feel about that? 
 
Hunter: It helped me just because I was in the group [that met in the pod].... 
 
Smiles: You were in the group that didn’t have to do the worksheets? 
 
Hunter: We didn’t have to do the worksheets.  He wrote down questions for you 

and we talked about the questions.  It was like, I guess, that they would do 
the challenge [gifted and talented program at South Canyon Middle 
School] in the classroom and I was in the honors program, so, except for 
in math, but the rest of the class didn’t get to go into as much detail.  And I 
know they got to go into detail because Mr. S. is a fine teacher but it’s just 
that......but I’m almost wondering what it would have been like without 
having teacher....if I had the teacher throw questions at me with their hand 
and then talk about it when you’re sitting in a pod and talking about it 
among just students.  So, I mean, if the teacher is leading your way I 
almost think sometimes it will change your views on the actual book then 
it would if you were with your peers. 

 
Gavin: Last year when we read… um...I had already read it before so I could just 

like go through the worksheet thing and answer them right away because I 
knew exactly what was going to happen, and um......I always wanted the 
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end, to, um, the end of the book discussion.  Did Jonas die?  But Mr. S. 
wouldn’t let me until we finished the book. 

 
Smiles: Let’s talk about how you feel about that. 
 
Gavin: Jonas died. 
 
Smiles: I know that.  We could debate all day,  but Jesse got to be in the pod and 

you didn’t get to be in the pod so what did you want to do?  You had read 
the book.  Hunter had already read 1984 .... 

 
Gavin: Yeah, I sort of wanted just to go into a deeper discussion with people.  I 

know have already read the book and there were like two of them in my 
class and so Mr. Sanchez wouldn’t let us go into deeper discussion when 
we were having class discussions, even with the others.  Like later on he 
decided he wanted me to be an elder, but since he couldn’t like change the 
rules, because he figured out that I had already read the book, and, um, so 
I think he sort of regretted it.  And I didn’t really care though, because I 
could still finish the work sheets in like 30 minutes. 

 
Smiles: Having the group in the pod and out of the pod…I assume most of you 

would be in the pod types of students....... 
 
Matthew: Ms. B. didn’t do that. 
 
Smiles: She didn’t do what?   
 
Matthew: We got packets. 
 
Smiles: You got packets?  Okay, if you were, uh...and did you like it?  Would you 

have rather had a chance sometimes to not do a packet and just talk? 
 
Matthew: Yes.  I hated packets.  The only time we would talk was to type up the 

answers to the questions in the back (Interview 2, Part 2, Group A). 
 
 This excerpt brings up issues Oldfather and Thomas (1993) raised in their 

longitudinal study following a group of elementary students into Jr. High and what their 

perspectives were on those changes.  Students shared that in Jr. High there was a lack of 

self-expression, honored voice, and few opportunities to collaborate and share ownership 

of their knowing with peers and teachers.  Students in this study raise similar issues in the 
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above interview excerpt.  The use of worksheets, which students in both groups 

unanimously despised, and tracking by only allowing certain students, I am guessing 

those considered gifted and talented, to meet in small groups limited some students’ 

opportunities for self expression, like Gavin, while others benefited from being one of the 

chosen elite, like Hunter and Jesse.  Gavin, in the following excerpt, offers his theory as 

to why he could not participate in the literature discussions that met in the pod during 

sixth grade as he would have liked. 

Gavin: I don’t think  Mr. S. thought about what we thought.   I think he cared 
about what he thought and that’s sort of how he showed it in the 
classroom.  

 
Hunter: That’s why you’ve got to really get close to him in the beginning of the 

year, cause then, you guys... 
 
Gavin: He didn’t like me because I’m Andrea’s ....she’s my sister so he didn’t like 

me. 
 
Hunter: He liked your sister; it was in the yearbook. 
 
Gavin: Okay, he liked my sister but he didn’t like me because I was her brother. 
 
Smiles: And you weren’t like her? 
 
Gavin: No.  You got it in my yearbook, but I didn’t care. (Interview 2, Part 2, 

Group A). 
 
 While Gavin downplayed his lack of connection to his sixth grade teacher, Hunter 

pointed out that Mr. S. can be “handled” if you are able to form the right kind of 

relationship with him.  Perhaps, I wonder, if these students’ feelings about the focus on 

achievement fostered a sense of disconnectedness from their learning in middle school. 

Findings show that these students are aware of power structures and their places within 

them, and strive to manipulate or resist those systems that marginalize them, such as 
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getting on the right side of a teacher.  Additionally, students’ perspectives on worksheets 

reveal another power struggle students grappled with as they participated in literacy 

events within the context of school. 

Worksheets are Meaningless 
 
 A common theme throughout my interviews with both groups was how much 

student participants detested being given packets of worksheets to complete when reading 

at school. The following excerpt is from an interview with Group A in response to my 

asking if reading 1984 under my guidance would have different than reading it in 

literature circles. 

Ashley: I don’t think I would have gotten a lot out of it because, you know, just 

what we did last year was a lot of like, “Here are your questions, go through, follow 

them, and then vocabulary words.”  Other than that it was kind of like a standard 

procedure.  And to me I could see the vocabulary words really broadens it, but you know 

with writing your own questions it’s like,, okay now we actually have to, like, coax in 

what do I think?  I might have gotten confused like why they did something… 

 
Hunter: It shows up on here.  It’s what’s inside the story. 
 
Ashley: But that lately, I think it’s what you do in first or second grade that’s 

actually really convince you of that.  It’s not like you remember, ‘Oh yeah, 
they had this back there,” and you know, worksheets, where they give you 
here, here’s your book read this chapter- vocabulary words, then there’s a 
question.   So, I kind of can do that.  Now… I don’t see it was very 
meaningful. 

 
Smiles: What do you think of that? 
 



 

 

187

 

Gavin: I’m glad we didn’t have to do packets this year because when they ask you 
a bunch of questions about just, the characters, it really detracts from the 
story itself (Interview 2, Part 1, Group A). 

 
 Students in Group B shared almost exactly the same sentiments.  I suspect that 

their aversion to doing worksheets was not because they were lazy, as was often the 

perspectives of their teachers.  Particularly participants in this study, who consistently 

experienced, with few exceptions, academic success.  I think it had more to with the issue 

Oldfather and Thomas (1993) raised about “honored voice.”  Students are suggesting that 

they wanted control over their interpretations, and unanimously resented not having 

opportunities to freely express their opinions (Barnes, 1992).  Ashley points out that as a 

small child the practice of worksheets went largely unexamined, but now they had lost 

their meaning for her. 

 On the other hand, participants saw literature circles as offering something 

different from the guided reading experiences that were a prevalent part of their middle 

school experience.  Both groups expressed how reading within literature circles was more 

meaningful for a variety of reasons, as was expressed in the previous excerpt.  I 

wondered, while even the more skeptical members of Group A expressed deeper 

engagement with literature within peer-led literature circles, whether literature circles 

fostered learning.  This was a question I posed to each group at different times in the 

interviews.  Their response to this question often centered more on what they learned 

about each other than the book, however. 

Smiles: Do you feel like you learn something? 
 
Gavin: Learn like what? 
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Smiles: I don’t know. Did you learn anything? 
 
Ashley: Yes, because we were reflecting on it, where the......like, okay what it is?   

Why is he saying two plus two is like, you know, like the writer is putting 
two plus two equals four, you know..... 

 
Gavin: You kind of learn more about every person in the group....... 
 
 I also posed similar questions related to learning to Group B.  For instance, in the 

last interview with members of both groups, students observed how Group A used more 

“interpretive” talk, language they borrowed from the chart of literature journal response 

categories (see Appendix B), and Group B more retellings, or “narrational” talk.  Luke, 

from Group B, offers a theory as why this may have been, 

Katie:   A lot of narrational.  Particularly in our group [Group B]. I didn’t actually 
notice that until I read over these that we were actually repeating the book. 

 
Me:   Did you ever move onto anything more interpretive? 
 
Others:   Oh yeah. 
 
Luke:   That’s why I think is the reason all our stuff came up.  Because people 

were re-narrating the book. You would read something you’d been reading 
and you’d be like, “Oh, that’s a great idea!”  

 
Jesse:    It’s not like you were writing it down for homework. 
 
Luke:   Someone would be telling about something really interesting and it would 

lead to this discussion 
 
Katie:    Yeah. 
 
Luke:    Without the narrated part a lot of the other parts can’t come in…   
  (Interview 3, Groups A and B). 
 
 Luke’s insight mirrors Barnes’ (1992) discussion of “exploratory talk” and “final 

draft.”  Barnes contends from his observations of small group discussions that the 

tentativeness of exploratory talk was necessary for achieving broader interpretations and 
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forming theories.  Barnes characterizes this kind of talk as using language for the purpose 

of shaping knowledge for themselves.  Luke noticed that the use of retellings served an 

important role in moving into what he considered deeper conversations and discussions 

he was very proud of, and his primary argument for why literature circles were better for 

him than guided reading and worksheets. 

Luke:  YES! I’ve learned so much more from doing this.  Like half this stuff I 
wouldn’t have, like some of the ideas I thought were really cool I wouldn‘t 
have thought of unless I’d grabbed pieces of information from other 
people in the group.  You’d be, like, “Why are these countries at war?” 
and then from that you’d think that they are bombing themselves and we 
all end up sharing the ideas and without being in the group you wouldn’t 
have thought of all those ideas (Interview 3, Groups A and B). 

 
For Luke, and many of the study’s student participants, the opportunity to share 

interpretations were perceived as fostering enhanced interpretations of the literature. 

Reflections on Literature Circles and Being a Student 

   In examining the study’s participants positions as students I learned several 

important aspects relating to students’ thought styles.  Namely, findings revealed that 

these students possessed keen insights into their instructional context and their positions 

as students within that context.  Furthermore, students knew how to use those insights to 

both navigate and manipulate that that context.  When reading how students interpreted 

their roles within school and within literature circles, their insights exposed interesting 

perspectives that were describing the relationship between motivation and empowerment.  

Cheryl Spaulding (1995) examined the conceptual differences between motivation and 

empowerment, noting that “Competence or ability, especially a personal belief in one’s 

own competence, is at the heart of accepted definitions of both empowerment and 
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motivation” (p. 491).  She goes onto explain that intrinsic motivation is more likely to 

result when students successfully complete a task and the opportunity to take control of 

the task and their work on the task is present.  Perhaps this is why students found 

literature circles “motivating.”  Although clearly the instructional context influenced their 

interactions on one level, students felt like their participation was successful.  What's 

more, I was not directly controlling their responses through worksheets and guided 

reading activities which in turn left them feeling some control over their task.  I still 

wonder at how “empowered” the engagement was for these students as they were 

positioned and positioned each other and the instructional context positioned them.  

Additionally, I wonder how much control they felt they could take in light of my 

requirements, like presenting the timeline. 

 Findings suggest that peer-led literature circles can engage students in ways 

reflective of honored voice, collaborative learning, and shared knowing (Thomas & 

Oldfather, 1993).  However, peer-led literature discussions can be facilitated in ways that 

diminish honored voice as well, as was the case for Gavin in sixth grade.  Participants’ 

perspectives reveal that sharing interpretations collaboratively through talk was 

productive and meaningful for them as students. 

Literature Circles and  Being a Boy or a Girl 

 One cannot look at adolescent behavior and talk without considering gender 

(Alvermann, 1996).  And gender was significant in thinking about student engagement 

with each other and the literature within this study.  This section describes findings 

related to who the participants were as boys and girls as reflected in their participation in 
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and perspectives on the literature circle engagement.  Significant themes that surfaced 

during analysis include:  girls in power are controlling, boys are uncaring and unfeeling, 

and literature discussion from a male perspective.  

Girls in Power Are Controlling 

 The following excerpt from an interview with members of Group A reflects the 

boys’ perspectives on how Jesse and Ashley conducted themselves during the literature 

circles. 

Smiles: Did you guys have a chance to look over the transcripts?   
 
Jesse: Yeah, they’re kind of funny and it’s kind of girls dominating it. 
 
Gavin: Like I was …. and then Ashley started interrupting us. 
 
Smiles: So there were a lot of interruptions and Jesse said it seemed like the girls 

dominated the conversation. 
 
Gavin: No, Ashley dominated.  Nobody else dominated it.  It was Ashley. 
 
Smiles: What do you think about what Ashley was saying? 
 
Gavin: Well, we sort of wanted to get in sentences so we were sort of getting 

mad.  We weren’t’ really thinking about what she was saying. 
 
Smiles: Ok, um, um, so what else do you notice about these as far as um the 

discussion itself, the content of the discussion? 
 
Matthew: Having it written down just sort of takes out all the emotion of what we 

were talking about. 
 
Smiles: So what are some of the emotions that you feel like were missing? 
 
Matthew: Well, we were always yelling at Ashley...... 
 
Jesse: We weren’t yelling at Ashley, we were just yelling at each other. 
 
Matthew: No, it was mostly Ashley. 
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Jesse: But it wasn’t like a yelling “I don’t like you” kind of yelling, it was just a 
lot of “I want to show my opinion so be quiet and let me say it” kind of 
yelling. Um, I see a lot of Hunter in here, too, so I can’t say it was all... 

 
Smiles: Is there anything else you notice about these? 
 
Matthew: It’s more arguments 
 
Hunter: I also notice a lot of cutting off.  You see a lot of dot, dot, dots, and then 

somebody jumping in with another comment. 
 
Matthew: And generally it’s Ashley jumping in. 
 
Smiles: And why do you think that is? 
 
Hunter: Because Ashley likes to talk. 
 
Smiles: Is that it? 
 
Jesse: She is determined to not let us get a word in edge wise. 
 
Smiles: (laugh) Do you really believe that that was her intent? 
 
Jesse: Knowing Ashley for a while she’s very.....she likes to get her opinion in 

there.  I know that if she doesn’t say it she’ll forget it and then somebody 
else is going to tell theirs and then you’ll get side tracked..... 

 
Matthew: Yeah, I think Hunter got pretty mad so he sort of starts to cut off Ashley 

later on so..... 
 
Smiles: Where at?  Where are you looking at? 
 
Matthew: On the second page of the interview that happened on 2-5.  Uh, Ashley 

said well I can bring in then dot, dot, dot, like a really gory one and so I 
think that Hunter just purposely did that to stop them from talking. 
(Interview 2, Part 2, Group A). 

 
 This discussion suggests that the boys and girls in this study have similar 

perspectives that can be attributed to their ideas of how people behave according their 

gender.  Ashley is positioned as bossy, controlling, and too talkative, particularly by the 

boys who share how they wanted her to stop talking.  Jesse sort of defends Ashley, 
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pointing out that Hunter took a lot of turns during the discussions as well, but Jesse’s 

challenge of the boys positioning of Ashley does little to sway the boys’ opinions.  And 

Jesse, too, comes to agree with their perspective, “She won’t let us get a word in 

edgewise.”  When I read through the transcripts, and because of my many classroom 

interactions with Ashley, I attributed Ashley’s talk, while profuse, as her way of thinking 

about ideas and concepts that challenged her.  Her participation in whole class and small 

group discussions was consistent, sharing openly her opinions and not being bothered 

when those ideas were challenged.  Talk served an important function in her learning 

process.  But her particular kind of thought style is interpreted here as being unacceptable 

and I cannot help but think it has largely to do with her subject position as a girl.  During 

interviews with members of Groups A and B, and when both groups met to comment on 

each others’ transcripts, no one ever made mention of Luke’s role, even though his 

participation was similar to Ashley’s in that he took charge and dominated the talk.   

 Evans, Alvermann, and Anders (1998), when they examined gender roles within 

peer-led literature circles, found that the gendered talk within each group often reflected 

and reinforced sexist stereotypes.  The stereotype that is being conveyed in this 

discussion is that when women take control they are “dominating,” controlling and bossy.  

The boys suggest that their treatment of Ashley was justified because she was too 

talkative.   

 On the flip side, sexist stereotypes directed towards the girls are not the only 

perspectives related to gender present in the interviews. 
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Boys are Uncaring and Unfeeling 

 In an earlier interview when the issue of Ashley’s participation is raised, only this 

time Ashley is present to defend herself.  She offers an explanation for her kind of 

participation. 

Hunter:        No (laughter).  I’m just trying to get back into what we were doing at the 
time.  I noticed people were repeating each other a lot.  I thought Ashley 
was, like every paragraph with mine and Ashley’s name, they, like 
repeated themselves and … 

 
Ashley:   Maybe it’s because every time we said something somebody wouldn’t 

listen and we’d have to repeat it. 
 
Gavin:     It’s not like you weren’t listening; it’s that you didn’t care about A Diary 

of Anne Frank and…. 
 
Jesse:          It’s because you guys just don’t think, that’s why. 
 
Gavin:     I don’t plan on reading that diary and I don’t really care about it, so… 
 
Jesse:          So, that’s the problem is that you’re trying to get your point of view, and 

you have a good point…. 
 
Ashley:   And you want to get it in, and they’ll say, but this, and you’re still talking 

about this. 
  

Jesse and Ashley point out that the boys’ intent for talking was to win an 

argument, and that they would not listen to other perspectives.  They also suggest the 

boys just will not think.  This suggests to me that their position as uncaring is one 

students accept, or never really examined.  It could also reflect recent research on the 

literacy of boys, which reports that boys resist reading stories about girls because of their 

particular ideas as to what are acceptable masculine literacy practices (Smith & Wilhelm, 

2002; Peyton-Young, 2004).   
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In referring back to the literature discussion transcripts students’  participation 

reflected patterns similar to what Cherland (1992) observed in her research looking at 

gendered talk within literature discussions.  In the Cherland study girls spoke using a 

discourse of feeling, characterized by emotional responses to a text, and boys used a 

discourse of action, characterized by response that were characterized by plot, using a 

language of logic.  

 The girls participating in this study were the only ones to express any kind of 

emotional connection to the text, but this kind of sharing was never explored.  After 

discussing how the Thought Police could kill someone regardless of their innocence or 

guilt, Katie offers the following sentiment. 

Katie: I’m still very sad about…. I don’t think the thought police was real 
(Literature Discussion Transcript, 1/31/02, Group B). 

 
 In the midst of sharing her feelings about the plot or character, she stops herself, 

and offers instead a comment about the realism or believability of the plot, part of a 

discourse considered more masculine in kind (Cherland, 1992). A similar occurrence 

happens in Group A with Jesse.  As the group argues about what page a significant event 

is on, Jesse shares the following, 

Jesse: Yeah, but I love my parents a lot and how would I be able to turn around 
and get them killed? 

  
 Interestingly, during the interviews the girls also demonstrated more interest in 

feelings and human relationships, the boys in the logic and the legality of the novel and 

their participation in the literature circles (Cherland, 1992).  For instance, in the excerpt 

where the boys criticize Ashley, Matthew comments on how reading the transcripts 
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diminishes the emotional aspect of really happened during their discussions.  When I 

asked him to elaborate on those emotions he evaded it, instead going back to how 

everyone yelled at Ashley.  The gendered ways in which these participants participated in 

both their literature discussions and the interviews is consistent with researchers’ 

observations of how boys participate in literature discussions (Smith & Wilhelm, 2002; 

Cherland, 1992; Evans, Anders & Alvermann, 1998).  

While I saw consistencies in the interactions between boys and girls in relation to 

the research I also became concerned about another observation across the two groups.  

The girls were the only participants to respond using a discourse of feeling, however, this 

was not very prevalent.  As a matter of fact, the girls, particularly those in Group A, who 

participated in this study adopted more of a male discourse of action, or, as was the case 

with Group B, remained fairly quiet. This raised questions as to how the broader 

instructional context influenced the discourse along gendered lines.   

Literature Discussion from a Male Perspective 

 I saw very little of the discourse of feeling, characterized by Cherland as 

involving a focus on emotion.  In none of transcripts did I find examples of the boys 

sharing an emotional response to the plot or the characters and very few from the girls.  

This is not to suggest that the discussions were absent of emotion.  Their interactions 

were emotionally charged.  However, those emotions were not the result of engagement 

with the novel necessarily, but rather in response to each other.  What is interesting is that 

the kind of discourse privileged in both groups was a discourse of action, focusing on 

plot, and implementing a language of logic, valuing realism and believability (Cherland, 
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1992).   Findings show that girls in both groups stuck to this particular kind of discourse, 

seeming to perceive that feelings such as empathy are not significant topics for discussion  

within literature circles.   

 I wondered if this could be attributed to the fact that students who participated in 

this study came from privileged backgrounds that shaped their idea of what constituted 

being “educated,” as reflected in how they talked about literature and interacted with each 

other.  This perspective on schooling affected the way the girls in this study participated 

in literature discussion, and the kind of talk they favored.  Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, 

and Tarule (1986) explain how the women in their study who attended institutions of 

higher learning negotiated an ethos similar to the one I observed  at South Canyon 

Middle School: 

In the institutions of higher learning most of these women attended, the 
subjective voice was largely ignored; feelings and intuitions were 
banished to the realm of the personal and private.  It was the public, 
rational, analytical voice that received the institutions’ tutelage, respect 
and rewards.  Most of these women profited from the tutelage, respect and 
rewards, and most were grateful for their colleges for nurturing their 
analytical powers.  In acquiring the skills of separate knowing, women at 
this position did, indeed, transcend the stereotypes of women as creatures 
ruled by instinct and emotion, incapable of reason; but they also adopted a 
stereotyped view of reason as detached from feeling and remote from 
everyday experience (p. 124). 
  

 This perspective on learning and schooling is one that the participants in this 

study, including the girls, seemed to embrace, but were skeptical of at the same time, as 

Ashley shared when she said, “we could have like a free thought we could say practically 

anything we wanted.  Then maybe we could relate more.”  In another interview Ashley 

elaborates on what can be learned from participating in literature circles.  
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Ashley: Most jobs that you get that are paying you have to be able to persuade 

people....business...you have to persuade them to buy your product.  
Politics you have to persuade people to vote for you to persuade them to 
see your idea...um doctors I could see making them try to persuade 
physicians why they’re better then the other person or why they should do 
it.  Like look here it’s got all these benefits, you know, its really.... 
(Interview 2, Part 1, Group A). 

  
While Ashley embraced an ideology of education that privileges “the public, 

rational, analytical voice” I wondered about Katie, Cathi, and Hillary in Group B, and 

why they were much more quiet than Ashley and Jesse in Group A.  Perhaps the sense of 

affiliation that Ashley felt was not aligned with their values as reflected in their thought 

styles.   From their gendered positions perhaps they struggled to connect with Ethan and 

Luke’s focus on the action of the novel, and yet felt it was expected of them within the 

context of literature circles.  I have to wonder, too, if the girls in Group B’s passive, 

unobtrusive role during their discussions were reflective of the kinds of crises in 

confidence preadolescent girls in Gilligan’s (1989) study experienced as they moved 

through their teenaged years as “male style” becomes the dominant style of talk 

(Cherland, 1992; Moss, 1989).   

 Tannen (1990, 1998), who has studied extensively discourse styles across 

genders, found that men see the world as being organized hierarchically and as such use 

conversations to gain power and control.  Girls, she observed, see themselves as 

connected within networks of relationships and use conversations to seek understanding, 

closeness, and consensus.  In both groups, and during interviews, it is the female 

participants are the ones who care about the members of the groups, attending to their 

questions, protective of feelings, while the male participants are immersed in an 
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“argument culture,” characterized by, among other things, “one-upmanship” (Tannen, 

1998, p. 4).  Even during the interviews, the girls worked to preserve feelings and 

maintain reputations, such as Jesse defending the group when she says, “It wasn’t ‘I don’t 

like you’ kind of yelling…”  While theorists who examine gender are careful not to 

suggest one kind of discourse style is “better” than another, there are discourse styles that 

are more privileged in particular contexts.  As a teacher and a woman I am concerned 

about those privileged discourses in relation to silence and power, and the perpetuation of 

gender stereotypes, particularly in light of my underlying reasons for using peer-led 

literature circles.  Specifically, I have to question where this message of how to act as a 

boy or girl comes from within an academic context, and how my role as teacher, shapes 

these beliefs and reproduces these discourses. 

Reflections on Literature Circles and Being a Boy or Girl 

 Findings related to students’ positions as being boys and girls highlight the 

complexity of student engagement within peer-led literature discussions.  Students come 

to school as members of multiple thought collectives shaped and shaping their particular 

cultural orientations and many subject positions, including gender.  Students do not 

choose to value one kind of discourse style over another, but the way in which the 

broader society defines what it means to be a boy or girl in school, and how to be smart, 

can serve to limit the individual students who participated in this study (Belenky, 

Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986; Cherland, 1992; Alvermann, 1996).  Here, the 

instructional context, both in and beyond this particular classroom, embodies “cultural 

constraints work[ing] to maintain the boundaries between women and men and to 
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reproduce the social inequalities with which we live” (Cherland, 1992, p. 193).  This 

perspective is evident in the thought styles of these students.  Observing the discourse 

patterns present in an instructional engagement like peer-led literature circles where 

students are provided with an opportunity to form the talk in ways absent from my direct 

instruction or participation indicates that students’ expectation of their talk about 

literature is more influenced by thought style, characterized in this context as a male 

style, discussing literature in analytical ways.   

 In interviews, perspectives on the girls’ participation saw them repositioned in 

disturbing ways.  While peer-led literature circles can potentially interrupt power 

structures, in this study gendered power relations were reproduced, and I would argue 

that this is due largely to the influence of school and their culturally constructed 

perspectives on gender and academia.  Perhaps restructuring schools by rethinking how 

knowledge can be reconstructed would be a first step in making classrooms more 

inclusive and less restrictive. 

 Lastly, findings suggest that I played a role in influencing the way students 

engaged with the book and each other as boys and girls (Cherland, 1990, Alvermann, 

1996). I am a white, middle class woman who as raised with similar values and 

educational experiences. As I wonder where and how I promoted these internalized 

perspectives on gender, I see these views are a part of my thought style as well. However, 

while my expectations were influential on the interactions of students within literature 

circles, this explanation is too simplistic for explaining the issues being raised in this 

study.      
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Literature Circles and Being Middle-class 

 As I read through the literature discussion transcripts and interviews looking at 

how students engaged as students, adolescents, and girls and boys, there was a nuance 

present across all three of these subject positions that reflected a shared set of deeply 

internalized values and beliefs that underlie all their interactions and perspectives.  For 

instance, while I assigned certain behaviors to students according to their gender, I could 

see the incompleteness of those interpretations as I looked at other studies that also 

examined gender in peer-led discussion groups.  For instance, girls in this study were able 

to successfully discuss the novel using what could be characterized as a “Male” style of 

discourse, but at the same time were limited by that discourse style and aware of those 

limitations.  Ashley suggested that limitation may be my fault, and how I framed the 

context for literature circles.  However, during interviews I sensed a defensiveness on 

Ashley’s part when asked why personal connections and experiences were not discussed, 

as if a broader value was being challenged.  It was then she explained the importance of 

persuasion in becoming successful in life.  It seemed that examining these students as 

members of the middle class could tell me more about their ways of engaging with 

literature and each other. 

 This section explores the relationship between student engagement with literature 

and each other and being middle class.  Themes within this section that reflect significant 

understandings include: who are the Echo Boomers, being smart as argument culture, and 

literacy as affiliation with school, school-based practices, and values. 
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Who Are the Echo Boomers? 

 In thinking about my questions related to student engagement within peer-led 

literature circles, my understandings were limited by focusing only on students as 

adolescents/students/boys and girls, without thinking about them as also members of the 

middle class.  Students in this study, while from various ethnic and religious 

backgrounds, shared many characteristics of being middle class, defined by Webster’s 

Dictionary (1997) as “A class occupying a position between the upper class and lower 

class; esp: a fluid heterogeneous socioeconomic grouping composed principally of 

business and professional people, bureaucrats, and some farmers and skilled workers 

sharing common social characteristics and values” (p. 736)  I would make a case that 

while they did come from various ethnic and religious backgrounds, their social class, 

and the thought styles associated with being middle class, made them more similar than 

different in many ways.  

 Building on Bahktin’s (1986) perspective that the words and symbols we inherit 

from the world around us shape us as distinctive kinds of people, James Gee (2002) 

suggests that in order to understand current literacies and the present context in which 

literacy is practiced we need to consider the rapidly changing world in which we live.  

Specifically, attention must be given to people’s interactions with the words, symbols, 

and themes with which that rapidly changing world confronts them.  Examining 

capitalism and how capitalism has changed over the past century offers a perspective into 

understanding students’ positions as being middle class and themes significant to 

describing their positions as adolescents, students, and girls and boys. 
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 Old capitalism, Gee states, has been transformed by the current high-tech, global 

capitalism.  Old capitalism, born during conflicts between workers and their bosses, 

embraced a science of efficiency and removed craft knowledge from the workers heads.  

Knowledge and control existed at the top (bosses) and not at the bottom (workers).  

Productivity in the United States increased creating a successful postwar economy, and 

with the redistribution of wealth, thanks in large part to the unions, most workers during 

the peak of old capitalism considered themselves “middle class” and this constituted the 

“norm.”  New capitalism grew out of the overproduction of commodities due to more 

sophisticated technologies, making production possible in other countries, and making 

great profits from commodities unlikely.  This resulted in many workers no longer 

belonging to the “middle class,” unable to afford to live in the sorts of communities or 

with the same degree of stability as workers did during old capitalism.  Instead, work in 

new capitalism now involves teams and collaboration for the purpose of navigating a fast 

changing environment where knowledge goes out of date rapidly.  In short, work has 

become more project based. 

 These changes in capitalism are reflected in what Gee refers to as changing 

literacies.  During old capitalism, particular kinds of literacy practices, including those 

that encompass “academic language,” served as the most critical entrance into achieving 

economic success and socio-political power.  However, today, due to the rise of new 

capitalism and the change in identity from emphasis on commodity to emphasis on 

design, academic language, meaning that language which is acquired in school, is 

important to participation in professional, official, and public realms of practices and 
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institutions. However, it is not enough to promise socio-political and/or economic 

success.  As Gee (2002) explains, “There are three types of design that reap large rewards 

in new capitalism: the ability to design new identities, affinity groups, and networks.  

These three types are all deeply inter-related.  In turn, people who are adept at taking on 

new identities, interacting within affinity groups, and are well connected within networks 

will flourish” (p. 9).  Identities, in this context, describe the ability to design products, 

services, or experiences that create or take advantage of particular kinds of consumer, 

emphasizing the identity and relationship between the product or service.  Affinity 

groups,  Gee (2002) defines as, “groups that share practices, patterns of consumption, and 

ongoing relationships to specific business and corporations” (p. 10).  Networks are 

designed to link people with organizations by creating communicative links through the 

use of tools and technologies.   

 Students who participated in this study have lived their entire lives in new 

capitalism, saturated in media and marketing.  They are members of a generation of 

Americans referred to as Echo Boomers, Generation Y, Generation XX, Generation Next, 

The Bridger Generation, Generation 2K, Millenials, that are characterized by, as a recent 

news story on 60 Minutes explained,  

a reflection of the sweeping changes in American life over the last twenty 
years.  They [Echo Boomers] are the first to grow up with computers at 
home, in a 500 channel TV universe.  They are multi-taskers with cell 
phones,  music downloads, and Instant Messaging on the Internet.  They 
are totally plugged-in citizens of a worldwide community (p.1). 
  

It is important to note that these descriptors predominantly refer to privileged children, 

identical to the participants in this study.  Though, it can and does apply, too, to less well-
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off children, partly because of the Internet and modern media trends that “spread and 

standardize quickly across diverse groups” (Gee, 2002, p. 20).   

 Echo Boomers are associated with the following beliefs and values: “they regret 

the societal fragmentation and extreme individualism to which the Baby Boomer’s 

assault (in the 60’s and 70’s) on societal and governmental institutions gave rise” (Gee, 

2002, p. 20).  However, Echo Boomers live in a new capitalist world in which the gap 

between the rich and the poor has grown larger.  This growing gap has been caused by 

the very logic of the new capitalism, a logic of increasing returns or a ‘winner take all’ 

system.  By and large, many Echo Boomers appear to find this logic acceptable, natural, 

and evitable (Gee, 2002, Sleeter, 1996). 

  Examining the student participants’ memberships in particular identities, affinity 

groups, and networks offers insight into their engagement with literature and each other 

within peer-led literature circles.  In turn, these students’ participation in peer-led 

literature circles revealed the ways in which this prevailing thought style related to being 

middle class looks in the way they use and think about literacy and language.   Two key 

themes encompass my observations of who these students are as members of the middle 

class: Being Smart as “Argument Culture” (Tannen, 1999), and Literacy and Education 

as Affiliation with Business (Gee, 2002).  These themes cut across and intersect with my 

observations of the participants as adolescents, students, and boys and girls, and add the 

dimension of describing the kinds of adolescents, students, and boys and girls they are 

within their subject positions of  being middle class. 
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Being Smart as Argument Culture 

 A feature of students’ literature discussions and an issue that was referenced 

frequently during the interviews was argument.  I struggled in writing this study where to 

include a discussion of this observation, knowing its significance to understanding 

student engagement with each other and literature.  I decided to include it here, because 

the use of argument and students’ perspectives on the role arguing played in their process 

of discussing the book seemed to reflect an internalized belief and value beyond who they 

were as adolescents and students and their genders.  

Noted linguist Deborah Tannen (1998) studied the prevailing presence of 

argument in popular American culture, calling this phenomenon, The Argument Culture.  

The argument culture urges us to approach the world-and the people in it- 
in an adversarial frame of mind.  It rests on the assumption that opposition 
is the best way to get anything done:  The best way to discuss an idea is to 
set up a debate;  the best way to cover the news is to find spokes people 
who express the most extreme polarized views and present them as ‘both 
sides;’  the best way to settle disputes is litigation that pits one party 
against the other; the best way to begin an essay is to attack someone; the 
best way to show you’re really thinking is to criticize (pp. 3-4). 
  

Documenting the role this perspective plays in the press, politics, law, and gender, as well 

as how technology can and often does enhance antagonism, Tannen suggests that in an 

argument culture aggression is valued simply for its own sake as opposed to functioning 

in purposeful and notable ways. 

 In thinking about learning and schooling, the role of argument can be seen 

through many perspectives, and considered essential to learning.  Furthermore, argument 

can be useful and is often necessary when standing against an injustice or oppression.  

Argument has its strengths as well as limits.  Within the peer-led literature circles the role 
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of argument served multiple purposes, such as making a case, pushing students’ thinking 

about an issue, and getting the work I had assigned completed.  However, findings 

suggest students also used argument simply for its own sake.   

 Group A saw argument as a point of pride, and the central feature of their identity 

as a literature circle.  The following excerpt, from an interview with members of Group 

A, describes their perspectives on argument and their participation 

Smiles: Is there anything else you notice about these? 
 
Matthew: It’s more arguments. 
 
Smiles: Um, if I were....if I didn’t know you guys, lets say I wasn’t your teacher, I 

just read this transcript, I’m from another foreign country and I’m reading 
this what would I think about this? 

 
Gavin: That we are opinionated. 
 
Smiles: Opinionated? 
 
Jesse: We…. definitely.   
 
Hunter: I think that you get that  I’m bossy, controlling, and like to give my 

opinion. 
 
Matthew: That’s what....everybody was more controlling and bossy. 
 
Hunter: We worked well, but that’s why I always let him defend Ashley cause I 

see us all a lot alike in that kind of way. 
 
Smiles: Was that productive for you? 
 
Hunter: It was to me.  We were able to get things out. You were able to debate 

with people that could change their opinion on things.  You were able to 
think about other ideas and stuff of your own even though you’ll be 
defending yourself no matter what, but you’ll still think of the other. 

 
Smiles: So it seems like there’s two layers here.  One is the meaning making that 

was going on.  You were still thinking about what other people were 
saying about a book that you were reading so you had that context to 
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share, and yet there was also a power struggle.   And you guys really seem 
to be focusing on the power struggle more than the actual meaning of the 
book.  Is that what stands out for you? 

 
Hunter: Well, on just reading this....well it’s very different.  On the right I think 

we’re really talking about what we’re going to do for our presentation.  I 
don’t know, I think we’re talking about the book.  I mean we are 
summarizing different parts of the book in all like.....and all the speakers. 

 
Smiles: Do you think that the thinking that went behind those speeches is arguing? 
 
Gavin: I’m just thinking sometimes we just wanted to control the whole group 

and not have.... 
 
Matthew: We all just wanted to get work done and not like....I think because we 

didn’t want to argue so much we were arguing more.  
 
Hunter: We all just wanted to get the work done. 
 
Gavin: We all had different ideas on how we were supposed to get the work done 

and so that just sort of led to arguing. 
 
Hunter: But it made it interesting.  It wasn’t boring (Interview 2, Part 2, Group A).  
 
 This excerpt raises several issues related to argument and “the argument culture.”   

Firstly, student sentiments here reflect almost exactly Tannen’s definition of argument 

culture,  particularly the notion that argument is the best way to get things done.  Several 

times students mentioned that they wanted to get ready for their presentation so they 

argued to do that.  Furthermore, Hunter emphasizes that arguing made the discussion 

more interesting.  Matthew raised an interesting point when he suggested that they did 

not want to argue, which made them  argue more.  I wonder if because arguing is such an 

integral part of their thought style they simply did not know of any other way to go about 

discussing the books.  
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 In addition to functioning as means for getting things done, argument was also 

seen as skill to be revered. This reverence is why I refer to this theme as “being smart.”  

In a different interview with Group A the way in which they argued was discussed again. 

Gavin: Sometimes I argue just with someone cause I like my opinion and I try to 
stick to my opinion, unless someone has a really good reason not too.  And 
I don’t think they do.  So I will just argue with them because I like my 
opinion more than everybody else’s. 

 
Smiles: Do you feel like that’s valuable at school, to have a space to do that? 
 
Gavin: Yeah, just to like discuss with people and just like try to change their 

opinions… I think it is because ..... 
 
Smiles: What does that do for you?   Try to change somebody else’s opinion? 
 
Gavin: A sense of pride because I, um .....when I try to convince somebody that I 

was right and they weren’t (Interview 2, Part 1, Group A). 
 
 The perspective being conveyed here is the reason for talking about literature with 

your peers is to argue for the purpose of  “changing” someone’s opinion. It is right after 

this exchange that Ashley explains why persuasion is an essential skill to succeeding in 

business, politics, “even being a doctor.” 

 Arguing came up again during the third interview conducted with members of 

groups A and B.  In this excerpt, students discussed the differences in the discussions 

between each group, noting how Group A argued more.  

Me:            You did notice a lot of the personal in your group?  You did too?  I 
wonder why your group was different than their group? 

 
Luke:           I think it’s the people. 
 
Katie:      Yeah.  I noticed a lot more side conversations and arguing and in out 

group we really didn’t so that, we built more off each other’s ideas and 
gave more and more ideas from that. 
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Luke:          Yeah.  We’d be like I believe that, and then we’d go to that and we’d keep 
building until we got our distractions out by talking a little about 
something and then someone is like yeah and then we’d go with each 
others’ ideas until like one person kind of summarized it. 

 
Hunter:      Yeah.  But I also noticed in their group that when one of them would say 

something that one of them didn’t like or something they would be, like 
they ignored it. 

 
Luke:          Yeah!  We’re like so polite. 
 
Me:           And you guys didn’t let it go. 
 
Several:      No. 
 
Ashley:   We’d argue it back. 
 
Jesse:          (raised voice, not in anger) Yeah! 
 
Hunter:     We’d like say I think you’re wrong.  And then we’d have an argument.  

And then like in Luke’s group Luke would like say something and 
obviously someone disagreed with him and he’s just keep on talking. 

 
Hillary:    Yeah…. (Interview 3, Groups A and B). 
 
 This excerpt reveals the different perspectives each group had on their 

participation and, interestingly, they used argument as their point of comparison.  It is 

true that the discussions looked different across the two groups, perhaps, as Luke 

suggests, because of the individuals within each group.  However, findings show that 

Group B, particularly Luke and Ethan, argued about issues they agreed upon.  The 

following excerpt, taken from their literature discussion, illustrates this observation.  In it, 

Luke and Ethan take a similar position on a logistical aspect of the story, and yet, while 

they seemingly agree, they also proceed to argue with each other. 

Ethan: Not unless the war because we already talked about that.  He used to 
remember running deep down.  Deep into the bomb thing.  I think there 
was a war at one time but then its over now and now its just like...... 
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Luke: Yeah, like the war was over in like two years and I think that maybe the 

officials of each country made an agreement like lets take over our own 
countries and make them think that we’re still at war and make them think 
all this stuff because then we can have entire power over entire countries.  
And so each country changed every once in a while who they were at war 
with.  That way it doesn’t seem like....it’s just like a common thing to be at 
war with Eurasia or a common thing to be at war with London or you 
know.... 

 
Ethan: I don’t think it really.....like they really talked to the guys of East Asia 

and made a deal.  They were just saying they were at war with East Asia 
even if the guys in East Asia don’t really know that they are at war with 
East Asia because they’re not. 

 
Luke: Well then don’t you think that East Asia would be like if they want to 

make relations with like London or something like that then something 
would happen? 

 
Ethan: No, because they only making relations with the top people.  And the top 

people say oh yeah don’t flip out when you see people hate you because 
we’re bombing ourselves and saying it’s not you.  I’m sure it’s weird to 
everybody you know? 

 
Luke: Yeah that’s what I’m saying the other countries know about it.  That’s all 

I think.  I just think....other countries don’t necessarily do the same thing 
they just know about it.  Because that way they can bomb themselves for a 
really long period of time.  Everyone can think they’re under war and 
when you’re under war you’re more willing to work with someone else.  
When you’re afraid and someone directs you to do something it’s easier 
then if you have time to think about it.  Because if you’re afraid of bombs 
and war and everything like that and someone says come on quickly go do 
this go do that then you’re like okay I’ll go do it.  But when you have time 
to think about it and it’s not under a stressful position you’re like wait a 
second that doesn’t seem right.  You can’t really think for yourself. 

 
Ethan: So what do think about her time line? 
 
 I italicized the first words of each turn to demonstrate how each response began 

with an attack, or challenge, to the previous speaker’s opinion, even when those opinions 

were similar.  This suggests to me that this style of talk is what they naturally do, perhaps 
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unconsciously.  Unlike members of Group A, however, as evidenced by their 

perspectives on argument, Ethan and Luke seem to use their argumentative stance to 

make a case.  Argument functioned in exploring connections they were making to the 

novel whereas for Gavin and Hunter it was more about winning.  Argument is so 

ingrained in their thought style it is part of how students interact and come together as a 

thought collective   

 As I reflect on the findings how argument is used during these students’ 

discussions and how they perceived that arguing, two issues seem particularly significant.  

One is the relationship between gender and arguing, which I alluded to in the section 

exploring gender.  In group B, at one point in the literature discussion, Cathi and Katie 

argue with Luke and Ethan as to whether the Thought Police are real.  Cathi and Katie 

simply state their opinions, and it is Luke and Ethan who proceed to pontificate, proving, 

through retellings, why they are right, seeming to be stimulated by the conflict.  Also,   

perspectives on arguing shared by Hunter and Gavin reveal something else about what it 

means to gain power and prestige.  Grummett (1995), in offering a critique of 

Alvermann’s (1996) study of gifted students participating in a peer-led literature circles, 

made this observation about the male participant, “The male student claims to embrace 

and master the politics of argument that take place in schools as suiting him, identifying 

himself and his expressivity as traits that are at home in the public place” (p.288).  

Hunter’s perspective also reflects a similar attitude, as evidenced in his matter of fact, and 

almost defensive comments regarding his use of argument.  In fact, his argumentative 

stance remained consistent throughout this study, both during literature discussions and 



 

 

213

 

interviews.  For example, in this interview Hunter informed me he saw no value in 

discussing literature with his peers, contradictory to my observations and my purpose for 

undertaking this study. I decided to follow up on this contradiction in another interview.  

As expected, an argument ensued.  

Smiles: Um Hunter.....one thing that I find interesting, particularly when I look 
over the transcripts… You know you’ve said several times that talking 
about books has no significance for you.  You find it just a benign activity, 
and yet from what I’ve observed both in the transcripts and in 
class......throughout the year .....is that you give opinions about things that 
we read and that you seem to like to interject those opinions. 

 
Hunter: Oh yeah.  I still like to ....um… to argue about books like if someone has a 

different opinion about it then I’ll be like… uh.... 
 
Smiles: Why do you like that? 
 
Hunter: Um......I like to uh....I do like to hear other people’s opinions on it but I 

don’t think they change the meaning of the book at all for me. 
 
Smiles: Really?  So nobody’s ever said anything that’s changed your perception? 
 
Hunter: Well, I don’t know.  I guess sometimes.......not in 1984.....but sometimes if 

I’m reading like a book that a family member’s read or something and I’m 
talking to them about it....maybe a little bit… not really. 

 
Smiles: But your classmates have nothing to offer you? 
 
Hunter: Well, I enjoy talking to them, sometimes, but I don’t really get any new 

opinions.  When I read a book I get my own opinion (Interview 2, Part 2, 
Group A). 

  
 Perhaps Hunter, who frames his participation in academic talk as arguments, is 

right in suggesting that the people he collaborated with, such as his classmates, do little to 

affect his perspectives.  Tannen (1998) observes, 

With most arguments little is resolved, worked out, or achieved… When 
you’re having an argument with someone , you’re not trying to understand 
what the other person is saying, or what in their experience leads them to 
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say it.  Instead, you’re readying your response: listening for weaknesses in 
logic to leap on, points you can distort to make the others look bad and 
you look good (p. 9)  

 
 Because part of Hunter’s intentions for participating in literature circle 

discussions was argue for argument’s sake, he probably did not gain much from his 

classmates’ input. 

 Interviews with both groups show the girls’ perspectives on arguing were a little 

different.  Jesse and Ashley, particularly Ashley, are proud of the way argument 

functioned, but Jesse is careful to relay that no one was being mean, concerned with 

feelings.  Cathi, Hillary, and Katie recognize the pattern of argument in Group A, but as 

far as their participating with the sort of compulsive arguing that occured within both 

groups, they declined.  However, knowing all these girls and having watched their 

interactions in a variety of contexts outside the classroom (the hallway, lunch room, 

sporting events) I know they can and do engage in conflicts with their peers.  Tannen 

(1998), in assigning aggressive behavior with regard to males and females, points out that 

that the likelihood that women will engage in argument for arguments sake is not very 

common across many cultures.  Women will start a conflict with their spouses more often 

than do men, but typically because they feel they have been wronged or have an issue 

that needs to be settled.  What I have observed here in this study was the need to argue 

for argument’s sake as being inherent in the boys. 

 However, while gender and arguing is critical to understanding these students’ 

engagement with literature and each other, it seems that the particular kinds of patterns 

present in how they use argument as gendered or otherwise speaks to the sorts of boys 
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and girls they are in relation to their class.  Gee and Crawford (1998) conducted a case 

study examining language, identity, and social class by listening to the talk of two 

teenage girls, both white, one from a working class background and the other from a 

privileged, upper-middle-class background.  In their observations of how these two girls 

used “I” statements, what they were crucially concerned about, and how they constructed 

narratives, they concluded the following about the girl from the privileged background, 

Her interest in thinking and knowing, in discursive relations and 
argumentation, which we pointed to earlier, is focused on assessment, not 
simply knowing the facts.  We immediately point out, however, that, for 
Emily, “knowing the world” and being knowledgeable about school based 
sorts of things are grounds for positive assessment about self worth and 
optimism about one’s future trajectory (p. 234).  

 
 Students in this study demonstrated similar perspectives, as evidenced in 

the ways in which they discussed the novel with each other, and Group A’s 

obsession with fulfilling their assignments correctly.  School, for them, was for 

the purpose of moving forward towards some perceived gateway to success.  

Students’ responses to the novel and interviews related to their experience in 

literature circles are, realistically, one long argument, or theory, put into the form 

of a discussion (Gee & Crawford, 1998).   

 Argument is one part of what I see as key to understanding these students’ 

thought styles and how the thought collectives they created were shaped by that 

style of thinking.  Their use of language and literacy and their perspectives on 

literature and school participation, can be understood as part of an allegiance, or 

consciousness they identify with, because of their and their parents’ mainstream 

educational capital, their privilege, and the community they live in, which brings 
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me to the other theme I identified as being significant to this study, Language and 

Literacy as Affiliation with School, School-based Practices, and Values (Gee, 

2002). 

Language and Literacy as Affiliation with School, School-based Practices, 
and Values 

 
 During the interviews I asked students to use categories from the Golden 

and Handloff (1993) study examining the kinds of responses students used in their 

literature journals (see Appendix B) to identify patterns in their own responses 

during literature circles.  They were also asked to theorize as to why their 

responses fit predominantly into the category of being “interpretive,” that is, 

“Making references and/or predictions; explaining or relating the work to 

something else; expressing the theme of the work; discussing characters, setting, 

or other literary elements.”  I also told students about Shirley Brice Heath’s 

(1983) study of the language of three different communities, and suggested that, 

perhaps, their tendency to respond in a particular way might reflect membership 

in a broader thought collective.  The discussion that resulted was very revealing as 

to students’ perspectives on the role of literacy and school in relation to their lives 

and their positions in the broader society. 

Me:                 And what I hear you telling me is the reason why is cause that’s what 
school expects of you. 

 
Ashley:        But that’s like in business… 
 
Luke:           Yeah, like they don’t ask you how you feel (group voices here are getting       

excited) 
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Ashley:   They’re not asking you, they’re asking you to interpret a project, they are 
asking for the information on this.  They don’t really care if you thought it 
was.  I mean, like, if you were given, like if you were a scientist or 
something, if you were given the right to say what do you think, is it worth 
it, is it dangerous or whatever but what you’re doing is… 

 
Me:           So it sounds like you are saying that if you want to be successful you have 

to talk in a certain way? 
 
All:             Yes. 
 
Me:            Do you all agree with that? 
 
Hunter:         If you want to be successful or you want to be in business?  There are 

people with like a third grade education making like 5 billion dollars a 
year so… 

 
Me:           Do they speak the same kind of English you do? 
    
Hunter:        Well, it’s hard to tell cause maybe they’re nervous or something (always 

arguing). 
 
Gavin:     Jason William is like the with the Grizzlies he’s a basketball player and 

he’s like one of the coolest basketball players cause he can do all these 
tricks, and he can probably say one word.  He probably went to first grade 
and that’s it.  

  
Me:            That’s an interesting point.  So maybe in business this kind of talk that’s 

interpretive is… 
 
Gavin:      Like what my dad does is, like interpretive talk is better than sports.  I 

mean, where all you can do is pass a ball. 
 
Me:            So what you’re saying is being successful is not necessarily associated 

with education.  So what kind of talk would you associate with being 
educated?  Interpretive?  Personal associational?  Both? 

 
Luke.            Both, but you need interpretive to do like school, and for writing and 

understanding other people, like, to associate with people like yourself.  
And like be able to associate with others. 

 
Ashley:   Yeah.  But you also have to be able to socialize.  I mean that’s in school  
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Luke:            Like if you’re working on a project in school or something and someone’s 
like, “I think we should do it this way” and you see from what they say, 
because, sometimes when I do this it doesn’t work out right. Then I would 
say, “Well I’ve done it this way and that’s… you’re personal instead of 
interpretive.  

 
Ashley:   I also think that’s more social.  Like maybe personal connections are 

considered a more social thing.  I understand it’s a good point to look back 
on your past and look at what you’ve done (Luke agrees) but I don’t think 
that in contracts you sign, like in business, like you’re a manager or an 
owner or whatever and they’re not…you know… like have personal 
connections to it.  You read what they have to say and think, “What do 
they mean by this?” or “How is this going to affect what I’m doing?” and 
then you’re, like, “This is what I’m doing,” that “This is good.” 

 
Luke:           Yeah, but like when you say this is good cause you’ve had to draw on past 

experiences. 
 
Jesse:          So when it comes to social things in order to understand what other 

people are doing you’ve got to be able to interpret, or have an idea 
about…  

 
Luke:            It’s like a decision to be…  
 
Ashley:  I think it’s a little bit more interpretational than personal cause it’s there, 

but I wouldn’t say it’s hugely a big part and yes you need experience with 
things like that…  

 
Me:            Do you think it reflects intelligence?  Or a certain type of education? 
 
Gavin:     No.  I think it just reflects your job.  If you’re a lawyer and you’re busy 

and you’ve got to connect with your client and you’ve got to make 
inferences about what the other lawyer is saying.  Like, I think it’s very 
social in a way. 

 
Ashley:  I think, if with the personal, like, I think if you’re going to make a lot of 

money like a sports star, you’re going to work at advertisements and 
working at your image.  It’s almost like a movie star. You know if you 
saw one of them, you know, they have an image to portray, you know, and 
they say something that may seem like, “What did they say?” and I would 
think, like, how would I feel if I saw this kind of person on TV and I was 
just a regular, maybe, household person or whatever. 
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 These students have grown up in a society that, with technological and scientific 

advances, increased immigration and global trade, as well as businesses being able to get 

workers at much lower wages in other countries, is seeing the gap between high paying 

jobs and low paying jobs widen (Gee, 2002).  They have watched poor people and 

immigrants fill labor positions and service jobs.  Many are employed in their homes as 

landscapers, housekeepers, and baby sitters, while people with high educational 

credentials, such as their parents and their friends’ parents, make more and more money.   

In the Echo Boomers world, while they want to embrace values such as “commonality, 

community, conformity, responsibility, and civic duties,” they also accept the growing 

disparities between the rich and poor as natural and inevitable (Gee, 2002, p. 21; Sleeter, 

1996).  Students’ perspectives on class, language and schooling, as reflected in the above 

excerpt, reflect the paradox Echo Boomers who have seen Baby Boomers, such as their 

parents, accept, and even welcome the overclass they themselves belong to. 

 One interesting aspect of their comments is what they reveal about the role of 

language in relation to success and their awareness of it.  Students claim that if you want 

to be successful in business you must be able to talk in a particular way, pointing out that 

in business no one cares about your feelings or past experiences, only in how you can 

“interpret a project.”  They recognize, however, that monetary success is not always 

linked to education, as Gavin and Hunter point out with their athlete superstar example.  

Gavin does  that while Jason Williams is an incredible basketball player, “He hasn’t even 

finished the first grade, can speak only one word, can only throw a ball,” suggesting 

Williams is not necessarily their kind of people.  Ashley points out that while an athlete 
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or actor may enjoy monetary success, part of that success is related to image, and what a 

“regular household person” may think of them.  To Ashley, a regular household person is 

someone like herself, her parents, and other members of her community who she sees as 

setting the standard for how to act properly in public, achievement spaces.   

 I see these students’ attitudes reflective of another aspect of new capitalism Gee 

(2002) describes as “Shape-Shifting Portfolio People.  “Shape-shifting portfolio are 

people who see themselves in entrepreneurial terms.  That is, they see themselves as free 

agents in charge of their own selves, as if those selves were projects or business” (p. 24).  

Students equate their talk in literature circles along similar terms.  They recognize that 

expression of feelings and the sharing of past experiences in relation to literature is 

appropriate, but not when participating in a public space like school.  There, the goal is 

attain and practice the skills needed for success in business.  Portfolios, Gee contends, 

consist of one’s achievements, skills, and experiences that make them worthy of success, 

like attending the “right” schools, going to the “right” sort of summer camp, special 

activities.  However, should the way in which those skills, achievements, and experiences 

are arranged become no longer valuable, then they, as Gee reflects in the terminology of 

“shape-shifting,” are ready to rearrange their portfolios, shift their identities, into 

something anew for the new situation.  In the perspectives of the students, the ability to 

be successful lies in one’s ability to interpret, and to socialize.  Luke suggests that 

success is not solely built on being able to interpret a situation, “you need interpretive to 

do like school, and for writing and understanding other people like to associate with 

people like yourself.  And like be able to associate with others.”  This reflects the 
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foundation of new capitalism that is about creating relationships through identities, 

membership in affinity groups, and networking. 

 Schools are organized to reflect the dominant society’s values and beliefs, and 

students’ participation in literature circles highlight their positions within the dominant 

society and the ideologies that shape and are being shaped by that society (Sleeter, 1996).  

In new capitalism, being an adolescent, being a student, being a girl or boy, take on 

particular meanings that integral to the thought style of the middle class.   

Reflections on Literature Circles and Being Middle-Class 

Findings related to who these students were as middle-class as reflected through 

their engagement in literature circles led to heightened understandings about why 

students used language and how that language reflected their thought styles.  In 

examining the interviews and literature circle discussions I realized that the experiences 

of these students were particular and unique to them as Echo Boomers.  Changes in 

economy affect thought collectives and thought styles were reflected in students’ 

literacies and perspectives. 

 Students in this study have always lived in a new capitalist society, inundated in 

media and marketing.  In fact, Echo Boomers are among the most studied generations in 

history, in part, because of the impact they are having on the economy, spending 170 

billion dollars a year of their own and their parents’ money (60 Minutes article).  

Membership in affinity groups and the ability to network because of access to technology 

have always been a part of these students’ lives.  And the ideals that are inherent in the 

current middle class are deeply internalized and inherent in how these students’ talk  
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about their experiences with literature circles and their participation with literature and 

each other.  Hunter shared some intriguing insights into how he sees his position as an 

adolescent during these times. 

Hunter: I think people read too much into um the teenage mind.  When I’m talking 
to my friends, I have a very political group of friends in a way, and we 
don’t think what people want the average teenager to be.  What I’m trying 
to figure out whether the average teenager is what I see or what people 
see.  What other people see in us…. because I view things completely 
different and I can tell I do than I did when I was younger, and that is just 
in fifth grade recently.  This entire year has completely changed views on 
every issue we can talk about, whether it’s social, like, or political. 

 
Smiles: Where do you see yourself in this changing.... 
 
Hunter: I almost sometimes think of 12 year olds or preteens tend to think a little 

deeper into things, sometimes, than the average adult. 
 
Smiles: How do you think the average adult sees a 12 year old? 
 
Hunter: Well I....the only views I have on that is my parents and I know my mom, 

she views, because I’m her first child and so she doesn’t know exactly 
how to deal with things.  So she reads the books that state that you’re 
going to be times and up to date and stuff, but they don’t really get into the 
mind of a 12 year old.  They state how you’re going to act and how you 
feel, but I think there’s a lot more things going through your head. You 
almost always sometimes think a little bit more deeply of things than what 
you have before.  Sometimes I think way too deeply when the answer is 
right on the surface. 

  
 Howe and Strauss (2000) say that all the research on this generation of young 

people reflect the same opinion, Echo Boomers are different than their more self-

absorbed, egocentric parents.  Perhaps it is this difference that Hunter is alluding to in 

these seemingly contradictory comments, on the one hand claiming people read too much 

into the teenage mind, on the other, suggesting the average teenager thinks more deeply 

than adults.   
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 For students who participated in this study, school fulfills the function of teaching 

academic language and reinforcing school-based values that are necessary for success in 

the new capitalist world.  Specifically, establishing networks “defined by socially and 

economically distinctive types of knowledge, information, skills, experiences, and 

lifestyles” (Gee, 2002, p. 29).  Their subject positions as students is driven by the need to 

fill their portfolios with the achievements and experiences necessary to economic and 

socio-political participation and success.  The literature on Echo Boomers point out a  

paradox here -- Echo Boomers enjoy school less and less, but see it as a necessity to 

insuring future success (Gee, 2002).  Perhaps this helps explain their perspectives on 

teachers and their assignments, and their disconnectedness with their knowing that came 

out during the interviews. 

 Gender, too, plays a different role for these students.  Girls, recent trends reflect, 

are achieving more than boys, including within fields where boys traditionally 

outperform girls like science and math.  “Girls appear to be the cultural leading edge of 

the [Echo Boomers], with many [Echo Boomer] boys caught between following the lead 

of girls or retaining the pre-Restoration behaviors of Gen-Xers” (Gee, 2002, p. 23).  

Perhaps this explains the way in which Ashley and Jesse were able to participate 

comfortably with the action-oriented, argumentative discourse that defined their group’s 

participation, while Katie, Cathi, and Hillary maintained a quiet confidence while Luke 

and Ethan dominate the talk in their group.  All of the girls in this study were 

outperforming the boys with the exception of Hunter and Matthew.   
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 There are countless ways in which class or being middle class manifests itself, 

and my descriptions only represent examples from the case of the literature circles used 

for this study.  Using current theories relating to old and new capitalism as a frame to 

examine class, I learned more about who the students were as reflected in their subject 

positions and a little about their literacies.  These observations are not fixed in the sense 

that people either belong to the middle class or are Echo Boomers; individuals, including 

the students who participated in this study may, at any time, participate in or resist such 

social practices as associated with being middle class (Papoulis, 1994, Leistyna, 1998). 

 While these students embody characteristics of the current middle-class, 

embracing school-based values that are shaped by new capitalism, this alone does not 

guarantee success or enjoyment of school (Papoulis, 1994, Dillon & Moje, 1996, Gee, 

2002).  The participants in this study are adolescents juggling multiple subject positions, 

and regardless of their class and privilege, they have their struggles in school and in their 

lives beyond school.  They are not immune to the pain of trying to belong, or to the 

confusion brought on by family struggles like divorce or illness.  However, examining 

class in relation to students’ engagement with each other and with literature in peer-led 

literature circles of a relatively difficult text was essential to seeing the broader picture of 

how students engaged with each other. 

Discussion 

 In this chapter I described findings related to student engagement through the 

theoretical frame of Fleck’s theory of thought style.  My original intent was to better 

understand why groups approached the task of discussing the novel 1984 in ways 
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different from each other even though the novel they read, the situation, and their 

proficiencies as readers were similar.  I examined students’ perspectives as expressed in 

the interview data, and compared that analysis with my analysis of the literature 

discussion transcripts.  I then considered students’ subject positions as adolescents, 

students, girls and boys, and middle class to organize and focus my explorations of 

student engagement and form a theory of thought style.   

 By organizing my themes around being adolescent, being a student, being a 

boy/girl, and being middle-class I realized that, while the approaches to the literature 

circle discussions were different across groups, they shared many similarities with regard 

to their thought styles.  Thought style was the connective glue that made it possible for 

these student participants to interact, share, and generate knowledge even though they 

were members of many different thought collectives.  They were able to create a new 

thought collective that supported them in creating meaning from their reading of 1984, 

and a meaningful experience for themselves and each other.  For instance, Group A 

created a thought collective that characterized itself as using argumentative, business-

like, and finding the “right” interpretations of the novel.  Group B created a thought 

collective that was more collaborative in spirit, seeing adolescent behavior as acceptable 

within the context of literature circles, and prioritizing their agenda instead of mine.  

However, their thought styles, as revealed in their perspectives and interactions as 

adolescents, students, boys and girls, and middle class made it possible for both groups to 

create a productive experience for themselves.  Furthermore, as Luke pointed out during 
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an interview when I asked students why they thought their discussion looked different 

from Group A’s. 

Luke:  I think it’s the people (Interview 3, Groups A and B). 
 
 If all the girls in this study belonged to a literature circle, or if Luke and Hunter 

were members of the same literature circle, the engagement would, I predict, look very 

different, yet share similar characteristics.  The potential for success, however, would be 

there because of the thought style shared by most members of this classroom.  And, 

perhaps, the success I had with using literature circles can be attributed to the ways in 

which my thought style paralleled that of students at South Canyon Middle School 

 This examination led to greater understandings of students, my teaching, the 

instructional context and literacy.  However, in exploring the notion of thought style, I 

am left wondering about those students whose thought styles don’t match those of the 

teacher and their classmates.  Not all students at South Canyon Middle School shared the 

successful and fulfilling experiences with literature circles or school that the students in 

this study did.  I can see, however, that understanding the notion of thought style and 

thought collective can be an useful tool in thinking about ways to support students by 

providing a framework for how to listen to students as they engage with each other.  This 

is one of the implications I consider in the next chapter describing the potential 

significance of this study. 
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CHAPTER 6 
 

REFLECTING ON STUDENT ENGAGEMENT: FINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS 
 

“For the first time the magnitude of what he had undertaken came home to him.  How 
could you communicate with the future?  It was of its nature impossible. Either the future 
would resemble the present in which case it would not listen to him, or it would be 
different from it, and his predicament would be meaningless.”    George Orwell, 1984 

 
The evolution of this study began with my long time interest in peer collaboration and 

student talk about literature.  During my fifteen years in the classroom I had long been 

intrigued by the ability of students to create rich academic experiences for themselves 

when collaborating with their peers.  My goal was to understand more fully what occurs 

when students collaborate within an educational context.  The opportunity to explore my 

questions regarding student engagement came when a group of students asked if they 

could read 1984 in literature circles.  

This teacher research study explores student engagement through an examination of 

student interactions and discussions within peer-led literature circles.  In this chapter I 

summarize the findings and discuss the offer implications of the research.  First, a 

summary of the study is presented, followed by a discussion of the implications of the 

research around three broad themes: learning how to listen, learning how to teach: 

individual choice and creating community, teacher research: creating new roles for 

teachers and students.  In this chapter I also present a framework for teachers, teacher 

educators, and researchers for guiding inquiries into student engagement through 

listening to peer talk in the classroom. The results of this study offer insights into the 

complexity of peer collaboration and the literacies of adolescents through the theoretical 

framework of Fleck’s (1935) social theory of thought styles and thought collectives.  
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Overview of the Dissertation 

The purpose of this study was to observe students’ participation and experiences 

reading 1984 in peer-led literature circles.  While teaching seventh grade writing and 

literature during the 2001/2002 academic year I became captivated with the level of 

student engagement demonstrated by two groups of students who asked to read the 

complex novel and discuss it in literature circles.  This study grows out of my 

observations of and interest in the rich classroom experience these students created for 

themselves.  The specific question that guided this study was: How do students engage 

with each other and with literature within peer-led literature discussion of a 

relatively difficult text?  This question was examined within the context of the literature 

circles in my seventh grade classroom.  

Theoretical Underpinnings and Review of Literature 

 Three key ideas guided this study.  First, a literary text holds potential for 

meaning-making (Rosenblatt, 1978).  Second, learning is a social process of collaborating 

with others (Dewey, 1938; Freire, 1981;  Short and Burke, 1991). Third, teacher research 

can serve to create new roles for teachers and students in the classroom (Cochran-Smith 

& Lytle, 1993; Whitin, 1996; Hubbard and Power, 1999; Atwell, 1998). 

The review of related research on peer talk was organized around five categories: 

role of discussion in the teaching and learning of literature (Langer, 1993; Peterson & 

Eeds, 1990; Short & Pierce, 1990; Raphael, McMahon, Goatley, Bentley, Boyd, Pardo, & 

Woodman, 1992, ) student and teacher facilitation of literature discussion (Maloch, 2004; 
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Allen, 1999; Wiencek & O’Flahavan, 1994; Newell & Johnson, 1993) kinds of student 

thinking during literature discussion (Peterson and Eeds, 1990; Langer, 1993; Almasi, 

1995; Newell & Durst, 1993)  socio-cultural studies of peer-led discussions (Lewis, 2001; 

Almasi & Gambrell, 1997; Evans, 1996, 1997; Evans, Alvermann, & Anders, 1998), and 

student perspectives of literature discussion groups (Alvermann, 1995; Alvermann, 

Young, et. al., 1996; Alvermann, Young, Green & Wisenbaker, 1999, Hinchmman, 

1998).   

 The literature on the role of discussion in the teaching and learning of literacy 

informed this study by providing a broad perspective on the place of talk within 

educational contexts and the different ways in which talk is used for instruction and 

enrichment.    

 The literature on student and teacher facilitation of literature discussion 

examined how to use and evaluate peer-led literature discussions in the classroom and 

offered points of comparison both theoretically and pedagogically.  The literature on the 

kinds of student thinking during literature discussion explored questions related to how 

peer-led literature discussions support students in developing their literacy.  These kinds 

of studies provided insights into the ways in which participants in this study were 

thinking about literature and the instructional context.   

 Socio-cultural studies of peer-led discussions explored the dynamics of power as 

revealed through student talk.  This body of research looked at questions related to how 

students position themselves in the context of peer-led literature discussions and the 

potential consequences of such positioning.  Furthermore, this work examines socio-



 

 

230

 

cultural influences on student talk and their interactions, such as gender, race, and social 

class. This literature challenged me to look beyond what I had thought was important 

when using peer-led literature circles to encompassing broader contexts beyond the 

classroom and individual students.  Research that examined the perspectives of 

adolescents investigated the subjective awareness students have of issues related to voice, 

gender, interruption, and empowerment in peer-led literature discussions.  

Methodology 
 

Data for this study was collected in my 7th grade writing and literature class 

during the 2001/2002 academic year. The classroom was located at a middle school in an 

affluent suburb of Tucson, Arizona.  The school served approximately 600 students in 

grades 6 through 8.  Ten students, five boys and five girls, who had chosen to read 1984 

in literature circles were invited to participate in the study. Two groups of students 

working together in literature circles were examined while they read and discussed the 

novel with each other.  Each group was tape recorded twice while meeting in literature 

circles, and interviews were conducted with the groups using Seidman’s (1991) three 

tiered interview process. 

Primary data sources include transcribed literature discussion transcripts from 

each group, and interview transcripts.  Secondary data sources include field notes, student 

artifacts, teaching journal, official documents, formal and informal correspondences with 

district personnel, students’ parents, students, and university colleagues. 

In order to explore my guiding research question of how students engage with 

each other and with literature within peer-led literature discussion of a relatively difficult 
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text, I analyzed the data sets twice.  The first round of analysis focused on the literature 

discussion transcripts.  I analyzed the topics/issues raised during the discussions, the 

types of talk students employed within the discussions, and the roles and/or positions 

students took on and instigated while participating in the discussions.  Specific analysis 

strategies used included constant comparative (Glasser and Strauss, 1967; Hubbard and 

Power, 1993), research memos (Glaser, 1978; Bogden & Biklin), 1992, and semantic 

domain analysis (Hubbard and Power, 1993).   

The second round of analysis focused on student engagement, but explored the 

differences observed across the groups in how they went about discussing the novel with 

each other.  Using Fleck’s (1935) theory of thought style as a theoretical frame, 

interviews were analyzed using discourse analysis, specifically, the analytical tools of 

situated meanings and cultural models (Gee, 1999).  This analysis was integrated with the 

first round of analysis, and conceptual categories drawing on students’ subject positions 

were used to describe the findings. 

Trustworthiness was established by retaining students as co-researchers (Thomas 

and Oldfather, 1993), implementing various forms of data collection methods, and 

recording in a notebook my various steps of analysis.  Additionally, I debriefed regularly 

with my advisor and dissertation chair, Dr. Kathy G. Short. 

Findings: Topics, Kinds of Talk, and Roles 

The first round of analysis focused on the literature discussions.  This analysis 

examined the topics each group raised during literature circles, the types of talk employed 
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by the study participants, and the various roles and/or positions that group members 

displayed.   

Findings from analysis of the topics include a predominance of both groups 

conducting text-based discussions as opposed to including stories or personal experiences 

in analyzing the book.  However, while the talk across both groups focused on topics 

related to the text, the ways in which those topics were raised were significantly different.  

Group A talked more analytically about the novel, and their talk was largely driven by a 

task I had assigned, while Group B used more adolescent vernacular and retellings for 

interpreting the book, privileging their own agenda over the assignment.  Furthermore, 

while the talk across both groups was text based, data suggests the topics raised were 

personally significant to the students as revealed in the sorts of intertextual connections 

they shared and the particular topics they focused on from the book, like suicide and 

conformity versus freedom of expression. 

Analysis of the kinds of talk highlighted the different ways in which these two 

groups approached the task of discussing the novel with their peers.  Drawing largely on 

the work of Douglas Barnes (1975, 1993), transcripts revealed significant differences in 

the ways in which these students used talk to interpret and broaden interpretations of the 

novel.  Group A discussed the novel as if it were outside themselves, Group B created a 

more imaginative experience, putting themselves into the character’s place and 

sometimes giving the novel a life beyond the plot.  This analysis revealed my own biases 

as a teacher to what constitutes “quality” in a literature discussion.  Initially, I thought 

Group A’s work was more sophisticated, but through analysis I came to see the 
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imaginative ways Group B approached the discussion as equally productive, and 

concluded both groups created meaningful experiences for themselves.  This raised issues 

regarding the influence of the instructional context on the discussion as reflected in the 

biases I projected onto students. 

The analysis of the roles examined the groups according to their character and 

performances.  Here I focused on the particular ways in which students’ personal and 

social selves influenced the discourse, and how each member of the group utilized and 

adapted behaviors that contributed to the group’s intent of  making sense of and creating 

a meaningful experiences.  Bothered by some of the patterns I saw across the groups with 

regard to the dynamics present within each group, particularly on the lines of gender, I 

began to wonder about issues regarding power.  To address these issues, as well as the 

dynamic ways in which roles functioned in the groups, I drew upon Harre and 

Langenhove’ (1991) concept of first and second order positioning.   Through analysis of 

roles and positioning I realized that as I listened to and observed students during peer-led 

discussions, the explicit and implicit ways students position themselves and each other 

was critical to understanding student engagement. 

Findings: Toward a Theory of Thought Style 
 

 Findings from analysis of topics, types of talk, and roles shed light onto the 

complex ways in which students engaged with each other and literature.  However, the 

end of the first round of analysis left me wondering about other aspects of student 

engagement, such as why the groups approached the literature circle work differently, 

and what could account for their similarities.  I explored my question relating to student 
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engagement and issues about the relative ways students engaged with each other by 

analyzing data from the student interviews and integrating those findings with previous 

findings from analysis of the literature discussion transcripts.  Using Fleck’s (1935) 

theory of thought style as an interpretive frame for building understanding of student 

engagement, I used analytical tools of D/discourse analysis (Gee, 1999), specifically 

examining situated meanings and cultural models, in order to more fully understand the 

situational, institutional, and societal influences on the discourse within the peer-led 

literature circles.  

 The discussion of this analysis was organized around the following conceptual 

themes: Literature Circles and Being an Adolescent, Literature Circles and Being a 

Student, Literature Circles and Being a Boy or Girl, Literature Circles and Being Middle 

Class.  These subheadings were influenced by the concept of multiple subject positions 

(Bakhtin, 1986) as used by Dillon and Moje (1998) in their research exploring the nature 

of adolescent talk. 

Literature Circles and Being an Adolescent 
 
 The exploration of students’ interactions within peer-led literature circles 

highlights the complexity of early adolescence and the many, dynamic, ever changing 

subject positions they grapple with during this unique episode of development.  It also 

provided insight into how their thought styles as adolescents functioned in helping them 

navigate complex literature, the instructional context, and their adolescent lives.  
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Literature Circles and Being a Student  

 Significant themes that I identified in relation to this position include: learning is 

measured by “getting it right,” school is a game, and that reading in school is 

meaningless.  Students’ thought styles developed and functioned as they grappled with 

the often conflicting signals they receive as they negotiate the instructional context and 

their beliefs regarding what it means to be a student. 

Literature Circles and Being a Boy/Girl 

 Students’ positions as shaped by their genders explored their participation in and 

perspectives on the literature circle engagement and what it means to be a boy or girl as 

reflected in their interactions and perspectives.  Significant themes that surfaced during 

analysis include: girls in power are controlling, boys are uncaring and unfeeling, and 

literature discussion [should be] from a male perspective. The issues related to gender 

raised by this analysis highlighted the complexity of student engagement within peer-led 

literature discussions.  Findings show that students come to school as members of 

multiple thought collectives shaped and shaping their particular cultural orientations and 

their many subject positions, including gender.   

Literature Circles and Being Middle Class 
 
 This position explored the relationship between student engagement with 

literature and each other and class.  Themes that reflect significant findings included: 

Who are the Echo Boomers (Gee, 2002), Being Smart as “Argument Culture” (Tannen, 

1998), and Literacy as Affiliation with School, School-based Practices, and Values (Gee, 

2002, Lewis, 2004).  Using current theories relating to old and new capitalism as a frame 
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to examine class, I looked at who the students were within their positions as shaped by 

their affluence. Examining class in relation to students’ engagement with each other and 

with literature in peer-led literature circles was key to understanding how these particular 

students within this particular instructional context influenced how students engaged with 

each other and literature.  Findings reveal that students have keen understandings of how 

language reflects broad systems of social and political and power and economic 

opportunities. 

Summary 

 Findings from this study enhanced understandings of student engagement in 

significant ways. Exploring themes around adolescence, being a student, gender, and 

class addressed issues relating to the relative ways in which students engaged with each 

other and literature.  Thought style was the connective glue that made it possible for 

students to interact, share, and generate knowledge while being members of many 

different thought collectives.  It also made it possible for students to create a new thought 

collective that supported their collaborative interpretations of 1984.  Furthermore, their 

common thought style enabled both groups to create a productive and meaningful 

experience for themselves.   

Implications of the Research 

The implications of this research study are organized around three broad themes that 

are representative of what stands as significant understandings based on the findings of 

this study: Learning How to Listen; Learning How to Teach: Individual Choice, Creating 

Community; and Teacher Research: Creating New Roles for Teachers and Students.  The 
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implications speak to teachers, teacher researchers, university researchers, and policy 

makers. 

Learning How To Listen 

Learning how to listen is, perhaps, the most important implication of this research. 

Engaging in this study guided me in listening carefully to students,  the instructional 

context, my own biases, and the community and broader society, for the purpose of 

understanding student engagement.   

I was presented an opportunity to look deeply at student talk in my classroom and to 

elicit the perspectives of my students on what reading a complex novel with their peers is 

like within the context of peer-led literature circles.  In hindsight, I realize that my 

intuitions related to what occurred within peer-led literature circles were incomplete, and 

in many ways inaccurate.  For instance, at the time students met in the literature circles I 

remember being impressed with Group A’s level of engagement based on their slick 

presentations and sophisticated conversations.  As I analyzed the transcripts, however, I 

saw that Group B’s work was different, but equally as impressive.  Group B utilized more 

of Barnes’ (1992) notion of “exploratory talk” which requires a willingness to listen to 

other viewpoints.  This research challenged me to look beyond the classroom and my 

own instruction to the broader influences on student and teacher interactions.  I identified 

conditions surrounding students’ interactions which provided better understandings of the 

social and power relations that affect how students read and talk.  These connections 

between my research, practice and theory were transformative, and I offer the following 
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recommendations to teachers, teacher researchers, and researchers/policy makers based 

on what I learned form this process of learning how to listen. 

As teachers, we play pivotal role in promoting critical, social, and cultural awareness 

in addition to locating texts and creating contexts that facilitate critical thinking about 

literature and the experiences of students (Lewis, 2001).  Prior to this study, these were 

aspects of literacy instruction and classroom discussions I had not thoroughly considered, 

particularly in looking and listening for what influenced and shaped classroom 

D/discourse (Gee, 1999).  For instance, Group A’s perspectives on their use of argument 

is indicative of broader notions of what it means to be smart, powerful, effective, and 

educated.  Through reflection I realized that these notions are a part of my own ideas 

related to what it means to be literate and educated, contributing to these perceptions and 

shaping classroom talk and interactions.  Detailed analysis, broad readings, and constant 

revisions based on the feedback of other educators and colleagues helped me listen, and 

listen again.  

David Pearson (2003) contends that as a profession teachers have a responsibility 

keep current in the fields of linguistics, language development, psychology of reading 

and learning, orthography, literature and culture, etc.  He suggests that the field of 

education needs teachers who can apply their craft with great flexibility, informed by 

their deep, broad disciplinary and professional knowledge and their knowledge of the 

context in which they work, such as students’ histories, routines, and dispositions.  From 

engaging in this study I have come to see Fleck’s (1935) notion of thought style and 

thought collective  as potentially offering framework for listening to the talk and 
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Figure 6.1- Framework for Listening to Peer-Talk in the Classroom 

interactions in classrooms.  For me, these concepts were instrumental in evaluating what I 

know and need to learn about teaching, my students, and the field of education.  Thought 

collectives, generated by the dynamic ways people learn to think by sharing common 

interests, experiences, and communicative exchanges that affect how they think and live, 

and thought styles, the glue that makes the formation of thought collectives possible, are 

concepts that could inform practice and theory in powerful ways (Short & Kaser, 1997).   

Fleck argued that thought style is so fundamental that the individual is generally 

unaware of it.  However, style can be revealed in practice by examining how it is applied.  

Students as Situated 
within the Instructional 
Context 

Students as Members of Society 

Teacher Reflection Students as 
Personal and 
Cultural Beings 
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In order to facilitate and support inquiries into how thought styles function in creating the 

many thought collectives students belong to and create for social and educative purposes, 

I offer the following framework as a tool for listening (see figure 6.1). 

The structure of the framework was adapted from Short and Burke’s (1996) model 

depicting their vision of curriculum as inquiry.  The framework I created mirrors my 

inquiry and as such, the use of their model was productive in illustrating how I listened to 

peer talk in the classroom in order to understand student engagement and how others 

might do so as well.  Accompanying the framework is a set of interpretive questions 

related to each feature of the framework (see figure 6.2).  The questions are intended to 

offer a guide, or starting point, for others to conduct inquiries into situational, 

institutional, and societal aspects of learning and literacy as reflected in the talk of 

students. 

The center of the framework focuses on Students as Personal and Social Beings.  This 

section of the framework and the questions that accompany it are intended to explore how 

student interactions reflect their individual and social positions.  The middle circle 

focuses on Students as Situated within the Instructional Context.  This section explores 

how students talk and how their interactions are influenced by the classroom community, 

curriculum, and the school.  The last circle focuses on Students as Members of Society.  

This section explores broad institutional and societal influences on their talk and 

interactions, such as gender, historical cultural roots, and class.  Cutting across all three 

sections of the framework is Teacher Reflection.  This is intended to illustrate how our 

personal values, beliefs, and biases influence how we listen and reflect on that listening.  
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Figure 6.2 

The italicized questions within each section are intended to facilitate reflection on the 

listening from the perspective of the listener. 

What I see as most exciting about such inquiries is the potential for teachers and 

students to conduct these inquiries together, potentially rethinking knowledge, beliefs, 

   Framework for Listening to Peer-Talk in the Classroom 

Questions for Inquiry and Reflection 

(Italicized text indicates questions related to teacher reflection) 
 

Students as Personal and Cultural Beings 
 

• How are individual students engaging in and contributing to the literature discussion? 
• How are students positioning each other, themselves, or being positioned by group members within the 

context of the discussion? 
 
• How, as a teacher, do I position, or am positioned by individual students within the group? 
• What influence does this positioning have on individual student engagement?  

 
Students as Situated Within the Instructional Context 
 

• How are students as a group engaging with the literature and each other in ways that reflect their 
positions as students and adolescents within the classroom and their school?  How is this positioning 
reflected in how students share resources, organize activities, form relationships, and interpret the task 
and the literature? 

 
• What is my role in shaping and reinforcing student engagement as reflected in how students share 

resources, organize activities, form relationships, and interpret the task and the literature?   
• How does this student engagement reflect my beliefs about students (such as seventh graders) and 

adolescents? 
 
Students as Members of Society 
 

• What influence does the broader society have on the ways students engage with each other as reflected 
in: 

- What they believe it means to be a boy or girl? 
- The community’s ethos (such as Desert Hills)? 
- Membership of a particular social class and/or cultural groups? 

• How is the influence of the broader society reflected in the ways students interact with each other and 
in the content of the talk? 

 
• What influence does the broader societal context have on what I believe and value in relation to how I 

listen to and evaluate student participation, make curricular choices, and organize the classroom? 

• How do my beliefs and values align and conflict with those of my students?
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values, and their roles as learners.  Schools are notorious for promoting a view of 

knowledge as static, reinforcing a perspective that teacher’s role in learning is to 

disseminate knowledge students, and the students’ role being to acquire that knowledge.  

I believe that engaging in collaborative inquiries with students could promote a broader 

perspectives on knowledge and on the dynamic, power laden nature of knowledge 

construction. Conducting inquiries with students could potentially promote critical 

awareness of notions of power, class, and gender, and opportunities to unpack and 

examine the assumptions that deeply affect their interactions with teachers, and their 

peers (Lewis, 2004; Sleeter, 1996).  

Furthermore, I see researchers and policy makers facing the same challenges as 

teachers and teacher researchers when it comes to the role of learning how to listen.  This 

framework can support their inquiries as well.  Much of the published research on peer-

talk in the classroom calls for teachers to learn how to listen to students, however, often 

these conclusions offer little in the way of practical suggestions as to how teachers might 

go about listening to students, and what they might be listening for. I think the field will  

benefit from more “teacher friendly” frameworks that can be presented to teachers and 

that they can adapt to their practice.  I would resist, however, providing a step by step 

guide in conducting classroom inquiries.  Findings of this study reveal the importance of 

professionally responding to the particular context within which teachers practice.   

Lastly, as teachers are encouraged to listen, so must researchers and policy makers.  

All participants in the educational system benefit from listening to the voices of students, 

teachers, families, and community members.  This study intentionally elicited the 
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perspectives of adolescents to include their important knowledge of learning and 

classrooms in educational research.  Findings suggest a need to continue creating forums 

in which students can honestly share in the generation of knowledge, beginning with 

listening to them and rethinking our roles as educators.  The potential impact this could 

have on the education of adolescents is critical to the field, especially in light of the fact 

that adolescents feel increasingly disconnected from learning and literacy as they move 

from grade school into middle and high school (Oldfather and McLaughlin, 1993; Atwell, 

1998). 

Learning How to Teach: Individual Choice and Creating Community  

Seventh graders reading 1984 is not unusual.  I suspect thousands upon thousands of 

young adolescents read the novel during their middle school years.  However, what 

intrigued me about this particular literacy event was that students initiated the reading of 

the novel themselves, and findings show as a result they had a rich experience within the 

context of peer-led literature circles.  I suspect if I had required students to read the novel, 

or had even included the novel among their choices for literature circles, their response to 

the book and perspectives on the experience would have been notably different.  

Throughout interviews with students, they expressed how much they disliked reading 

under duress, especially when reading was coupled with worksheet packets.  Even 

projects, while outwardly more engaging, were described as contrived.   

On the other hand, while students stated that reading in literature circles was more 

meaningful than when I guided reading experiences, I observed the teacher’s role as 

being more significant than I expected in facilitating and shaping student engagement.  
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This raised tensions I grappled with throughout this study.  On the one hand, findings 

suggest the curricular decisions and time spent creating a classroom community through 

reading aloud, providing lots of opportunities for peer collaboration using various 

structures and strategies, and students being invited to share in making and evaluating 

curricular decisions can be credited for the quality of the discussions and interactions.  

On the other hand, aspects of their discussions, interactions, and perspectives were 

problematic and raised issues related to teaching, teacher education, and research. 

One of the issues findings raised was related to the kinds of power relationships I had 

with students.  Specifically, I wondered how specific pedagogical approaches limited my 

ability to see and hear what my students were saying and doing.  I question how I can 

balance valuing what students have to say while moving them toward challenging, 

disrupting, and reconstructing their experiences and discourses.  It seems to me that one 

way in which teachers can share power with students is to provide meaningful choices for 

how they respond to literature, reflect on those responses, and set new directions for their 

inquiries (Beach, 1990).  Literature circles, and, in particular peer-led literature circles 

can provide a space for students to exercise their choices as readers.  However, based on 

my findings more opportunity for students’ individual response choices were possible.  

For instance, the timeline could have been offered as a possible tool for students to 

explore the novel, along with other strategies. The decision to use the timeline, or any 

other strategy, could be left up to students’ discretion based on the needs they identify, or 

recommended but not required by the teacher.  In the future I would like to rethink how I 

structured literature circles, and explore how to facilitate a context in which more choice 
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can be exercised, but in ways that support students in making productive choices. This is 

an area for future research. 

Another issue this research raised was the role of the classroom community in 

creating safe contexts for students to talk.  Close readings of the literature discussions and 

interviews revealed the influences of social and power relations on the ways students use 

literacy and talk.  As a teacher I can see that while my position as instructional leader will 

always work to influence the way students respond to my presence, I can work towards 

creating a role for myself as a more experienced meaning-maker, but a learner 

nonetheless. Dewey (1938) reminds us that,  

A genuine community life has its ground in this natural socialability.  But 
community life does not organize itself in an enduring way purely 
spontaneously.  It requires thought and planning ahead.  The educator is 
responsible for the knowledge of individual and a knowledge of subject-
matter that will enable activities to be selected which lend themselves to 
social organization-, an organization in which all individuals have an 
opportunity to contribute something, and in which the activities in which 
all participate are the chief carrier of control. (p. 56)   
 

The role of the teacher, he contends, is critical in establishing a context in which social 

forces can work toward productive, and potentially transformative contexts for learning.  

I feel that asking students to collaborate with me in conducting this research put them in a 

position where they saw they had a great deal to offer, asked, in part, to share control by 

seeing they were important generators of knowledge about teaching and learning.  I 

would urge teachers and researchers to include students in these inquiries into 

community. 
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Teacher Research: Creating New Roles for Teachers and Students 
 

In writing this dissertation I was challenged to explore the dynamic relationship 

between inquiry, reflection, and action.  As a result, I was once again reminded of why 

fields of educational inquiry express enthusiasm for the potential teacher research holds 

for promoting reflective thought and quality professional development in teachers.  If this 

study accomplished anything, it made me more aware of my practice and I learned more 

about my students.  Cochran-Smith and Lytle’s (1993) argue for “inquiry to be regarded 

as an integral part of the activity of teaching” (p. 63).  I see the two as integral, and the 

need for professional development that “sustains teacher learning and teacher research” 

as being a top priority if we truly want to restructure schools in ways that will truly 

improve the educative experiences of all that participate (Clark, 2000, p. 6).  Teacher 

research fosters in teachers and communities a belief in teachers as knowing 

professionals.   

While teaching may be seen by many as merely a job, the literature on reflective 

teaching and teacher inquiry honors teachers’ contributions to creating more just and 

democratic systems, and view teachers as being the key to systemic change. Furthermore, 

while reflective teaching and inquiry can take on many forms, all definitions and 

applications involve teachers asking “critical questions about ends, means, and contexts 

of teaching” (Zeichner & Liston, 1996, p. 77). 

Although the arguments for developing a reflective stance in teachers are 

compelling and full of promise for rethinking the role of schools in a democratic society, 

these activities are not as prominent a part of practice as one would think. This is 
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understandable in light of the difficulties teachers are currently facing with scripted 

teaching programs to insure teacher-proof curriculum, linguistically discriminatory 

policy, continual testing and a public cries for greater accountability, not to mention 

overwhelming responsibilities that leave little time for teachers to breathe, or think. “In 

the past two decades…schools have undergone constant reform and restructuring and the 

talk surrounding public education has become mean-spirited and antagonistic” (Nieto, 

2003, p. 18). Teachers struggle to maintain their morale, while finding their professional 

identity and exercising their voices.  Engaging in inquiry and reflection supports teachers 

in remaining committed to their profession and the cause of education because such 

engagement often results in collaboration, validation, and solutions specific to and greater 

understandings of practice within a particular context.  Perhaps most importantly teachers 

who see inquiry and reflection as part of their practice see themselves as professionals 

capable of generating and sharing knowledge. 

While the promise of reflective practice that is inquiry based can be viewed as 

limitless in bringing about quality school change, issues surrounding this kind of 

engagement and practice raises many questions, such as whether, in the case of teacher 

education, it is possible to combine a professional curriculum with conditions conducive 

to reflection (Schon, 1987).  Furthermore, we have to wonder if the experiences of others 

can be represented ethically and whether we can guarantee that such activities will 

benefit those who are participating in ways important to them (Fleischer, 1995, 

Clandinin, 1992).  Lastly, we have to ask and systematically explore whether or not 

reflective teaching is good teaching (Zeichner & Liston, 1996).  These questions are 
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complex and important, and offer more possibilities for future research.  Teacher 

researchers and university researchers could support each other in further understanding 

how teachers come to know what they know about teaching, children, classrooms, and 

schools.  Such inquiries could help in the preparation of teachers and in the retention of 

quality teachers.  Though the literature about reflective teaching and teacher research 

cannot claim that reflective teaching and teacher research can fix the current challenges 

facing schools, it consistently reports examples of what Michelle Commeyras (2002) 

writes about the role reflection has played in her practice, “I view my role as assisting in 

self-liberating development of teachers who committed to an education that promotes 

social and economic justice for all…Now my challenge is to continually examine how 

my teaching practices align with such a vision”(pp. 129 & 133).   It is this kind of clarity 

and commitment to education that makes the promotion of reflection and inquiry as 

teacher learning a worthy endeavor, and the most noteworthy result of this research. 

Conclusion 

 The most important implication of this study is the role of listening broadly to 

many aspects of literacy and discourses that shape students’ perspectives and experiences 

as reflected in their thought styles.  Students’ discussions of the novel and their insights 

into language and literacy were impressive.  They are a testament to the extraordinary 

abilities students have as thinkers and learners.  However, their discourses were limited 

by their perspectives as shaped by their positions as adolescents, students, gender, and 

class.  I would argue that of all the subject positions I examined it is class that is most 

significant to explaining why students engaged with each other and literature in the ways 
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that they engaged with each other and with literature, and that class is an area of research 

that needs to be explored more fully across contexts. 

 In a personal communication with Kathy Short she defined a critical thinker as 

someone who can integrate their personal ways of knowing with academic contexts and 

expectations.  The ability to this, she contends, is what constitutes true critical literacy.  

Students in this study expressed deeply embedded beliefs regarding literacy, language, 

and power, and were aware of the how language use affiliates one into particular class-

specific memberships that offer opportunities for achieving economic and political 

power.  However, they did not question the growing disparities between the haves and 

have-nots, who has access to the opportunities they take for granted, but rather simply 

dismissed this aspect of society as “the way it is.”  What I would have like to have seen in 

these students is an awareness of these societal issues and their privilege and some 

willingness to challenge the status quo.  However, the kinds of power structures that 

reproduce the growing disparities between classes greatly benefit these students.  A 

willingness to share power would require a personal critique and a shift in consciousness.  

I believe literature and critical readings of literature are an avenue for evoking such a 

critique. 

 As I read through literature discussion transcripts and interviews and compared 

them to theory and previous research, the notion of dialogue weighed on my conscience 

like an unpaid bill.  My findings suggest dialogue was something rarely achieved as 

students discussed the novel.  Furthermore, their perspectives on what discussion could 

and should be did not include characteristics of dialogue, such as a willingness to take on 
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others’ perspectives.  Instead, their notions of discussion centered around competition, 

getting the work of the book done, and winning arguments (Tannen, 1998).  Upon 

reflecting on my most noble intentions for using peer-led literature circles I am left 

disturbed by these findings.   And I believe that the kind of conscious raising potential of 

education begins with dialogue. 

  I am left wondering, then, how I can facilitate true dialogue, where students (and 

teachers, and families) come together to problem pose and problem solve (Friere, 1970).   

And how do I recognize dialogue when it is achieved? In particular, how can I achieve 

this with students of privilege?   Engaging in this teacher research study has given me 

directions and tools that will greatly shape my future work as a teacher, teacher educator, 

and researcher as I seek to understand the complexity of classrooms and schools and  to 

work towards achieving dialogue within the contexts of schools. 
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APPENDIX A 
Three Tiered Interview Questions 

 
Interview 1: Background 

• What do you remember about reading before you began school?  What do you 
remember about talking about books? 

• What was reading like for you in elementary school? 6th grade? What was talking 
about books like for you in elementary school?  6th grade? 

• Why do you think people read books?  Talk about books? 
• What kind of reading and talking about books do you see your parents doing? 

Siblings?  Other family members? 
• Tell me about a time when reading [at school] was really good for you.  Tell me 

about a time when reading [at school] was bad for you? 
• I am interested in if and/or how literature has affected your life in some way.  Has 

any piece of literature affected your life in some way?  If so, talk about a specific 
work, author, or experience that has been meaningful for you. 

• Why do you think middle school students’ read? 
Optional Questions: 

• Tell me about where you lived and what your schools were like? 
• Can you recreate _________ for me?  You haven’t said much about _________. 
• I’m trying to get a sense of ________. 

 
Interview 2-Part 1: Details of the Experience 

• What has reading in school been like for you in 7th grade?  What has talking about 
books been like for you in 7th grade? 

• Tell me as much as you can about reading 1984 in literature circles was like for 
you? 

• What are all the kinds of talking you did inside and outside of school about this 
book?  This experience? 

• How do you go about reading a novel like 1984 for literature circles from the time 
you get the assignment until the final presentation?  Give as many details as 
possible?  What is the process like for you?  When is it exciting?  Hard? 

• How do other people help or hinder that process? 
• Some people say that literature circles are uncomfortable, difficult.  Is that ever 

true for you?  How? 
• What makes literature circles easy/fun for you?  What gives you problems?  Do 

you try and figure out what the teacher wants when meeting in literature circles? 
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Interview 2- Part 2 

Questions are designed to elicit responses to transcripts of literature discussions, prior 
interviews, and artifacts.  Students were given transcripts and artifacts prior to the 

interview and asked to read over them. 
• What did you notice about these transcripts and artifacts? 
• This is what you told me when we met a week ago?  What about your perspective 

has changed?  If your perspective is the same, can you show me examples?  If 
examples are not there, why do you think that is? 
I shared my initial interpretations.  Students were invited to respond to my 

interpretations. 
 

Interview 3: Reflection on the Meaning 

• Thinking about your past experience with reading and school and your recent 
experiences with literature circles what sense do you make of the whole thing?  
How do you understand the experience? 

• What things are important to you in your life?  How does talking about literature 
connect with what is important? 

• Are you realizing anything through these interviews about schooling, specifically 
literature circles, and its effect on you?   

• How has the experience of literature circles been 
good/bad/exciting/distressing/frustrating for you?  How did you understand that? 

What is there that seems important to you that we haven’t covered? 
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APPENDIX B 

Categories Used for Interviews 

Interpretive 

Making inferences and/or predictions; explaining or relating the work to something else; 
expressing the theme of the work; discussing character, setting, or other literary elements 

Literary Judgment 

Assessing or rating the author’s and/or illustrator’s style; genre classification; pointing 
out use of language and/or literary devices; evaluation of the work 

Narrational 

Literal retelling of the story; listing literal aspects of the work, such as names of 
characters 

Personal 

Statements about how the student felt while reading; statements expressing personal 
interest; what book the student wishes to read next 

Personal Associational 

References to ties to the students’ life; references to how the student would feel or react if 
in the character’s place 

Prescriptive 

Statements regarding what the character should do or have done. 

Miscellaneous 

Unrelated matters, such as number of pages read 

Adapted from:  Golden, Joanne M. & Handloff, Elaine (1993).  Responding to literature 
through journal writing.  In Holland, Kathleen E., Hungerford, Rachel A., & Ernst, 
Shirley B. (Eds.).  Journeying: Children responding to literature.  Portsmouth, HH: 
Heinemann, pp. 175-186. 
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APPENDIX C 

Human Subjects Consent Form 
 

HUMAN SUBJECTS CONSENT FORM 
University of Arizona 

Middle School Participation and Perspectives on Peer-Led Literature Circles 

By Tracy L. Smiles 
 

 I AM BEING ASKED TO READ THE FOLLOWING MATERIAL TO 
ENSURE THAT I AM INFORMED OF THE NATURE OF THIS RESEARCH STUDY 
AND OF HOW I WILL PARTICIPATE IN IT, IF I CONSENT TO DO SO.  SIGNING 
THIS FORM WILL INDICATE THAT I HAVE BEEN SO INFORMED AND THAT I 
GIVE MY CONSENT.  FEDERAL REGUALTIONS REQUIRE WRITTEN 
INFORMED CONSENT PRIOR TO PARTICIPATION IN THIS RESEARCH STUDY 
SO THAT I CAN KNOW THE NATURE AND RISKS OF MY PARTICIPATION 
AND CAN DECIDE TO PARTICIPATE OR NOT PARTICIPATE IN A FREE AND 
INFORMED MANNER. 
 
PURPOSE 

 I am being invited to participate voluntarily in the above-titled research project.  
The purpose of this project is to trace students’ participation and perspectives of their 
experiences reading 1984 in peer-led literature circles.  While teaching seventh grade 
writing and literature during the 2001/2002 academic year I became intrigued with the 
level of student engagement demonstrated by two groups of students who asked to read 
1984 and discuss it with their peers.  This study grows out of my observations and 
interest in the rich classroom experience these students created for themselves.  
Specifically, this teacher research study explores how peer-led literature circles influence 
students’ understandings and interpretations of literature and students’ perspectives of 
their experiences within peer-led literature circles.  These questions will be examined 
within the context of the literature circles in my seventh grade classroom on 1984 
because of the difficulty of the text and the level of student engagement.  I see this study 
generating important local and public knowledge that will not only affect my practice, but 
offer insights into the use and evaluation of peer-led literature circles for other teachers, 
and contribute to the broader field of educational research on middle school talk about 
literature and students’ perspectives on schooling.   

SELECTION CRITERIA  

 I am being invited to participate voluntarily because during the 2001/2002 
academic year I participated in taped interviews asking for my perspectives on reading 
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1984 within literature circles.  Approximately 10 students participated in the literature 
circles studying 1984 and the interviews. 

PROCEDURES 

 If I agree to participate, I will be asked to consent to allowing Tracy Smiles to use 
the taped transcripts of the literature discussions and interviews as primary data sources 
for her dissertation research. 

RISKS 

 Potential risks to participants included student participants revealing during 
discussions and/or interviews their own opinions on issues. 

BENEFITS 

 The overall benefit to students invited to participate in this study was the 
opportunity to engage in a shared inquiry into literacy processes where both the teacher 
and students became learners.  Students engaged in regular classroom learning 
experiences and then had the opportunity to reflect on those experiences which deepened 
their understandings of the experience and of themselves as learners.  Furthermore, they 
informed me as teacher in promoting effective instruction. 
 
CONFIDENTIALITY 

All data-- tapes, transcripts, student artifacts, field notes, teaching journal-- have 
been stored in a locked desk, and pseudonyms have been used to protect the individual 
identities of these participants. No photographs or videos were used in data collection.  
Furthermore, data reflects solely information relating to the study’s questions.  Highly 
personal or confidential content was not shared by the participants or recorded. Records 
indicating the actual names of the participants are being kept in a file separate from all 
other data.  All records indicating the actual names of the participants will be destroyed 
upon completion of this study. 

PARTICIPATION COSTS AND SUBJECT COMPENSATION 

 There are no costs to participants in this study. 

CONTACTS 

 I can obtain further information from the principal investigator Tracy L. Smiles, 
Ph.D. candidate, at (520) 319-1714.  If I have questions concerning my rights as a 
research subject, I may call the Human Subjects Committee office at (520) 626-6721. 
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AUTHORIZATION 

 BEFORE GIVING MY CONSENT BY SIGNING THIS FORM, THE 
METHODS, INCONVENEIENCES, RISKS, AND BENEFITS HAVE BEEN 
EXPLAINED TO ME AND MY QUESTIONS HAVE BEEN ANSWERED.  I MAY 
ASK QUESTIONS AT ANY TIME AND I AM FREE TO WITHDRAW FROM THE 
PROJECT AT ANY TIME WITHOUT CAUSING BAD FEELINGS.  MY 
PARTICIPATION IN THIS PROJECT MAY BE ENDED BY THE INVESTIGATOR 
FOR REASONS THAT WOULD BE EXPLAINED.  NEW INFORMATION 
DEVELOPED DURING THE COURSE OF THIS STUDY WHICH MAY AFFECT 
MY WILLINGNESS TO CONTINUE IN THIS RESEARCH PROJECT WILL BE 
GIVEN TO ME AS IT BECOMES AVAILABLE.  THIS CONSENT FORM FILED IN 
AN AREA DESIGNATED BY THE HUMAN SUBJECTS COMMITTEE WITH 
ACCESS RESTRICTED TO THE PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR, TRACY L. SMILES, 
OR AUTHIORIZED REPRESENTATIVE OF THE LANGUAGE, READING, AND 
CULTURE DEPARTMENT.  I DO NOT GIVE UP ANY OF MY LEGAL RIGHTS BY 
SIGNING THIS FORM.  A COPY OF THIS SIGNED CONSENT FORM WILL BE 
GIVEN TO ME. 

Subject’s Signature______________________________    Date:____________________ 

Parent/Legal Guardian ___________________________    Date:____________________ 

INVESTIGATOR’S AFFIDAVIT 

 I have carefully explained to the subject the nature of the above project.  I hereby 
certify that to the best of my knowledge the person who is signing the consent form 
understands clearly the nature, demands, benefits, and risks involved in his/her 
participation and his/her signature is legally valid.  A medical problem or language or 
educational barrier has not precluded this understanding. 

Signature of Investigator _________________________ Date: ___________________  
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