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ABSTRACT 

A seventh grade language arts class was observed to discover their 

responses to the literature they were reading. The classroom and 

instructional contexts that enhanced or limited these responses were 

examined, as well as the teacher's theoretical beliefs. Rosenblatt's 

transactional theory of reader response, especially the efferent and 

aesthetic aspects, guided this investigation. Findings included the 

importance of the teacher in the establishment of an environment that 

nurtures the aesthetic response as well as in the instruction she gives 

students immediately prior to or following reading. Many factors 

created an atmosphere enhancing aesthetic response in the observed 

class. The main difference in instructional context that determined 

either aesthetic or efferent response was whether students were given a 

specific assignment or not. Although a teacher may desire an efferent 

stance to fill certain "gaps" in knowledge before and after reading, it 

is suggested the gaps in schema be filled through student interaction, 

teacher discussion rather than questioning, and student inquiry. 
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Chapter I 

Nature of the Problem 

Many teachers share with Peterson and Eeds (1990) the following 

beliefs concerning teaching and learning: 

story is an exploration and illumination of life; interpre
tation is the result of a transactional process in which 
readers bring meaning to as well as take meaning from a 
text; children are born makers of meaning; dialogue is the 
best method for teaching and learning about literature 
(p. 6). 

As a result of these beliefs, many educators are attending to the 

reader and the unique experience that is evoked as he/she confronts 

text. New approaches to teaching as well as an abundance of quality, 

authentic literature have energized language arts classes in the 

middle school. Literature is becoming a core ingredient in the cur

riculum, and teachers are assuming new roles within the classroom. 

These changes in approaching the literary experience are indica

tive of recent knowledge concerning reader response theories. While 

the act of responding is not new, the realization of the importance of 

the reader in the reading experience, as well as the nurturing of this 

experience, is the result of new insight into the reading process. 

The past decade seems to have been one of enlightenment concerning the 

development of reader response theories. The ideas of Louise 

Rosenblatt (1938, 1978), perhaps the earliest exponent of this philos

ophy of literary teaching, have escaped their dormancy and penetrated 

the minds of theorists, philosophers, educators, and readers. 

One reason for this, it seems, is the pragmatic yet aesthetic way 

in which she describes the reading process. Her explanation of the 
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transactional theory of reader response is a valuable resource for the 

delicate inquisitions of the theoretical mind seeking a basis for 

classroom pedagogical beliefs and practices. As classroom teachers 

seek empowerment, reader response theory strengthens methodology by 

acknowledging the diversity of interests, experiences, and abilities 

within a class. Thus, this inquiry into reader response on the middle 

school level is for the purpose of further understanding and using 

this resource. 

Whether or not knowingly based on theory, valuable methodology 

exists within literature-based classrooms. Many teachers have encour

aged students . .to attend, not only to the text, but to their own 

experience with it as well—the emotions, associations, memories, and 

thoughts that are evoked during the reading of the work" (Probst, 

1989, p. 180). Only through the observation of classrooms, especially 

those involving a literature-based curriculum, can educators begin to 

acknowledge and understand these methodologies. Many of these prac

tices are not to be thrown out in search of newer methods but need 

only to be refined or nurtured to more effectively enhance the trans

actional response of the reader. Once this understanding of existing 

methodology and how it can be enhanced is realized, educators can 

proceed to develop students who can respond freely and thoughtfully. 

Students who experience an uninterrupted aesthetic response can then 

be led to greater understanding both of the literary work and them

selves through personal reflection and the integration of their 

response with the interpretation of others. 
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Only through observing students' responses and the contexts in 

which these responses were made will the critical link between theory 

and what works in the classrooms be identified. The environment which 

facilitates the aesthetic literary experience must be established. 

Many factors affect the creation of such an environment, and it is in 

search of information contributing to the following questions that 

this study was directed. 

Research Questions: 

1. Given a transactional theory of the reading process, how do 

student responses vary under differing instructional conditions? 

a. What are the verbal, both oral and written, and nonver

bal responses made by students under the varying instructional and 

genre conditions? 

b. How do students' responses vary by social context? 

2. When a teacher identifies herself as a literature-based 

teacher, how does she describe her theoretical beliefs about the 

reading process and the teaching of literature? How is this exempli

fied in the classroom? 

a. What is the nature and character of the teacher's 

instruction? Is it teacher-directed, student-centered, or collabora

tive? What sort of prompts does the teacher use? Is it related to 

student responses? When using discussion as an instructional device, 

what is the character of that discussion? What role does the teacher 

take? 

b. Inherent in Rosenblatt's theory (1938, 1978) is the 
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notion of aesthetic and efferent stances a reader is likely to take. 

What stance does a teacher suggest to students before reading, and 

does that suggestion relate to the observed student responses? 

3. What factors work toward creating a classroom environment 

that nurtures transactional responses? 

By searching for answers to these questions through the observa

tion of students in their natural classroom setting, one is not only 

made aware of the response of readers, but one is also made aware of 

contextual factors that given insight enhance and encourage individual 

reading experiences. Evidence of teachers making use of the transac

tional theory of reader response can be observed, and the vital influ

ence that their pedagogical beliefs and practices have on student 

response is witnessed in reality. 

The knowledge that success experienced by literature based 

teachers is often directly linked to reader response theory lays the 

ground work for further exploration of this particular theory and 

implementation of response-based teaching. The idea of story as an 

illumination of life (Peterson & Eeds, 1990) becomes a reality if 

students are drawn into events through reading and invited to reflect 

upon their perceptions of these events (Probst, 1988). The authentic

ity of such observations as in this study, rather than those of con

trived situations, strengthens the vital link between theory and 

practice. Findings compliment ongoing practices as well as provide 

the basis for complementing classroom practices in that teachers are 

not necessarily given something new to examine (possibly to later 
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refute), but a means by which to extend and refine much of what has 

served them and their students well. The value of this practice 

cannot be underestimated since "whether we planned to be or not, 

teachers have to be reader response critics. We have no choice in the 

matter" (Nelms, 1988, p. 16). Students are responding through the 

recreation of works, and the nurturing of these creations is not a 

responsibility to be taken lightly, but one of acceptance, encourage

ment and guidance of the individual, tempered with self-fulfillment 

and growth. 
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Chapter II 

Review of Related Literature 

Reader Response Criticism 

In recent years, a large body of critical theory has shifted the 

emphasis in reading theory from text to reader and the interaction of 

the two. Reader response criticism "... suggests that students not 

be subordinate to the text and submissive to the teacher, but active, 

making meaning and significance for themselves out of the literature 

they encounter" (Probst, 1988, p. 236). Perhaps the most popular of 

these theorists, Louise Rosenblatt, wrote of her particular way of 

thinking in 1938 in Literature as Exploration. However, this book did 

not gain in significance until the last two decades when reader re

sponse theory was acknowledged and supported by other theorists with 

differing degrees of emphasis on the matter of the importance of the 

individual reader. 

These differences are found in the thinking of such theorists as 

Bleich, Holland, Fish, Iser, Jauss, and, of course, Rosenblatt. Their 

ways of thinking range from placing greater emphasis on the reader 

than the text—Bleich (1978) and Holland (1968)—to Iser (1978) and 

Rosenblatt (1938, 1978) who feel both reader and text contribute 

equally to the act of creation called reading. Fish (1980) believes 

the real meaning of a work lies in its process due to the temporal 

nature of reading, while Jauss (1982) emphasizes the cultural impor

tance of literature and the reader's response which reflects the 

assimilation of cultural norms (Probst, 1988). 
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If one looks briefly at American literary criticism in the late 

1960's, New Critical formalism was guiding practice and theory. 

Attention was focused on the text in and of itself, and objective 

analysis was a major goal. Historical background or any response 

statements of readers, as well as authors, were not considered as part 

of correct interpretation. As some critics became more concerned 

about what the text does to the reader, a new focus on reader's read

ing began to be promoted (Mailloux, 1990). 

Throughout this early period of reader response criticism, Louise 

Rosenblatt was ignored. The fact that she wrote to teachers with 

implicit pragmatism, in addition to being a woman, might account for 

the reason reader response theorists did not include her work in the 

initial decade of debate. She was not cited by the previously men

tioned theorists as the next decade attempted to decide whether the 

reader or text determines interpretation—a question Rosenblatt had 

already answered according to her pragmatic beliefs. Although reading 

theorists and those educating teachers have readily acknowledged the 

importance of Rosenblatt's work, it is only in recent years that her 

transactional approach seems to be getting attention among theorists. 

The Reader, the Text, the Poem (1978), in which she distinguishes 

between aesthetic and efferent reading, was important to her theoreti

cal reconsideration by other theorists (Mailloux, 1990). 

Despite differing points of emphasis, proponents of reader 

response theory have made a major contribution to classroom pedagogy in 

their realization of the importance and diversity of each reading 

experience. While each critic has something to offer as new 
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priorities are set for the classroom, Rosenblatt's theory will be 

emphasized in this study for the following reasons: she initially, in 

1938, gave guidelines for teachers of adolescents; she sets forth a 

transactional theory which does not devalue the literary work with 

which the reader interacts; and she is easily understood. Her own 

writing has an aesthetic quality all its own, while at the same time 

giving detailed theoretical explanations to those who read her 

texts. 

Louise Rosenblatt's Transactional Theory of Reader Response 

Rosenblatt describes reading as a transaction (a term of John 

Dewey's used to emphasize the contribution of both reader and text), 

"a two way process, involving a reader and a text at a particular time 

under particular circumstances" (Rosenblatt, 1982, p. 268). She goes 

on to explain this unique personal experience between reader and text 

as 

the words in their particular pattern stir up elements of 
memory, activate areas of consciousness. The reader, bring
ing past experience of language and of the world to the 
task, sets up tentative notions of a subject, of some frame
work into which to fit the ideas as the words unfurl. If 
the subsequent words do not fit into the framework, it may 
have to be revised, thus opening up new and further possi
bilities for the text that follows. This implies a constant 
series of selections from the multiple possibilities offered 
by the text and their synthesis into an organized meaning 
(Rosenblatt, 1982, p. 268). 

In The Reader, the Text, the Poem (1978), Rosenblatt further 

explains the transaction by calling the written word, the text, and the 

creation resulting from the interaction of reader and text, the poem. 

The creating of a poem is an event, the term itself celebrating the 
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active involvement of the reader. Acknowledging both the power of the 

reader and the text, Rosenblatt emphasizes that the poem created is 

uniquely individual. 

What each reader makes of the text is, indeed, for him the 
poem, in the sense that this is his only direct perception 
of it. No one else can read it for him. He may learn 
indirectly about others' experiences with the text; he may 
come to see that his own was confused or impoverished, and 
he may then be stimulated to attempt to call forth from the 
text a better poem. But this he must do himself, and only 
what he himself experiences in relation to the text is— 
again let us underline—for him, the work (Rosenblatt, 1978, 
p. 105). 

Also important to Rosenblatt's theory of reading is the 

idea of stance, or the mental set of the reader which reflects his/her 

purpose in reading. Efferent stance refers to reading with the spe

cific purpose of gaining knowledge. Rosenblatt uses an example of a 

man seeking the antidote for a poison he just swallowed. Another 

example would be a student studying for a multiple choice test, or a 

person reading the newspaper for some specific news item such as a 

sports report, election result, or weather forecast. 

Aesthetic reading is of major concern to Rosenblatt. She feels 

that it has too long been neglected in the schools. It is through an 

aesthetic stance that the reader responds to literature in such a way 

as to create the "poem." He/she draws on past experiences, sensa

tions, opinions, identification with the conflicts and feelings of 

characters, and even the sound and rhythm of words to participate in 

the event of reading. "Someone else can read a text efferently for 

us, and acceptably paraphrase it. No one else can read aesthetically, 
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that is, experience the evocation of, a literary work of art for us" 

(Rosenblatt, 1988, p. 6). 

In Literature as Exploration (1983) Rosenblatt intricately 

describes the teaching of literature based on this transactional 

theory. Her explanation is, in itself, a work of art, and yet consti

tutes a practical and natural explanation for the phenomenon of the 

reading experience. It closely resembles so many of the works of 

nature, such as a tree, seashell, or spider web. Its usefulness is 

obvious, but it is presented in such an artistic, intricate way that 

one is awed by its reality. The delicate theoretical design of reader 

response is made manifest in the creations evoked within the class

room. (Unless specific reference is made to the original 1938 edition 

of Literature as Exploration, references are to the fourth edition, 

1983.) 

It is because of this theoretical practicality that Rosenblatt is 

the source of reader response criticism in this study. As early as 

1938, she was advocating schema-based response, critical thinking 

skills, importance of the individual, and cultural awareness. This 

encompasses many educational goals of today. 

Transactional Theory of Reader Response Applied to Characteristics of 
the Middle School Student 

The value of Rosenblatt's transactional theory to this study is 

perhaps more easily seen if one acknowledges some characteristics of 

young adolescents. Indeed, the relativity of this theory to the needs 

of this age student is almost that of a missing link which connects 
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reading to each individual student. Middle school students are char

acterized by change, the most obvious and objective being physical 

changes. To those who work closely with these students, however, 

changes in mental growth pose even more important considerations. 

First, the intellectual development of the middle grade students is 

that of transition from concrete to abstract thought (Piaget, 1972). 

This evolving of critical thinking skills along with intense curiosity 

make this time of transition quite important. The students favor 

active learning while interacting with peers and exhibit independent 

thought as well as metacognition. Reader response approach challenges 

students to move beyond literal recall of information about literature 

and engage them in critical and higher order thinking. Specific 

prompts used to encourage reader interaction with text elicits higher 

order thinking patterns. These patterns carry over and become sponta

neous even when the student is not prompted (Kelly and Farnan, 1989). 

Rosenblatt's theory goes beyond the literature experience and 

into the important realm of cognitive development—an area of impor

tance when planning curriculum for intellectually at-risk young ado

lescents. 

The habit of the aesthetic stance, of attention to concrete 
detail, will be strengthened for further reading. Cognitive 
abilities, to organize, to interpret, or to explain, will be 
rooted in the ability to handle responses. (And enhanced 
'reading skills' will probably be a by-product!) 
(Rosenblatt, 1982, p. 276). 

Active learning, interaction with peers while learning, and independ

ent metacognitive thought are all obviously a product of literature 

study based on transactional theory. 
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The ability to think reflectively, metacognition, precludes 

another characteristic of early adolescence—preoccupation with self. 

Preisser, Anders, and Glider (1990) speak of cognitive skills evoking 

egocentrism and the imaginary audience phenomenon (Elkind, 1967, 

1980), as well as an adolescent's idealistic concept of the importance 

of self. Probst (1988) speaks of this focus on self as creating the 

ideal situation for reader response to thrive. In reading literature 

transactionally, students can question, test their perceptions, and 

come to know themselves and their relationships to the world. 

A second consideration is that the middle school students fluctu

ate psychologically between feelings of superiority and inferiority. 

They frequently lack self-esteem, are sensitive to criticism, feel 

that personal problems and experiences are unique to themselves, and 

are introspective. They search for acceptance, even that of adults, 

and are psychologically at risk due to the diversity in relation to 

others (Schurr, 1989). The very essence of the transactional paradigm 

helps to fulfill these needs. The significance of the individuality 

of the reader—the emotions, associations, memories, and thoughts that 

are evoked during the reading of the work—serve as a way to channel 

the students' introspective feelings. 11. . .we must pay a great deal 

of attention to the role of the reader, what he brings to the text, 

what he expects of it (and what we cause him to expect of it) and the 

ways in which he makes meaning out of it" (Probst, 1989, p. 181). The 

teacher is building self-esteem. 

A third area in which a curriculum based on transactional reader 

response theory has direct positive results in the development of 



20 

middle school students is that of social development. The student may 

experience traumatic conflicts due to conflicting loyalties to peer 

groups and family. He/she must show independence as well as maintain 

family bonds. While seeking peer approval concerning clothing and 

appearances, the young adolescent seeks parental input on decisions 

involving education, occupational, or life goals (Preisser, Anders, & 

Glider, 1990). He/she wants to know that significant adults accept 

him/her (Schurr, 1989). 

The reader response theory allows the student through the crea

tion of his own "poem" to resolve internal conflicts by bringing his 

personal experience to a text that involves a situation to which 

he/she can relate. As a teacher emphasizes the significance of the 

individual in reacting to literature, a feeling of acceptance should 

permeate—acceptance of the student by the teacher. Also, as the 

teacher enters in discussion and dialogue about literature, a trust is 

established. Carolyn Allyn (1991) says, in writing about Rosenblatt's 

Literature as Exploration (1983), "She stressed the relationship 

between literature and the students' social, psychological, and cul

tural worlds and the need for the teacher to have an interdisciplinary 

knowledge of the social sciences" (p. 16). A transactional approach 

to literature can be the basis for acceptance and respect of social 

diversity. For indeed, its founder has ". . . extolled the potential

ities of literature for aiding us to understand ourselves and others, 

for widening our horizons to include temperaments and cultures differ

ent from our own, for helping us to clarify our conflicts in values, 
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for illuminating our world" (Rosenblatt, 1982, p. 276). 

Rosenblatt's Role of the Teacher 

In Literature as Exploration (1983), Rosenblatt directs her 

explanation of "exploring" literature toward the role of the teacher. 

The appropriateness of doing so became even more obvious during this 

investigation than previously thought. The following statements by 

Rosenblatt concerning the role of the teacher constitute some of the 

major issues (Probst, 1988). 

a. Students must be free to deal with their own interpretation 

of the text. 

b. "The classroom situation and the relationship with the 

teacher should create a feeling of security" (Rosenblatt, 

1983, p. 66). 

c. Teachers must provide time and opportunity for "an initial 

crystallization of a personal sense of the work" 

(Rosenblatt, 1983, p. 69). 

d. Teachers must avoid undue emphasis upon the form in which the 

students' reactions are couched (Rosenblatt, 1983, p. 67). 

e. The teacher should find points of contact among the opinions 

of students (Rosenblatt, 1983, p. 71). 

f. The teacher's influence should be "the elaboration of the 

vital influence inherent in literature itself" (Rosenblatt, 

1983, p. 74). 

g. Although free response is necessary, it is not sufficient-

students must still be led to reflection and analysis. 
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Although other specific responsibilities of the teacher are 

mentioned by Rosenblatt, Probst has stated the preceding seven major 

categories to frame the analysis of practices. 

Educators' Perspectives 

Many educators have accepted and praised Rosenblatt's insight to 

reading and the teaching of literature. Others have attempted, as 

well, to apply this theory to educational practices. Robert Probst 

exceeds either category of followers as he persistently examines, 

explains, and applies the implications of Rosenblatt's theories. 

Using Rosenblatt's ideas of the role of the teacher in the literacy 

experience as well as of the student as a creator of knowledge during 

the active experience of reading, he addresses in detail the role of 

the teacher as facilitator and guide (Probst, 1988, 1990). He 

explains, not only the initial nurturing role of the teacher, but how 

to direct the student as a critic—the student reflects upon his own 

response in relation to that of others. For these reasons, Probst has 

greatly influenced the thinking of this investigator. 

Another educator (Hansenn, 1986) has described four different 

contexts that worked toward the construction of different types of 

knowledge, as well as described reader response theory. Based on the 

idea that reading is an active and a social process, Hansenn urges 

those planning curriculum to make the creation of knowledge through 

reader response functional—what constitutes knowledge is real and 

useful in terms of literacy in the outside world. 
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Ben Nelms (1988) eloquently describes response as 

. . . the minute we begin to articulate our feelings, ideas, 
and judgments about a piece of literature, it begins to take 
another shape. We see things we had not seen before, and we 
begin to forget those things that do not relate to the 
account we are giving of the story (p. 7). 

He continues to describe the stages following response—interpretation 

and criticism—accented with the metaphor of reading as a construction 

site, both in the sense of the process and the variety of products 

created. He feels that good teachers have always been reader-response 

critics. 

Studies Related to Reader Response 

As reader response has become a concern to many who teach litera

ture, attempts to observe and describe responses have become of prime 

interest to some. The majority of studies still appear to be in the 

area of contrived situations: for example, a book of great appeal to a 

certain age level and that potentially provides topics for discussion 

is chosen to be the object of response. Or, perhaps, a whole class

room is observed, and the lesson plans have been created for the 

planned observation. The value of such studies are obvious in that 

they serve to provide a foundation for the integration of reader 

response theory into curriculum planning. However, an awareness of 

what already exists in the classroom viewed from the perspective of 

transactional theory is also needed. Both types of studies are of 

importance in the evolution of procedures which evoke, encourage, and 

enhance the reading experience. 

One study by Eeds and Wells (1989), designed to examine aesthetic 
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response of fifth and sixth graders in literary discussion groups, 

describes the diversity of categories of discussion and response of 

children on various levels of reading ability. By using undergraduate 

facilitators instructed in how to encourage transactions, each group 

built meaning through interaction with their peers and discussion 

leaders. The important elements here concerned the actual responses 

of children, the effects of the facilitators, and the interaction of 

the group. "According to Vygotsky, the internal development processes 

that are necessary for learning are only able to develop when children 

are interacting with people in their environment and in cooperation 

with their peers" (Eeds and Wells, 1989, p. 6). 

The nurturing environment of children's response to literature was 

described in an ethnographic study by Hickman (1979). Although many 

specific factors were described within the kindergarten-through-fifth 

grade classrooms, the evidence clearly pointed to the importance of 

what the teacher does, and thus the importance of understanding chil

dren's response to literature. Descriptions of classroom contexts 

which facilitated response were described, and the importance of this 

kind of insight was emphasized. 

Kathy O'Brien (1991) stated her observations of a successful 

third/fourth grade literature program as she described the successful 

practices of this teacher. By emphasizing the response of readers to 

literature as a true art form, both the integrity of text and reader 

were maintained, and a genuine understanding and love of literature 

evolved. 

In many instances, teachers have described the happenings in their 
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own classrooms (Atwell, 1984; Close, 1990; Dekker, 1991; Hansbury, 

1988). As a teacher observes the results of another's approach to 

literature due to reader response teaching, he/she applies the same 

principles to the classroom. The result is a variation of what 

constitutes a nurturing environment for readers' transactional 

response. Teachers learn from other teachers, and the need for 

observational studies exists. 

Many factors affect the response of students, and as these factors 

become obvious, one may find in professional literature explanations 

and descriptions of concepts, procedures, and various practices. The 

knowledge of these practices and pedagogical beliefs seen in light of 

the transactional theory of reader response offers specific practices 

to classroom teachers. 

Questioning is one way that a reader's stance is immediately 

established and response is nurtured. Open-ended questions guide the 

student, but do not create closure or indicate a right or wrong 

answer. Questions that appeal to the beliefs, memories, and feelings 

of the reader elicit personal responses. Examples of types of ques

tions can be found in professional literature (Duke, 1982; Harste and 

Short, 1988; and Probst, 1988). 

In a study investigating whether teachers hold discussions in the 

way in which they say or think they do, the findings suggest that 

although a teacher defines good discussions in one way, they frequently 

do not practice this (Alvermann, O'Brien, & Dillon, 1990). Teachers in 

the study knew what constituted open-forum discussion by definition, 
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but factors such as the need to get certain facts across or to main

tain classroom control often dictated the course of "discussion." 

Readers, therefore, responded according to what was being asked in a 

recitation or lecture—according to what the teacher wanted them to 

know and would include in testing. 

In support of small group work, Douglas Barnes (1976) advocates 

that the students should take an active part in the formulation of 

knowledge. As students interact and explore literature, science, or 

social studies, the teacher's control is distanced, and types of 

learning occur which do not take place as readily in whole class 

situations (Barnes, 1976). The small group which so readily helps to 

create a risk-free environment and a feeling of individual worth, is 

vital to reader response within the classroom context. Barnes also 

speaks of the importance of the teacher giving just the correct amount 

of direction to help the focus of the students. In reader response, a 

delicate line separates too much from too little guidance in evoking 

aesthetic responses. 

A community of learners is described by Kathy Short (1990) as a 

collaborative group that shares the responsibility of learning from and 

with the members of that community. As students and teacher engage in 

active dialogue, control of the learning environment is shared. "A 

successful community is not built on each individual's becoming more 

like others in the group but on the different contributions that each 

member brings to the group . . . the uniqueness of each person's contri

butions to the group is valued" (Short, 1990, p. 39). To create a 

nurturing, risk-free environment the diversity of each individual is 
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considered a resource. 

Evaluation and assessment either enhances or stifles the response 

of students. Assessment, when treated as a learning experience on the 

part of the teacher as well as student, is seemingly less likely to 

prohibit the students' responses. This is in contrast to what appears 

to be the norm—children are conditioned to respond for grades, con

stantly searching for the answer the teacher considers "right." To 

encourage readers to respond spontaneously, knowing their personal 

opinions are valued, the approach to assessment should be one which 

complements and enhances learning. Tierney, Carter, and Desai (1991) 

have discussed the problem of the contrast between current practices 

in teaching reading and writing and the testing practices used for 

assessment. As focus is placed on the individual's response, growth, 

and contribution to the learning experience, assessment should take 

into account the diversity of student backgrounds, "... each per

son's unique purpose, background, perspective, and sense of audience 

or authorship have pervasive and dynamic influences upon what he or 

she reads and writes" (p. 31). If assessment reflects this belief, 

students do not have to feel the pressure of conformity to the 

teacher's expectations. 

Addressing specifically middle school literacy assessment, 

Valencia, McGinley, and Pearson (1990) emphasize that assessment should 

be for the teacher and student, not for the "authorities" of account

ability. "Through daily interactions we gather evidence to guide 

decision-making about student learning, instruction, and curriculum. 
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Assessment should be a natural part of the teaching/learning process 

and not something added on or imposed as an afterthought" (p. 125). 

Further they discuss contextualized assessment to be continuous, 

multidimensional, collaborative, grounded in knowledge, and authentic. 

The elaboration of each of these principles is easily linked to the 

unique, individual, and changing responses of the transactional read

ing experience. 

Investigations into the cultivating of reader response in the 

classroom are becoming more numerous as educators attempt to equip 

teachers with the necessary pedagogy to utilize this theory to its 

fullest. By linking observational studies with theoretical rational 

and the practices that evolve, the reading experience becomes, as 

mentioned, a tool as well as the art it creates. 



29 

Chapter III 

Procedures of the Study 

Preliminary Planning 

The investigation of student response to literature as it 

occurred naturally in a middle school language arts classroom was the 

purpose of this study. This investigation was planned to reveal the 

existence of the transactional theory of reader response within the 

classroom, as well as the factors which nurture this response. Ethno

graphic methods were selected to provide the greatest insight into 

daily classroom activities and student responses within various con

texts. 

Although ethnographers suggest spending a year observing a 

classroom, the time for this study was 3 months due to time limita

tions of the observer. This time allotment seemed sufficient as the 

presence of the observer was not new to many of the students. Volun

teer work with a sixth grade class the previous year as well as occa

sional appearances in the present school eliminated much of the novel

ty of a strange person being in the classroom. The investigator was 

familiar with the overall environment and routines of the school and 

classroom, and therefore, her time could be spent immediately focusing 

on students within these surroundings. 

Included in planning was a method of collecting data which 

included the use of extensive field notes, audiotape recording, inter

viewing the teacher, a final questionnaire given to students, and 

student written and project related discussion in both large and small 
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groups. Observations of dramatic interpretations were also thought to 

hold valuable information in regards to literature response. 

Setting and Population of Study 

The choice of setting for this descriptive study considered 

one main priority—a classroom in which unlimited exposure to litera

ture formed the basis of the curriculum. This included, of course, a 

teacher who acknowledged the importance of sufficient opportunity to 

respond to literature. 

A teacher and classroom so oriented was selected as that of an 

acquaintance from a children's literature class taught by Dr. Kathy 

Short the previous summer. Not only was the investigator made aware 

of this teacher's theories and practices through many professionally 

oriented discussions, but these conversations also revealed her class

room to be heterogeneously grouped in both academic, cultural, and 

socioeconomic regards. 

Thus, the setting for this investigation was a seventh grade 

classroom in Tucson, Arizona. This class was one of four taught by the 

same teacher. The choice of which classroom to observe was left to the 

investigator. Since all classes were similar, a second period (10:12 -

11:06) class was selected for reasons of convenience. The selected 

class consisted of 27 students—11 boys and 16 girls. 

As mentioned earlier, the class was heterogeneously grouped 

academically, socioeconomically, and culturally. Ranging in ages from 

11 to 13, Hispanic, African-American, and Caucasian students composed 

the class. Although no general information was obtained concerning 
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reading abilities of individual students, all students seemed able to 

read the literature that was selected by the teacher. The teacher did 

express concern over one student who was receiving extra help during 

one period of the day. For most students it seemed this was the first 

time a teacher had acknowledged their transactional response to liter

ature. This was indicated by teacher comments and observations con

cerning the students' needs to retell and rely on detail when discuss

ing stories and their frequent desire to produce exactly what the 

teacher expected when completing assignments. 

The teacher shared with the observer that compared to her other 

three classes, this particular class was more verbal, sharing and 

contributing freely in discussion; however, they were the least 

responsible about turning in written work. By looking at the charts 

indicating work completed for each class, this was apparent. Although 

students were not assigned a specific seat, most students during the 

observation time sat in or near the same seat. By observing the 

social interaction, this seating, as would be expected, was selected 

according to friendships. 

Time Frame 

The observations done within this study took place over a 3-month 

period. Spring break occurred halfway through the observational 

period, but as it consisted of only 3 school days plus a weekend, the 

normal routine and environment were basically undisturbed. Assessment 

testing using the Iowa Test of Basic Skills took place within this 

period of time; however, continuity of the study was not disturbed as 
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each class still met each day in a shortened period, and the classroom 

activity for those days seemed to offset any stress which may have 

been experienced by students. 

The number of days each week that the investigator was in the 

classroom is shown in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Number of Observations 

Days Days 
Week Observed Week observed 

1 5 7 4 
2 4 8 5 
3 4 9 4 
4 3 10 4 
5 3 11 2 
6 5 12 1 

To get a complete picture of student response, the investigator 

was only absent on days the teacher and she both felt would not yield 

any new insight to response. Examples of activities on days missed 

were when a substitute was to be present and students would be doing 

individual work or when an assembly was held during second period. 

The two days in week 11 included rehearsal and actual presentation of 

their play before the sixth grade class. The single day in week 12 

involved completion of a questionnaire by students following an expla

nation by the investigator. 

Table 2 shows the main activities composing the curriculum during 
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the period of observation. 

Table 2 

Main Classroom Activities Purina Observation Period 

Week 1 
Class finished discussion on: 

"X: A Fabulous Child's Story" 
Worksheet on metaphors, etc. 
Discussion of folklore 
Writing: "Home is . . . ." 

Week 2 
Teacher read book and whole class discussed: 

The Girl Who Loved Wild Horses 
Class read and discussed poem from: 

The Girl Who Loved Wild Horses 
Groups discuss Lobel's Fables without accompanying morals 

Week 3 
Groups select animal masks, create and act out fable 
Teacher read book and whole class discussed: 

Bringing the Rain to Kapiti Place 

Week 4 
Teacher read book and whole class discussed: 

Princess Furball 
Groups read book and discuss stories from: 

American Tall Tales 
Teacher read book and class discussed: 

Ami go 

Week 5 
Keep list of proverbs from various cultures: 

respond orally in class 
Start 2 week folklore project; 

Written response to 20 stories or poems 

Week 6 
Continue with folklore project; 

Respond orally to one 
Respond non-orally to one 
Write folklore from own family 
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Week 7 
(Shortened class periods due to Iowa skills testing) 
View and class discussion on video: 

Into the Woods 

Week 8 
Written interview with W. John Shakespeare 
Letter to W. Shakespeare 
Teacher lecture and class discussion on language of 

Shakespeare 
Create a rebus of a famous Shakespearean line 
View and class discussion on video: 

Henrv Winkler Meets William Shakespeare 

Week 9 
Worksheet on characters 
Teacher lecture and class discussion on: 

A Midsummer Night's Dream 
Groups read and discuss: 

A Midsummer Night's Dream 
Assign parts for play presentation 

Week 10 
Respond to characters within play 
Rehearse play 

Week 11 
Perform play for sixth grade 

Week 12 
Questionnaire 

Collection of Data 

Descriptive notes were recorded daily in as much detail as possi

ble. These field notes included descriptions of the environment and 

of the lesson planned for the day. Student and teacher comments and 

reactions were also noted. Some whole class discussions were noted in 

detail; others were described generally, noting the instructional 

approach and overall response of class. An example of this is a 
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lecture approach when the teacher is filling in teacher-perceived gaps 

in students' schema and students are giving limited short answers. 

Although audiotapes were used in small group discussion, they were not 

useful in large group nor in small group when all small groups met 

within the same classroom. Background noise prohibited discussions 

from being understood. 

Small group discussions were noted by field notes when effective

ness of taping was a factor. On two occasions the investigator took a 

small group outside the classroom in order to tape the group discus

sion. This was done several weeks into the observation period as 

students were then accustomed to the observer listening to their 

discussions. 

The choice of which group to join for observation was made 

according to the following criteria: 

a. Every student was to be observed in a group over the course 

of the study; a checklist insured that each child was visited. 

b. Groups were chosen according to their apparent high level of 

enthusiasm and interest as they organized themselves and began to 

discuss. 

c. If the students in the first choice of groups had been 

visited, the second most attractive group was observed. 

Any written work which involved response of any kind to the 

literature, videos, and discussions was collected and analyzed. This 

information was invaluable in that the students indicated more freedom 

of response on the privacy of their paper, as well as not being influ

enced in initial responses by what others were saying. 



36 

Pictures were taken of students art work displayed on walls. 

Also assessment charts used to help students keep track of completed 

work were photographed for documentation. 

A teacher interview (see Appendix A) was recorded and then tran

scribed. This interview was informative concerning her goals of 

teaching, as well as the theoretical underpinning for her actions. 

Questions for the interview were written prior to the interview, but 

the course of conversation was allowed to wander and includes areas 

that the teacher wanted mentioned. 

At the end of the observed units of study, a questionnaire was 

given to students to answer. The investigator clarified any items not 

understood and emphasized that the answers be kept concise. The ques

tionnaire (Appendix B) attempted to assess the students' attitudes 

toward the literature they had studied and why they felt this way. 

Other questions related to classroom practices that might influence 

their responses in class. 

Throughout the study, the investigator continually reflected on 

reader response theory to explain observed activities and procedures. 

Frequently, this required further professional reading following 

observations. For example, the creation of original fables using 

masks seemingly supported Rosenblatt's suggestion to not limit the 

form in which response may be given. As this activity did not involve 

the immediate response of the reading of a text, the investigator 

again read sections of Literature as Exploration (1983) to be reminded 

that in writing original works, the author, authors as the case was 
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here, is the first to respond to the creation. The continuous linking 

of theory and practice helped form the basis for this observational 

study. 

Analysis of Data 

The significance of student response was evident when one exam

ines the context in which the responses were made. The investigator, 

therefore, selected descriptive elements of the classroom which played 

an important role in the response and interaction among students and 

teacher. The description of the classroom environment and of the 

curriculum, it was hoped, would create a sense of the instructional 

and social context, which would directly affect reader response. 

Following the description of the environment and curriculum, the 

student responses to various activities were examined. Chronological 

order was used because the curriculum was specifically planned: the 

folklore and poetry elements would precede the introduction to 

Shakespeare to prepare students for Shakespeare's language and charac

ters . 

The student responses in each activity were analyzed, and in 

several instances specific categories of response were stated by the 

investigator. Field notes from whole-class lectures and discussions 

were also recorded and analyzed for elements of response or lack of 

response. Student responses were then examined in light of contextual 

characteristics—both those that were in keeping with nurturing the 

transactional response to literature and those that were not. 

The teacher interview was transcribed and the main idea of each 
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topic discussed was selected to represent her theoretical belief on 

that particular topic. Another educator also read the interview to 

verify the investigator's selection. The findings from the interview 

were then correlated with the observed classroom practices to provide 

evidence of the teacher's theoretical underpinning in classroom prac

tice. Responses on the student questionnaire were evaluated and used 

to support the findings and implications. 

Summary 

A seventh grade language arts classroom whose teacher uses a 

literature-based curriculum was the setting for this descriptive 

study. The class was observed during second period throughout a 

12-week period. Data were collected in the form of field notes, 

written responses of students, audiotapings, teacher interview, stu

dent questionnaire, and documentary pictures of art work. The data 

were analyzed for evidence of the transactional theory of reader 

response in the classroom. This evidence and the context surrounding 

it were described to inform teachers of reader response theory within 

the natural classroom setting and to imply ways it may be nurtured. 
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Chapter IV 

Description of Observations and Data Analysis 

Classroom Environment: 

The environment of any classroom influences the instruction and 

learning that occurs. The depth and type of student response evoked 

rely heavily on the many characteristics of the language arts class

room. Observing this environment and the existing instructional 

context reveals valuable information concerning the responding reader. 

An initial observation of the teacher's classroom communicated a 

sense of student ownership. Displayed about the room were various 

groupings of art—responses to literature studies. Charts were posted 

that itemized each process activity horizontally across the top. 

Vertically were listed the names of students within the class followed 

by a check for each completed activity. Students were faced daily, by 

means of the chart, with the responsibility of completing work. Many 

adolescent books were available for free reading as well as assigned 

reading. Students were free to get needed supplies, being well aware 

how their classroom was organized. 

Class decision making was also evidence of ownership. Such 

decisions as whether or not to finish watching a particular video, 

which character to be in a play, which books to read for an assign

ment, what type "extension" of literature to use to reflect on read

ing, and selection of groups members placed responsibility in control 

of the students. At no time did this observer see this responsibility 

abused. Decisions concerning daily curriculum were made with the best 
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interest of class in mind. 

Decisions that remained in control of the teacher included the 

overall selection of literature to be studied and the various 

approaches and activities to be used. This is in keeping with the 

teacher's metaphor of her role as a tour guide. In the teacher inter

view, she speaks of her responsibility to point out certain important 

aspects of literature. Deciding on the structure of the curriculum is 

not a student choice; however, within this structure are opportunities 

for students to make decisions. Other teacher appropriate decisions 

concerned rules of conduct and at times the form for essays. While 

the students were free to approach a topic any way they wished infor-

mationally, the teacher believed that students frequently needed a 

specific format to place their ideas in a coherent order. 

The teacher reserved the right in some matters to decide if she 

would make a particular decision or place that decision in the hands 

of students, depending on the expected outcome. For example, when 

organizing into student selected groups, as would be expected, the 

students migrated toward their friends. Because of the social nature 

of discussion groups, the teacher knew this would be the result. 

Therefore, she used a variety of ways to group students, often based 

on the requirements of the assignment. Because students did fre

quently have the opportunity to pick their working partners, they did 

not seem to mind teacher-selected or randomly selected groups. Within 

any of the groups, the members were in control of organizing to accom

plish the assignment. 
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Another immediate observation of this particular classroom was a 

direct reflection of Rosenblatt's suggested criteria for establishing a 

responding environment. "The classroom situation and the relationship 

with the teacher should create a feeling of security" (Probst, 1990, 

p. 33). It should be comfortable, non-combative, no winners and 

losers, and investigation and exploration should be of greater impor

tance than correctness and conformity. These characteristics describe 

well the observed environment, as the teacher attempted to create a 

sense of community. 

A sense of order prevailed within the classroom. The fact that 

many student responses were usually given during questioning and 

discussing is indicative of the fact that risk-taking was a common

place happening. Even though some ideas seemed a bit extreme, they 

were nevertheless presented for contemplation by students and teacher. 

Group activities were frequent occurrences, and as mentioned earlier, 

students seemed comfortable with any number or variety of people. 

When the observer visited these groups, all seemed to be on task, 

beginning the discussion or planning another form of response. 

Another evidence of student security was obvious when each stu

dent had to (a) act out a fable as a group and (b) individually 

present either a story or poem to the class giving it the student's 

interpretation. Even the lowest achieving student who had spoken only 

a word or two, did not hesitate to read his poem, despite the effort 

it took. I was impressed with this aspect of the environment. This 

was truly a place where students could safely test their ideas. 
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This concept of a risk-free environment is directly related to 

the mentioned community of learners. These students appeared repre

sentative of such a community because they seemed eager and willing to 

share ideas and listen to the ideas of others. The discussions within 

the teacher's classroom flowed smoothly as one child's thought linked 

to the thoughts of another. Small groups, rather than large, were 

more successful at including all children, as people in general are 

more willing to take risks, as well as find a space of time in which 

they can contribute, in small groups. 

The teacher attempted to draw out responses of the quiet child by 

rotating the responsibilities within the group so that within any 

group, every child at some time was the recorder (if one was needed), 

and every child must speak or respond to others concerning what they 

were reading. All appeared comfortable working in this framework, 

despite the diversity of backgrounds and personalities. 

Another observation of the teacher's classroom was that the pace 

was slow enough to accommodate responding students. Reader response 

forces teachers to go slower (Albrecht, 1989). Time is needed to 

think and reflect on these thoughts. Reader response can be rigorous 

and demanding; it can be fascinating or exhausting or both. It 

involves consideration of the text, one's self, the readings of 

others, analysis, and production of the reader's own understanding 

(Probst, 1988). Time is essential. 

In several instances, a written response of a few words or 

sentences preceded discussion in this seventh grade class. As many of 

these students were having their first real experiences at encouraged 
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reader response and literature discussion this school year, this time 

of personal crystallization was very important. It is all too easy 

for them to wait for the response of others. Academics are not the 

main focus of students at this age, however, practical and useful 

information to which they can relate does hold their attention. The 

initial response shows them that literature is applicable and reflec

tive of their experiences, despite the diverse mixture of cultural 

backgrounds. 

This slower pace is evident also in the teacher's "wait" time in 

responding and assessing the student response. In writing responses 

to folklore, many students used five lines or so of retelling to 

finally give their response in three lines. The teacher said she must 

remember to be patient in that many of the students must feel safe 

before they tell their response. If, she gives them time—waits 

through a bit of the retelling—frequently they give their response. 

They find safety in a bit of retelling. In addition, "their response 

is connected to that retelling—it builds from those details" 

(K. Short, personal communication, Hay 6, 1991). 

Overall, the environment was not one of a transmission nature, 

but collaborative. A sharing of ideas and learning set the precedent 

for discussion, although discussion was not always the interplay and 

exchange of ideas that follows its own course. Frequently the discus

sion was quite teacher-directed, although individual responses were 

elicited through questioning which required an individual, personal 

answer. This more controlled discussion was observed most frequently 
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in large group situations. Response-based teaching is not always the 

case in classrooms, and many children do not come from an academic 

environment in which they have learned discussion skills. Although a 

teacher may realize the course a genuine discussion should take, she 

may need to interject a certain amount of guidance as a training 

measure to ensure critical reflection of the students' initial 

responses to their reading. 

Justification for a teacher's occasional seemingly one-sided 

discussions are expressed by Early and Ericson (1988) in discussing 

the impact of prior knowledge on reader response. Thus the teacher's 

role is to activate student's prior knowledge of, say, a particular 

time and place or of how people act under certain circumstances. The 

teacher has two reasons for prereading discussions: first to help 

students marshal their resources; second, to test out gaps in prior 

knowledge that might be better filled before reading than after confu

sion sets in (p. 33). It is difficult to dispute the concept of 

marshaling resources. However, it is questionable to what degree 

"gaps" should be filled before response. A particular reader's 

response may not include these gaps, as he/she may focus on a differ

ent aspect of the topic. During the course of student discussion 

following response, these gaps may be filled by other students during 

interaction. Students learn from students and value each other as a 

resource. On the other hand, students may miss some critical aspect, 

and the teacher may feel the need to inform them. Through collabora

tive discussion, teacher and students learning together, the teacher 

may fill the gaps. 
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Present in every classroom is the concept of assessment. The way 

this concept is viewed by both teacher and student has great impact on 

response in the classroom. Although assessment will again be men

tioned in the description of the teacher's theoretical basis for 

planning, this investigator observed a successful process-oriented 

system which gave ownership and responsibility to the students, as 

mentioned in the first part of this section. The charts, obvious on 

the wall, were daily reminders that certain work had still not been 

completed. At any time a student could reference the chart to be sure 

all work was accounted for, the only deadline being the end of the 

quarter. Awareness of the continuous flow of activities, as well as 

regular progress reports sent home helped to assure that students did 

not get completely behind. The students were given time to think and 

freedom from feeling that they must respond according to the teacher's 

wishes. 

In terms of environment, this teacher had established the proper 

atmosphere for evidence of transactional reader response. Students 

were given ownership, a sense of security and community, essential 

time to respond, and guidance to reflect. The stage was set for 

responding readers. 

Curriculum and Practices 

During the 12-week period of observing this seventh grade lan

guage arts class, the curriculum consisted of a folklore study, both 

narrative prose and poetry, that led into an introductory unit on 

Shakespeare. The time-frame for observation was not chosen for the 
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study of these particular genre, however, the appropriateness of this 

subject matter to the middle school curriculum helped in evidencing 

reader response naturally in a non-contrived situation. 

The choice of poetry and folklore leading up to an introductory 

study of the drama of Shakespeare and ultimately reading and acting 

out a play was made to create a comprehensive curriculum within this 

seventh grade. Concerning folklore, Bosma (1981) says that folktales 

are a good unit of study for middle school students because they are 

predictable, include stock characters, and have adventure, humor, and 

rich language. It is normally quite motivating as student interest 

level is high in at least one of many existing forms of folklore. 

Once a student responds, the reflection on such literature directly 

correlates with the educational objective of increasing cultural 

awareness. 

Zancanella (1987) says that poetry in the seventh grade can be 

used to have children reflect on their past and create a meaningful 

connection between their past and present. This is important during 

this time of growth, as a connection can be made between childhood and 

adulthood as they experience poetry. In The Child As Critic. Sloan 

(1984) stresses the importance and primacy of poetry. Poetry, she 

says, is nearer to the natural mode of expression than prose. Chil

dren's language is filled with rhythm, repetition, puns, metaphor, 

simile, and analogy. Another example of poetry being a more natural 

way of expression than prose is that poetry is found in the simplest 

societies compared to the more specialized development of prose. 
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Poetry, therefore, is a natural literary form for the responding 

seventh grade reader. 

Drama is not always included in the middle school curriculum. 

Karabas and Leinwein (1985) suggest it is needed, for "through drama, 

students can discover what is meant by being human. Drama also spurs 

imagination, insight, reflection, and self-knowledge" {p. 3). This 

initial experience with Shakespeare's drama began with an introduction 

to the man himself as well as historical information. The teacher led 

a discussion of characters and famous lines, as well as allowed stu

dents to interpret lines in small groups. As the approach to informa

tion here was interpretive, the student responses were efferent. The 

intent of the teacher was to provide a background schema for 

Shakespeare. This background, one would think, would be quite valu

able in future years when students were confronted with reading 

Shakespearean drama. 

This unit culminated in the reading of a young person's version 

of A Midsummer Night's Dream. The original words of Shakespeare were 

used, although sections were edited. Students were able to further 

reflect on this reading of A Hidsummer Night's Dream by the in-process 

play they performed before visiting sixth graders. While their 

production more closely resembled reader's theater, they were 

encouraged by the teacher to become the character they were playing 

and act accordingly. 

In The Reader, the Text, the Poem (1978), Rosenblatt has made 

specific reference to the texts of plays. "Without rejecting the idea 

that plays are usually written to be ultimately acted, I still insist 
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that before they are acted they must be read—first by the author 

evoking his intended work and, second, by the director and the actors, 

who before they interpret must go through the process "... (of 

evoking a poem) (p. 13). She also states later that a work can be 

experienced at different points on the efferent/aesthetic continuum. 

The same reader can read the same text from either an efferent stance 

or an aesthetic stance. Even if Shakespeare is read from a more 

efferent stance—directed by the teacher—the same or similar texts 

can be later enjoyed and appreciated aesthetically, having overcome 

some of the hurdles to enjoying Shakespeare. 

The most obvious characteristic of the way lessons were planned 

around the three mentioned genre was intertextuality. Within the 

lessons this teacher had planned for her students, intertextuality was 

abundant. Using a variety of genre, themes, settings, verse struc

ture, and characters, as well as visual experiences, a common thread 

was woven through each lesson during the 2 months in which her class 

was observed. Each lesson called upon students to think and relate, 

and frequently noted were responses displaying intertextuality that 

were unsolicited by the teacher. One example was obvious when 

discussing the setting for A Midsummer Night's Dream. As characters 

were said to go into the woods, several students softly began singing 

the theme to Into the Woods, a video they had seen following their 

study of folklore. This combination and extension of popular fairy 

tales had been greatly enjoyed by them, as will be discussed later. 
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Another example is the evidence of relating folk stories with 

similar themes. Frequently the same theme was discovered as several 

group and individual activities were accomplished. These themes were 

found in a mixture of literature coming from various genre and 

cultural backgrounds. 

In keeping with Rosenblatt's idea to not restrict student 

responses to a particular form, the teacher has allowed for a variety 

of responses to the literature being experienced. Not only did she 

acknowledge the importance of both oral and written response, but she 

encouraged reflections on response through art, drama, music, webbing, 

and a variety of other reading extensions. Specific examples of this 

will be given in the section of this chapter dealing with student 

response. 

Summary. The curriculum designed for the twelve week period of 

observation consisted of poetry, folklore, and drama. Intertextuality 

strengthened and expanded the common threads which were woven through

out the studies. Included in these resources were a variety of folk 

narratives in both picture book and chapter book form, poetry, drama, 

video, and art forms. Activities included both large and small group 

discussions, creating original fables and folklore, acting out 

A Midsummer Night's Dream written with original lines especially for 

young people, and art creations such as drawings, collages, rebuses, 

and mobiles. More detail concerning these activities is given in the 

section on student responses. 
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Theoretical Beliefs of the Teacher. 

The teacher frequently displayed specific approaches to the 

teaching of literature which were in keeping with her theoretical 

beliefs. In order to clarify these, an interview was audiotaped and 

transcribed in which specific questions concerning her beliefs were 

asked and other information was gathered that she wished to discuss. 

The interview transcript is in Appendix A, and the following state

ments summarize her answers. 

a. Making connections. The overall objective of my classroom 

teaching is helping students to make a connection between their lives 

and the world of literature. The teacher must constantly be inquiring 

as to whether students are making a connection or not, did they read 

the material, and what process did they use to get to that particular 

connection. 

b. Understanding theme. Getting students to understand the 

idea of theme is having them develop the ability to answer the follow

ing questions: What is the connection between this piece of writing 

and you? What do the two of you have in common? What can you draw 

from it that affects your life or has an impact on your life? 

c. Teacher's role. The role of the teacher in a literature-

based classroom can be described as a guide, a facilitator, a mentor, 

and sometimes a disciplinarian in terms of being sure there is really 

a connection being made to the reading. As a guide, the teacher 

points out facets of literature that should be acknowledged or 

recognized, but she is also receptive to interest and questions gener

ated by others in areas not previously considered. 
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d. Individuality of reading. Each time you read a book, you 

connect in different ways depending on your experience. A teacher 

does not have final authority concerning one's reading experience. 

There is no right and wrong. 

e. Stance. Within the literature class I encourage more the 

aesthetic stance. When working with the social studies teacher, the 

reading becomes more factual due to a need for accuracy. 

f. Anachronisms. Through discussing and modeling, a historical 

framework can be established to avoid students being misguided by 

anachronisms. 

g. Choice of literature. In choosing literature, I have always 

chosen stories about or narrated by adolescents. 

h. Picture books. I read a lot aloud to students, including 

picture books that are usually chosen thematically. The real sense of 

immediacy adds to the enjoyment of these books. Students enjoy these 

at their level and frequently seek out other stories by the same 

author to read on their own. 

i. Considerations in use of the written response pro.iect. In 

using a project such as the folklore project (described in the section 

on student response) in which the teacher is evoking the "poem" 

created in reading, many students made connections with other things 

they had read or seen. Two issues are to be considered: (1) their 

individual backgrounds and training and (2) the time required to 

assess numerous responses per student. Responding to each other may 

help the time constraint. 
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j. Assessment. Assessment should be determined by growth of 

the individual allowing each person the chance to earn an A. With 

emphasis on process, students can always improve grades they don't 

like. Ideally, descriptive assessment is preferred if given time to 

do so by the school district. 

Having just described classroom environment and curriculum, it is 

obvious that many of these beliefs are fulfilled in this teacher's 

classroom practices. As the classroom interaction and student 

response is discussed, one should gain greater understanding of how 

the instructional context affects reader response. 

Student Response 

The purpose of this study was to identify evidence of transac

tional responses and examine what instructional contexts nurture these 

responses. Since students are continuously responding transaction-

ally, specific examples of these responses may help increase teachers' 

awareness of this type of response. Further, by looking at both oral 

and written responses of seventh graders in light of the instructional 

contexts of various assignments, one can also better understand the 

conditions that nurture these responses. 

The first week of observation in this class was directed toward 

establishing an awareness of the physical environment, as well as 

making the observer an expected daily member of the classroom. As 

this week consisted of the class finishing some previous work and the 

teacher directing a study of metaphors that included students creating 

their own metaphors, reader responses to whole works of literature 
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were not possible. It was noted, however, that students spontaneously 

answered questions posed by the teacher. There was no hesitancy to 

volunteer on the part of most class members. This particular study of 

metaphors was to prepare for the folklore, poetry, and Shakespeare 

drama unit that followed. 

A discussion of folklore was also held during the first week. 

Students were invited to give examples of the various types of litera

ture that belong to the category of folklore. Many volunteers men

tioned fables, folk tales, fairy tales, tall tales, myths, and 

legends. Several students attempted to explain the main differences 

between the various forms, and discussion followed as to just what 

characterizes folklore. The teacher concluded by emphasizing that the 

important thing is that there is a whole body of literature called 

folklore. 

The first observed responses to whole pieces of literature 

involved a poem which was printed at the end of The Girl Who Loved 

Wild Horses. The teacher had read this book at the close of class. 

The following day each student was given a copy of the poem from the 

book. Many students volunteered to read the poem. Following the 

reading of the poem, the teacher asked questions concerning metaphor--

"horses danced, graceful, fluid". She asked whether dancing was only 

graceful movement. One student answered that a pattern was needed, to 

which another student replied, "What about slow dancing?" 

The poem was reread, and some lines were analyzed as to terms 

they contained—"fetlock", "eagles", "trailing like cloud". One 

student commented that the author uses things over and over. To which 
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the teacher asked, "What type of literature uses lots of repetition?" 

Poetry was the answer given by several students. The teacher then 

asked them to explain why this poem is folklore? Answers included the 

fact that it was handed down—there was no known author. Students 

then were asked to compare this horse to the one in The Girl Who Loved 

Wild Horses. The response was a few phrases concerning physical 

characteristics and the human qualities given to the horse in the 

story. This discussion and response exemplified efferent response. 

Although students were not prompted to make either efferent or 

aesthetic responses, the questions asked called for efferent searching 

of the text just read. 

The next day's activities revolved around Arthur Lobel's Fables. 

Packets containing copies of five different fables were given to each 

of seven groups. These fables did not have the moral at the bottom 

which is present in the actual copy of his book. In this instance, 

students were allowed to choose their own groups. According to the 

teacher this worked out quite well, except for one particular group. 

This group consisted of two boys and two girls who were quiet, none of 

whom were leaders in group discussions. While these students seemed 

to be accepted by others in the class, they happened to be the group 

left when the more outspoken students selected friends, who were also 

"leaders" to make up their groups. 

Groups were given the choice as to whether to read orally or 

silently before discussing. This last group was the only one to read 

silently. While most groups worked totally on their own, the teacher 
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was compelled to help this one because there was little interaction 

taking place. Although the teacher believed it was important for 

students to choose their own groups, this situation exemplified a 

reason she reserved the right to arrange them herself. As students 

create knowledge and control learning through small group interaction, 

a mixture of the more outspoken students with the quiet ones was 

perceived by the teacher to be needed. 

The assignment involved reading the five one page fables and 

discussing each as having the characteristics of a fable and/or folk

lore. They were to make something—web, outline, etc.—that demon

strated the elements the story has of a fable. On the bottom of this 

drawing, they were to write a moral for the story. Each person in 

each group was responsible for doing the paperwork for at least one 

fable. 

The observer visited with two groups during this activity which 

took place over two class periods. One story, "The Bad Kangaroo" was 

about a young kangaroo who created so much trouble that the principal 

decided to visit his home. He found that the bad habits were merely 

copied from the kangaroos parents. The responses of one group to "The 

Bad Kangaroo" was as follows: 

Katie: understanding people's culture 

Kim: fable — Kangaroos don't go to school. 
And kangaroos don't live in houses. 
don't throw spitballs. 
don't play tricks. 

Kim: don't sit at tables. 
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Katie: don't sit in the living room. 

don't sit in chairs. 
don't. . . . 

Angie: The moral should be like -- something 
like — don't judge too quickly. 

Katie: Don't judge a book by its cover. 
All things are things. Pigs are pigs. 

Angie: The family is odd to the principal. 

Kim: Parents should get a good example. 

Angie: Don't teach children things. 

Kim: Don't grow up in a kangaroo family. 

Moral: Accept others for who they are. 

One child was recording, so only three were speaking in this 

discussion. Although this group had failed to include the diagram, 

the information the teacher wanted was included in the group written 

response. It is interesting to note in their initial written comments 

one sentence which read, "Interesting because you'd expect the parents 

to not act the same as the bad kangaroo and set a good example for 

him." This actually contained the moral. Their thinking was right on 

target as far as what was probably intended by Lobel. If one notes 

several morals that were marked out before they decided on one stat

ing, "Accept others for whom they are", one finds, "Parents should set 

good examples." It appears that these students are searching for the 

"expected" answer, evidence, perhaps of years of past training. In so 

doing they failed to recognize the moral, even when it surfaced in 

their conversation. Their search exemplifies efferent responding. 

Another story concerned an ostrich in love who did everything he 
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could to prepare to impress a young lady, but he was too shy in the 

end to even speak to her. A second group's conversation is as 

follows: 

Kris: That's stupid. What's the point? 

Kate: That's stupid. Don't jump to conclusions. 

Kris: Don't think so such of someone else that 
you forget yourself 

Tabby: No, (pause) Courage. 

Kate: In order to accomplish your dreams you 
must not be shy (pause) go for it. 

Kris: That's good. 

Tabby: Qualities of the ostrich are dedication, 
shyness. 

Kris: That's good. 

Kate: Doesn't believe in self. 

Tabby: Determination. 

Kate: Low self-esteem. 

Ann: Confidence. 

Tabby: Low confidence (pause) and desperate. 

Kate: No. 

Kris: Maybe, love for other people who are 
not like him. 

(A short discussion on whether or not the lady was an ostrich. ) 

Kris: He didn't think she liked him. 

Observer: I thought he would go to the park and after all his 
preparation, find her with another guy. 

All agreed they thought this, too. 
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Although the group began discussing morals, they changed their 

thoughts to the qualities of the ostrich, not why this is a fable. 

They seemed interested in his desire to win this young lady. This 

plot naturally had appeal for adolescent girls who are beginning to be 

interested in boyfriends. Aesthetic response seemed to be as evident 

as the efferent response to the teacher's assignment. The observer's 

comment at the very end was held until the discussion was over because 

she anticipated this comment to come from the group. Before the 

sentence was completed, all were agreeing that they, too, sensed this 

would happen although it didn't. 

Both of these groups seemed to be responding somewhere in the 

middle of the continuum between efferent and aesthetic. There were 

evidences of their own opinions, and yet they were tasked with reach

ing conclusions on the information. Various factors affect whether 

the aesthetic response of students is nurtured. The familiar format 

of a fable can immediately place their minds in an efferent stance 

since they know a fable must have a moral. This can happen no matter 

how the teacher approaches the assignment. Another factor is that of 

assignments given before an initial time of personal response. The 

instructional context focused on efferent stance—seeking information 

—not the students as readers. 

The next folklore assignment was that of creating a fable. In 

groups of 4 to 6, students were randomly called to the front to select 

a mask. There were two sets of fifteen different animal masks, all 

quite lifelike and colorful. Once the random selection was made, 

students were allowed to trade if they wanted; however, after this 
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trading time, they were to keep the mask they had and work with their 

group to create a fable which included all of the animals in the 

group. A class period was spent creating the fable and part of 

another in rehearsing them. Each fable was presented before the 

class, and the class was to guess the moral. 

During this activity students were reflecting on previous 

responses much the same as if they were drawing, creating mobiles or 

collages, or sculpturing clay. Throughout their simple, but well 

thought through scripts were evidences of previous items read combined 

with cultural references and personal feelings. Given the freedom and 

opportunity to respond and create, students did not lack ideas. 

Rosenblatt (1978) speaks of a play being first read by its author as 

he/she evokes the work implying that this creation is aesthetic 

transactional reader response. 

Each fable was presented with little hesitancy before the class 

by the group who authored it. The teacher made notes for assessment 

and feedback to each group. While all groups presented different and 

interesting fables, two groups' fables will be mentioned here. 

A fox, cat, bear, and lion were the main characters in a story of 

how each animal was placed in position of king only to be dethroned by 

the others for imposing too much work on the others. In the end they 

decide to all be kings and live their own lives. As the class guessed 

the moral, such answers as the following were mentioned: everybody is 

not perfect; if you give someone too much power they get bossy, too 

much of a good thing isn't good; and do unto others as you would have 
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them do to you. The teacher then said, "It reminds me of the saying, 

'All power corrupts absolute power."' The variety of responses 

indicated the involvement of the class, also indicated by their 

complete attention being given to the skit. 

The presentation and characterization of this fable was one of 

the best, and yet while speaking with the teacher following the class, 

the individuals involved began the school year as low achievers in 

terms of attempting and turning in work. In her opinion they had 

progressed greatly, and for a couple, this was a real accomplishment. 

Of real interest was the fitting role of characters—while the person

ality of the animal suited the play, it also was representative of the 

person playing it. This group also related the fable to the present 

and their own experiences by including "pool parties" and "soap 

operas." Personal experience is also an aspect of intertextuality. 

The investigator couldn't help but think that just as Lobel had mod

ernized and added a touch of humor to Aesop, so these students had 

created their version, yet a step apart from others. 

Another fable was created using a tiger, panther, fox, bat, and 

owl. The tiger and panther were arguing over food, and the fox said 

to split it. The bat is flying around observing. The four go their 

separate ways but meet again later. The bat was old and fell, and as 

they all went down together to help him, an owl was formed. While it 

was obvious the group had planned this well and had specific reasons 

for the events, they could not give a moral. The class and teacher, 

however, responded with the idea that through cooperation the group 

became wise, or cooperation made the group become as one. The group 
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was able to create a fable which was symbolic to them and, perhaps, 

based on more than just previously read fables. Their story had a 

sense of symbolism seen in the unity of the characters at the end, and 

the observer feels the group had some definite ideas they wanted to 

get across. Perhaps they were a little unsure of their "moral" and 

were waiting for a class member to say the right thing. While all 

groups had been given ample time to respond among themselves, this 

might in one sense exemplify Rosenblatt's call to be sure students 

have time for the ". . . initial crystallization of a personal sense 

of the work" (Rosenblatt, 1978, p. 69). 

The use of picture books played an important role in the curricu

lum of this seventh grade. As was mentioned in the teacher beliefs, 

students responded to picture books as they understood the story at 

this particular developmental point in their lives. When they heard 

an old favorite they were surprised at the different meaning it held 

for them now compared to years ago. Their body language showed 

involvement as well as their comments and responses following a read

ing. One of the picture books used during the observation period was 

Bringing the Rain to Kapiti Place. The teacher's introductory remarks 

concerned the use of repetition in folktales and the fact that this 

one may remind them of another story. Before the story was complete, 

students voluntarily were chanting the repeated lines with the 

teacher. Immediately following the reading, several students men

tioned that it was similar to "The House that Jack Built" and "There 

Was an Old Woman Who Swallowed a Fly." A brief conversation followed: 
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Teacher: Why is the pattern useful? 

Student A: So you can remember. 

Teacher: This is also the style for . . . 

Student B: Nursery Rhymes 

Teacher : What else helps you remember? 

Student C: Rhyme. 

Student response here reflected intertextuality through relating 

the form of the picture book to texts with similar form. The teacher 

was able to model the reading of a book that students probably would 

not have picked out themselves and yet enjoyed as shown by their 

participation. 

Another picture book that was read made more use of individual 

response. Following the reading of Princess Furball. students were to 

respond in writing with ten single word or single phrases reflecting 

upon the story. This could be done in pairs or individually. Most 

students worked with another. A total of 112 responses were calcu

lated and categorized as shown in Table 3. 

The number of references to facts in the story are largely due to 

two student papers that were totally factual with the exception of a 

reference each to another fairy tale. Also, frequently a student 

would use a fact to recall another response. Evidence of integrating 

facts and personal response is seen in the sample paper in Appendix C. 

The second highest category used in responding—intertextuality— is 

indicative of an attempt to integrate their literary experiences. 

Drawing from their schema . . . "young people operating in Piaget's 
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Table 3 

Responses to Princess Furball 

Number of 
Response Categories Responses 

facts from story — — 46 

intertextuality - reference to other fairy tales — 24 

reference to another historical era -- — 13 

qualities of Furball — — 7 

qualities in general as love, courage — — 5 

universal themes — — 4 

reference to unbelievable / fantasy -- — 4 

reference to animals being killed — — 2 

specific reference to folklore — — 2 

concrete stage of thought are capable of relational and combinational 

procedures, including simple and multiple classification ..." 

(Preisser, Anders, and Flider, 1990, p. 23). Therefore, it is impor

tant that young people are exposed to a wide range of topics and 

genre. Reading aloud can assure this exposure, as well as serve other 

purposes. Students can respond critically in discussions or writing, 

use information in further readings or projects, and improve their own 

fluency from the teacher's modeling (Anders and Levine, 1990). 

The final two activities/projects planned around the reading of 

folklore represent opposite ends of the efferent/aesthetic continuum. 

First, the response to reading centered around American Tall Tales 
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exemplifies efferent response, due again to the assignment given 

before reading. The last folklore activity met the conditions to set 

the stage for aesthetic response. 

Placed in teacher selected groups, each person in the group chose 

a different tale to read. Among those from which to choose were Paul 

Bunyon, Johnny Appleseed, Joe Magarac, and John Henry. Once the tales 

were read, the groups met, and each person was to talk of his tale in 

terms of setting, character, and action or plot. The assignment 

continued, stating that each person should tell the groups what it was 

about and what it does to/for us in terms of American culture. To

gether the group was to make a decision of what the tale has to say 

and what it has in common with the other tales. 

For two days, groups met to orally share their tales. Each 

student had read his/her story with the idea of having to retell and 

state facts from the story, and when sharing, students did exactly 

that. A student recorder made sure at the end of each person's turn 

that at least ten facts were recorded. Six of the seven groups com

pared their characters at the end, and the comparisons showed thought 

and accuracy. A sample paper is shown in Appendix D. The comparisons 

mention courage, strength, a positive attitude, exaggeration and other 

qualities. The group that was being observed when making their con

cluding remarks on the paper to be handed in could not remember for 

sure if they were to do anything after the retellings. They were so 

saturated with absorbing the details of each story that any further 

response was quickly done in order to complete the assignment. Each 
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student was able to learn in detail about tall tale heroes and how 

they compare to each other. However, having been given a specific 

assignment prior to reading, they assumed an efferent stance in their 

attempt to remember facts, and personal response was quite limited. 

The written folklore project which provided opportunity for 

aesthetic response involved each student reading 20 folk tales or 

poems. The source for these tales and poems were from books which the 

teacher collected from the library to use in her room for a few days 

and/or teacher approved sources from home or another library. The 

length of the selections varied; however, the same format was used to 

respond to each of the twenty. This form (see Appendix E) was created 

by the teacher and provided to the students. One poem and one story 

were to be chosen for sharing with the whole class. One sharing was 

done verbally, and the other in any way students so desired except 

verbal. Suggestions given by students were, mobiles, posters, 

dioramas, collages, and sculptures. 

In many respects the organization of this project set the stage 

for aesthetic response. The act of choosing a text is in itself an 

act of response, for in it students are showing preference, based on 

their experience. While a time frame was given within which the 

readings and responses were to be completed, students could work at 

their own pace. The feeling of having to rush to complete the assign

ment was not apparent. The only deadline imposed by the teacher, 

after which she would not accept any more work, was the end of the 

grading period. This characteristic of her approach to assessment 

enabled slower students to complete work thoughtfully and allowed 
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those who had not completed work correctly to do so. Students were 

more inclined to select longer texts, as well as take the time to 

discuss the readings with peers to find recommended books. 

The response sheet (appendix E) merely asked for basic informa

tion, title, source, prose or poetry, type of folklore, and culture, 

followed by main idea (theme), and response. The prompt was "relate 

facts, ideas, significance, information about the culture, things you 

particularly liked or found interesting. Think about the use of 

figurative language and any patterns you notice." In teaching 

response to "theme" the teacher had repeatedly tried to stress, "How 

does the story relate to you?" This class was familiar with the term 

response and knew that it was highly individual. Their response to 

literature was not evaluated as either right or wrong, unless the 

students relied totally on plot summaries with no other linking to any 

issue of the world or themselves, the people in the world. 

With the stage set for aesthetic response, the process of the 

activity yielded information about the response process. Students 

were observed sharing titles, or waiting for a particular book to use 

that another student had recommended. Some were using care in their 

selection of texts. Questions were asked as to whether stories of a 

particular culture were available. 

One incident during the process of responding to this project 

involved the parent of a student. This parent, also a teacher, called 

to inquire about the quality of her son's work for this project. She 

was concerned about the lack of proper "report" format and mechanics. 
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In discussing this with the observer, the teacher said, "I only 

wanted thoughts, responses. I'm not even worried about complete 

sentences. The mother kept saying 'reports.' If this was a formal 

report, I would not have assigned twenty!" 

This particular child actually had more in depth thought in his 

responses than many of his classmates. This incident is just one 

example of the lack of understanding, even among educators, of 

response to text. 

By examining the actual responses of the students, information 

concerning the variety, depth, and most importantly, types—categories 

—of response is revealed. To encourage a love and understanding of 

literature, a teacher must know what literature to present and how to 

nurture a variety of responses about the same selection. By examining 

the responses of students a teacher will be aware of the prompts to 

use as guidance to enhance the reading event. 

Before discussing specific categories of response, it might 

be useful to mention that the folklore response project assessment was 

based on a scale of 1 to 5. The main criteria used was the amount of 

thought and personal feeling in the answer. Grades of a 5, the 

highest score, indicated the respondent attempted to link what he/she 

read with his/her own life, thoughts, and experiences. A frequent 

comment by the teacher on these papers was that of "How does this 

connect to your life?" A lower grade of 2 (no scores of 1 were given) 

indicated that the student merely gave a plot summary. Out of 234 

response papers, 148 received a score of 5, 71 received a score of 4, 

10 received a score of 3, and five received a score of 2. This group 
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of papers represented all class members and was composed of the papers 

that had been turned in and assessed by the beginning of the next 

unit—the introduction to Shakespeare. Frequently a paper would 

contain some plot summary to give a basis for the actual student 

Table 4 

Written Response to Folklore 

Number of 
Response Categories Responses 

Application to real life in general: 116 

Opinion: 63 

Retelling: 55 

Reference to morals, values, etc.: 44 

Application to students own life: 40 

Preference (I liked/disliked..): 39 

Reference to form/structure of work: 37 

Reference to abstracts — love, courage, etc.: 23 

Intertextual reference - books: 20 

music, art, movies, T.V.: 12 

Reference to own visualizing/imagery: 11 

Reminiscing: 11 

Descriptive: 4 

Specific reference to author's purpose: 3 
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response. It, therefore, would receive credit for the response. 

Students were always given the option to rewrite papers. 

Within these 234 papers, the categories shown in Table 4 were 

noted (more than one category could appear on many papers). A 

description of categories using specific examples from student papers 

is in Appendix F. Such a category listing could be a valuable asset 

to curriculum planning. 

Another item of interest is that choices were almost equally 

divided between prose and poetry, although the assignment did not 

specify an equal distribution. Most choices involving culture were 

American with African-American being second most frequently chosen. 

This was probably due to the availability of books through the 

library. Observation of book selection showed students interested in 

and waiting for books from other countries. 

A closer examination of specific responses proves both interest

ing and informative. The following responses of two students to the 

same text, "There's No Such Thing as a Dragon," shows various catego

ries of response as well as the difference in a response receiving a 

5 and one receiving a 2. 

When I was little and I used to read this book, I never 
thouht of it like a lesson to notice people. It really is 
important to notice people because when you don't, it feels 
like nobody cares about you. That's happened to me a mil
lion times. I'll say hi to people in the hall but they 
don't say anything back. Sometimes I think that I called 
someone by the wrong name or maybe I thought I said hi and I 
really didn't. The most important part to this story is to 
notice people. 

The response above evidences both application to life in general and 



70 

to the student's life, reminiscing, and opinion. The response below 

received a 2 due to retelling rather than responding in a personal way. 

I think since nobody would believe in a dragon and one 
showed up in your house, you couldn't just say there's no 
such thing as a dragon then its right in front of you eat
ing, then you couldn't say thers no such thing. Thats what 
the mother said. I didn't understand why the dragon shrunk 
after being real big. He shrunk down two a kitten size, 
which was where he started of at. The pictures also showed 
lots of detail. That was neat. 

Although one might argue that this perhaps is the only way this 

student knew to respond, the teacher was well aware of this particular 

student's capabilities, and since the teacher assesses according to 

individual achievement, she was aware that this student had not given 

attention to instructions—prompts—to help guide responding. Aware

ness of each student's capabilities is of extreme importance in 

assessing response. 

The following poem was written by a seventh grader in Arizona and 

was in the state poetry anthology that was made available for student 

use during this project. 

Confused 

I want to grow up. 
Really I do. 
Of course I do. 
Maybe I do. 
Do I? 
O.K. then, 
I want to stay young, 
Yes I do. 
Sure I do. 
Maybe I do. 
Do I? 
Grow up I must. 
Stay young I can't. 
Why, but why must that be? 
Gone is grade school. 
Here is Junior High. 
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Why am I so unhappy? 
Two responses to this poem will show how it meets varying needs of two 

teens coping with growing up. The first response is one in which the 

student is able to relate the poem to the confusion in her own mind 

associated with growing up. 

This poem explains the desicions teenagers have to make and 
that she is very confused. 'Confused' also is relating to 
how people make desicions and then change them. Everyday 
teenagers make-up their minds and then change them such as 
what to wear that particular day. Teenagers must change at 
least 3 times a day or they stand in their closets for about 
half an hour. What this poem is telling about is growing up 
and wheater she wants to or not most teenagers do at first 
but then they don't and want to have life easy and get 
whatever you want. I really hate being confused, every 
teenager does. 

The second response is from a girl who understands the poem as having 

a lesson or moral that is an answer to her changing moods. 

I can sort of relate to this poem. I have different moods 
that sometimes I want to be older, and sometimes I wish I 
was a baby again. I think about how fun it would be to 
drive, but then again if I was a baby, I wouldn't have to do 
much for myself. So what I learned was to be what you are 
and be happy about it because you can't change it. You were 
a baby once, and you will be older and able to drive soon. 
Be happy about the age you are. 

For literature to serve a purpose in the reader's life, it must 

be approached from a response-based pedagogical perspective. As 

junior high students respond to the simplest of poems in such a way as 

it has value for them, they are developing a process which will 

facilitate and internalize the study of literature. In so doing, 

literature becomes a tool as well as the fine artistic piece designed 

with that tool. 

Student responses can vary from those which contemplate specific 

elements of the story to those with a more personal meaning, such as 
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the following two: 

I thought the story I read was pretty good. The story said 
that if you work together you can get more accomplished 
rather than working alone. When all the Frogs and Locusts 
sang for rain together the rain God heard them, but when 
just one of the frogs and locusts sang, the god couldn't 
hear them. It seemed like an Indian story because it men
tioned a rain god. Indians usually believe in many types of 
gods. There wasn't any kind of pattern. It reminded me of 
the Grand Canyon when it mentioned a river at the bottom. 

This response to "The Frog and the Locusts" is an aesthetic response 

as is the following response to "Homesick Blues." 

It is very sad how so many people are homesick and yet it is 
realy sad how some people don't even have a place to be 
homesick about. I guess that they got themselves into it (or 
at least in most cases) by dropping out of school or else 
some just enjoy being hobos and tromps but you can't help 
feel sorry for them while your sitting in a nice home writ-
ting this. 

A variety of factors influence the direction a response takes-

past experience, values, present concerns, and academic abilities. 

These factors are reflected in students' responses and can serve as 

much needed insight to the sensitive middle school personalities which 

teachers seek to serve. 

By noting a student's initial response to the well-known 

"Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening," one can note a bit of 

diversity in meaning based on her own schema. 

I liked this poem because I felt it meant and said some 
things are to remember. As the person was on their horse, 
she says she has many promises to keep and would have to go 
miles before she sleeps, so she'll remember the woods. The 
poem rhymes and has 4 stanzas. It reminds me of when I go 
to Pinetop, Arizona when snow is on the ground during the 
night. 

Despite this poem being written by Robert Frost and written in 
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first person, this student, a girl, responded to the rider as a "she." 

She is creating her own event and "poem" through her transaction with 

the text. The text has provided the setting and events, but the 

student has provided the character and theme—the importance of remem

bering places. 

The oral presentations consisted of a mixture of poetry and 

story-telling. Each student did not hesitate to read or tell his 

selection and attempts were made to use expression and body language 

by about half of the students. The risk-free environment proved a 

benefit to normally conscientious seventh graders. 

The non-verbal reflections on responses were created with great 

attention to detail and accuracy. A variety of art forms was used to 

depict favorite stories and poems. This included 10 drawings, 8 poster 

and collages, 3 mobiles, 4 dioramas, and 2 booklets. Again, respond

ing readers were seen as each piece of art work expressed a uniquely 

individual "poem" evoked through literature. While most works 

expressed some retelling or depicting of an event, one could see 

individual interpretation as to what a particular setting included, 

what characteristics a certain character displayed, and what seemed to 

be the most important elements of a story. The students' own selec

tion of pictures in collages or colors to use in a mobile showed 

individual response. 

The oral presentations related to this unit consisted of types of 

folklore read and told. Fairy tales, African-American poems, Mexican 

legends, and scary stories were the main sources. In all but three or 

four sharings, efforts were obvious that students were trying to use 
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expression, body language, and special effects. At times these 

attempts were not aggressive enough to be very effective, but the 

observer was impressed with the efforts of a group of students at such 

a self-conscious age. No one hesitated to go forward to read. A 

risk-free environment has many rewards. 

Between the folklore unit and the introductory unit to 

Shakespeare, several hours a day for four days were spent taking 

achievement tests. Students still met for each class, although the 

periods were shortened. During this time, the teacher decided to show 

the videotape of Into the Woods, a musical play which combined various 

fairy tale characters and plots into one setting with a common plot. 

While the setting was still in keeping with that of a fairy tale, the 

characters were given contemporary personalities and problems that 

added an extra element of humor. The teacher could see the value of 

this musical in light of recent studies, however, she anticipated not 

completing it in class due to the amount of formal singing. Normally, 

seventh graders would find this "boring." The response of the class, 

however, was that the video should be continued. For several days the 

students were observed involving themselves in the various complex 

characters and plot. They were heard singing the theme song when 

class was finished. One boy commented that the teacher could really 

pick good videos. And, following the completion of the play, several 

students wanted to have their own copy. (The one which the teacher 

had was made from a television presentation.) 

A brainstorming small group discussion following Into the Woods 
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revealed most students involved in the unique way characters were 

portrayed—a combination of the fantasy of their situation with real

istic handling of their problems. Responses indicated that various 

levels of excitement, sympathy, and anticipation were at work within 

members of the class. Not only was intertextuality present within the 

play, but as students compared the versions of fairy tales that they 

knew to this video, intertextuality was a factor in the transaction in 

their minds. The elements of folklore, combined into a play, made a 

unique bridge into the study of Shakespeare. 

The introduction to Shakespeare began with short lectures, dis

cussions, and written assignments involving historical perspectives 

and the man, Shakespeare. This material was new to these students and 

helped them to understand certain elements of the play. Students were 

able to be more involved when information concerning specific charac

ters and famous lines was presented and certain informational "gaps" 

were somewhat filled. Their response to individual lines represented 

attempts at interpretation for which they needed some knowledge of 

metaphor and occasionally background knowledge. The teacher was 

attempting to establish a sense of setting during which Shakespeare's 

plays were written and performed. In the teacher interview, she 

speaks of students needing a historical framework in order to have a 

historical, scientific, and cultural accuracy from which to respond. 

The ultimate product of this unit, although process was a point 

of emphasis, was the performance of A Midsummer Night's Dream before 

upcoming sixth graders. The performance was not to be a finished 

product, but an example of a junior high play in process. Actually, 
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their production resembled reader's theater. Lines were written on 

cards, but expression and dramatic interpretation were emphasized 

during rehearsals. Each character had one identifying prop. As the 

selected version of the play contained original lines from 

Shakespeare, much of the initial reading was supported by teacher 

retelling and summarizing. Teacher question and discussion were part 

of these retellings. 

As students attempted to portray their character within the play, 

they were responding to their sense of the story and the part they 

played. While this response was not what Rosenblatt was describing, 

this reaction to Shakespeare was enhanced by previous opportunities to 

respond to complete works of literature in a personally unique way. 

Future opportunities to respond to Shakespeare will indeed be enhanced 

by what was internalized here. 

The student questionnaire revealed that many students saw the 

relationship between poetry and Shakespeare; however, if they acknowl

edged the relationship between folklore and Shakespeare, only one 

mentioned it. One student described the play as one big poem; several 

mentioned the language similarities; and some said both poetry and 

Shakespeare's play showed emotion. All but a few students indicated 

that they were happy to have attempted the Shakespearean play, and that 

for their ages, they felt they learned a lot and did a good job. 
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Chapter V 

Summary of the Problem, Findings, Implications, and Recommendations 

Summary of The Problem 

As educators become more aware of the importance of the reader in 

the reading experience, many are also acknowledging the pragmatic 

implications of Rosenblatt's transactional theory of reader response 

and the importance of these implications to pedagogy. Valuable prac

tices involving reader response exist within classrooms. Recent 

attention to this particular theory should not be limited to new 

pedagogy, but include examination of existing resources. 

This descriptive study was done to add to the existing knowledge 

of how middle school students respond within a normal classroom set

ting and the instructional contexts that influence their responses. 

Such studies would accentuate the positive elements of current class

room instruction and show ways in which they may be refined. There

fore, the main questions under investigation are: 

(1) what evidence of reader response exists in the natural 

classroom context and how do these responses vary, 

(2) what is the nature of instruction and theoretical 

beliefs of a literature-based teacher, and 

(3) what factors create a nurturing environment for 

responding readers? 

The investigator spent approximately 12 weeks observing a seventh 

grade language arts class for 1 hour a day. This class was 

heterogeneously composed of 27 students. The teacher planned a 
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literature-based curriculum including folklore—prose and poetry 

—leading to an introductory unit on Shakespeare's drama. Data was 

collected in the form of field notes, written responses of students, 

taped discussions and interviews, and a questionnaire. 

The responses of students, both oral and written, were examined 

along with the classroom environment and teacher's beliefs in order to 

assess what evoked and nurtured response. The findings that evolved 

exemplify both existing classroom practices which positively influence 

aesthetic reader response and those indicative of change in order to 

nurture the transactional aesthetic response. 

Findings 

Stance. The observed responses of students reflected both 

aesthetic and efferent stances. Although occasionally both efferent 

and aesthetic responses were indicated, such as response to Princess 

Furbal1. specific examples of aesthetic response were obvious. 

Students responded aesthetically to the folklore project involving 

reading and responding to the twenty texts in writing. The prompt 

used to evoke a response merely asked how this piece of literature 

related to their lives. No specific assignments were made in regard 

to the literature each student was reading. Likewise, the responses 

to Into the Woods, reflected an aesthetic stance as, again, no 

assignment or specific information was requested. That students were 

capable of responding aesthetically and did so was evident if one 

examines the various categories of response that evolved as a result 

of the folklore project (see Appendix F). 
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Efferent response, evident in many of the activities, was the 

result of assignments given immediately preceding the reading of a 

text or immediately following the reading. Assignments in this con

text are those that instruct the student to search for specific infor

mation, use this information in some way, or compare some aspect of 

their reading with another text. This instructional procedure does 

not allow for the initial personal response—the event creating the 

"poem." Perhaps the intent of the teacher is not to support the 

aesthetic response within certain activities. Even so, the consist

ently efferent stance following specific assignments serves as an 

example that should help teachers in planning and selecting activi

ties. An awareness of what not to use to evoke aesthetic stance is 

frequently as important as what to use. 

Categories of response. Although students respond in some way to 

all texts, an aesthetic transactional response will reveal much about 

students, their experiences, their concerns, and how they relate to 

the world around them. Frequently, students respond in terms of 

retelling. This retelling is often a means of getting to their true 

personal response. In written response, the observed students 

responded foremost by applying the story to real life and by giving 

their own opinions. References to morals and values and applications 

to their own lives were often categories of response. These refer

ences reflect the changes going on in their psychological development. 

The individuality of response was evident as students responded 

to the same text in different ways, placing importance on different 
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aspects. Likewise, different texts bring out a variety of responses 

depending upon the experiences of the reader. The categories of 

response to literature can be used to inform teachers of individual 

strengths and needs, as well as areas of interest and concern. For 

example, a teacher may decide a student has grasped the concept of 

theme or structure of the type of text from the responses he/she 

gives. Evidence of a need for further work in one of these areas can 

help guide curriculum planning. A student who only retells may need 

critical thinking skills development and special attention to self-

expression. Also, a teacher may develop units around the interests 

and concerns shown by student response. Naturally, this increases 

motivation, as the student views reading as useful and as significant 

in dealing with his/her problems. 

Given a variety of ways to respond, even low achievers partici

pated, since they could focus on a method with which they were com

fortable due to interest and ability. By increasing their confidence, 

low achievers can then be encouraged to attempt areas not as familiar. 

Given a student who is talented in drawing but not a high achiever in 

language arts, a teacher can be sure that within lesson plans are 

ample opportunities for the student to express him/herself through 

art. He/she is given a sense of contributing to the group as well as 

completing an assignment well. Thus he/she is motivated to partici

pate and attempt other forms of assignments. Success breeds success. 

Intertextualitv. Students are aware of intertextuality and can 

make the connections on their own within a unit being studied if they 
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are exposed to resources. Intertextuality is not only the product of 

the various texts and resources used within the class, but it involves 

experiences of the student's past as seen when students delightfully 

remember the former reading of a text. To create a comprehensive 

curriculum, intertextuality is necessary. The more a student can link 

various texts studied or read, the greater the scope of the response 

and the reflection that follows. Each added link to one's schema 

through reading a new text adds a new experience to add to one's 

response. The observed instructional context was rich in opportuni

ties for students to involve themselves in various forms of litera

ture. The teacher believed in frequently reading orally to the class 

and exposing her students to the wealth of picture books in print 

today. Visual resources were important, such as viewing Into the 

Woods or Henry Winkler Meets William Shakespeare. Not only does this 

exposure to various forms of literature and art add to one's schema, 

but frequently they also bring to mind past experiences that con

tribute to the individual's present reading experience. 

Teacher beliefs. The beliefs of this teacher were in keeping 

with the transactional theory of reader response. The teacher whose 

beliefs reflect his/her role as a nurturer, facilitator, and guide, 

will feel the responsibility to create a classroom environment in 

which response is not limited. Even with this feeling of responsibil

ity and the creation of a nurturing environment, the teacher must pay 

special attention to his/her questioning, prompts, and directions, as 

well as the timing of such if the intent is truly to evoke aesthetic 
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response. Frequently, it is too easy to succumb to the students' 

expectations of transmission type teaching. The teacher found the 

results of the folklore project exciting. It is important to note 

here that the aesthetic responses evoked were in keeping with her 

stated theoretical beliefs of reader response. 

Another consideration is that a teacher may shift from one 

theory to another. A teacher who reads the professional literature 

and updates his/her knowledge of theory and methodology in formal 

classes is continuously responding to and integrating new concepts 

with former knowledge as he/she refines teaching skills. The teacher 

in this study is such a professional and; therefore, one might expect 

shifts in her theoretical beliefs. Since the mind accepts these 

changes more readily than they become part of pedagogy, a teacher's 

actions may not always reflect stated beliefs. It seems a profes

sional in the teaching field will always evidence some area in his/her 

practice that conflicts with his/her theoretical beliefs. This is a 

sign of responding and learning. 

Assessment. Process-based assessment that evaluates each 

student's growth is seen as contributing to a risk-free environment. 

Such assessment enhances personal response as students are less con

cerned with the teacher's desired answer. Their own response have 

been treated as a valuable resource. In addition, more effort and 

involvement are given to the variety of activities within a particular 

unit. Emphasis on an end product, as well as on grades, is kept at a 

minimum. 
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Secure environment. Despite comments written following the 

Shakespearean play that indicated the students felt they needed more 

practice and could have done better, half of the students indicated on 

the questionnaire that acting was their favorite way to share their 

reading. Some said they looked forward to acting out another play. 

This type response is possible only in a secure environment where the 

importance of each individual is acknowledged. Students are not 

afraid to voice their ideas and responses. Since they have been 

taught to value diversity in others, they realize others value them

selves as well. In discussing their reaction to their production, 

some mentioned the "teamwork." In one student's words, "I think 

working together helped us to realize that we had to depend on each 

other and that no one person could run the show." These students were 

experiencing the sense of community within their class. 

Limitations. If this study were to be repeated, the response of 

the students to a novel would be included for a more comprehensive 

picture of transactional responding. As fiction of this type fre

quently offers more situations to which young adolescents can 

identify, aesthetic response should be facilitated. A comparison of 

students' responses to various genres would give greater insight into 

how instructional contexts vary and affect these responses. 

Another factor might be to consider the reading ability of each 

student. Regardless of reading ability, students respond transaction-

ally. However, if students are not given materials they can read 

without feeling frustrated, then response is limited. If appropriate 
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level materials are used, response is not as limited, and the reading 

experience can encourage further reading and lead to increased 

ability. 

Imp!ications 

Realizing that readers are responding transactionally with 

literature, the greatest implication of this study is that the 

responsibility to nurture and refine student response lies in the 

planning and instruction of the teacher. Rosenblatt was well aware of 

this as seen in Literature as Exploration (1983). Students are trans-

actionally experiencing literature, but whether or not this experience 

becomes a part of the student's schema, to be drawn upon when reading 

yet another text, is largely dependent upon the nurturing the initial 

reading receives. 

Responsive reading is like a talent one might have—singing, 

playing an instrument, painting a picture, or playing a certain sport. 

An individual does not cease having a talent because it is not 

nurtured; however, one's full potential and its dividends are not 

realized. The potential of the reading experience and its value to 

education and personal enjoyment are realized only through nurturing 

and refining the reader's response. One important point to remember 

in comparing reading to a talent is that while it may seem select 

individuals possess certain talents, everyone can experience the event 

which leads to a "poem." Educators concerned about a comprehensive 

education for all, regardless of academic abilities, need to be aware 

of their role as response-based teachers. 
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Professional readings are a must for teachers, and there need to 

be sufficient observational studies to contribute to these profes

sional readings. These observational studies should represent all 

grade levels and a variety of instructional situations and student 

characteristics. Through such readings, teachers can equip themselves 

with strategies backed by theory to implement in their own classrooms. 

Whether attempting this alone or with other teachers, perhaps in the 

same school, teachers can individualize practice to the specifications 

of their own situations. Since no one knows the needs of each class

room like the teacher for that class, the effectiveness of teacher-

initiated change should be far-reaching and lasting. 

In itself, literature concerning theory and its pedagogical 

implications for the classroom is important. Through the response of 

teachers to such readings, effective change becomes a reality in the 

classroom. Teachers can then realize the variety of ways theory can 

be implemented and can experience the reality of success. Through 

transactional response, these teachers can significantly contribute to 

change. 

Students may need a certain amount of specific direction from the 

teacher as they explore new topics. This fine line denoting how much 

guidance is necessary and how many "gaps" need filling before effec

tive aesthetic response can occur will vary with every class. Fre

quently a teacher will find that the gaps are filled during a 

student's personal reading. During student discussion groups, peers 

may inform each other as individuals respond, drawing on a variety of 

schemata. Teachers need to be especially discerning as to whether 
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prompts are necessary at all to enhance a student's response, and if 

such is the case, how much is adequate. 

Since reader response is based on the individual's experience 

with a complete work of literature, one cannot discuss student 

response to lines of Shakespeare as directly showing reader response. 

However, in light of preparation for responding to future 

Shakespearean works, a student can create a schema for experiencing 

future plays. 

Recommendations 

With a diversity of teachers educating a diversity of students, 

many existing pedagogical methods exist that not only allow for reader 

response, but encourage and enhance its expression in the classroom. 

Therefore, more descriptive studies showing successful procedures and 

environments as well as practices in need of change, should be 

conducted. 

These observational studies should involve teachers who represent 

different teaching styles and who use a variety of genres. Students 

should be of diverse cultural and academic backgrounds. As certain 

methodologies are seen as productive in terms of reader response, 

these should be highlighted as pedagogical resources. Among these 

methodologies one might find literature discussion groups, reader's 

theater, creation of stories and skits, responses in terms of rebuses, 

webbing, art work or other non-verbal forms, and response writing. As 

teachers uniquely employ a variety of activities to enhance reading 

response, they are showing ownership of these methodologies. 
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To enhance teacher growth in the area of response-based teaching, 

several possible means may be considered. For some, the answer may be 

found in formal teacher training. In discussing barriers to change, 

Anders and Levine (1990) discuss the problem of teacher training in 

that the training and practice required for seemingly simple skills is 

not extensive enough. The new skills and strategies should be pre

sented in such a way that "... provides opportunities for teachers 

to experience the practice, apply it, critique it, and modify it for 

personal use" (p. 160). They also maintain that continuous support, 

assistance, and frequent observations should follow. This support is 

necessary even though a teacher may be refining an existing practice 

in terms of reader response. 

For other teachers, change is more meaningful and more permanent 

if they can analyze their own practice. Given strategies that allow 

reflection and insight, teachers become aware of practices that are 

successful for them, those that should not be continued, and those 

that do not appear successful, but merely need to be refined. Again, 

a sense of ownership is important as well as the individual needs and 

characteristics of each class. 

A final recommendation concerns using student questions as a 

source for curriculum planning. As learners, students need the right 

to find their own questions (K. Short, personal communication, July 9, 

1991). A reader who responds with a question, is indeed a reader who 

is learning, for he is responding to the text with the realization that 

there are gaps which need to be filled. An aesthetic response will 
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produce questions which are unique to the individual and will motivate 

him/her to find the answers. An environment that encourages active 

inquiry also nurtures reader response, and within that environment 

students learn. 
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Appendix A 

Teacher Interview 

Question 1: 

What do you consider the most important goal of your classroom 

teaching? 

Teacher Response: 

I think the overall objective is helping kids to make a connec

tion between their lives and the world of literature—what experiences 

there are available to them in various kinds of 1 iterature—that there 

isn't anything that's completely different from them. It's not a 

matter of not understanding or that it's boring, incomprehensible. 

It's that they need to find that link. They can certainly have their 

preferences. We all have preferences but you don't know what your 

preferences are until you have experiences, and I think one of the 

jobs of English or language arts teachers is to give the students 

experiences so they can begin to develop those preferences and begin 

to make those links. The world is getting bigger everyday, and you 

can't know everything by direct experience. There's just no way. 

You've got to use books, magazines, television, videos, movies, 

theater, and all arts to explore experiences—to grow as a human 

being. That's the bottom line. The broader your experiences, the 

more food you have to use to grow and develop emotionally, psychologi

cally, intellectually, and all those things that are important. 
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Question 2: 

That ties in with what you said one day about theme. What is 

your approach to teaching theme? 

Teacher Response: 

Getting kids to understand the idea of theme is: "What is the 

connection between this piece of writing and you?" What do the two of 

you have in common? What can you draw from it that affects your life 

or has an impact on your life? And sometimes even that is difficult 

for them. 

"Well it doesn't. It has nothing to do with my life." 

And then you go back and say, "Well, you're not about to go back 

and slay a dragon. You've never been in a burning building, but how 

does that experience for that person relate to some experience you've 

had that's been dangerous or frightening or scary, or that demanded 

some courage on your part. Sometimes you just have to help them to 

generalize or categorize the situation. What kind of situation is 

this? What kind of behaviors does it call for? And then they'll 

relate between themselves and whatever is happening to that character. 

It's very important to me that we stay away from plot summaries. 

That isn't to say that it isn't important—that the events of the 

story aren't important, but I don't think students by the time they're 

in middle school have trouble with that. This is partly because, and 

probably this isn't so positive, the basal readers do such a great job 

of main idea and supporting details, and we divide things up on those 

type approaches into plot and plot elements. So, I really like to go 
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beyond that. I don't think there's anything more boring to write or 

read than a plot summary. 

Also, I like to do a lot of things by example rather than by 

definition. I'm not so sure that even if they can tell me what some

thing means, it's really become part of the tools they have to use. 

If they can give me an example or use whatever it is in some fashion, 

then it becomes theirs. The ownership is the real issue—that they 

take ownership of what they are learning and apply it. 

Question 3: 

How would you describe the role of the teacher in a literature 

based classroom? 

Teacher Response: 

I think in the best of all possible worlds what you are is a tour 

guide, essentially you're pointing out the things that most fluent 

readers or capable readers or adult readers could all agree to be 

facets of a piece of literature or literature in general that ought to 

be acknowledged or recognized by the students—and to point those out. 

And also to have the people on the tour generate interest and ques

tions in things perhaps you never thought about—that aren't part of 

the prescribed tour. So you're working back and forth constantly. So 

the role of the teacher, I think, is kind of a facilitator, a guide, a 

mentor, and sometimes a disciplinarian. I don't mean in terms of 

behavior, I mean in terms of when somebody just goes off remotely in 

their own direction. 

I think it is important, that it isn't just whatever you want the 
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text to be. It is a communication between the author and the reader. 

You don't have to get the author's purpose or author's meaning, but 

you can't just, by the same token, go off on your own. There's got to 

be an exchange. I think sometimes kids just take one minute thing and 

fly off in their own direction and don't totally make a connection. 

Question 4: 

That's been a topic of discussion in children's literature and 

content area reading classes. Some think that if students make 

connections, they have a reason and that's o.k. What is your opinion 

here? 

Teacher Response: 

There's a real fine line. The teacher's role, then has to become 

a role of constant questioning of themselves. Because it is not 

written anywhere, is it really not a connection? Has the student 

really read the material? If they really have maybe you need to back 

up and do an inquiry of that student rather than making a judgment 

about their lack of connection. What process did they use to get to 

that connection? And that comes back to the whole notion of process, 

that it is process, and there is no end product. 

You read To Kill a Mockingbird, or have somebody read it to you, 

in the fifth grade, read it in the seventh grade, read it again in the 

ninth grade, and read it again in college. Each time you're going to 

connect in very different ways. When we used children's literature, a 

lot of kids said, "Oh, I love that book. I remember that book from 



93 

when I was a little kid." Then we reread it. 

"I never knew it meant that, I never made that connection, I 

never knew that." 

It was a wonderful opportunity to talk about, "You are a 

completely different person. Your wealth of experience has gotten so 

much broader that you can call in all these other things which help 

you make these connections." 

There's no right or wrong, or cut and dry. Again it goes back to 

being a guide. You don't have the final authority. That's why I 

would never give any kind of objective test over a piece of litera

ture. I might start off to be sure they were reading it and do some 

fill in the blank and true-false. Even that I would probably do in 

groups—I wouldn't do just one child, one paper kind of thing, because 

it is all open to interpretation based on one's experiences. 

Question 5: 

Your answers have already incorporated much of the next question 

—that of the various theories of reader response—mainly just the 

concept rather than the difference in each of the theorists. But the 

answers you just gave included that. Just the idea that we can read 

the same book this summer that we read last summer, and it will be a 

new experience for us. 

Teacher Response: 

Exactly. 
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Question 5. continued: 

Earlier we talked generally about efferent and aesthetic . . . 

Teacher Response, continued; 

And I tend to lean more heavily on the aesthetic. I don't want 

them to come away with any particular facts necessarily. When the 

social studies teacher and I work together, it does become more effer

ent. In the project we did with social studies . . . the reading they 

did was more factual. There was much more a need for accuracy rather 

than just how they thought or felt about it personally, because it fit 

into a larger framework. 

Interviewer Comment: 

Part of Rosenblatt's concern was that when she originally wrote 

in the late 1930's we were not giving kids a chance for aesthetic 

response. No one says that all reading will be aesthetic, it's just 

that each has its own purpose. 

Teacher Response. Continued: 

And one of the things we need to talk about is anachronism. It 

is important to know that if you are writing about Shakespeare, and 

you talk about his having a telephone conversation with Christopher 

Marlowe, that that couldn't possibly have happened. It's fine to do 

that, but you need to know what you are doing. They read to have some 

historical framework. Considering the example of talking on the 

phone, there are scientific reasons to know that, there are historical 

reasons to know that, there are language reasons to know that in the 
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whole scheme of things. 

I think we have to be very careful that we guide students to 

watch those kinds of things just by saying and doing, not by giving 

tests. If they say Shakespeare talked to Marlowe on the phone, we 

should not stress that they are wrong, but laugh and talk about anach

ronism. Talk about the use of it in literature. It is used a lot in 

humor and in science fiction. There are reasons people do that pur

posefully, but you need to know when the telephone was invented. It's 

important to know when the printing press was Invented. It is not for 

memorizing. If I give them a little quiz on it, they are going to be 

able to use their notes. The purpose is not to see how much they know 

but to reinforce with them that it is important. 

Just like the quiz on figures of speech. If I didn't have to 

give them a quiz, I wouldn't. If I knew everybody knew it without 

that . . . You have to take kids where you get them. If I had stu

dents who had been in literature based classrooms from kindergarten 

on, my approaches would probably be different from what they are, but 

you can't take a group of kids who are used to taking fill-in-the-

blank-tests (and that tells them what is important—they know what's 

important by what they're tested on) and expect them to simply absorb 

all these things in a different approach. 

Question 6: 

This question has to do with your selection of literature. I 

know you mentioned you have always been literature-based, that it's 

really nothing new. Is there any specific criteria, or do you just 
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keep your eyes and ears open for good selections? 

Teacher Response: 

I've always used things that are either about adolescents or have 

a narrator who is adolescent. To Kill a Mockingbird is really not 

about young people, it is the adult world viewed through the eyes of 

young people. I choose literature which is either a window into the 

adult world from a child's perspective or about adolescents. I tend 

to try to use books I'm not convinced the kids are likely to go down 

to the library and pick up on their own. Now we're back to the tour 

guide. I pick things to point out that are important pieces to see 

and experience. 

Interviewer Comment: 

Also, there are so many good picture books that aren't neces

sarily "baby books". They wouldn't pull so much from those if it 

wasn't presented in class. 

Teacher Comment: 

I think "children's books" is really a misnomer. They should 

never be referred to as children's books. They should just be called 

picture books. There are picture books for adults. The big fat ones 

we put on coffee tables are essentially picture books. They have very 

little print. We wouldn't call them children's books. I think the 

same way with a lot of the picture books. 

Interviewer Comment: 

Oust the other day, I had Love You Forever on the table and my 
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girls read it. It took an adult explanation for it to make any sense 

to them. The pictures in it are rather juvenile. My girls, I guess 

are in transition and had a hard time understanding. They couldn't 

focus on it as child—literally saying the mother went in and held her 

grown son. All they saw was discrepancy. Here is this little old 

woman. She wouldn't go bother him, and she wouldn't go across town 

with her ladder. But yet they weren't mature enough to pick up the 

deeper meaning. Yet if my husband or I read it, well it's a "tear 

jerker." 

Teacher Response: 

We'll, let me just add one more thing. I do read a lot of things 

aloud to the kids—picture books in particular, and they really enjoy 

it at their level. They do not think of it as: "Oh well, we can sit 

back. This is an easy time. We don't have to worry". They really do 

enjoy it. I can see the body language. They sit up in desks, lean 

forward. They really want to know what's going on—what the pictures 

say, what the text is saying, and how it all fits together. I think 

that one characteristic of picture books that some of the novels and 

nonfiction areas don't have is a real immediacy. By definition it has 

to be so much more concise, and there isn't any extra, so ideas tend 

to be a little more obvious on some levels, at least the surface. And 

as you say, when you peel away the layers and get down depending on 

what your experience is, it can change it a whole lot. I usually pick 

picture books in terms of what we are talking about thematically. 
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Interviewer Comment: 

The teacher's rol^e in intertextuality includes bringing in these 

picture books. 

Teacher Response: 

And I've had kids after I've read things out loud, check them out 

and really get interested and want to know if the author has written 

anything else, or they find other things in the library on their own. 

It does lead to a lot of discovery on the part of the kids and they 

like to do that. They like to make connections and they talk about, 

"I saw this or I saw that or I heard of this." ... Which to me is 

probably the main goal of education, and that is to make us all self 

taught. Learn how to learn. 

Question 7: 

This has to do with sharing and responding. How do students 

react to different types of art. Kathy Short described inter

textual ity as having a deeper meaning than relating the witch in this 

story, with the witch in that. This description pulls in video, film, 

aspects of language, response to fine art. Is there anything you felt 

over the years was exceptionally good as a form of response? 

Teacher Response: 

Well, one is the folklore projects (responses to the twenty 

readings). So many made connections among the readings with things 

they had read or seen long before. They made connections with T.V. 

shows, they made connections to their own lives, all kinds of things. 
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That was really exciting. The majority began to understand that what 

I wanted had nothing to do with regurgitating the text form, that I'll 

go read it if I wanted to find out what the text is about. I wanted 

them to write about the connection between themselves, that third 

creation that occurs when you bring a reader and a text together. 

Interviewer Comment: 

Rosenblatt calls it the reader, the text, and the poem. 

Teacher Response: 

Yes, and that's exactly what they did. For some it was five 

lines of plot summary and three lines of real connections, and I think 

I have to be very careful that I don't cut them off, because in want

ing to get them there, you've got to let people feel safe, and some

times it takes those lines of plot summary to even get into their 

connections. All of a sudden it came out—how they made that transi

tion. That was real exciting to see. 

There are two related issues here. One is what their background 

is and how they have been trained, and the other is the time. It 

requires an awful lot of reading. I would do that folklore project in 

some way with almost everything if I felt I could really read all that 

they wrote. And maybe I will try it next year—having them respond to 

each other—turn 10 into me and 5 into student A and 5 into 

student B. 

Interviewer Comment: 

Of course, that will still require extra time for the 
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organizational part of it. 

Teacher Response: 

Right, but that's not quite so difficult, and it really then 

would just be a matter of recording that everything took place. The 

one thing that did bother me about the folklore project is that I did 

not have them formally discussing what they were reading. I got 

enough of the same stories to feel a lot of communication was going on 

informally . . . that they were talking to each other about what they 

were reading and saying: "This is really a good poem." "This is a 

really good story." "Try the ones from Italy or Spain." 

But there was no formalized means for discussion so maybe peer 

reading would add that factor. It still wouldn't be oral, but at 

least they would be sharing with each other in a little more formal 

way. 

I really do enjoy taking about this. It helps me to clarify for 

myself what I'm doing. That was gnawing at me about not having them 

discuss formally what they were reading. I hadn't thought it through 

until just now. And from doing this discussion, I came up with the 

idea to have them share. So this is very useful. 

Interviewer Comment: 

Verbalizing! That is one of the wonderful things about litera

ture discussions class. If you can get a good group to discuss . . . 

Teacher Response: 

Well, we do it for our kids, we'll just have to do it ourselves. 
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Question 8; 

Assessment is the last question. What is your approach or 

opinion? I know you have mentioned this to me before. 

Teacher Response: 

Assessment is incredibly subjective. I start with the kid and 

then I look at what they produce and try to determine whether or not 

there is growth, there's thought, we're moving in a . . . expanding. 

I don't know that you move in any particular direction. I hate those 

"moving forwards". I don't think you only go forward. Assessment, is 

my least favorite thing. It is very subjective, and I really do 

assess writing assignments as well as response writing based on who's 

doing it. I do not compare one student with another—ever. The few 

objective kinds of things that we do, I grade objectively and in terms 

of grades in general. There are always enough activities and assign

ments that can be done by anybody that any student in this room can 

earn an A on them. What that does is allow some flexibility. I use 

the grade to say, "You need to work on this or that. If I felt someone 

has done what I have asked, I give them an A on it. 

I try to set the criteria with the students so they understand 

where the grades come from. I also try to get across to them that the 

grades are of no interest to me whatsoever. Since it is of immense 

interest to them, we sort of meet somewhere in the middle. There 

isn't anything they do that they can't do again. If they don't like 

their grade, and they want to take that assignment right then and 

improve it, they are welcome to do that. I don't require it. In 
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fact, there are some students I discourage—someone who gets straight 

A's and gets a B. I want them to see it isn't the grade that's impor

tant, its the process. And that you don't have to be perfect. It's 

just another teaching tool, I guess. 

If I ran the world, I wouldn't have grades. However, I would 

have descriptive assessment. I would like the school district to give 

me three days each quarter to write descriptive evaluations of every 

student~120 almost. I would be much more comfortable, doing that 

than saying you are an A, 8, or C. Although, I do say to them these 

are the grades you've earned, I don't give you anything. Well, I 

don't know how true that is. I'd like to think it is, but I don't 

know. 

Question 9: 

What are the pros and cons of this type of assessment? We've 

already talked somewhat about time. 

Teacher Response: 

Time is a real problem. I don't do a lot of journal writing, and 

I don't have the kids do a lot of journal writing. I go back and 

forth with that. I usually start out the beginning of the year spend

ing a fair amount of time writing in journals. Every kid has a spiral 

notebook, and they're going to have fun at the end of the year when I 

give those back to them, because we haven't written in them since 

January. They will enjoy going back and seeing what they wrote in 

September. I don't do that much grading at school. I generally take 

work home. I don't want to lug those things around, so I don't read 
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the journals. I've never found an adequate way to do that. I think 

if I was in a self-contained classroom, I would use journals a whole 

lot more. We'd just keep everything in a journal. I find its more 

convenient for them to do things on a single sheet of paper. They 

have a 3-ring notebook, so I have 30 pieces of paper clipped instead 

of spiral notebooks. 

This concluded the interview with the Tucson area middle school 

teacher. 
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Appendix B 

Student Questionnaire 

Name: 
Date: 

1. Which of the types of literature studied/read in the past few 

months—poetry, narrative folklore, drama (Shakespeare)--did you enjoy 

the most? Why do you think this is so? 

2. Name one of the specific titles studied/read which you remember 

especially liking. If there is a specific reason, please say so. 

3. Do you see any connection between poetry and/or folklore and 

Shakespeare's drama? If so, what? 

4. What do you think was the most important result of discussing with 

other students different items you read? 

5. Different activities were used this year to explore literature. 

What was your favorite way to learn and share with others in your 

class? For example, art, music, small group discussions, acting, 

writing, etc. 

6. What do you think helped you the most to feel comfortable when 

speaking, reading, and/or acting in front of the class? 

7. There are different ways teachers may use to evaluate the work you 

are doing. Think about requirements and guidelines that your teacher 

has given you this year to help you accomplish the many things you 

did. Also, think about use of the charts to help you keep track of 

your work. Do you like this way of "keeping track"? Do you think 

this way of evaluation has helped you as you worked? Explain. 
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Student Response to Princess Furball 
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H Ujv̂ O^&CĴ  £ 
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Appendix D 

Student Response to American Tall Tales 
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Title: 

Source: 

Prose or Poetry: 

Type of Folklore: 

Culture: 

Main Idea (theme): 

Appendix E 

Folklore Project 

Student Response Worksheet 

Name: 

Response (relate facts, ideas, significance, information about the 

culture, things you particularly like or found interesting. Think 

about the use of figurative language and any patterns you notice): 
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Appendix F 

Examples of Categories of Response 
From Individual Student Folklore Readings 

Application to life in general: 

'"life would be great if I were in charge of my life' is a basic 
thought kid have but I think once there, out on there own they see 
it's not what it's cracked up to be, basicly this is like a dream, 
the american dream is to have a big house, good job, station wagon, 
kids, but this poem is more or less the childrens dream, no bed time, 
no vegatabales, all the sundays you want, no Monday." (response to 
"If I Were in Charge of the World") 

Opinion: 

"I think that if Katie had been noticed and became famous she wouldn't 
have liked it, because she's not used to people looking up at her as 
an idol." (response to "Hey World, Here I Am!") 

Retelling: 

"A little (boy) gets a goat from his father and treats it like a baby. 
The little boy represets peace the little boy is the kind one he is 
the one who sets the kid free. The boy comes back and helps the 
boy. ..." (response to "The Painted Goat"*) 

Reference to morals, values, etc.: 

"This poem makes me think. It makes me think about our world and the 
war we just got over with, of course it not over yet. It reminds me 
to ask myself the question 'are there any good things left in this 
world?' Sometimes to me theres not. Its sad. Just like the poem 
says the blood from the war, the tears from the lonely, the fights 
from the gangs, but there is a peep of hope the children." (response 
to "For the Children") 

Application to student's own life: 

"The dog in this story reminds me of some of my friends. Some of my 
friends are so greedy they don't care about anyone else but themselves 
and they don't care what they have to do to win or beat someone. The 
dog in this story doesn't want to win, but he wants more than he 
already has which is sort of dangerous because when someone wants lots 
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of things they don't care about anyone else and if they got the things 
they want they don't have anymore friends." (response to "The Dog and 
the Bone") 

Preference (I liked/disliked. . . 

"Walking is good excersice. I liked the picture for this poem it was 
nice how it showed the clouds and sun. It would be fun to get up at 
dawn and walk especially as the picture shows over hills and green 
grass which we don't have much of here all we have is cactus." 
{response to "Walkers with the Dawn") 

Reference to structure: 

"I really liked this poem because it rhymed a lot. The pattern of the 
words that rhymed, was in every two sentences, the last word (some
times two words) would rhyme. ..." (response from "Rhyme of Rain") 

Reference to abstracts — love, courage, etc.: 

"The story tells me that love can be very strong. Even to wait hears 
for the one you love sometimes is done. People who love each other 
sometimes will go to great lengths to join together. Even if it is a 
great chance of risking the one." (response to "Orpheus and 
Eurydice") 

Intertextual reference — books: 

"The snake is the villi an. The crows are the 'good guys.' It is a 
game of survial. This is almost identical to the story Rikki tikki -
tavi—it envolves a snake and eggs. The crows are more intilligent. 
I think that the crows are more use to having trouble. This story is 
said in a lot of different forms." (response to "Father Crow and 
Mother Crow") 

music, art, movies. T.V.: 

"Jean Pi ere Flavalle is a wise man or a magical man. He is like a 
wizard or a man witch. This sort of reminds me about the aminated 
movie the 'Little Mermaid' because it deals with the sea and someone 
doing magic. It makes me think a story about a ship getting lost in 
the fog. I think it was on an episode of Scobby dobby doo. (Ha Ha) 
There is a lot of stories about ships getting lost at sea this is a 
good one." (response to "The Ships in the Fog") 
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Reference to own visualizing/imagery; 

"I feel very sorry for beggers exspecially in Mexico because so many 
are crippled (old Mexico part) and I wish I had more money so I would 
give them some but I need to save my money because I don't get much 
for alowence so if I gave what I had away I would become a begger 
myself which would be preaty hard life." (response to "Beggar Boy") 

Reminiscing: 

. . It reminds me of when I was a little girl when I thought I 
could fly. I made purple paper wings! They didn't work! I will 
always want to be able to fly" (response to "Flying") 

Descriptive: 

"This poem reminds me of sleeping. When you're asleep, you don't hear 
a sound. Silence can do great things for you. It can make you happy 
when you are sad. It can be your friend when you're alone. Sometimes 
when I come home from school, and I am angry, the silence calms me 
down. Silence is always with you even if you can't find it. It will 
show up if you look hard enough. Silence will listen to all of your 
problems, and will never laugh at you." (response to "Silence") 

Specific reference to author's purpose: 

"I think the poet thinks that dogs don't do anything of great impor
tance." (response to "Sunning") 
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Appendix G 

Children's Literature References 

Aardema, V. (1981). Bringing the rain to Kapiti place. New York: Dial 

Books for Young Readers. 

Gobel, P. (1978). The girl who loved wild horses. New York: 

Bradbury Press. 

Huck, C. (1989). Princess Furball. New York: Greenwillow. 

Lobel, A. (1983). Fables. New York: Harper & Row Junior Books. 

Picket, C. (Ed.) (1984). W. Shakespeare's A midsummer night's dream. 

Schulenburg, TX: I.E. Clark. 

Stoutenburg, A. (1976). American tall tales. New York: Penguin 

Books. 
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