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Harnessing the Power of Story:
Using Narrative Reading and Writing Across Content Areas

Steven Nathanson
Long Island University

This article reviews research to examine how teaching and learning are
improved with the use of narrativestory materials. Stories help to focus
the reader's attention and buildpersonal connection, resulting in better
retention and deeper subject-matterunderstanding.Four key advantages
of narratives cited by D. T Willingham are discussed. The effectiveness
of stories is further supported by a review of research from diverse
fields, including cognitive psychology, social and physical sciences,
education, and communication. Suggestions and strategiesfor the use of
narrative materials in content area settings beyond the elementary
classroom are also provided.
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It was a memorable professional conference. The keynote speaker,
formerly the head of our international professional organization, had a
distinct research perspective and specific advice for change. In his
address, he spun a moving fable of the forces of change doing battle
against the forces of bureaucratic inertia and negativism. His final
vignette, about a family member who inspired him to become a teacher,
moved the audience to tears. I considered for a moment how the same
message, the same important, well-supported and documented research
stance, and the same topics, in the hands of less competent speakers,
would have been vastly less effective. What had he done to move the
audience to thunderous applause during a scholarly presentation? What
was the rhetorical magic that helped this scholar connect with his
audience? Story. The speaker's message that reflective writing improved
reading comprehension was cogently peppered with facts, ideas and
research. Yet, it was a story that moved the audience. He told a story
about fmding the journal of his disabled sister who, despite a physical
handicap, persevered to become a teacher. The speaker was simply
applying what troubadours, balladeers, storytellers, authors and of
course, savvy literacy educators have known for years: Story, or
narrative, is a powerful-perhaps the most powerful-- tool for teaching
and learning because of its ability to hook audiences, activate the
pleasure principle, and facilitate retention.
Narrative, a form of discourse which tells a story, is derived from
the Latin gnarare, meaning 'to know.' Indeed, narratives are an old
tradition built upon a human need to "make meaning and to forge
connections between seeming disparate bits of knowledge and
experience" in human culture (Blyer & Perkins, 1999, p. 245). Stories
involve the reader and the listener by drawing them in and making them
a part of their world or vision of reality (Kelly & Zak, 1999). From time
immemorial, stories help to maintain the survival of cultures, by retelling
exploits of a culture's or community's heroes against the threats of its
enemies These stories reinforce and create shared meaning, shared
values, collective memory, and group vision. (Kelly & Zak, 1999).
These collective themes are seen in trade books, literary anthologies,
picture and chapter books, the familiar sources of narrative literature in
language arts programs and English classes in schools.
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Narrative material emphasizes a story and a personal identification
with a character while expository prose uses facts, logic and rhetorical
structures to persuade or inform. Expository writing or exposition is a
word derived from the Latin, exponere, meaning to put forth, explain and
demonstrate. This term refers to texts which typically explain or argue a
point through logical structures. Reading or listening to expository
discourse places a heavy demand on the reader's ability to apply prior
knowledge and follow the author's logical and rhetorical structures
(Richgels, Tomlinson & Tunnell, 1993; Gambrell, Morrow &
Pennington, 2000; Galda & Liang, 2003; Mills & Stephens, 2004).
Textbooks are the most common and typical form of expository writing
used in schools, although for adults, important sources of expository
prose include professional journals and trade periodicals. Content area
literacy instruction and knowledge typically involve numerous strategies
for helping readers grasp the author's logical structure by uncovering
patterns of expository text, monitoring comprehension, paraphrasing,
summarizing and responding through discourse. Competence in reading
and writing expository prose is an important hallmark of high stakes
testing and literacy standards.
This article does not intend to suggest that students should not
become literate in the reading and writing of expository materials, nor
should they fail to develop intertextual and intergenre competence.
Such a course of action would fly in the face of research and wellestablished classroom practice. However, the purpose of this article is to
take a fresh look at research from cognitive psychology and other
disciplines which suggests that narrative materials hold special cognitive
and affective advantages. My story is how diverse fields use narrative
and the goal is to help content-area teachers re-think the role of narrative
and storytelling in their content-area classrooms.
The "privileged status" of story - evidence from cognitive psychology
Cognitive psychologist, Willingham (2004), believes that as a
teaching and learning tool, story has "privileged status," meaning that the
human mind treats narrative differently from other types of discourse
(procedural, descriptive and factual). Willingham (2004) outlined four
main advantages of narrative texts: (a) everyone loves a good story, i.e.,
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stories are universally enjoyed as oral or written discourse; (b) stories
are easier to comprehend thus read more quickly than non-narratives; (c)
the structure of narratives -known as story grammar-- provides a more
familiar organizational pattern for ideas which is more accessible than
expository texts; and (d) active reading involves "on-line" processing
and makes inferences and narrative texts evoke interesting ambiguities or
unresolved details which translate to more effective memory-making.
Before examining the use of narrative in a variety of fields and
educational applications, I shall build a case for using narrative by
elaborating on Willingham's four key points.
Everyone loves a good story
The universal appeal of stories is a fact indisputable to literacy
professionals, librarians, parents, spiritual leaders, politicians, and
educators. Across cultures and time, storytelling has had central
importance to human language development. Literacy professionals
certainly support Willingham's (2004) assertion. For example, Heilman,
Blair and Rupley (2002) allocate storytelling to a central role in
children's language development and reading readiness programs. Galda,
Ash and Cullinan, (2000) researched children's book preferences, and
found that generally speaking, [narrative] fiction is preferred by children
over non-fiction, expository materials. In Martinez and McGee's (2000)
historical review of materials used for instruction, they suggest that
story-type material is used more extensively than non-fiction in the
primary grades for reading instruction. Martinez and McGee's (2000),
review of research on the use of children's literature in classrooms
corroborated the dominance of literature in elementary language arts
classes, since the advent of the whole language movement in the 1990's.
Baumann, Hoffman, Moon and Duffy-Hester's (1998) survey of U.S.
teachers found that an overwhelming majority (94%) believed that an
important goal was to develop readers who were independent and
motivated to choose, appreciate and enjoy literature. Gambrell, Morrow
and Pennington (2000) endorsed a literature-based program across the
content areas, noting that stories amplify children's opportunities to learn
about the world and how they will navigate the world. These same
researchers recommended using stories to help children experience, share
and create stories to consolidate their understanding of the world. Caine,
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Caine, McClintek, and Klimek (2005) recommend the use of story as a
way to make students ready to learn, and activate what they consider an
optimal learning state, "relaxed alertness." They stated that good teachers
find ways to bring stories into every thing they teach and scour their
curriculum for relevant stories to help students make connections. Sousa
(2001) recommended using storytelling to help the student see how
events find personal relevance as well as the importance of learning.
Further, Sousa asserts when a teacher tells a story or shares an anecdote,
students are more apt to experience the two necessary conditions for
placing information in their long-term memory: sense (cohesiveness) and
meaning (significance). Caine et al. (2005) refer to sense and meaning as
a sense of "wholeness," (i.e., the learners' feeling of connection of events
in the world).
Stories are easierto comprehend
Willingham (2004) characterized stories as easier to comprehend
because they provide signals or cues of sequence, use repetition of
familiar names and phrases and vocabulary words, and generate interests
in a main character or characters. Such redundancies facilitate the
reader's organization of information and active processing. Willingham
cited a study by Graesser, Singer, and Trabasso (1994), who found that
narrative structure significantly speeds up reading time, compensating
for elements such as grammatical complexity, vocabulary load, and topic
familiarity. Comparing narrative and expository materials, Williams
(1993) and Saenz and Fuchs (2002), suggest that such signals indeed
ease the comprehension task for struggling readers. Also, experiments
by Kim and VanDusen (1998) and Zhang and Hoosain, (2001)
demonstrated that features of story language and structure may provide
more recall help than prior knowledge alone. Geiger and Millis (2004)
investigated textual formats for procedural manuals and found that
procedural manuals re-written in narrative style helped subjects perform
a series of assembly tasks more quickly and accurately.
Narrative story structurefacilitates making connections
Cronon (1992) pointed out that "narratives.. .are intrinsically
teleological forms, in which an event is explained by the prior events or
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causes that lead up to it" (p. 1,370). Thus, a story is a chain of events
causing complications for the main character (protagonist). Willingham
(2004) builds his case for the universality of story by finding a common
thread between the oral narratives of young children and screenplays by
sophisticated screenwriters. Willingham calls these the four C's:
causality, conflict, complications and character. The four C's move a
story forward when a character who possesses certain behavioral traits
and dispositions makes a choice or decision that initiates a chain of
events. Another term used to refer to this common pattern is story
grammar. Thus, the beginning, middle and end of a story are delineated
by several distinctive signposts such as character development, conflict,
problem and resolution. The effects of explicit teaching of story grammar
have been investigated at the pre-school level (Bui, 2002); elementary
school students (Slater, 1992) and selected populations of learning
disabled children (Williams, 1993; Gardill & Jitendra, 1999; Saenz &
Fuchs, 2002). A common finding is that story grammar is a structure
that is both child-friendly and effective for helping children organize a
text and make meaning. Also, Gersten, Fuchs and Williams (2001)
found: "When students know story grammar, the basic structure for
narrative texts, they recall more of the information representing major
story grammar categories, and also recognize which story events are
closely related to the basic causal chain in a story" (p. 282).

Stories facilitate on-line processingand inference-making
In discussing how stories facilitate active processing on the part of
the reader, Willingham (2004) refers to the Causal Bridging Hypothesis.
Expository texts contain logical propositions, concepts and arguments
which are explicitly laid out by the author and may pose conceptual or
logical difficulties for some readers. However, while reading narrative
"the listener (or reader) makes inferences that are neither terribly easy,
nor impossibly difficult.. .but just right" (p. 44). Willingham likened
story to a puzzle which is sufficiently challenging to keep the puzzledoer occupied, yet at a level of difficulty which does not discourage its
solution. Willingham asserted that "most researchers believe that it is the
causal connections that make stories easier to remember" (p. 45), citing
experiments by Gentner (1976) and Bartlett (1932) in which subjects
remember causal details long after other story details such as time and

Harnessingthe Power of Story

7

place are forgotten. Suh and Trabasso (1993) compared the retelling
responses of subjects who read stories that contained explicit
explanations of a character's behavior, with responses of subjects reading
stories in which the explicit goal of the character was not given. In recall
tests, there was no significant difference in subjects' abilities to infer
character motives. Narrative structure, with its emphasis on inference
making, may be a case of 'less is more,' evoking the reader's
imagination to fill in gaps.
The causal bridging hypothesis is based on seminal story
comprehension research by Kintsch (1994), who developed the
situational model of text comprehension. Kintsch's experiments led him
to conclude that in order to comprehend a text, the reader must grasp the
surface structure (the logical details and coherent structure of the story)
he calls "textbase," and apply "information provided by the text
elaborated from prior knowledge and integrated with it" (p. 294).
Graesser et al. (1994) who experimented with narrative texts and
extended and clarified Kintsch's model, found that during story reading,
the reader makes (a) a meaning assumption about the purposes of the
story; (b) a coherence assumption, (i.e., a structure derived from the
coherent processing of surface details such as time, place, and causality);
and (c) an explanation assumption, or the attempt to explain why actions,
events and states are mentioned in the story text. Although no specific
comparisons between expository and narrative materials were made,
Graesser et al. (1994) did suggest that compared to stories, expository
text "is decontextualized with new concepts, generic truths and technical
material... that the typical reader does not have extensive background
knowledge about" (p. 372). Several investigations conducted by Zwaan,
Magliano and Graesser (1995) and Graesser, Wiemer-Hastings and
Wiemer-Hastings (2001) support the so-called "causal bridging
hypothesis," (i.e., that the mind actively processes a text making active
and continuous ('on-line') causal connections generation while reading).
Lea (1995) summarized experimental results suggesting that "people are
very accurate at making these [story] inferences" and that "readers make
them easily" without realizing they are making inferential leaps (p.
1,472). Other researchers have experimented with re-written texts
(Britton & Gulgoz, 1991; Zwaan, Langston & Graesser, 1995; VidalAbraca, Martinez & Gilabert, 2000) to test the causal bridging
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hypothesis. Results indicated that causality is always a link to recall,
especially in narrative texts Or expository texts re-written to more closely
resemble narrative story.
The causal bridging hypothesis helps to explain how during the
process of reading or listening to stories, the reader/listener activates
prior knowledge and engages in active processing. Frick (1992) believed
that merely having one's prior experience activated does not pique
interest. Instead, it is the anomalous information, novelty, curiosity and
suspense generated in ihe narrative, along with a resolution of a
perceived ambiguity or conflict, that makes a story compelling. Frick
(1992) referred to this characteristic of story as postdictability,
suggesting that we remember a story because new or unusual information
was resolved at the end. Frick (1992) believes that postdictability is at
the heart of interestingness. Iran-Nejad (1987) experiments tested Frick's
theory. In a series of text processing experiments and post-reading
interviews of his subjects, Iran-Nejad found that stories create
incongruities and cognitive dissonances that stimulate interest, and that
activation of prior knowledge per se did not generate interest. Similarly,
Graesser and McMahen (1993) found that "persons will ask more
questions when there are anomalous transformations of original problems
or stories than when there are no such transformation" (p. 147). Kim
(1999) investigated Frick's thesis that interestingness is based on the
tension between perceived anomalies and the resolution of conflicts in
the story. Kim (1999) conducted a series of experiments to examine
whether the interestingness of a story would be influenced by the
inference-making process. Kim (1999) found that when reading a story
re-written with an anomalous or unexpected ending, subjects relied on
the story structure and prior knowledge to fill in the gaps and
comprehend the outcome. Kim (1999) concluded, "When a story
contains such detailed information that there is no gap to fill in, the
reader does not need to generate inferences. In this case, the story would
not be interesting" (p. 67). Willingham (2004) believes that this

postdictability is at the heart of why people remember stories better than
other forms of discourse.
In summary, experimental data and analyses of textual features
make a convincing case for the power of story. Since educational
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materials are both narrative and expository, many investigators have
analyzed the language and structure of trade books (i.e., literature) and
text books in an attempt to fuel the debate about the best way to promote
factual understanding in subject areas. These findings are discussed in
the following section of the article.
Comparing narrative materials and trade books to traditional
textbooks
The use of story and storytelling to sustain early reading growth and
to promote a love of reading and literature appears well-grounded in
research in child development and classrooms. Why does the use of story
end by middle grades and secondary school? Why do so many content
area teachers abandon story or relegate it to the English class? Richgels
et al. (1993) are among the researchers who compared history textbooks
and trade books for the teaching of history for the purposes of
determining "how do high-quality trade books compare in terms of
comprehensibility with the textbooks that they might replace?" (p. 161).
After analyzing the readability and organizational structures of both
types of materials, these investigators concluded:

"* trade books are better structured and more coherent (i.e.,
considerate) than textbooks;

"* trade books may contain longer sentences and more
vocabulary words than textbooks, yet they are readable
because of the greater extent of signal words, proper
nouns and other referents which signal the reader
(narrative structure);
"* trade books permit exploration of an idea or concept in
depth while textbooks favor content coverage and
breadth; and
"* readability of textbooks and their ability to be
comprehended by students are not the same.
Textbooks may satisfy readability formulas but lack the ability to help
students understand causal relationships because the amount of explicit
detail is simply too great to permit hypothesis generation and meaningmaking.
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Other investigators echoed the concerns of Richgels et al. (1993)
about problems with textbooks. In a twenty year summary of research
on the use of children's literature in middle school social studies
classrooms, Edgington (1998) found:

"* trade books bring a human element to the lesson;
"* children can put themselves in the place of characters
and develop feelings and understanding of the characters
and the era;
"* students can look at the story and see similarities and
differences with their own lives; and
"* authors use narratives to reconstruct authentic details of
setting, language and customs.
However, Edgington (1998) found equivocal value in the use of literature
for the teaching of content knowledge, and found that the use of literary
materials "had neither a positive nor negative effect on students'
opinions of social studies," concluding, however that "perhaps in some
way the 'story' can be put back into history and social studies" (p. 129).
Olwell (1999), however, noted that the use of narratives in a middle
school social studies course did "bridge the gap between the concrete and
abstract" (p. 1) by encouraging the students to think and to project
themselves into the experience of slaves. Paxton (1999), a professor of
history, criticized textbooks that opt for a factual, linear or expository
approach coming down clearly on the side of those historians who
understand that reading a social studies text is an interpretative, analytic,
and dialogic process, or those who forget that humans are a story-telling
species. Saenz and Fuchs (2002) compared expository texts and narrative
texts and found that the latter were easier to read, particularly among
populations of learning disabled children. Eng (2002) found that among
college-age volunteers, texts rewritten as narratives were much easier to
read than expository-type materials because they tended to elicit greater
interest and more memories, while containing fewer distractions
interfering with memories or meaning-making" (p. 2,992).
Several teacher researchers reported that using literature with
middle or secondary pupils did improve students' enthusiasm and
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appreciation of a particular content-area discipline. For example, Kaser
(2001) reported successful experiences using literature and poetry for
aesthetic possibilities in a science class; Pinchback (2001) successfully
used literature in a mathematics class, and Fredericks (2003), a science
educator, endorsed the use of narrative fiction through guided reading as
part of science curricula. It appears that the use of narrative materials
could have a significant role in content area classes, if only teachers
committed to employ story.
The use of narrative across disciplines
Although education researchers have concluded that story is a
powerful tool to promote learning, do other professions support these
conclusions? This section draws upon research in diverse fields such as
journalism, medicine, business communication and public relations, and
law to suggest that storytelling and story-making have important roles in
the training of practitioners. In the field of education, the importance of
reading and writing narratives as a component for inservice and
preservice teacher training has been well recognized. Tremmel (1993)
found abundant research suggesting that reflective practice through the
writing, reading and sharing of narratives becomes an important teacher
training component. Recently, the use of narrative journals described in
studies by Carter (1998); Finan and Sandholtz (1999); Roskos, Vukelich
and Risko (2001); and Brenner (2003) found support for the use of
narrative reflective writing to help teachers observe and reflect on their
own teaching, to note problems, and to assess their own progress. These
studies appear to reflect a view that teacher training programs in literacy
should 'practice what they preach' and employ active reading and
writing strategies to corroborate theoretical knowledge. My own
undergraduate and graduate students in literacy are required to keep a
reflective journal as a major course requirement. The importance of
reflective practice in pedagogy cannot be understated. However, research
in various career fields would suggest that story and storytelling are
critical in other workplaces as well. This section will survey research in
(a) journalism; (b) law and social sciences; (c) nursing education and
medicine; and (d) physical sciences.
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Journalism

The field of journalism has embraced narrative as an important
aspect of effective communication. Prospective reporters are reminded
to employ the techniques of story telling in effective news stories. For
example, Poling (2002) offered this suggestion:
Good features that grab a reader and don't let go have
much in common:
The stories tell anecdotes, provide telling quotes, scene
setting and tight, lively prose. But what sets top-notch
feature writing apart from the pack of promising process
is the narrative thread... The narrative thread.. .weaves
the whole story together from beginning to end. That is
good writing (p. 36).
-In the same article, the Poling points out the importance of narrative to
coherence and accessibility for the reader: "A strong, well-written piece
can easily fall apart when the story skips around and abandons a strong
narrative" (p. 36). An experimental study by Knoblach, Patzig, Mende
and Hastall (2004) provided experimental corroboration of this point and
noted that journalists are under increasing pressure from competing
media to capture the reader's attention because traditional news stories,
written in the inverted pyramid (the most general ideas are expressed in
the lead paragraph with increasingly more specific details below) often
are at variance with more gripping narrative. Knobloch et al. (2004) had
participants read two versions of a story, one in a "linear" structure, and
the other in a narrative structure similar to a fiction story. Results
suggested that the narrative-type story rated higher among participants
when ranked for reader interest. These researchers asked participants to
rate narrative versus non-narrative treatments of the same news event on
a variety of emotional factors such as suspense, interest, and
informativeness. Participants' ratings for the same event presented in
narrative versus non-narrative style were significantly higher than
traditional forms of news story. Apparently, the traditional news story,
presented in a 'who' 'what' 'where' 'when' and 'why' format, is less
effective and less memorable than narrative.
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Law andsocial sciences
In a themed issue of The Journal of Business and Technical
Communications, Blyer and Perkins (1999) expressed the view that the
narrative format has many advantages for professional communications
as well as research. Kelly and Zak (1999), studied the use of narrative in
business communications, concluding that narrative story combines logic
and emotion in a way that is inherently argumentative and passionate.
These researchers found a common thread between narratives in
scientific and legal discourse which they traced to the tradition of
folkloric communication. Kelly and Zak (1999) thus believe that
successful communicators typically use the narrative to create a powerful
message that convinces not through cold hard logic, but through
subjective appeals to aesthetic and emotional impulses. This use of
narrative story, they believe, was at the heart of lawyer Johnnie
Cochran's successful defense in the 0. J. Simpson/Nicole Brown
Simpson murder case. To Kelly and Zak, Cochran wove a successful
narrative of an African-American man being railroaded by white
American justice, a convincing narrative that swayed the jury. "Stories
and folktales remind us of our personal stories, our lives, our families,
our cultures, and the organizations in which we work" (p. 313), they
concluded, thus providing another interesting dimension on the power of
story.
Feldman, Skoldberg, Brown and Homer (2004) analyzed the use of
narrative across disciplines and found that narratives are a potent
research tool for understanding organizational change, because "people
distill and reflect a particular understanding of social and political
relations" (p. 148) and place these in narrative form, especially when
organizational change is being studied. Bruner (2004) asserted that
narrative is vital to psychotherapy, emphasizing the constructivist (i.e.,
meaning-making) aspect of patient narrative as the key to understanding
the patient. "We have no other way of describing 'lived time' save in the
form of narrative" (p. 692), because patient accounts of their history
contain thematic content and a consistent point of view. To Bruner
(2004), life imitates art, in that the only way someone can make sense of
experience is through storytelling.
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Nursing education
In both pre- and in-service nursing education, narrative story
writing is not only seen as a lens of experience, but as an active teaching/
thinking tool. Waddell, Durrant, and Avery (1999)' experimental study
examined the insertion of narrative methodology into a traditional
nursing education program. Waddell et al. (1999) concluded that
"participant evaluations of these programs suggests a high level of
satisfaction with the use of narrative methodology" (p. 267). Rooda and
Nardi (1999) reviewed research literature on the use of narrative
reflections in nursing pedagogy and concluded that reflective practice
[i.e., narrative writing] is recognized as essential for students'
professional development, and that "writing assignments.. .be
incorporated into any curricular framework" (p. 333). Ironside (2003)
developed a new curriculum centered around this approach. In this
course, students were asked to write narratives about their course work,
as well as attend lectures and take notes. In collecting qualitative data on
14 nursing students, this investigator found that students overwhelmingly
felt that the writing and sharing of narratives encouraged active
processing and thoughtful analysis. Similarly, Kirkpatrick and Brown
(2004) found that writing narratives were effective in helping to sensitize
nurses to the concerns and problems of their geriatric patients.
Physicalsciences and medicine
Several researchers have affirmed the power of narrative in drawing
parallels between scientific discourse and storytelling. Sheehan and Rode
(1999) reviewed writings by major scientists such as Newton and
Einstein and concluded that narrative has been used by scientists to
analyze and build a case for important scientific principles. In the
medical arena, Kottow and Kottow (2002) cited literary narratives, such
as Tolstoy's The Death ofIvan Ilych as examples of how medical science
could organize data in story format and apply retrospective analysis.
These researchers suggest that as with nurses, stories tempt "the reader to
exercise his interpretative skills" (Kottow & Kottow, 2002, p. 45), and a
variety of clinical situations to help practitioners identify both good and
bad medical practices. Malina (2002) pointed out that "we are made of
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stories.. .cultural, familiar, interpersonal, psychological, emotional, and

biological. Reading these stories from the perspective of the main
character is the job of physicians and medical ethicists [and] for 30 years,
literature has been infiltrating medical school curriculums, and for about
20 years, ethicists have drawn on methods of literary interpretation" (p.
1,629). Bayoumi and Kopplin (2004), in a critique of case reporting for
doctors, argue that storied case reporting, the practice of using a narrative
format for reviewing a clinical case, leads to more effective medical
diagnosis.
In summary, the cross section of studies presented here support the
conclusion that storytelling, story analysis, and narrative writing are
important tools of professional development. These are data that the
savvy classroom teacher cannot-and should not-ignore in considering
when and how to use story material in the classroom other than the
English class.
Story as power: Recommendations for the use of narrative across
subject-area classrooms
As stated earlier, the purpose of this article is not to simply reaffirm
processes or strategies currently seen in language arts classrooms or
performed by secondary English teachers. Rather, the purpose of this
article is to build a case for using story in content-area reading and
writing. The essential question is: how can we employ the most effective
materials to facilitate learning? In a review of how teachers use
literature, Gavelek and Raphael (1996) suggested that narrative is
important not only for literary growth, but for a deeper, more critical
understanding of subject-matter knowledge. However, Quinn and
Wilson (1997) found that classroom teachers faced with the demands of
high-stakes testing, packed curricula, and limited resources have not
embraced the use of literature or narrative in their classes. Faced with
empirical evidence on the power of story, isn't it time to take a fresh look
at the use of strategies and techniques which harness the power of story
for student engagement and long-term memory making?
One such strategy would be to de-emphasize traditional textbooks in
favor of alternative texts. Richgels et al. (1993) cited concerns about
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textbooks that are poorly written or poorly organized, too abstract and
conceptually too challenging for certain pupils. Alternative texts, such as
the Michener award-winning series of history textbooks by Hakim
(1999) focus on narrative materials, primary sources and artifacts. In a
monograph about Hakim's method of textbook writing, Hakim urges
"teaching reading using challenging, action-filled non-fiction.. .history as
narrative... and science presented as a quest" (p. 3). The organization of
Hakim's textbook series reflects a sensitivity and awareness of the
importance of character and theme and a focus on teaching subject
matter as story. The First Americans, An Age of Extremes, War, Peace
and All That Jazz, are but a few representative titles for volumes on the
age of exploration, westward expansion, and the early twentieth century
respectively. Each Hakim book follows a historically sequential and
accurate order; however, individual chapters are written as stand-alone
stories to emphasize specific characters, themes, conflicts, and
resolution. Each page of Hakim text is a split page, with the primary text,
written in narrative format yet containing background information and
critical concepts, and a secondary text containing pictures, artifacts with
captions, maps or subsidiary stories within the story. The absence of
end-of-chapter study questions does not compromise factual accuracy or
historical content; instead, it focuses the reader on a story, not a hunt for
fact questions for homework assignments.
What about the content-area teacher who is unwilling or unable, for
a wide variety of reasons, to use alternative texts? Emphasizing story
format requires teachers to make some selective shifts in the types of
questions they pose to students, and apply a transactional approach to
instruction and assessment. In traditional textbook assignments, students
are encouraged to read individually in the search for isolated facts or bits
of information. However, Pardo (2004) outlines the Transactional
Strategy Instruction (TSI) which is an alternative strategy for working
with textbooks:

"* encourage readers to make sense of text that connect new content
and prior knowledge;

"* work with small reading groups to collaboratively make meaning
from selections;
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"* scaffold support, and gradually encourage students to make their
own decisions about how and when to apply procedures such as
thinking aloud, demonstrating and creating meaning; and
"* make reading/writing connections visible; encourage students to
react personally and authentically to what they read.
In this manner, students read (a) selectively through guided assignments
to build understanding of key concepts; (b) specifically, to analyze
primary documents, statistical tables and maps; and (c) critically, to
compare and contrast what is read to their own feelings, beliefs, and
attitudes. In place of traditional end-of-chapter textbook questions, the
teacher might pose a series of what if or hypothetical questions, in the
manner of open-ended question strategies suggested by Cardillichio and
Field (1997). For example, "What if General Wolfe had lost to General
Montcalm in the battle of Quebec on the Plains of Abraham?" By asking
students to re-write history, or engage in hypothetical speculation,
students gain a critical stance and view textbook information not as
gospel truth, but as one writer's selective story of events or phenomena,
the way textbooks were intended.
Since the story format contains a familiar and accessible structure
for students, content area teachers might modify assessment practices
that de-emphasize the fact-driven 'who, what, where, when and why'
approach and instead apply a story-grammar approach to reading,
discussing and writing about textbook information. Thus, the contentarea teacher might wish to:

"* encourage students to identify a problem or question in the
selection;

"* locate and identify how to solve the problem;
"* apply and demonstrate alternate solutions

or alternate
interpretations;
"* react, write and discuss a personal reaction, such as how this
information could be used in the future.
The use of story maps, structured graphic organizers or story maps such
as the story face (Staal, 2000) could help students identify problem,
conflict, solution, characters in a wide range of content-area non-fiction
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materials and subjects. Such a framework should be used consistently to
help students develop habits for analyzing information, solving a
problem, or analyzing historical events, geometric patterns, relationships,
statistical tables, or artifacts,
With use of narrative writing in the forefront of training in many
disciplines, the content area teacher may make use of a 'writing to learn'
stance in the classroom. Learning logs are form of narrative writing that
has been in use across the curriculum for many years. Commander and
Smith (1996) have indicated that learning logs have various purposes and
formats yet all of these facilitating cognitive monitoring, the 'thinking
about thinking' necessary for subject-matter mastery. Teachers might
wish to have students keep journals that emphasize a narrative format.
Students could be asked to put themselves into a historical period or
recast themselves as a character in a story from the past. For example,
assign an underground railroad log and ask the student to write as if they
were: (a) a former slave being transported to freedom; (b) a guide along
the underground railroad; (c) the homeowner of a station along the route
North. I recall a global studies teacher who asked students to write a
diary of their year in the Peace Corps in a third-world nation. The student
was able to create a character, integrate historical information and
setting, and develop his or her own conflict, problem and solutions.
Not only did the assignment result in students becoming aware of history
as story, but it strengthened their metacognitive awareness of how
historians work.
Learning logs are another type of reflective writing structure,
applicable to a wide variety of disciplines, including mathematics. The
goal of the log is to create a narrative so that the student can participate
in his or her own story as a learner. Learning logs are among the various
forms of written communication which have been widely adopted in
mathematics (McIntosh & Draper, 2001) even before the National
Council of Teachers of Mathematics Standards for School Mathematics
formally recommended written communication in the math class.
Fortescue (1994); Elliott (1996); Quinn and Wilson (1997); and Pugalee
(1997) are several teachers and researchers who have recommended
learning logs or math journals in which a student indicates progress,
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queries, and solutions to problems. Slowly, the idea that learning logs
are time consuming diversions from the curriculum is fading away.
Lyons (2003) recommends that struggling readers need special
approaches that reflect emotional as well as cognitive support through
teacher scaffolding. Bibliotherapy, or the use of reading to help
emotionally disturbed or reluctant readers acquire self-esteems and
competence, is another reason why narrative materials should be used in
the classroom. Huber and Clandenin (2004) endorse the use of narratives
to help students develop understanding of their own lives, and that this
unfolding understanding in turn stimulates further reading. Accordingly,
these two researchers outline a series of scaffolding techniques so that
the teacher might engage in narrative inquiry by:

"* creating spaces where children can ask questions about their own
life texts and those of classmates;

"* helping students to see they are the authors of their own lives;
"* providing ways to have students tell, write, paint and photograph
who they are and who they are becoming;

"* taking and using photos of children to help them tell a story; and
"* helping students fill their journals with narratives of themselves
and their experiences.
Reader's theatre, the dramatic interpretation of a play script through
oral interpretive reading (Walker, 2005), can be an effective way to
harness the power of story though interactive reading. Creative writing
or mini-plays, and creative writing can serve as culminating activities in
the literature or social studies class. A content area teacher might want
to assign historical novels or work collaboratively with a language arts
specialist in an interdisciplinary context to create talk shows or panel
discussions in which a historical figure reveals his or her own life,
transforms history into my story. The use of museum displays
incorporates elements of artifact, story and narrative to the re-creation of
authentic historical or scientific display. Students may need to refer to
primary and secondary textbook sources to read for factual information;
however, in the process of developing a finished project and creating a
story, students will improve their aesthetic appreciation and emotional
connection to the story.
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Daniels and Steineke (2004) recommend the use of literature
circles, where students choose their own reading materials and form
small groups of 3-6. The small groups permit a comfortable interaction
level and because they are based on choice and interest, not ability,
honest responses, personal connections and reader-generated questions,
not teacher-generated judgments or assessments, are the starting points
for discussion. Walker (2005) indicated that the use of literature logs and
readers theatre activities can be easily integrated into the literature circle
approach, thereby strengthening the writing/thinking component and
providing the teacher with additional assessment material. These
strategies are similar to content area classrooms where students are asked
to analyze a primary historical document or artifact, scientific data or
phenomena, or demonstrate mathematical/geometric relationships. The
key is authentic opportunities to have students read, react, and share their
own thoughts. Such activities do not require massive instructional time;
however, if done consistently and with careful teacher facilitation, they
can galvanize student attention and memory-making.
What is the moral of this tale of research at variance with classroom
practice? As Willingham (2004) indicated, teachers should use story and
use it often to help students learn and remember. Why is story a forgotten
entity after elementary school? Students who can remember the rhymes
and lyrics of a rap song or the exploits of a comic book character
certainly have the capacity to remember the stories of human
achievement and events. Recognizing the power of story and using it in
the classroom gives teachers an effective teaching tool to promote active
learning. It is up to the teacher practitioner to give this tale a happy
ending.
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Building Their Stories:
Electronic Case Studies of Struggling Readers

Terry S. Atkinson
Sarah C.Williams
East Carolina University

Ten university graduate students created electronic case studies
describing the learning of struggling readers as a part of this study
designed to yield insights about literacy education and the efficacy of
electronic case study development. A variety of data, analyzed through a
qualitative content analysis, revealed understandings regarding
participants'perceptionsabout themselves as learners, ideas about their
influences on students, and revelations about literacy instruction.A final
theme revealed that, as participantsreflected upon their own learning;
they also voiced a commitment to literacy teaching that went beyond
their personal classroom settings. Further, researchers gained insights
about how to better prepare literacy educators, as well as how to more
effectively integrate technology into the case study process.
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This study examined the process university graduate students used to
create electronic case studies describing the learning of struggling
readers. Data were collected during a semester-long capstone experience
for two linked graduate literacy courses. In addition to analyzing the
effectiveness of compiling such case studies electronically as compared
with doing so in hard copy format, we examined participants' learning as
both literacy educators and "emergent" technology students.
"How should teachers be taught to teach reading?" (Anders,
Hoffman, & Duffy, 2000). This question is a critical consideration for
both preservice teacher preparation and ongoing professional
development. Recent studies offer insight into this question by
examining the learning of literacy teachers as they assess and tutor
struggling readers (Duffy & Atkinson, 2001; Laster, 2001). Case study
methodology, most typically employed in these recent literacy studies,
offers promise as a means for teachers to systematically consider the
"problems, dilemmas, and complexity of teaching something to someone
in some context" (Levin, 1995, p. 63). The power of case studies within
teacher education is well documented (Fasko, 2001; Merseth, 1991;
Shulman, 1986). Its focus on individual student needs prepares educators
to foster academic achievement for increasingly diverse learning
populations (Darling-Hammond & Snyder, 2000), an asset of particular
relevance in today's schools.
Furthermore, because there are benefits attributed to using
technology as a tool in literacy instruction (Labbo, 1999; Leu, 2000; Leu
& Kinzer, 2000; Morrow, Barnhardt, & Rooyakkers, 2002; Piper, 2000),
linking case study methodology with emerging technological tools
(Bowers, Keneham, Sale, & Doerr, 2000; Merseth & Lacey, 1993;
Richards, 1998) offers promising possibilities for better preparing
literacy educators to foster student success. Within most educational
settings instructional technology integration is a routine expectation, and
can be used to efficiently contribute to effective instruction. While
teachers' personal use of technology often leads to increased classroom
implementation, teachers also stand to benefit from the availability of a
variety of web-accessible literacy resources. Using electronic formats
also provides special advantages over more traditional documentation
and assessment methods, including greater convenience, portability, and
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interactivity (Powers, Thomson, & Buckner, 2001). While these
advantages enable multiple student academic profiles to be shared with a
potentially broad audience of teacher learners, there are benefits for the
literacy teachers who create them. In addition to providing an inviting
format, the creation of electronic case studies offers a unique opportunity
for the literacy teachers in this study to "cast themselves as learners"
(Piper, 2000, p. 11). Specifically, while developing or refining
technology skills, literacy educators may struggle to learn (Watts, 1997),
much like students in their own classrooms who struggle with reading
difficulties.
Methodology
Context and study participants
Students who participated in this study had previously completed a
graduate course that focused on assessment procedures and instructional
practices for diagnosing and remediating reading difficulties. In the
course during which data were collected for this research, these same
students applied prior learning within a one-to-one tutoring relationship
with a struggling reader. Study participants assessed their tutees' literacy
proficiencies, discussed prior progress with their parents and/or
classroom teachers, and planned hour-long weekly tutoring sessions. One
author/researcher, Atkinson, observed tutoring interactions and provided
feedback for tutors, both in person and via e-mail. Participants compiled
electronic case studies about each struggling reader throughout the
semester and included the following components: personal information
about the tutee, initial and final literacy assessments, an overall
evaluation of student progress, tutoring session plans, video
footage/digital photographs depicting tutoring sessions, weekly teaching
reflections, and a summative analysis detailing graduate student learning.
Students received a one-hour orientation session focused on the portfolio
format and Lectora software features. Furthermore, a detailed quick
reference packet was provided that "walked the students through" setting
up the portfolio shell and adding additional information. After this initial
overview and training, one or both of the researchers were available for
student support during scheduled times for portfolio building.
Participants chose to use either Lectora multimedia authoring and
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publishing software, PowerPoint, or Netscape Composer to document
their case studies. To reduce the risk of bias, formal data analysis did not
proceed until after students' grades were submitted. Of the eleven
graduate students who completed this course, ten agreed to have their
case studies analyzed for the purposes of this study.
Datasources and analysis
Primary data collection took place over the course of a 15-week
semester and included one document completed in the previous semester.
Particular data sources for this study included electronic case study
components; small group on-line discussions about the reading
comprehension strategies outlined by Harvey and Goudvis (2000) in the
text, Strategies That Work; final course evaluations; comments from an
end-of-course face-to-face discussion; pre/post technology proficiency
surveys; a final reflective essay detailing understandings about struggling
readers (completed at the conclusion of the previous semester); pre/post
assessments about technology learning; and field notes collected by the
course instructor.
Data were analyzed through a qualitative content analysis (Patton,
1990). In Phase I, informal analysis, Atkinson reflected upon and
modified her instruction as she read, commented upon, and graded
students' written assignments and e-mail reflections. Reflective essays
from the end of the previous semester and field notes recorded during
tutoring sessions were also examined. In Phase II, coding, analytical and
methodological memos were written on data sources by Atkinson and
Williams, the other researcher/author. In Phase III, category creation,
memos were used to determine the categories that emerged from the
data. During this process, codes generated individually by each
researcher were compared and organized into overarching categories. For
example, several memos recorded an instance of students reflecting upon
their own learning (either in this class or during their K-12 teaching) as it
related to newly developed knowledge about pedagogy from this
experience. This resulted in "self as learner" becoming one of the themes
discussed later in this paper. In Phase IV, category consensus, data were
triangulated as Atkinson and Williams located evidence for creation of
categories. During this process, Atkinson and Williams ensured that
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information included in the categories identified in Phase III were
confirmed from more than one participant and found within multiple data
sources. In Phase V, audit, a colleague familiar with qualitative
methodology reviewed the data analysis procedures to establish
credibility and trustworthiness of the findings.
Findings
Study participants documented that they gained many specific
understandings about literacy teaching across the semester, and this
learning was grounded with some basic insights about themselves as
readers and learners. Specifically, examination of the research data
resulted in identification of four broad themes that are listed below and
discussed in the following narrative. All names mentioned are
pseudonyms.
1. Self as learner: Within the research data, participants noted
reflections about themselves; self as readers, self as students, and
self as technology learners.
2. Influences on students: This theme addressed the influences of
graduate student participants' learning on their students, within
both the tutoring and classroom settings.
3. Specific literacy teaching understandings:
Participants
elaborated about many specific new understandings they had
gained about teaching literacy, as well as evidence of their
transformations of these understandings into practical teaching
practices. Comments fell within the following five categories: a)
assessment, b) reading comprehension, c) word study, d)
individualization, and e) teacher modeling.
4. Overarching understandings and professional implications
beyond the classroom: The research data enumerated teachers'
intentions to reflect upon learning, increased confidence in
teaching ability, and commitment to sharing information with
others.
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Theme 1: Self as learner
Self as reader. Evidence consistently revealed that participants in
this study reflected upon their past and present personal reading
practices, experiences, and preferences. For instance, Amy noted how
the strategies she modeled for her tutee helped her (Amy) as a reader and
suggested that, "If teachers are caused to analyze how they read and
comprehend, then they can better teach this to their students."
Participants also frequently elaborated about their own reading struggles
with comments such as, "All readers space out when they read - I
thought I was alone - this (segment of Strategies That Work) made me
think about how I compensate by rereading" (Star); "I can relate to this
(spacing out). I can imagine how a student feels." (Lynn); and
"Reasoning through the text (a strategy described in Strategies That
Work) would have helped me enjoy history.. .Maybe if it (history) had
been presented through different genres, I could have learned to enjoy
it." (Akema) At least half of study participants recalled having difficulty
in earlier grades with selecting important information from expository
text, resulting in taking irrelevant notes or highlighting excessively.
Importantly, every teacher participant spoke of personally applying
newly learned strategies resulting in significant gains in reading
comprehension.
Self as student. Comments from participants identified specific
beneficial course components that influenced them positively as learners.
Three areas noted consistently were 1) frequent, meaningful (in this case,
on-line) discussions with class colleagues about course readings, 2)
highly relevant textbooks selected for this class and the previous course,
and 3) experience gained in the one-to-one tutoring situation.
Because class time was spent tutoring and creating electronic case
studies, discussion about course readings occurred on-line within
discussion board forums. Although many study participants expressed
the desire to hold more in-class discussions, the on-line forums revealed
rich, recursive dialogue and idea sharing among classmates (which may
or may not have happened in a class discussion where candidates
typically looked to the instructor to do much of the talking). Comments
such as, "I didn't understand about 'tracks' (notes about comprehension)
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until I read what you wrote"; "I had read, but after reading your
comments, (I) went back and reread"; and "the whole time I read this
section, I was thinking about your situation," reveal that the participants
in this study were interacting with their peers in a way that deepened
their own understanding and application of the text. Further, participants'
comments consistently noted satisfaction with the course textbooks
indicating the perception that they served as effective instructional
resources during the tutoring experience and would serve in the same
capacity in the future.
Each study participant reported immeasurable learning gains from
her one-to-one tutoring experience. Although some stated concern at the
beginning of the semester that they did not feel as if they could "make a
difference" with a tutee in such a short time, they indicated surprise
about how much progress students actually made as the semester
concluded. Julie commented that "the tutoring experience was a powerful
setting for both those with teaching experience and for those without."
Although the number of prior one-to-one teaching experiences varied
widely across the ten graduate students, gains in confidence within this
individualized venue were stated explicitly by more than half of the
study participants.
Self as technology learner. Comments about learning to employ
technology as a medium for creating electronic case studies spanned a
wide continuum. Some students voiced appreciation for the opportunity
to broaden their technology skills, while others expressed concern that
the time spent learning to use the software diminished their opportunities
to discuss their tutees' progress or course readings in class. Anna
mentioned the technology favorably, "As a bonus, I am a far cry more
able to navigate my way through a computer program than I ever
dreamed!" Jamie stated that "the electronic case study is a professional
way to share information. I'm glad that I will have it in my (graduate
program) portfolio."
Upon beginning this case study experience, we documented a wide
range of familiarity with technology among research subjects that
seemed to affect their comments. Most struggled with the use of
technology and were clearly nascent learners in this arena. This factor
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may have impacted the fact that only two participants elaborated about
how much technology integration enhanced their case study learning
experience. For example, Akema needed support and guidance in order
to save word processed documents and send email messages to the
course instructor. Julie articulated her frustration by stating, "get rid of
the electronic format... my focus was on getting it finished... not (on its)
content." Her attempts to complete case study components independently
were largely non-existent and suggestions offered by the instructors for
improving her electronic case study organization and editing uploaded
documents were repeatedly disregarded. In contrast, Amy easily became
adept with the portfolio software that was used as a model (Lectora) and
indicated that she felt "comfortable with the technology." Additional
remarks from study participants focused less on whether or not the
electronic format was useful, helpful, or appropriate, but more on how to
improve the integration of technology learning within the case study
task. These suggestions included the need to have access to software at
home, a request for longer periods of time to work on the portfolio, and
the desire for working with an initial template with "all of the kinks
worked out," rather than creating one "from scratch."
Despite the fact that technology learning in this course presented
students with many challenges, technology survey pre/post results
revealed that all graduate student participants gained significant
technology expertise during the semester, and attributed this increase to
the electronic case study experience. The surveyed technology
competencies that participants most consistently linked with this
experience are as follows: burning CDs (56%); using a scanner to
digitize images (78%) and text (67%); compiling, organizing, and editing
electronic data (78%); importing images, documents, video clips, and
audio segments (78%); and creating buttons and links with various forms
of software (56%).
Theme 2: Influences on students
Within tutoring sessions. Graduate students consistently applied
new understandings about literacy assessment and instruction as they
tutored struggling readers. Study participants administered multiple
assessment measures in order to appropriately focus their literacy
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instruction and support. Rhonda illustrated such understandings as she
stated, "instruction for struggling readers should begin with assessment
and close observation. This tells you what a child is doing while reading.
This assessment should be ongoing and drive instruction." Six of ten
graduate student tutors spoke explicitly about using various assessments
in order to confirm the reliability of their conclusions. Akema's
comments noting that multiple assessment outcomes "all pointed me in
the same direction" exemplified this practice.
As tutors planned and implemented their weekly one-to-one literacy
sessions, evidence of the literacy learning gained within this course was
well
documented.
All
participants
demonstrated
increased
understandings as they linked initial assessments to subsequently planned
instruction. Specifically, Starr expressed delight as her student actually
made some of the "text-to-self" connections that Starr had modeled for
her. Anna noted increased reading comprehension as her tutee used
"sticky notes" to document her responses and connections as she read.
Finally, Amy, who was not teaching while she was taking this course,
found that her one-to-one tutoring opportunity allowed her to apply what
she had learned by assessing and teaching a "real" student, rather than
speculating about the process.
Within classroom settings. Within the theme of influencing
students, the data consistently documented study participants' efforts to
employ new literacy assessment and teaching strategies not only with
their tutees, but also within their classroom settings. Nine of the ten
students in this study taught in school classrooms full-time during the
day and participated in evening graduate classes. All nine full time
teachers used this course as an opportunity to augment, question, refine,
and validate their present practices. Many validated or refined their
teaching as illustrated by Dulaney who stated that after considering her
present literacy practices, "I realize that I was actually teaching
visualization" without fully understanding what she was doing. Others
questioned current perceptions:
I was guilty of thinking that many reading skills should have
been taught and mastered in elementary school. This course has
forced me to rethink my teaching strategies. I now have an
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alternate route for instruction.. .vocabulary development,
spelling instruction, and comprehension included!
-Suzanne, high school teacher
Additionally, Starr indicated that she had learned to listen more
carefully to students' responses within her classroom Literature Circles
to determine if they were "thinking about their thinking." She further
justified her use of this approach by stating that reading with students in
whole class settings precluded this sort of close observation.
Finally, several participants' insights focused on the impact of high
stakes testing on classroom literacy teaching and learning. Teachers
repeatedly mentioned the temptation, and at times, "pressure" to spend
large amounts of class time with rote preparation for standardized tests.
The incongruence between such test preparation emphases and what was
being learned as "best literacy practice" was mentioned by more than
half of the study participants, and Suzanne summed up this notion by
stating, "My students need to become stronger readers before they can
become better test-takers. Practice tests don't make them good readers."
Theme 3: Specific literacy teaching understandings
Assessment. A prominent theme emerged within the data
documenting an increased understanding of the purpose and procedures
for student literacy assessment. As mentioned within previous sections,
study participants triangulated multiple assessment data sources in order
to draw conclusions regarding their tutees. Some candidates were able to
use assessment data to determine not only the reading levels of their
students (targeting what to teach), but also how to make their instruction
inviting and motivationally appropriate (determining why the student was
having difficulty and how to teach). All study participants noted using
specific assessment measures for the first time and indicated that they
would definitely use them in the future. Those mentioned consistently
included the multiple assessment components in the QualitativeReading
Inventory-3 (QRI-3), Words Their Way Spelling Inventories, and running
records.
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Reading comprehension. Suzanne noted that initially her tutee was

"..simplylooking at words - the meaning is absent." Other participants
echoed similar observations about their students' lack of reading
comprehension. Specifically, the importance of explicitly teaching
reading comprehension strategies was now understood by the graduate
students in this study as crucial for struggling readers who gained little
meaning while reading text. Many quotes from the data documented this
new insight, a sample of which follows; "Thinking aloud is new to me.
Our (classroom) discussions have become more powerful. The words are
not simply rolling over their eyes. They are making their way into their
brains and hearts" (Suzanne); "teachers try to get kids to infer, but don't
connect visualizing with inferring. I didn't either until I read this chapter.
This (strategy) should be incorporated into math, science, and social
studies" (Julie); "the more we know about something, the more questions
we have... I never thought of it this way, but it's the truth" (Jamie); "We
focus on asking questions and don't teach children to generate questions
on their own" (Dulaney); and "most students will never think like this
unless we introduce them to these thoughts" (Lynne).
In addition to the comments mentioned above, study participants
also documented new learning relative to several specific reading
comprehension strategies and tools. These included understanding the
importance of connecting literacy experiences to the interests and
background knowledge of students; the wide range of possibilities for
reading picture books to build background knowledge at all age levels;
the importance of including non-fiction texts within literacy learning;
and the need for specifically targeted use of sticky notes or highlighters
to determine and record important information.
Word study. Participants enthusiastically applied their knowledge
about word study assessment and instruction within tutoring sessions and
within their own classroom settings. Having gained initial exposure to
these understandings in their previously linked graduate course, they
consistently documented either refining the word study instruction
embedded in their current literacy programs or, in most cases, adding
these activities for the first time. Dulaney noted, "I have been able to
strengthen my ability to incorporate word study into my classroom and
really make a difference with those students that struggle with reading &
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spelling." Starr commented, "My knowledge about word study has been
strengthened. I now know how to meet specific needs with word sorts
and activities." She further elaborated, as did others, about the leaps in
confidence that were gained from this course relative to word study
assessment and subsequent developmentally appropriate teaching.
Individualization. The graduate students in this study reported new
insights about the importance of individualizing literacy instruction and
materials for students, depending on their specific needs, understandings,
and interests. Half of the participants stated that their belief in "the
power of working one-to-one" with students had also been strengthened.
Dulaney emphasized the importance of assuring tutee success by
knowing her student well (though formal and ongoing informal
assessment) and providing immediate feedback within individualized
instruction. Additionally, study participants shared ideas about how to
incorporate individualization within the larger classroom setting.
Examples of strategies mentioned included letting students serve as
"research experts" based on individual interests and abilities, finding
time for the provision of one-to-one instruction within the instructional
day, and considering possibilities for peer learning and teaching.
Teacher modeling. The notion that teacher modeling is crucial to the
success of struggling readers surfaced consistently. Julie remarked that it
is critical to model strategies for and with students before holding them
accountable for applying them independently. Starr gained new insights
while comparing her own understandings as a reader with the reading
proficiencies of her students. She stated, "I never thought so much about
the importance of modeling what comes naturally for me." The impact of
teachers as "reading role models" was mentioned as Jamie suggested that
students are much better at doing what teachers actually do, than they are
at doing what they tell them to do. Amy took this notion one step further
by stating, "Modeling is the most important thing that a teacher can do."
Theme 4: Overarching understandings and professional implications
beyond the classroom
Reflection. Although study participants' emphasis on reflection and
self-analysis was inherently evident within many of the comments
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previously mentioned, the presence of self-analysis and/or self-reflection
was strong enough to warrant individual consideration as a separate
theme. Reflection and self-analysis about teaching practices resulted in
new insights about the needs of specific learners, as is evidenced in the
following two examples. Julie noted, "I have analyzed my own teaching
during this experience to ask why students have trouble following
directions and completing tasks." Dulaney elaborated, "The more I teach
reading, the more I see that making or creating good readers takes a
mixture of all types of strategies and activities." Furthermore, selfreflection also led these teachers to an increased perception of personal
accountability. For example, Dulaney extended her previous comment
with the statement. "(Student) confidence must be built through activities
with which struggling readers can succeed - it is up to the teacher to
create such activities." Additionally, Suzanne determined that in cases
involving inadequate family support it was her responsibility to look
beyond these obstacles to enable successful literacy learning for all
students.
Confidence. As is evidenced in previous comments, all participants
mentioned an overall increase in their confidence as literacy teachers,
either by validating their current practices or by increasing their
repertoire of strategies. Starr remarked, "It (this class) has built my
confidence. I'm much more confident as a reading specialist." Lynn
echoed, "I have grown as a professional from this experience," and Jamie
noted "I feel more confident about using word study and linking it to
text." With this increased sense of confidence, many participants became
committed to sharing their new ideas with a larger community - thus
having an impact beyond their individual classroom settings.
Sharing information. More than half of the study participants
reported sharing information and strategies gained in the course with
colleagues at their school, and in some cases, elsewhere in their districts.
For Jamie, Lynn, Suzanne, and Rhonda this was an informal process.
However, others initiated a more deliberate sharing routine. For
example, Anna compiled a book of literacy teaching ideas for university
interns, and Starr mentioned creating a resource notebook/library for her
school. Additionally, as the study began, Starr left her classroom
teaching role to accept a position as a literacy specialist. As the study
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concluded, she attributed much of what she had to offer in her new
setting to learning acquisitions gained within the course serving as the
context for this study.
Summary offindings
In sum, findings reported from analysis of the research data
documented significant learning among study participants. By serving as
tutors for struggling readers, graduate students developed a wide array of
understandings as literacy teachers, not only enabling them to scaffold
the success of their tutees, but also to plan and implement more effective
literacy instruction in their classroom settings. In addition, study
participants detailed improvement in their own reading behaviors.
Numerous specific literacy teaching understandings were detailed,
enabling these educators to not only to evaluate their own reading
behaviors, but to also more confidently assess their students and plan
appropriate individualized instruction. Evidence substantiated consistent
efforts to share new learning within participants' schools and wider
educational communities. Lastly, study participants elaborated about
their learning struggles as they wrestled with the problem of gaining
competence as emergent technology learners.
Comparison of prior study
During the academic year preceding this study, Atkinson conducted
a similar research study during which graduate students subjects
compiled case studies of struggling readers within a non-electronic
format (Atkinson & Colby, 2006). In both the previous study and the one
discussed here, class sizes, data sources, and data analysis were similar,
differing only in terms of inclusion of the electronic case study formats
included within the present study. Although generalizations can not be
claimed within such naturalistic studies, it is striking that findings noted
in the initial study were almost wholly consistent with the findings of this
present study. However, a largely developed theme within the present
study was not evident within the prior study. This theme involved the
participants' extensive reflections about themselves as learners. In
particular, teachers explored their own experiences as readers, their
learning interactions as graduate students, and their struggles as
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"emergent" technology learners. This lone difference will be further
examined in the following sections.
Discussion
While the question of "How should teachers be taught to teach
reading?" (Anders, Hoffman, & Duffy, 2000) undergirded this research,
Atkinson and Williams sought to add an additional dimension to their
present study designed to explore literacy teachers as they assessed and
tutored struggling readers (Duffy & Atkinson, 2001; Laster, Cobb,
Dozier, Feist-Willis, Freppon, Grogen, Hill Johnston, Rosemary, Roskos,
Walker, Welsch, & Zimmerman, 2001). In addition to employing the
promising practice of case study methodology (Fasko, 2001; Levin,
1995; Merseth, 1991; Shulman, 1992) to document the assessment and
learning interactions between themselves and their tutees, study
participants compiled case studies electronically. A unanimous decision
to use the electronic format was reached during the semester before the
study proceeded as all participants agreed that the existence of such case
studies would benefit future graduate students.
The examination of participants' learning received primary focus
within this study. The data revealed significant literacy learning by
graduate students who assessed and taught struggling readers. With the
quest of diagnosing and remediating their reading difficulties, these
literacy teachers documented their students' "stories" within electronic
case study format, which they learned to construct in tandem with
planning and conducting their tutoring experiences. During the entire
semester, an additional text was read and explored in order to bolster the
explicit teaching repertoire of these literacy teachers, many of whom
noted serious reading comprehension difficulties in their tutees. Because
the majority of weekly class time was spent tutoring students, discussing
their progress, and adding data to electronic case studies (with the
assistance of Atkinson and Williams), discussions about Strategies That
Work took place primarily within online threaded discussion forums.
Although participants were constantly anxious to discuss the text and its
application possibilities during class sessions, the online format yielded
far more interaction and collegial support of one another as readers and
as literacy teachers than the "face-to-face class discussions" used in prior
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study to achieve the same purpose. The value of exploring this text
collaboratively within online discussion forums was noted repeatedly by
study participants and deemed by Atkinson and Williams as a major
factor in building collegial support among the small community of
learners who participated in this study.
A particular unexpected theme emerged as participants elaborated
upon "self as learner." Within this theme, teacher tutors focused upon
their own learning rather than that of learning to teach literacy. This
evidence surfaced as study subjects reflected upon themselves, and how
they had become better readers as a result of what they had learned from
this course. Some speculated about how newly acquired strategies would
have helped them as they learned to read in school. Additionally, study
subjects reflected upon their own learning process across the semester.
This introspection focused upon the importance of learning with and
among supportive literacy teacher colleagues who willingly shared their
teaching experiences. Experiences such as these exemplify Schon's
notion of the "reflective practitioner" (1983), deemed as highly effective
within teacher education and professional development literature (Swain,
1998). Study participants also reflected upon what was learned from their
one-to-one-tutoring experiences. The opportunity to "put into practice"
what had been learned and receive ongoing feedback about tutor-tutee
interactions resulted in personal gains in confidence and competence for
these literacy teachers, regardless of their teaching situation or number of
years of experience.
The final self-reflective learning examined within the study
explored graduate students' technology learning. All participants
indicated significant gains in their technology understandings due to the
learning that took place while compiling their electronic case studies.
However, most struggled as technology learners and did not regard this
part of the semester's learning experience positively. While some
participants offered suggestions for improving the use of an electronic
case study format within subsequent semesters, two participants
suggested getting rid of the format completely and eliminating the
technology until all glitches had been worked out. Within a graduate
level course designed to help remediate the difficulties of struggling
readers, one might wonder if placing these study subjects in the situation
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of struggling as technology learners led to these negative perceptions.
Struggling as a learner is indeed so painful that some participants'
focused more on this concern rather than the benefits gained (Labbo,
1999; Leu, 2000; Leu & Kinzer, 2000; Morrow, Barnhardt, &
Rooyakkers, 2002; Piper, 2000) by using technology as a tool in their
literacy learning.
Conclusions
In comparing this research to the similar proceeding investigation
(Atkinson & Colby 2006), evidence of literacy learning within the
present study was not impacted negatively with the addition of
technology to the participants' learning expectations. In fact, although
studies of this nature cannot substantiate generalization, Atkinson and
Williams noted additional specific learning among study participants that
was not evident in the first. Graduate students reflected upon themselves
as readers as they learned more about comprehension strategies. They
detailed their own struggles as readers, and subsequently came to value
learning about strategies that would have helped themselves.
Furthermore, they employed these strategies with their tutees and with
students in their own classrooms. As colleagues, they shared perspectives
and understandings and questioned one another as they "sorted and
sifted" through new topics at hand. As they "cast themselves as learners"
(Piper, 2000, p. 11), one might wonder if struggling as technology
learners within this course had any impact on these insights. Watts
(1997) alludes to this notion as he suggests that literacy educators who
struggle to develop or refine technology skills may struggle to learn, just
as their students with reading difficulties struggle to read.
Moreover, Atkinson and Williams learned a great deal about
possible practical changes that might potentially impact future
implementation of the case study assignment and the support provided
for the technology learning necessary to compile it. With these
modifications, some of the unnecessary technology glitches impacting
this study could be eliminated resulting in a more seamless process of
authoring an electronic case study within similar graduate courses.
Insights were gained about how software choices might be made in the
future. Case studies were created with three different software programs;
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Lectora, PowerPoint, and Netscape Composer. Dramatic differences in
the quality of the three different types of portfolios were not apparent as
the fact that each format chosen offered both strengths and limitations.
Subsequent software choices will be made based primarily on inclusion
of project components, support available for graduate students outside
the course setting, and availability of software for at home use.
Based upon Atkinson and Williams' conclusions, the risk of
plunging into the unknown territory inherent in this study was well worth
the stress and effort necessary to facilitate this graduate learning
experience. In an attempt to refine their own practice, the university
instructors conducting this study gained substantial insight. The
understandings gained by their students, although experienced somewhat
painfully while wrestling with the challenges of technology, were
noteworthy. Additionally, the worth of technology integration in this
graduate level case study experience was more fully recognized through
the lens of this research study. Lastly, with the original intent of the
graduate student participants in mind, their electronic case study archive
is offering possibilities for other literacy educators to explore and learn
from their experiences, both in sum and in part. The advantages of this
format, while well documented (Powers, Thomson, & Buckner, 2001),
have the potential to impact scores of future literacy educators in their
quest to better meet the needs of both struggling and non-struggling
readers.
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The Teacher's Response Process in Dialogue Journals

Donna E.Werderich
Northern Illinois University

This grounded theory study explores how middle school literacy teachers
used dialogue journals and the processes by which they responded to
their students' written responses. Literary conversation between teacher
and student was conceptualizedas an ongoing scaffoldingprocess within
dialogue journals. Teachers used "response facilitators" including
visual aids, modeling, questioning/requesting, and feedback
independently and in combination with one another to scaffold literary
conversation with students. Every responsefrom a teacher had a place
on a response continuum, fluctuating between instructional responses
and conversational responses. There were times when the teachers'
roles called for direct scaffolding, focusing on developing students'
literacy understandings,and other times when the teachers joined the
discussion as an equal, giving students more freedom to experience
literature.Although the full potential of dialoguejournals has yet to be
realized,this study suggests dialoguejournalsprovide an effective means
of individualizingthe literacy development ofyoung adolescent learners.
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A renewed emphasis on response-based approaches to literature
instruction has occurred in the past few decades. Teachers in elementary
through high school classrooms are implementing a variety of
instructional strategies to encourage and validate students' meaningful
discussions of literature (Atwell, 1987; Bean & Rigoni, 2001; Hancock,
1993; Matthews & Chandler, 1998; Mizokawa & Hansen-Krening, 2000;
Raphael & McMahon, 1994; Wollman-Bonilla & Werchadlo, 1995).
During the same period, a considerable number of researchers have
investigated responses to literature. One focus of research in this area is
the role of the student in literary response. Factors such as student's
personal experiences and background knowledge (Farest & Miller, 1994;
Sipe, 1998), student's ability level and age (Applebee, 1987; Galda,
1990; Lehr, 1988; Martinez & Roser, 1994), student's gender and
sociocultural background (Finders, 1997; Johnson, Peer, & Baldwin,
1984; Squire, 1964), and student's linguistic and cultural diversity
(Staton, Shuy, Kreeft Paton, & Reed, 1988) contribute to how a student
responds to literature. Still, another burgeoning strand of the research
focuses on the role of the teacher in guiding students' responses. As
response-based approaches have increasingly become an integral part of
literary study, researchers have examined the teacher's role within a
variety of instructional frameworks.
One of the most common contexts for literary study involves oral
conversations. Whether labeled as literature circles (Daniels, 2002;
Short, 1986), book clubs (Raphael & McMahon, 1994), or discussion
groups (O'Flahavan, 1989), the teacher's role in these conversational
settings is multifaceted. Some researchers view the teacher as director of
literature groups responsible for leading the discussion (Hanseen, 1990;
Peterson & Eeds, 1990). Others believe the teacher should assist
students' discussion by assuming the role of an outside observer
(Hancock, 1993; Tiballi & Drake, 1993). Still, other researchers see the
role of the teacher as a participant of literature discussion groups
(Routman, 1991; Simpson, 1994). Flood and Lapp (1994) raised the
issue that the teacher's role should vary based upon student needs and
goals for the discussion. While researchers have targeted their
investigations to the roles of teachers within the contexts of literature
circles, book clubs, and discussion groups, reader response research has
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not adequately addressed the teacher's contributions to students'
response in dialogue journals.
Teachers and researchers investigating the use of dialogue journals
have primarily analyzed the students' written responses attempting to
describe different categories, levels, and processes (Atwell, 1987;
Calkins, 1986; Fuhler, 1994; Hancock, 1993; Hansen, 1987; Rief, 1992).
Atwell (1987) discovered over 150 kinds of literary talk that emerged
from her eighth-grade students' dialogue journal letters. Based on the
research by Staton (1980), who studied the written conversations
between sixth-grade students and their teacher, Atwell chose dialogue
journals to elicit her students' active engagement with text. To
understand how dialogue journals help promote reading development,
Wells (1993) examined eight student journals from her eighth-grade
reading class. Student responses emerged into five categories: (1)
ongoing business, (2) metacognitive, (3) responses, (4) connections, and
(5) evaluation of text and author. Identifying these categories helped
Wells form hypotheses about how journal writing fostered her students'
reading development. Wollman-Bonilla and Werchadlo (1995) identified
a categorization scheme from 620 first-grade dialogue journal responses.
Although this study demonstrated that when given the opportunity,
students in the primary grades can create differing responses to literature,
several unanswered questions emerged as to how the teacher may have
influenced the students' responses.
While such research notes the varying topics and categories
documented by students, it does not directly determine if the teachers
have indeed fostered these students' written conversations (Hall,
Crawford, & Robinson, 1997). The purposes of the current study were,
therefore, to investigate how middle school literacy teachers used
dialogue journals and the processes they employed to respond to their
students' written responses. To accomplish this, the researcher employed
a grounded theory study (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin
1998) to create a theoretical model to help explicate an area of inquiry
about which little is known.
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Theoretical Frame
In response-based approaches to teaching literature, the teacher's
role is to encourage students to share their individual responses to what
they have read through guidance and support focusing on the student's
construction of meaning from text (Cox, 1997; Fountas & Pinnell, 2001).
This view of literacy instruction is grounded in reader response theory
(Bleich, 1978; Iser, 1978; Langer, 1989; Probst, 1988; Richards, 1929;
Rosenblatt, 1938). Reader response theory takes into account the
students' personal responses to a text, allows literature to be relevant to
the students' lives, and makes it possible for multiple interpretations to
be accepted rather than just one correct interpretation.
Emphasis on the role of the reader indicates that the interpretation
of a single text may vary. Langer (1994) refers to this as the "horizon of
possibilities." Throughout the literary experience, readers will explore
their emotions, rethink their predictions, and consider new possibilities.
"Coming from different backgrounds, with different attitudes, under
varying circumstances, the students naturally have different readings"
(Probst, 1984, p. 13). Consequently, teachers who want to establish a
response-based literature program should encourage students to find
personal meaning in literature (Many, 1994).
The significant role of the reader as the source of constructing
meaning from text is supported by the theoretical work of Bleich (1978).
In Subjective Criticism, he advocated that meaning is developed in the
minds of readers. Words on a page may form an object, but it is the
reader who constructs the meaning. Bleich argued that readers, as a result
of their individual motivations and psychological structures, form
subjective responses and interpretations to a text. Additional support for
the reader's involvement in creating meaning from text is supported by
Iser (1978) who applied the philosophy of phenomenology to the
interpretation of literature. Iser proposed that during the dyadic
relationship between text and reader, the reader must fill in the gaps in
order to make meaning.
Langer (1989) added insight into the making of meaning process
from her ethnographic research. Langer argued that readers are actively
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engaged in creating meaning from text through a process of
envisionment. Similar to the ideas proposed by other theorists about the
reader's stance (the way in which a reader relates to the text), Langer's
research suggested that the reader moved through four stances: 1) Being
out and stepping in -- during this stance, the reader uses background
knowledge to attempt comprehension of the text; (2) Being in and
moving through an envisionment - here the reader interacts with the
text to build more complex understandings; (3) Stepping back and
rethinking what one knows - during this stance, the reader reconsiders
his knowledge, assumptions, and attitudes brought to the reading; (4)
Stepping out and objectifying the experience -finally, the reader reflects
on the reading of the text and the experience of reading it. The role of
the reader, therefore, is seen as an integral part of the response process
and the construction of meaning. Since construction of meaning is
determined by the reader, the role of the teacher is significant in guiding
students' understanding of text. Hence, examining strategies teachers
use in dialogue journal writing may provide insight into how to enhance
students' literary development. The more we know about what teachers
do, the more we may know about the instructional implications of the
dialogue journal approach.
Method
Participants
Bogdan and Biklen (1992) recommend participants be purposefully
selected to facilitate theory development. A letter describing the research
study was attached to a participant survey and distributed to
approximately 70 middle school literacy teachers. From the surveys, 10
teachers responded with interest. However, based on established criteria,
the final selection involved three middle school literacy teachers: Ms. C,
who taught reading at the seventh-grade level, and Ms. L and Mr. D, who
both taught reading at the sixth-grade level.
Data collection
Dialogue jourmals were the primary data source. The researcher
analyzed over 600 dialogue journal letters written by the teachers.
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Although the researcher using the grounded theory method "collects
primarily interview data" (Creswell, 1998, p. 56), relatively recent
studies have added merit to the researcher using documents as a primary
data source in developing grounded theory (Pandit, 1996; Stamp, 1999).
The data collection for this study also included a participant survey,
interviews, classroom observations, and notebooks to record the
researcher's thoughts, questions, and ideas during data analysis.
Data analysis
Data were analyzed using open coding, axial coding, and selective
coding procedures devised by Strauss and Corbin (1998). These set
coding procedures allowed data to be analyzed and coded forming
categories in which substantive theory emerged. The first stages of data
analysis began when the researcher transcribed the audio tapes of the
teachers' initial interviews. As the tapes were transcribed, the researcher
wrote memos consisting of impressions, observations, reflections, and
interpretations related to potential categories of theory development. This
permitted her to record the first phase of open coding categories.
Open coding: Interviews
The open coding process of the teachers' transcribed interviews
involved a combination of underlining, circling, and margin notations of
initial concepts. Each concept, totaling 106, was then written on a
separate index card, which allowed the researcher to collapse like
concepts into categories. After open coding of the interviews, the
researcher read the teachers' responses in students' dialogue journals
looking for similarities, differences, or inconsistencies in the initial
coding.
Analysis ofstudents dialoguejournals
Using the constant comparative method described by Glaser and
Strauss (1967), the researcher used color-coding tabs throughout the
journal letters to identify specific segments of the teachers' responses.
As the researcher read and reread the letters, it became evident that the
teachers' responses fell into four separate categories: visual aids,
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modeling, questioning, and feedback. The data became suitably grouped
under one of the four teacher response categories until theoretical
saturation occurred in which the teachers' responses became repetitive
and no additional data were being found to establish new categories or
properties of the categories.
Axial coding and selective coding
During axial coding, the researcher uncovered relationships within
and among categories. Axial coding helped the researcher understand the
relationship between the four teacher response categories and their
properties. During selective coding, the researcher integrated and refined
the theory to identify a "central" or "core category" (Glaser & Strauss,
1967). Using such techniques as writing a storyline, using diagrams, and
sorting and reviewing memos, the researcher identified "individualized
instructional guidance" as the core category that conceptualized the
teacher's response process and explained the interconnections of the
response categories.
Substantiatingthe emergence of theory
In order to determine the reliability of the research results and to
confirm that the themes and substantive theory emerged from the data
rather than being forced by the researcher, follow-up interviews were
conducted with all three teachers. A technique called "stimulated recall"
was used to gain access to the teachers' thoughts during their journal
letter writing (Gass, 2000). During this process, the teachers read
selected journal letters and their responses to the students; answered
specific questions to facilitate their thoughts and reflection; and
evaluated the resulting data analysis, thus confirming the validity of the
response model and achievement of theoretical saturation.
Results and Discussion
A model of the teacher's responseprocess

The model in Figure 1 is depicted on open pages of a dialogue
journal. It is within this context that literary conversation between
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teacher and student became conceptualized as an ongoing scaffolding
process. With each student's dialogue journal, the teacher plays an
important role in engaging the student in a reciprocal process of dialogue
about literature and the act of reading. In considering the theoretical
model, it is important to keep in mind that the teacher's response process
is in a state of dynamic change as each new journal entry from a student
is read.

Figure 1. A Model of the Teacher's Response Process.
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Knowledge and Experience Base and Theoretical Base
The teacher's knowledge and experience base as well as theoretical
base are two model components that influence the entire response
process. This is depicted in the arrows flowing separately from each
component at the top of the journal pages and then joining together to
form a circular flow of arrows connecting various model components in
Figure 1. The teacher's knowledge and experience base can be expanded
over time as new knowledge and literacy experiences are acquired. The
theoretical base held by the teacher, however, is likely to remain
unchanged but does assist the teacher in responding to a student.
Knowledge and experience base
The teacher's knowledge and experience base is critical to the
response process. The teachers recognized the range of academic ability
and young adolescents' developmental changes in using dialogue
journals at the middle school level. Such knowledge of young
adolescents influences literacy education (Irvin & Strauss, 2000;
Knowles & Brown, 2000; Rief, 1992; Robb, 2000; Simmons & Carroll,
2003). Moreover, the teacher's familiarity of the forms and conventions
of writing and understanding of the processes and strategies that readers
use to comprehend text was important in the teaching of literary
response. A final aspect of the teachers' knowledge and experience base
resides in their ability to recommend topics, authors, and genres to
motivate adolescents to become lifelong voluntary readers (Morrow,
2003).
Theoretical base
This model component comprised three belief areas. The first
included the teacher's perception of "reading is thinking" as a strong
driving force underlying the entire premise of dialogue journals.
Teachers continually facilitated students' thinking about reading,
beginning with students' personal connections and reactions to a piece of
literature to ensuring that they considered different literary elements and
techniques used by authors to convey meaning. A second commonality
was that all three teachers believed that they played an important role in
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motivating their students to become lifelong voluntary readers and
valued student choice reading (Moore, Bean, Birdyshaw, & Rycik,
1999). Studies that addressed the question of what motivated students to
read indicate that teachers can be a motivating influence in fostering
students' lifelong reading (Gambrell, 1996; Guthrie & Humenick, 2004;
Ruddell, 1995). Finally, the teachers believed in building student-teacher
relationships by engaging in one-on-one conversations with students.
These teachers reported during their interviews the development of
student teacher relationships in dialogue journals described by several
researchers (Bean & Rigoni, 2001; Hall, Crawford & Robinson, 1997;
Hanrahan, 1999).
Together, both components helped to formulate the teacher's
response, which begins with reading the student's letter, as shown in
Figure 1. The teacher drew upon his/her knowledge, experience, and
theoretical beliefs in an attempt to reflect upon a student's letter. This
required the teacher to form an "instructional stance," which influenced
decisions relevant to how the teacher responded to a student.
Instructional Stance
Instructional stance accounted for decisions teachers made about
how to respond to a student. As Mr. D explained:
When you are writing a letter you have to sit and think,
"Well now, what was that child saying, and what do I
want to say in response to that."
Teachers formed an instructional stance based upon the perceptions
made of students' understandings and needs in terms of: (1) literacy
development, (2) reading motivation, and (3) relationship development
as shown in Figure 1. Essentially, each student and each letter were
unique and required "improvisational judgments about which of the
teacher actions to employ" (Jewell & Pratt, 1999, p. 849).
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Literacy development
Forming an instructional stance teachers to make decisions or
judgments while reading students' letter. For Ms. C, her instructional
stance began by looking at different aspects of the student's writing
development. In addition to evaluating the quality of students' writing,
teachers looked at students' letters to see if they understood how to use
strategies during reading. For example, Ms. L stated:
I can see if they understand how to make connections or
if they understand how to make predictions. So it is a
quick way for me to check to see how many kids are
getting it, or who's not getting it. So it is an assessment
tool.
Reading motivation
Based primarily on the teacher's theoretical beliefs, teachers had
expectations that students will become lifelong voluntary readers.
Forming an instructional stance toward reading motivation required the
teachers to model their literary experience. Ms. C indicated this when
reflecting on a letter she wrote to a student:
I then went into something that I was reading, which I
often do because I think that is a good way to get the
kids to learn about new titles and tell them something
about what I am reading.
Relationship development
Relationship development accounted for decisions teachers made
about writing responses in order to connect with and better understand
their students. Mr. D described how through the dialogue journals he
was able to learn more about his students:
Every week I read their writing and after a few weeks
you begin to realize the child and their thinking and how
they were doing.
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As the teacher gained more knowledge of the student's abilities and
interests, the teacher's choice of response was likely to change. By using
a variety of "response facilitators," another model component shown on
the bottom right of Figure 1, the teachers guided student's literacy
development.
Response Facilitators
Using the constant comparative method described by Glaser and
Strauss (1967), the researcher created another model component, a broad
category called response facilitators (Figure 2). This category included
four subcategories: (1) visual aids, (2) modeling, (3) questioning and
requesting, and (4) feedback. Although each response category was
presented as a separate category, it is important to note that they
functioned together in a simultaneous and integrated manner. This is
illustrated by the arrows surrounding and connecting these categories
(Figure 2).
Visual aids
Teachers introduced students to the dialogue journal process using
visual aids during classroom instruction. This subcategory had several
properties, including an introductory letter, overhead transparencies of
example letters, as well as posters and chart paper. All visual aids were
used to support students' initial attempts at response writing. Teachers
provided continued support and guidance through journal
correspondence between teacher and student. On occasion, the teachers
wrote journal responses to scaffold the student's writing by referring to
visual aids and by commenting on proper formatting of a letter; other
times, the teachers addressed the quality of the student's letter writing in
terms of correct spelling and grammar, development of paragraphs, and
complexity of the student's thinking, as seen in the following response:
I'm confused as to why you aren't following the
instructions and format we agreed upon. I have stapled
another copy of the letter I gave you at the beginning of
the year about the kind of thinking and writing I'm
looking for. (Ms. L)
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Don't forget what we talked about Wednesday in class. Your letters
should consist of 2-4 paragraphs. Your topics should change with each
paragraph. (Ms. C)
The teachers responded using what Jewell and Pratt (1999) term as
"procedural reinforcements." Through dialogue journal responses, the
teachers wrote comments to ensure that their students followed the
expectations and procedures of journal writing.
Modeling
Teacher modeling was important in scaffolding students' written
responses to their reading. The teachers modeled many aspects involved
in literary response, including (1) properly formatting a letter, (2)
demonstrating the reader's thinking and use of strategies, and (3)
interpreting literary elements and techniques. As Hickman (1984) noted,
the teachers "acted as the classroom's number-one model reader,
showing in attitudes, habits, and actions what it is like to find enjoyment
and meaning in books" (p. 282).
In many ways, examining of the teachers' responses indicated an
aesthetic stance toward reading (Rosenblatt, 1938/1995). From this
stance, teachers made personal connections, empathized with characters,
and visualized scenes and events to demonstrate being actively involved
in reading. The following examples of teachers' responses, which
focused on encouraging students' personal experiences with literature,
are supported by literary theorists (Bleich, 1978; Iser, 1978; Langer,
1994; Probst, 1988; Rosenblatt, 1938/1995).
This sounds like another heartbrake for Brian. I'm with
you on this one. If this had happened to me, I don't
know how I cold have found the strength to go on. I
wonder how this book is going to end. (Mr. D)
Well your connection could like my connections when I
first read these three stories. Yes, I too started to believe
in the "enthrotti." Also, I thought about Kything and
how cool that would be. I also want to be in Meg's
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family. They have such a fun and interesting home life.
(Ms. L)
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Teachers in this study were required to meet curriculum standards
and improve students' performance on standardized achievement tests
and they used the dialogue journal as an opportunity to provide literacy
instruction to meet certain standards. For example, the teachers often
provided their own interpretations of literary elements (e.g., theme,
character, setting, plot, tone, conflict) to foster students' own
understandings of text:
I think you really nailed down the theme of your book.
It seems to be all about courage and finding the strength
inside of you to survive even when things are terrible. It
reminds me of the book we're going to be reading. This
is a good example of how the same themes keep coming
up throughout literature. (Mr. D)
While the teachers' responses demonstrated thoughtful engagement with
literature (Langer, 1998), they also emphasized response to literary
technique (e.g., figurative language, dialogue, description, word choice,
style).
In the following response, Ms. L discusses different literary
techniques used by authors:
Mysteries are fun books to read and they usually have
foreshadowing in them. That's when the author puts
things in that later you can look back on and say "Oh,
yea .

.

. that's why that was there!"

Anyway, look for

clues like that and write me about it. (Ms. L)
Questioningand requesting
Another frequently identified tool used to scaffold students' literary
conversation involved questioning and requesting. Teachers asked
questions and made requests in their dialogue journal responses to: (1)
invite students into discussion, (2) clarify students' understandings, and
(3) redirect and extend students' thinking. This is consistent with
Probst's (1984) assertion that "Students also need to learn to analyze, to
interpret, and to seek evidence for their conclusions" (p. 57).
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Asking students to reflect upon thinking as readers is a commonly
reported strategy in response-based literacy instruction research.
O'Flahavan (1994) found that teachers asked questions while assuming
the roles of elicitor and framer in peer discussion groups. In both roles,
teachers frequently asked questions to help students "elaborate or extend
their ideas" and to help "students gain perspective of their thinking" (p.
355). Many of the teachers' responses included questioning and
requesting statements to clarify students' understanding and redirect or
extend students' thinking.
You described well what you liked in your reading, but
Is it because you could
you didn't explain why.
visualize it? Also, your prediction is interesting, but
what events in the story help you write that prediction?
(Ms. L)
Try not to give so much summary next time. How about
telling me what surprises you in your story and how the
author's writing style helps you understand the story.

(Ms. L)
Could you tell me how the book is interesting and what
makes it "cool?" Give some examples from the story to
support that. (Ms. C)
Asking students to consider the teacher's written questions and
requests appeared to be an essential strategy to guide students' thinking
about literature. Langer (1994) declared that teachers use questioning
and probing techniques to get students to critically think about literature.
Lehr and Thompson (2000) recognized that asking divergent questions,
rather than asking questions about literal facts of a piece of literature
"allows children to consider their interpretations of the story" (p. 482).
Others have reached a similar conclusion. Wells (1993), WollmanBonilla and Werchadlo (1995), Berger (1996), Jewell and Pratt (1999),
and Short et al. (1999) all found that probing students' thinking by
asking questions aided in improving a reader's capacity to evoke
meaning from text.
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Feedback

The final response facilitator used to scaffold students' literary
conversation was feedback from the teacher. Feedback included (1)
providing encouragement, (2) answering students' questions, (3) offering
recommendations of authors and titles of young adolescent literature, and
(4) giving compliments. Teachers' feedback was necessary to support the
reciprocal conversation that is inherent in dialogue journals. The greater
the foregrounding of a safe conversational context, the more likely it is
that the students will feel comfortable to develop their ideas, thoughts,
questions, and concerns as adolescent readers (Bean & Rigoni, 2001;
Hall et al., 1997; Jewell & Pratt, 1999). The following responses
illustrate how teachers encouraged students to contribute to the literary
conversation:
I look forward to hearing from you again soon. (Ms. C)
Keep up the good reading and writing! (Ms. L)
Go for the goodness! (Mr. D)
To expand students' reading experiences so that they come to enjoy
reading, teachers often recommended topics, authors, and genres for
students to explore. Jewell and Pratt (1999) determined that teachers
often used "validating" and "affirming" responses during literature
discussion groups with second- and third-grade students. Examples of
their responses included: "(1) Give it a try, (2) You did a wonderful job
of bringing in your true life experience, and (3) You did a nice job of
connecting with each other" (p. 849). These responses are representative
of the encouragement and compliments identified in the teachers'
dialogue journals analyzed in this study.
Response Continuum
The "response continuum" shown in Figure 3 reflects three forms of
teachers' responses. Instructional and conversational responses are two
forms of teachers' responses represented at opposite ends of the
continuum. The third form, named "instructional/conversational"
responses, is indicated at the center point of the continuum showing a
blending of both types of responses. Essentially, the response continuum
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indicated that the teachers' responses (symbolized by the teacher's letter
in Figure 1) continually fluctuated between an "instructional" response
and a "conversational" response. When asked to reflect on the emergence
of the response continuum, Mr. D concluded:
I think with each student you are going to find a place on
this continuum. I'll have 25 different dots in terms of
how I meet them.

Instructional

Response Continuum
Conversational"

Figure 3. Response Continuum.

Analysis of the teachers' responses provided the researcher an
awareness of the complex and changing role of the teacher in dialogue
journals. There were times when the teacher's role called for direct
scaffolding, focusing on developing students' literacy understanding
(instructional response), and other times when the teacher joined the
discussion as an equal (conversational response), giving students more
freedom to experience literature (Probst, 1984). A constant emphasis on
curriculum mandates for reading instruction coupled with reader
response theory (Bleich, 1978; Iser, 1978; Probst, 1988; Richards, 1929;
Rosenblatt, 1938/1995) seemed to foster "permanent tension in the
relation between authority and liberty" (Shor & Freire, 1987, p. 102).
While teachers want to foster students' unique responses to literature,
they are also required to follow state standards for literacy instruction,
thus creating instructional/conversational responses. Throughout the
dialogue journal process, the teachers' responses fluctuated, thereby
tailoring their responses to the needs of individual students. This is
illustrated by the arrows surrounding and connecting the central theme
named "individualized instructional guidance" (Figure 1).
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Individualized Instructional Guidance
During selective coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), a central theme
named "individualized instructional guidance" was identified explaining
how the teacher facilitates literary conversation with a student. As the
teacher's response process occured, the response facilitators were used
independently and in combination with one another to scaffold literary
conversation with a student. The scaffolding process is reflected in the
circular flow of arrows connecting various model components, as seen at
the center of Figure 1.
Through dialogue journals, the teachers assisted students' literacy
learning by providing and referring to visual aids; modeling and
demonstrating reading skills; strategies, and experiences; asking
questions to guide students understanding; and giving feedback to
encourage students' growth and motivation to read. This instructional
guidance was ongoing throughout the dialogue journal process and was
tailored to the needs of individual students. The emergence of
individualized instructional guidance is consistent with Vygotsky's
(1986) work. According to Vygotsky, teachers can assist students'
learning using a variety of strategies. Wertsch (1980) further clarified
how adults alter their dialogue to support the learning of a child.
Depending on the child's ability to complete a task, the adult's responses
vary from explicit directives to vague hints and suggestions. Wertsch
refers to this as "semiotic flexibility." The teachers in this study
provided varying levels of support in the form of written dialogue to
encourage students' literacy learning.
Instructional Implications and Recommendations
The research reported in this study offers several implications and
recommendations for middle school literacy teachers who are inclined to
implement dialogue journals as part of their reading curriculum.
Through use of dialogue journals, middle school literacy teachers can
foster individual student's literacy development and lifelong reading with
both curriculum standards and reader response theory (Bleich, 1978; Iser,
1978; Probst, 1988; Richards, 1929; Rosenblatt, 1938/1995) in mind. To
accomplish this requires a balance between providing instructional
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responses and conversational responses.
Furthermore, a variety of
response facilitators should be employed if middle school literacy
teachers are to scaffold students' literacy learning and promote students'
engagement with literature. Too many questions and too much emphasis
on a "quality" response may create teacher-dominated conversations and
hinder students' attempts at responding freely to literature (Adler,
Rougle, Kaiser, & Caughlan, 2003/2004). As O'Flahavan (1994) warned,
"excessive teacher participation" (p. 356) may undermine the premise
behind dialogue journals. Teachers must perceive their role as a
facilitator (Close, 1992; Paille, 1991; Short et al., 1999) who continually
determines what strategies best meet the needs of their students and the
purposes of the dialogue journal.
The present findings show that as literacy professionals, middle
school teachers must possess in-depth knowledge of reading and writing
processes in order to mentally analyze the quality of response and
understanding indicated in students' dialogue journals. They further need
to understand how to address these processes effectively in their dialogue
journal responses and classroom instruction. This calls for improving
teacher education programs in adolescent literacy (Bean & Harper,
2004). Appropriately prepared middle school literacy teachers should
have proficiency in modeling for students how to write quality responses;
how to visualize, react, predict, and connect with text; and also to relate
those experiences to instruction in literary elements and techniques used
by authors to convey meaning.
Middle school literacy teachers should get to know their middle
school students through dialogue journal conversations. These insights
will inform their instructional decision within dialogue journals and their
classrooms. Using dialogue journals also allows middle school literacy
teachers the opportunity to forge strong relationships with their students
(Bean & Rigoni, 2001; Hall et al., 1997; Hanrahan, 1999). Most
important, middle school literacy teachers should model the pure
pleasures of reading to promote lifelong reading of their students
(Morrow, 2003).

Teacher's Response Process in DialogueJournals

67

Limitations and Future Research
Many teachers may use journals with their students, but in different
forms, using different methods, and in different contexts. Due to the
uniqueness of the practice of dialogue journals in classrooms, one
limitation of this study may be a lack of generalizibility. The researcher
is also aware that the complete picture of the teachers' response process
may not be fully realized (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Additional studies
that employ various research paradigms within low-socioeconomic and
culturally diverse educational contexts are needed to confirm or refute
the theory of the teachers' response process. With the current emphasis
on implementing effective reading instruction that is based on scientific
evidence (National Institute of Child Health and Human Development,
2000; Reyna, 2004) there is the need to conduct quantitative research.
An experimental study such as Many and Wiseman's (1992) examination
of different approaches to students' responses to literature might present
insight into the effectiveness of dialogue journals. Given the demand to
improve students' performance on standardized tests, teachers will have
to select instructional approaches that demonstrate positive educational
outcomes. Wedwick and Weilbacher's (2004) examination of eighthgrade students' engagement in literature circles (Daniels, 2002; Short,
1986) showed observable connections between students' discussions in
literature circles and state standards for English language arts. Extensive
secondary analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) of the students' journal
responses may provide additional insight into the educational outcomes
of the teachers' responses in this study.
Final Thoughts
The field of literacy, especially when focused on best practices for
adolescent literacy instruction, must consider the instructional decisions
that teachers make and the roles that teachers play in fostering students'
literacy development. As this study suggests, teachers' use of dialogue
journals have the potential to design literacy instruction based on the
needs of individual students. Individualized instructional guidance was
the premise of dialogue journals. Teaching a "one-size-fits-all"
curriculum was not the goal. Rather, each journal correspondence was
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"another step in the students' growth toward independent learning and
better understanding of literature" (Close, 1992, p. 65).
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Susanna's Way of Becoming Literate: A Case Study of Literacy
Acquisition by a Young Girl from a Chinese Immigrant Family

Gaoyin Qian
CUNY-Lehman College
Junlin Pan
Northern Illinois University

Susanna, a young girl from a low-income Chinese immigrant family,
develops her oral language proficiency quickly in Head Start and
kindergarten; however, she needs more support in her reading and
writing. This case study examines an unusual journey of Susanna's
learning to read and write in English. Observations in her home indicate
a home with limitedprint,whereas Head Start and kindergartenprovide
not only print rich environment but also teachers' andpeers' support so
that she moves from an English language observer to an English
language user. However, she still struggles with the use of
decontextualized language. Susanna's difficulties are explained from a
social-cultural and psycholinguistic perspective. Instructional
implications are drawnfrom the findings.
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On a hot summer day in her home, Susanna was watching the
cartoon show "Captain Planet" on TV. "The power is yours," she
imitated a line from the show. Then, she announced proudly "I
am a superman." I responded to her, "You are not a superman
because you are a girl not a boy. You are a super-girl." She
looked at me and argued, "I ain't superman's girl friend." We
laughed. I grabbed her left arm, attempting to pull her over to me.
She protested, "You don't touch me!" (Transcript, August 4,
1998).
Susanna (all names are pseudonyms) was developing her verbal ability to
interact with people in English about nine months after she started to
attend Head Start at the community center. This five-year-old girl was
not able to speak English at all before going to Head Start in September
1997. Susanna was one of many children from low-income Chinese
immigrant families whose parents or guardians did not speak English.
These children were facing more challenges than their peers in their way
of becoming literate in English. How did Susanna handle the challenges
and become literate? How did Susanna, whose parents did not speak
English, learn to speak English? What print-related literacy practices did
Susanna engage in at home? How and to what extent did Head Start and
kindergarten contribute to her learning to become literate? These
questions led us to undertake a four-year case study to examine
Susanna's journey of becoming literate.
We are Chinese Americans, who speak Mandarin and several
Chinese dialects. We were teachers of English as a second language for
more than 10 years in China before we came to the U.S. in the late 1980s.
We have worked with bilingual children through our work and research
since the early 1990s. We are particularly concerned with the literacy
development among children who are from immigrant families. Susanna
was one of the four children we recruited in a short-term family literacy
program in the spring of 1996 for a study on young children's literacy
development from Chinese immigrant families. We selected children
based on the following criteria: (a) they were born in the U.S.; (b) their
parents were new immigrants to the U.S.; and (c) their parents did not
read or write in English. The study of the other three children
discontinued because their families relocated. Data on Susanna were
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collected in four consecutive years beginning in the fall of 1996. They
include (a) field-notes, (b) video taping, (c) drawings and writing
samples, and (d) formal and informal tests. Field-notes recorded our
observations of literacy activities Susanna engaged in during 13 home
visits (about two to three hours each) and 17 visits to Head Start and
kindergarten classes (about two and a half hours each). Home visits were
scheduled to cover activities at different hours of the day throughout the
week. Class visits were scheduled for the morning from about 9:00
through 11:30 a.m. We videotaped 6 class visits (about 900 minutes in
total) during the third and fourth years of the study. We collected
Susanna's drawings, writing samples, and formal and informal test
results from her home, Head Start, and the 2000 Summer Reading
Program for Struggling Readers.
To understand Susanna's literacy development, we framed our
study strongly in social aspects, focusing on the physical, cultural and
economic contexts that Susanna lived in as well as the language input she
received in interactions with people in her home, Head Start, and
kindergarten. We believed that a child's development in mental
functioning is characterized by the interaction between their natural and
cultural development (Vygotsky, 1962, 1960). All learning including
language learning takes place first in a social context (Heath, 1983;
Taylor, 1983; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988; Vygotsky, 1962, 1960;
Wertsch, 1991). In homes, community, and schools, adults and teachers
promote children's learning by making "new demands" and stimulate
their intellect with new goals so that they can reach "highest stages"
(Vygotsky, 1962, pp.58-59). In addition, we felt it necessary to examine
Susanna's literacy development through a second language acquisition
theory (Ellis, 1994). According to such a theory, a child's Basic
Interpersonal Communication Skills (BICS) develop a lot faster than
Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP). BICS develops
quickly and naturally as a result of exposure through communication, for
example, saying "Hi" to greet or "Don't touch me!" to protest. In
contrast, CALP, for example, using "once upon a time" to begin a story
in writing or understanding a subject matter from text in reading takes
longer time to develop. These notions of BICS and CALP in second
language acquisition helped us understand teacher instruction, classroom
activities, and Susanna's progress in English as well as draw implications
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from our analysis for the type of language programs that children like
Susanna attend.
The need for the present study originated from two important
reasons. First, there was a lack of research on early literacy development
among children from low-income immigrant Chinese families. Only a
few studies documented experiences of children from middle-class
Chinese homes and school children living in Chinese communities (Fu,
1992, 1995; Hudson-Ross & Dong, 1990; Li, 2002; Sung, 1987; Tobin,
Wu, & Davidson, 1989; Wan, 2000). Second, there was a discrepancy in
research findings about whether the school or the home and community
played an important role in early literacy development. Sung's (1987)
study on children from Chinese immigrant families, for example, found
that the school played a more important role. A similar finding was
reported by Purcell-Gates (1995), who distinguished between the
physical presence of books and the actual use of print at home. Their
claims, however, were not agreeable to findings from most studies on
nonimmigrant children, which identified the home as playing a vital role
in young children's literacy development (Heath, 1983; Taylor, 1983;
Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988; Teale, 1986). We believed that
examining how Susanna learned to read and write in English would
allow us to understand better ways to address the needs of this particular
group of children.
For data analysis, we read and reread field notes, transcription of
video tapes, and writing samples so as to understand Susanna's literacy
development. We employed a constant comparison method (Merriam,
1988) to look at the data as they were being collected throughout the
process of data collection.
Living in a Home with Limited Print
Susanna was born shortly after the family moved to the U. S. in
1994. Her parents worked in a garment factory in Chinatown, about 20
miles away from where they lived. The grandparents were living with
them, taking care of their three grandchildren: Jen aged seven, Susanna
aged two, and three-month-old Jason, when the study began in 1996.
Susanna's parents and grandparents spoke very little English. The adults
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mostly talked with the children in Wenzhou dialect, although they were
able to speak Mandarin Chinese. Three generations lived in a twobedroom apartment on the second floor of the building. The apartment
building was located in a busy and ethnically mixed working class
neighborhood, about a 5-minute walk away from the subway and the
business street.
Homes play an important role in helping young children to become
literate (Heath, 1983; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988; Teale, 1986).
However, Susanna's home played a very limited role in helping the
children to learn to read and write English. Younger children might
occasionally learn English words from watching TV or from their older
siblings, as illustrated by the following vignette.
Jen, Susanna's sister, was doing homework when Victor,
a neighbor's boy, was riding a bicycle and Van [Victor's
brother] was watching TV in the sitting room. Victor
knew when the program started in each of the channels.
If he liked the program, he would stop doing anything
and sit down to watch the show. Van was following his
brother. At 6:30 p.m., Victor switched to Channel Five,
the program "Simpsons" just started on time. All of the
children sat on the floor. When Simpson's youngest son
was chasing the duck in the backyard and yelling
"Duck," Van also uttered "Duck." (January 16, 1997)
During our visits to Susanna's home, we saw only limited English or
Chinese print materials available. The adults maintained their verbal
interaction with the children in Wenzhou dialect. The conversation
mostly focused on physical needs and directing experiences, such as
"Are you hungry? Give me the ball." The children did not have a quiet
place where they could read and write or do their homework. Jen
normally held her homework notebook on the left hand while writing
with the right hand. Meanwhile, other family members were watching
TV in the same room. Several times, Susanna initialized drawing or
writing activities, but it took a long time for the children to locate pencils
and paper. Once we brought Jen a pencil sharpener when we found that
Jen did not have one to sharpen a very dull pencil.
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We captured some English words on the pictures Jen brought from
school. These pictures were posted on the panel board of the bunk bed
that Susanna and her sister shared. Jen had a picture of animals, a picture
titled "Beautiful Day," and a picture on "My Favorite Foods." Each item
on the pictures had an equivalent word to go with it.
We found a couple of print related activities in Susanna's home.
One time, Susanna began to cry because grandma would not draw
pictures with her. Grandma explained to her that she had never learned
how to draw pictures. She asked Jen to draw pictures for Susanna. Jen
drew a girl, but Susanna was not satisfied with Jen's drawing. Finally,
grandma drew a Chinese cabbage. The other time, Joe (Susanna's father)
was showing some photos he took in France, the U.S., and their home in
China. Jen and Susanna took out more photos from a bag hanging on the
wall. Jen had written next to each photo about who were in it and her
relation to them. For example, Jen wrote "Me and Father. Dad, Mom,
and Me. Me and my friends..." Susanna, pointing to one of the photos
that she was in, said in English, "It me."
In Susanna's world, print and print related activities were very
limited in both quantity and quality. Grandma and Joe may have wanted
to extend the activities beyond the drawing and take the opportunity to
engage Susanna in a meaningful print activity, but they did not know
how to do it due to their inability to read and write in English. Such
activities as reading a book to the children, or helping the children with
their drawing and writing did not happen even in their first language.
A child's proficiency in the first language helps with her second
language learning (Cummins, 1981, 1989; Vygotsky, 1962). The more
proficient the child is in her first language; the less time it takes for her to
perform at grade level in English (Collier & Thomas, 1989). Susanna
developed some oral language skills in her native language. She could
communicate with her parents and grandparents via everyday
conversations in Wenzhou dialect. However, she was not able to use the
dialect to articulate complex matters. In other words, her academic or
school related skills were not developed in her first language. We did not
see the parents and grandparents engage their children in print related
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activities. Most of the time, communication among the children and
adults at home were concerned about everyday events and direct
experiences (Health, 1983). The first language loss posed more
challenges for Susanna to acquire academic linguistic proficiency in
English (Yau & Jim6nez, 2003).
Income may be a significant factor that affects home literacy
environment. Joe and his wife left home as early as seven in the morning
to work in a Chinatown garment factory. They were struggling to support
three children and four adults. Grandma usually went out to search for
used beverage cans and bottles so that she could get cash refunds in order
to help support the family. Difficult economic situations appear to be one
of the reasons for the limited literacy experiences provided by some low
SES families (Heath, 1983; Teale, 1986; Yau & Jim6nez, 2003).
Entering a World of Print
In September 1997, Susanna started attending the Head Start
program at the community center, which provided her with an
opportunity to explore a different world. The classroom had a physical
arrangement that encouraged verbal communication among children, rich
print on the wall, and an abundance of stationery. The walls were
decorated with an alphabet chart, a weather chart, a calendar, and the
children's birthday chart. On the alphabet chart, there were 26 letters in
lower- and uppercases, with an animal's name that starts with each of the
26 letters. For example, alligator was next to "Aa", bee to "Bb", and cat
to "Cc". The weather club chart presented a picture of a barometer and
was hung between the door and closet. On the left wall there was a chart
covered with Halloween pumpkins. The right wall had a collage tree and
the leaves bore the names of the children. The back wall was decorated
with spiders made out of paper plates.
Being a languageobserver
Head Start provided a facilitating literate environment, where
Susanna was engaged in genuine communication with other children and
with the teacher. About two months after Susanna participated in Head
Start, she was able to understand simple English in meaningful contexts
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and began to tune into the activities. The following episode captured how
the teacher's deliberate use of contexts helped Susanna's understanding
of the contextualized speech.
[During breakfast], Susanna leaned forward and
backward on the table. Her elbow pushed the cookie off
the table, and it fell on the floor. Ms. Perez saw this and
said to her, "Pick up your cookie, put it in the garbage,
garbage [pointing to the garbage can nearby], I'll give
you another one." Susanna picked up the cookie on the
floor and went to the garbage can. Ms. Perez took it
from her and threw it into the trash can and then gave
Susanna another cookie on a napkin. (Transcript,
October 30, 1997)
For the whole morning, Susanna did not say anything, although she
actively participated in different kinds of activities, having fun playing
with other children. She seemed to understand most of the directions and
speech delivered by the teachers and her peers. She was silent for the
whole morning except when she, Andrew, and Jose were playing
together with the cardboard brick blocks. They built a structure of a
significant height and knocked it down. Susanna uttered "Yes!" as she
got excited throwing the cardboard brick blocks around. However, as the
activity changed to one with minimal contextual cues such as singing a
song, Susanna was experiencing difficulty. The students all stood up and
were asked to sing along and make body movements as the song was
being played:
I wiggle like a worm.
Swim like a fish.
Crawl like a spider.
Tiptoe as quiet as a mouse.
Susanna moved her lips slightly as she followed the rhythm of the song.
She was always slower than the rest of the students to make the body
movement. She did the same when children were touching parts of their
face as they followed the song "Simon Says." Susanna sang along with
other students, but she did not quite understand what the song meant.
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Susanna was more an observer than a user of the English language at this
stage. (Transcript, October 30, 1997)
Becoming a Language User
About five months later, Susanna began to understand English a lot
better. She even started to use the language on different occasions to
communicate with her peers with goals as illustrated in the following
field-notes:
[9:24a.m.] Susanna began to talk to her cousin while
motioning her hands to the pegs and the trucks. She said
what sounded like, "It no go here. It go here." She
dropped her sun glasses from her pocket and looked
down at them and then up at me. I picked up her sun
glasses. She looked at me again and took them ...
(Transcript, March 3, 1998)
[9:50a.m.] ... as they [Susanna and Andrew] brought
their trains together, while facing each other, they said,
"Hello" to one another's train. Andrew got up to the
other side of the area and put on a hat and picked up a
toy tape measure. He began to swing it across the air
back and forth rapidly. Susanna said, "You're crazy!
Stop that!" He hit Susanna across the head. Susanna
looked at him and began to rub her head.
[10:02a.m.] Susanna asked, "Hey Andrew. What are you
doing here?" when Andrew began to play with her trains.
[10:27a.m.] "Ha, ha, yours fell over," said Susanna to
Andrew when his plastic animals fell off the wooden
truck. (Transcript, March 18, 1998)
Susanna's progress in her oral language development bears witness
to Vygotsky's conceptualization of cognitive growth through social
interaction and scaffolding. The Head Start program provided a literate
environment where Susanna could socially interact with her peers and

84 Reading Horizons Journal,2006, 47, (1)

the teachers in contextualized conversations.
Moving from a language observer to a language user, Susanna used
various strategies, such as being silent, using formulaic speech, and
replying in first-language. First, it appears that she went through a silent
period (Ellis, 1994) before she made important progress in understanding
the English language being used in the different settings. The silent
period is the time that a learner of a second language listens to people
talk before they start to talk. During this period, Susanna may have
prepared herself for social use of English. After about five or six months,
she started to talk more and understand the functional uses or purposes
that language serves (Halliday, 1975).
Second, Susanna used formulaic speech at the beginning. Formulaic
speech consists of un-analyzable, entire expressions which are fixed and
predictable (Ellis, 1994). The formulaic speech such as "Don't touch
me!" "Hello!" "You're crazy! Stop that!" "What are you doing here?"
helped Susanna to "say the right language at the right time in the right
place" (Ellis, 1994, p. 85). Her use of formulaic speech may be
considered as significant development in second language acquisition
because it enables her to make requests or comments, say greetings, ask
questions, and protest in different settings (Ellis, 1994).
Finally, Susanna may have relied on her first language from time to
time. Some utterances had some unique features of the Chinese language.
For example, she would say, "You help me;" "You don't touch me,"
because the second person pronoun is normally used in a Chinese
imperative sentence. In Chinese, tense and third person singular are not
expressed via verb conjugation. These were reflected in Susanna's "I
win" instead of "I won," and "It no go here. It go here" instead of "It
does not go here. It goes here."
Becoming Literate: Knowing English Language Forms
Concept about Letters
During the two years of her. attending Head Start, Susanna gained
some concepts of fundamental English forms through literacy activities
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and instructional routines. For example, 18 months after she attended the
program, she learned to respond "I'm here" when seeing the teacher raise
the name card with her first name. She benefited a lot from her peers in
learning, too, as illustrated below in the Letter-of-the-Week activity. This
activity involved the children in coming up with a word that began with
the letter they were learning for that week:
Teacher: Susanna. What is the first day of the week?
Susanna: [Looking around, fidgeting, not answering the question, while
other children could not help saying it aloud "Monday"]
Teacher:
week?

Susanna, can you say it again? What is the first day of the

Susanna: Monday. (Transcript, May 7, 1999)
Susanna's progress in the name and letter recognition provided
evidence of the power of zone of proximal development (ZPD),and the
scaffolding of more capable peers. Although she and her peers were
learning the letters at different paces, she was able to accomplish the
learning task with the assistance of the teacher and peers. Her
development in the name and letter recognition might be at the
logographic phase (Ehri, 1994). She might just "read" her teacher's
gesture as she saw the teacher raising her name card instead of reading
the print. An interesting question may arise about whether Susanna had
the concept of the days in a week in Chinese. A bilingual teacher with
Chinese and English might have asked the same question in Chinese to
see if Susanna would be able to answer it in Chinese but was not able to
articulate her understanding in English. However, such probing was not
possible because there were no bilingual staff speaking Chinese in Head
Start. By March, 2000, Susanna was able to identify all 26 upper- and
lowercase letters except for the uppercase "Y" and "X" and the lowercase

"g.i

Interest in Books and Concept about Print

The occasional "Read Aloud" and other literacy activities in Head
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Start nurtured Susanna's interest in books. She enjoyed being read to and
started to explore for books as illustrated by the following vignettes:
During playtime, Susanna went to the library and looked
at the books... [She] kept looking at the books and then
at me. She timidly smiled at me as she brought a book
entitled Machine at Work. Apparently, that was a clue
for me to read the story aloud to her, so I complied. I
read it three times. (Transcript, May 15, 1998)
About two weeks later, Susanna picked up the same book:
Susanna was sitting next to Christie in the library
looking at pictures in the book. She was sitting with her
favorite book Machine at Work. Then, she started to leaf
through the pages... Now, Susanna was looking at the
pictures of a book by Eric Carle with Christie. She was
smiling and laughing while pointing to certain pictures
in the book. Then, she clapped her hands. ... Susanna
was sitting with Randy, "reading" a story called The
Brown Bear. (Transcript, May 29, 1998)
As Susanna was exploring the world of print, she began to
understand how to handle a book as a reader. Her development of
concepts about print was illustrated in the following vignette when she
was "reading" A Tree is Nice and Curious George:
She spent about 20 minutes going through the pictures of
these books. She demonstrated the concept of the cover
page, turning pages, holding books in the right way.
Once the book was held up side down, she turned the
book immediately. She was in the library center all by
herself while other children were playing cards with Ms.
Perez. (Transcript, June 16, 1998)
Reading and Writing
Susanna experienced other difficulties in learning to read and write

A Chinese GirlLearns To Read And Write

87

in English, specifically in understanding decontextualized language,
developing sight words, and expressing herself clearly in writing. She
appeared to get lost in class instructions and became absent-minded
when confronted with more demanding tasks as presented below:
[Ms. Smith, the kindergarten teacher, was doing guided
reading with A Friend for Minerva Louise. She was
activating children's prior knowledge by asking
questions about a hen and a baby stroller on the cover of
the book.]
Teacher: What would be the characters in the story
based on the picture?
Susanna: [Did not raise her hand. She started to play
with her shoe lace and then look at the floor with her
head turning left and right.]
Teacher: What's the setting?
Susanna: [Bowing the head, playing with the shoe lace
and her fingers] (Transcript, May 15, 2000)
Towards the end of her second year at Head Start, Susanna was able
to write her name correctly. In the summer of 2000, Susanna came to the
College Summer Reading Program, where she had more writing
experiences as indicated in the instructor's teaching log:
When she [Susanna] was told that she could write a story
about anything she wanted, Susanna wrote: "I look UP
The tooth And The tooth we will have a [ ] tooth t ."
The instructor did not understand the writing so asked
Susanna to explain her story. Susanna was very shy and
refused. She obviously was trying to tell some story, but
had difficulty getting her ideas across clearly. Later in
the program, Susanna was able to complete several
writings.
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With the teacher's help in providing most of the words, she was able to
complete these stories. She started to recount the birthday party
experience for the first time in her writing. Susanna's meaning making in
writing largely depended on her experiences. She did not show signs of
using literary language in her stories. Literary language refers to phrases
such as "once upon a time" or "live happily ever after." These
expressions are not commonly found in everyday spoken language
(McGee & Richgels, 2000).
Susanna's sight words developed slowly. On an open-ended writing
vocabulary assessment (Clay, 1993), Susanna was able to spell 18 words
correctly as compared to an average of 30 words for a six-year-old child.
The same teacher evaluated her oral reading by using a short passage
titled My Cat (Durrell & Catterson, 1980). In her journal entry, the
teacher summarized the results and observation as follows:
She [Susanna] read monotonously and word by word.
She did not even try to pronounce difficult words. She
looked at me every time she did not know a word. Her
sight vocabulary is low. She didn't even know words
such as "in" and "not". Her decoding skills were also low.
She needed practice with blends. She was easily
distracted and looked up at the other child in the room.
In reading a 20-word passage orally, Susanna appealed for teacher's
help on nine words, including white, drinks, sleeps, in, chair, does, not,
get, and wet. However, she was able to answer all the comprehension
questions correctly.
As the story about Susanna's learning to read and write unfolds,
some interesting themes start to emerge. Consistent with Sung's (1987)
observation, Susanna's home does not seem to play an important role in
helping her to learn English, although home facilitates her concept and
language development in her first language. Since the adults are unable
to provide meaningful and engaging print related literate activities due to
their inability in English and their difficult economic situation, they have
to leave their children to public programs such as Head Start. Lowincome inner-city children have unequal access to print as compared to
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their middle class peers (Neuman & Celano, 2001; Purcell-Gates, 1995).
They have to rely on public institutions to equalize the resources. The
Head Start and kindergarten programs have played an important role in
providing the Chinese girl with a facilitating literate environment where
language use is contextualized in rich cultural heritages and traditions.
Some Thoughts about Susanna's Progress
According to Vygotsky (1962), young children's language learning
is a social process. Susanna was not able to speak English when she
began the Head Start program. She started to experience and
communicate with English as a member of the learning community in the
Head Start and kindergarten programs. In this learning community, she
had ample opportunities to interact with the teachers and peers. These
and more capable language users played an important role in helping her
develop English proficiency.
To facilitate Susanna's English language use, the teachers in the
Head Start and kindergarten programs mainly relied on modeling and
encouragement as instructional strategies. The modeling was situated in
instructional routines and events. Teachers tended to model language use
with the help of gestures and facial expressions, or deliberately stretching
the English words and sentences. For example, when Ms. Perez saw
Susanna drop her cookie on the floor, she said to her "Pick up your
cookie, put it in the garbage, garbage." She also pointed to the garbage
can nearby so that Susanna could understand how the particular language
was being used in the context. Sometimes, teachers would encourage or
invite Susanna to participate in the conversation. When Susanna was
working on her artwork, Ms. Perez asked "Did you do big circles?"
Susanna nodded. Although Susanna did not respond in words, this kind
of invitation may also have facilitated Susanna's language use.
As compared to the teachers' scaffolding, the peer supports for
Susanna's development in language use were on the spot and implicit.
For instance, Stephanie picked up a peg piece that Susanna dropped,
"Here, you left it on the floor." It is through these social interactions that
Susanna learned to understand what English language is and how it is
used to communicate with people in the real world.
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Vygotsky's (1962) notion of the "zone of proximal development"
(ZPD) also helped us understand Susanna's progress in oral language
development. Susanna was able to accomplish some learning tasks that
she could not do without the teachers' assistance. For example, at the
initial phase of learning English, Susanna was only able to imitate what
the teacher asked her to say. Such imitation might not be appropriate for
other students, but it was for Susanna's ZPD. On May 29, 1998, a parent
was filming a party celebrating her son David's birthday with a video
camera in the Head Start classroom. After Ms. Rosa, an educational
assistant, asked another student to say "Happy Birthday to David," she
turned to Susanna, "Say, Happy Birthday to David, Susanna." Susanna
looked into the camera and said, "Happy Birthday, David." According to
Vygotsky (1962), such imitation was particularly important for Susanna
because she possessed "the means of stepping from something [she]
knows to something new" (p. 103). However, teachers in the programs
did not always purposefully and successfully identify Susanna's
appropriate ZPDs in other aspects of language learning such as her
understanding of decontextulized language, developing sight words, and
expressing herself in writing.
Understanding Susanna's Needs
Susanna started to recognize letters, associate letters with sounds,
develop a strong interest in books, and make some progress in reading
and writing. However, her ability to read and write developed less
impressively as compared to her ability to speak and understand English
language. Teachers in the Head Start and kindergarten programs faced
challenges in assisting Susanna to understand decontextualized language,
develop sight words, and express herself in writing.
The discrepancy in Susanna's English language development may
be explained by the notions of Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills
(BICS) and Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP).
Susanna's BICS seemed to develop quickly as she was scaffolded by her
peers and teachers. However, it may take Susanna five or seven years to
develop her CALP so that she can approach the grade norms for L2
academic skills (Cummins, 1981; Ellis, 1994). In the present study,
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Susanna was able to communicate in a situation where a shared reality
can be assumed, and a topic is more related to everyday life. However,
she was not able to communicate in a situation where shared reality
cannot be assumed, and a task is cognitively challenging (Cummins &
Swain, 1986).
Pedagogical Implications
We contend that in order to develop Susanna's CALP, teachers and
adults need to make "new demands" and stimulate her "intellect with
new goals," so that she can "reach the highest stages" (Vygotsky, 1962,
pp. 58-59). The appropriate ZPDs for curriculum and instructional
routines need to focus on CALP. First, teachers need to provide extra
support for developing Susanna's ability to use the decontextualized
language. Young children like Susanna need to have more opportunities
to talk about things that require more decontextualized language, such as
recounting what happened the previous day or retelling a story from a
book they read or the teacher shared with them (Dickinson & McCabe,
2001; McGee & Richgels, 2000). Children's frequent exposure to
explanatory and narrative talks facilitates their academic performance
(Beals, 2001; Fazio, Naremore, & Connell, 1996; Menyuk et al., 1991).
Second, teachers should purposefully and routinely select books to
share with the children and engage them in meaningful discussions or
instructional activities. On several occasions, Susanna demonstrated a
strong interest in books, but it was spotted by an assistant teacher only
once accidentally. On that occasion, Susanna got so interested in the
book titled A Very Hungry Caterpillarby Eric Carle that she complained
about the noise her cousin Andrew and the other boy made, sitting next
to her in the library. She was showing the pictures to her cousin and the
other boy, but they kept shouting and yelling. She almost gave up the
attempt and left the book on the floor when an assistant teacher came and
read aloud to the three children. She pointed out the unknown words
along the way such as strawberry, watermelon, and so on and asked the
children to sound out the words. Such a meaningful print related book
sharing should have happened regularly in class.
Third, purposeful and explicit teaching of reading and writing skills
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should be integrated in early literacy programs. Preschool teachers
should be aware that reading environmental prints and name recognition
are the first steps for a young child to become literate. Preschoolers who
are good at reading signs may not be able to read print when the cues are
removed. Teachers may infuse the literacy component in preschools with
meta-linguistic games and exercises and tasks involving word, syllable,
and phoneme manipulation so as to promote phonological awareness
(Ehri & Wilce, 1980; Lundberg, Frost, & Petersen, 1988; Majsterek,
Shorr, & Erion, 2000; Wagner, Torgesen, & Rashotte, 1994). This kind
of training has a facilitating effect on subsequent reading, vocabulary,
and spelling development.
Finally, children like Susanna really need extra support to help them
to become more proficient readers (Ehri, 1994) because they do not have
sufficient exposure to the target language. According to Krashen (1977)
and Horvitz (1986), such an exposure is a necessary condition for L2
acquisition. In addition to the purposeful and explicit instruction of
reading and writing skills discussed previously, teachers may offer extra
help through explaining some special terms (e.g., character, setting, etc.)
by using concrete examples, using non-special terms at the beginning
(e.g., Who are the people in the story?) and gradually shifting to more
abstract terms in the discussion (e.g., Who are the characters in the
story?), engaging them in a carefully designed question-and-answer
activity around the content of the books, and allowing them to take books
home for review and preparation for the next day class. Such practices
may expand these students' access to English print and promote their
experience with the target language in the programs that may not have
bilingual teachers of their home language.
Conclusions
We have learned several things by looking closely at Susanna's
experience in becoming literate. First, young children like Susanna from
low-income immigrant families whose parents do not speak English will
experience difficulties in becoming literate, particularly in acquiring
Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency, although they may develop
Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills quickly with the help of their
peers and teachers in Head Start and kindergarten. Second, teachers in
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Head Start and kindergarten need to find better ways to help these
children to develop their ability to understand and use decontextualized
language so that they can catch up to their peers in academic subject
areas. Third, public institutions such as Head Start and public schools
share important social responsibilities of providing these young children
with equal access to print and opportunities that lead to their success in
becoming literate (Neuman & Celano, 2001). Young children like
Susanna from low-income immigrant families and poor neighborhood
have to rely on public institutions such as Head Start, Even Start, and
public schools for resources they need. Fourth, in order to address the
needs of these children, educators have to collaborate with public schools
and community centers to develop effective programs and instructional
strategies that incorporate current understanding of early literacy
development and challenges that children from low-income immigrant
families face (Adler & Fisher, 2001; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988;
Heath, 1983; Majsterek, Shorr, & Erion, 2000; Ortiz, 2001; Yaden et al.,
2000).
The authors would like to thank Drs. Donna Alvermann,
Nancy Maldonado, and Joyce Smith for their valuable
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