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Book Talk: Continuing to Rouse Minds and Hearts to Life

Cheri F. Triplett
Virginia Tech
Alisa Buchanan
Virginia Tech

During the spring of 2004, we conducted
research exploring the emotions of struggling
readers. Specifically we were interested in
finding out how school contexts, curriculum,
students'
and relationships influence
experiences of struggle. Students in this study
were 14 first, second, and third graders
identified for reading intervention at their
school. As we analyzed data sources,
includingfield notes, interviews with students
and teachers, we concluded that the literacy
activities that engaged these students
cognitively, motivationally, and emotionally
were the book discussions that took place in
their reading classroom. However, book
discussions were not a part of reading
instruction in their regularclassrooms, which
contributed to their experiences of struggle. In
this article we share the stories of several
young readers in order to articulate our
developing understandings. Likewise we
discuss how these understandingsconcur with
and enhance the growing body of evidence
that book talk rouses minds and hearts to life.
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The purpose of this article is to revisit some of the research conducted
during the past 25 years that supports the use of book discussion in
elementary classrooms. Why is this an important and timely issue? Based
on our own recent research, exploring the emotions of struggling readers,
we discovered that book discussion was not being practiced by many
teachers and that the absence of this practice was a source of cognitive
and affective struggle for young readers. Seven teachers, in this study,
reported that their adopted curriculum and recent countywide staff
development emphasized phonics and phonemic awareness training for
young readers and for struggling readers -- not comprehension and not
discussion. Teachers also reported that they did not have time for book
discussions because they had to keep pace with the county's pacing
guides, which allowed only enough time for reading the story and
answering the questions at the end of the story. Their comments echoed
the tone in several surrounding counties. The resounding message: book
discussion was a waste of time for young struggling readers! In essence,
literacy educators were abandoning a practice supported by over twenty
years of research because of pressure to keep pace with recent
accountability agendas. Ironically, the original studies of experiencetext-relationships, done with Native Hawaiian children, revealed that
students who participated in instructional conversations about texts
achieved at higher levels on standardized reading tests (Au & Jordan,
1981).
Previous Research

During thel980's, literacy researchers (Tharpe & Gallimore, 1988)
suggested that discussions about text could "rouse minds to life."
Integrating the cognitive and cultural interpretations of Vygotsky, Tharpe
and Gallimore described how teachers could help students weave
together their own past experiences with texts in an experience-textrelationship (ETR). Originally developed by Au (1979; Au & Jordan,
1981), ETR is an instructional conversation strategy meant to help
teachers integrate cultural relevance into comprehension instruction.
There is evidence that these types of instructional conversations benefit
non-mainstream, culturally diverse students because discussion more
closely matches the interaction styles of non-mainstream students than
the typical recitation format where teachers ask and children answer
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comprehension questions (Au & Mason, 1981; McCarthey, 1997; Perez,
1996; Pransky & Bailey, 2002).
A missing piece in these interpretations of Vygotsky's (1986) work
was the notion that cognition and affect are simultaneous processes, in
fact he stated:
When we approach the problem of the interrelation
between thought and language and other aspects of the
mind, the first question that arises is that of intellect
and affect. Their separation as subjects of study is a
major weakness of traditional psychology... [thought is]
a dynamic system of meaning in which the affective
and the intellectual unite (p. 10).
During the 1990's, literacy research emphasized affect by exploring
the processes of motivation and engagement. An engaged reader was
described as "motivated, knowledgeable, strategic, and socially
interactive" (Gambrell, 1996, p. 109). During this decade, several
researchers explored the motivating aspects of book discussion including
student-generated discussion (O'Flahavan, 1989; Raphael & McMahon,
1994), student generated questioning (Commeyras, 1994), and the
overall benefits of peer interaction (Gambrell, 1996).
Recent research revealed that elementary students can have
discussions that promote higher order thinking. For example, McCarthey
(2001) discovered that book discussions can promote critical thinking
when topics are related to children's developing identities, including
race, gender, and class. Likewise, Chinn Anderson and Wagonner (2001)
discovered that collaborative reasoning discussions about texts increased
elementary students' engagement and enhanced their ability to elaborate,
predict, and develop persuasive arguments. Thus, we have a growing
body of evidence that whether identified as experience-text-relationship
(Au, 1979), book club (Raphael & McMahon, 1994), collaborative
reasoning (Chinn, Anderson, & Waggoner, 2001) or literature circles
(Short, Harste, & Burke, 1996), book discussions benefit elementary
students.
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Our Research in Spring 2004
In our recent research, we discovered a range of findings that
support previous research, extend previous research, and add to our
understandings of book talk -- including the socio-emotional advantages
of book discussion. During the spring of 2004, we conducted research
exploring the emotions of struggling readers. Specifically we were
interested in finding out how school contexts, curriculum, and
relationships influence students' experiences of struggle.
The children involved in this study were 14 first, second, and third
graders identified for reading intervention at their school. Most of the
students were from non-mainstream or culturally diverse homes.
Likewise, most of the students were from low-socioeconomic
neighborhoods, including a nearby trailer park and a new Section 8
Subsidized Housing complex. Field notes were taken as these students
interacted in their reading classroom and in their regular classrooms.
Likewise, the students were interviewed both formally and informally
throughout a four-month period. Six classroom teachers and the reading
teacher were also interviewed formally and informally across the fourmonth period.
Constant comparative analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss &
Corbin, 1990) resulted in the construction of five major categories. These
categories were discussed in the larger study (Author, 2004). However,
book discussion was such a complex and interesting theme that we chose
to look more closely at the data representative of "Book Talk" in order to
better understand this phenomenon. In formal interviews and informal
interactions the elementary students reported that book discussions were
the most important aspect of their motivation and comprehension. As we
looked across other data sources, including field notes and interviews
with seven teachers, the literacy activities that engaged these students
cognitively, motivationally, and even emotionally were the book talks
that took place in their reading classroom. However, in the contexts
where book discussions were not a part of literacy instruction, students
struggled cognitively, motivationally and even emotionally. As a
research team, Ms. B (their reading teacher) and I were determined to
take a look at the overall advantages of book talk. We discovered that our
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developing understandings concurred with and enhanced the growing
body of literature that book talk rouses minds and hearts to life.
Findings and Discussion
We chose to present the stories of six focus students in order to
highlight how book discussion benefited individual children. In Ms. B's
room, students participated in book discussions every day. These often
included prior knowledge discussions and personal connections before,
during, and after reading or other discussions, such as making predictions
and making inter-textual connections. Ms. B believed that book
discussion was the primary way that she got to know her individual
students both cognitively and personally. In fact, when I asked Ms. B
why she continued to do book talk even though it was not encouraged by
the recent textbook adoption or the recent teacher training that was held,
she replied:
It's a way for me to assess if they are understanding the story as
we read and it's a way for me to see what kind of knowledge
they are bringing to the story ... I guess I see it differently than
the questions at the end of the story.. .those questions seem to
want a black or white answer... kids want to talk about the
gray.... you know Martin may not be able to relate specifically
to a story, but he usually understands it with just a twist to it and
that is his interpretation, that is his perspective... (long pause)...
I really want to hear that... I want to hear their voice, what they
are thinking...
The Students' Voices
Through book talk, we were able to hear what students were
thinking. For example, Kayla, a first grader, seemed quiet and shy in her
regular classroom. She did not initiate discussion, she did not volunteer
to read, nor did she respond to the teacher's comprehension questions.
However, what we noticed about Kayla's interactions during book talk
(in her reading classroom) was her sense of humor. Kayla would giggle
out loud if there was a funny part in the story; she would whisper "that's
funny!" to those seated beside her; and she would often reread the funny
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parts of a story before returning her book. Ms. B began to tap into
Kayla's sense of humor by inviting her to read just when she laughed,
"Kayla why don't you read that funny part?" or by inviting her into the
discussion just when she giggled, "Kayla, why do you think that's so
funny?" Not only was Kayla more motivated to read than ever before,
she began to exhibit her comprehension. For example, one day when
asked to explain why something was funny in the book Cookies Week
she replied, "All of it is funny, she keeps getting in trouble.. .but a bad
fur day that is so funny because she is having a bad hair day!" Ms. B
commented, "When I used to ask Kayla questions she would say, I don't
know.. .but now that I'm looking for her laughter ... it's like inviting her
in at just the right time, when she is really with us and engaged."
We saw a change in Kayla's engagement with text when
discussions included her interest in humor. Other researchers have
likewise concluded that book talk focused on students' interests
influenced their motivation and participation (Frank, Dixon, & Brandts,
2001; Gambrell & Almasi, 1996; Ganske, Monroe, & Strickland, 2003).
Likewise it is important to note that these conversations were over preprimer and primer leveled texts. For example, Ms. B often began a
discussion about prior knowledge before reading, such as "Have you
been to the beach before?" or "What do you already know about
elephants?" After this initial discussion, students often continued to share
their own personal experiences and knowledge throughout the reading of
pre-primer or primer leved texts. Although, Kayla's classroom teacher
reported that "you really can't talk about these easy books, they just don't
lend themselves to any sort of discussion," other educators suggest that
discussions focused on comprehension can benefit even the most novice
readers (Ganske, Monroe, & Strickland, 2003). Research also suggests
that discussions with novice readers during interactive read alouds
(Barrentine, 1996; Fisher, Flood, Lapp, & Frey, 2004; Ganske, Monroe,
& Strickland, 2003) and picture talks (Bromley, 2001; Schifini, 1996)
begin the types of conceptual conversations that benefit students'
comprehension and models for them the kinds of thinking that
accomplished readers do.
It was during a picture talk that we discovered Courtney's
developing issues with race and ethnicity. Ms. B asked the first graders
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to take a look at the pictures in order to get an idea of what the story was
about. "I want you to make a prediction or talk about what you notice,"
Ms. B reminded the group. As Courtney flipped the pages, she
commented on one of the pictures, "I noticed that this boy has brown
skin." She paused briefly to listen to what other people were noticing,
then she leaned toward Rosa, a Hispanic peer,"My sister says I can't play
with you because you have dark skin." Rosa replied, "No it's the black
kids you can't play with... I have brown skin." Ms. B allowed the
students to talk about "who can play with who" and then responded, "I
think it's pretty great that everyone is so different. How boring it would
be if we all looked alike!" This concurs with previous research (Moller,
2002) that book talk can help elementary students to have meaningful
discussions about social issues. Likewise, this concurs with McCarthey
(2001) who concluded that book discussions with elementary students
can provide opportunities to discuss their developing awareness of racial,
ethnic, and gender issues.
A picture talk also revealed Courtney's interest in animals.
Although Courtney did not display any emotional response to most texts,
her entire countenance was enlivened when Ms. B introduced a book
about elephants. Ms. B led students in a picture talk asking "What do you
already know about elephants?" While students flipped through the
pages, Courtney excitedly blurted out every thing she knew about
elephants. She was quite the expert. She also shared that she wanted to
be a veterinarian when she grew up. Not only did we recognize that
Courtney was motivated by an interest in animals, but we also began to
notice that information books, in general, motivated her. Book
discussions are enhanced by the use of multiple genres. Not only is it
motivating to explore many genres during book talks, students can learn
an important aspect of comprehension-the many text structures that
they will encounter as readers (Raphael & McMahon, 1994). Moreover,
Frank, Dixon, & Brandts (2001) found that when second graders selected
their own books for book discussions they often chose from multiple
genres.
Genre was important to Martin. Although Martin was in third grade,
picture books were still very important to him because he loved art. He
often raised questions and initiated discussions about how the pictures
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helped to portray meaning. For example, he suggested that the illustrator
was portraying the counselor as a werewolf, with "a long gruff beard,
hairy knuckles, and a snarling grin." Ms. B suggested that they read on in
Werewolves Don't Go to Summer Camp, to find out if Martin was right.
The group read on and continued to build evidence to support Martin's
original prediction. Soon everyone was convinced that the camp
counselor was a werewolf. Martin reported that the book discussions in
his reading class were the most important part of learning to read because
"I get to say what I think it means." Martin explained that in his regular
classroom, the teacher asked questions at the end of the story and that if
you didn't get the answer right, "Ms. R just tells us the correct answer."
Ms. B reported that Martin needed to talk about the gray because he
never saw answers as black or white.
Kate, an ESOL student from India, likewise thought discussion was
the most important difference between her regular 3 rYdgrade classroom
and her reading classroom. She reported," I just don't understand if I
don't talk about it and we never talk about books in Ms. M's class.. .we
just answer the questions.. .and mostly I can't answer the questions."
Kate often raised her own questions about vocabulary. For instance, Kate
gasped in disgust upon reading the phrase, "sitting in the nose bleed
section, oooooh! What does that mean?" Ms. B invited other students to
discuss the meaning of nose bleed section until Kate seemed to
understand, replying, "I get it now.. .it just means high up." Another day,
a student was reading aloud when Kate interjected, "I don't understand
that...having a first class trip?" However, most of the students did not
know what that meant, so Ms. B explained what "first class" means when
you fly in an airplane. Ms. B often mentioned to me that vocabulary
discussions were very important because the students' background
knowledge was varied and they could provide each other with a better
understanding of words.
Asking each other questions and sharing their thoughts were keys to
the third graders' motivation and comprehension. This concurs with
Commeyras (1994) who discovered that students were more motivated to
read when discussions were focused on their questions. Likewise,
O'Flahavan's (1989) research with second graders revealed that students
were more motivated when they generated much of the book discussion.
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Kate and most of the other non-mainstream students in this study' were
not successful in the recitation format, where teachers ask and children
answer comprehension questions. Nor were they successful with reading
the text silently and writing answers to the comprehension questions. In
fact, most of the students were failing at these tasks in their regular
classrooms. However, when the students participated in book talk, their
comprehension was evident through their responses, questions, and
discussion'. These experiences with discussion concur with 20 years of
research with non-mainstream students reporting that discussions are
cognitively essential for students to bridge the gap between home and
school experiences, which in turn is essential for comprehension of text
(Au, 1979; McCarthey, 1997; Perez, 1996; Schifini, 1996).
Denny, another 3 rd grader, needed a different kind of bridge
between home and school - a socio-emotional connection. Denny was
constantly in trouble in his regular classroom and around the school. He
had a reputation for being angry and defiant. What we discovered
through book discussions, was that Denny's mom had recently been put
in jail and he had moved in with his father and his father's new family.
We often noticed Denny's tears when we read a book with a strong
mother figure. One day when students were discussing a book about
brothers and sisters, Denny shared his anger, explaining that he was now
living with his dad and stepsisters and that he did not like his new family
at all. The next day, Ms. B brought in The Pain and the Great One to
generate a discussion about having angry feelings toward brothers and
sisters. When other students (and Ms. B) shared their own thoughts about
feeling angry toward their family members, Denny seemed comforted by
their empathy. In fact, he reported later that "I'm glad Ms. B lets us talk
about stuff in here...they're my friends in this class... all of
them... they're my friends."

Ms. B was able to use book talk to provide Denny with socioemotional support. Bibliotherapy has long been a part of counseling
experiences for children both in school and out. Now, it is being used in
classroom settings to help students deal with socio-emotional difficulties,
including managing stress and controlling aggression (Sullivan & Strang,
2002). Sullivan and Strang (2002) emphasized the careful selection of
appropriate texts and the importance of integrating these types of
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conversations into the regular curriculum. Likewise, we noticed that
these types of conversations were creating a socio-emotional bond
between this group of 3 rd graders. Frank, Dixon, and Brandts (2001)
discovered that meaningful peer relationships were built through book
clubs in their second grade classroom.
Conclusions
The findings from this study concur with and enhance our
understandings of the benefits of book discussion for elementary
students. This article specifically highlights the advantages of using book
talk with young readers and those who have been identified for reading
intervention programs. The reading teacher in this study encouraged a
wide range of comprehension discussions, including picture talks,
predictions, prior knowledge, personal connections, and vocabulary
meanings. These discussions took place with even the most novice
readers using pre-primer and primer leveled texts. She also provided
opportunities to read and discuss multiple genres. This allowed these
young readers to become familiar with multiple text structures, which is
essential for becoming an accomplished reader. She invited students'
questions and comments because this motivated them and gave them a
chance to talk about the gray. Even comments about "people with brown
skin" gave the first graders an opportunity to discuss and critique their
social notions about who can play with whom.
When assessing students' comprehension, Ms. B recognized that
they were not successful in answering the comprehension questions at
the end of a chapter. Thus, she assessed before, during, and after reading
and accepted a range of student responses, such as laughter, interest,
engagement, increased interaction, or questions about vocabulary as
evidence of their comprehension. The classroom teachers and the
students likewise reported that these young readers were not successful at
answering comprehension questions. Thus, they were not being
successful in their regular classroom. Students reported that they just did
not understand if they did not talk about the text. Teachers reported that
they were struggling with comprehension. However, when students
participated in book discussions, their comprehension was evident.
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In this study, students were motivated by book discussions that
revolved around their questions and comments about pictures,
vocabulary, and personal connections to text. Likewise students were
motivated when book talk included their personal interests, such as
humor, art, and animals. Personal relationships were also built among the
entire group of 3rd graders -- they benefited from the socio-emotional
bonds that were created through book discussions. One child in particular
experienced empathy and friendship as he shared his recent family
sorrows with the group.
Although we witnessed numerous benefits in using book discussion,
we also observed as classroom teachers abandoned this practice because
of time constraints, accountability requirements, and their county's recent
emphasis on phonics programs for young, struggling readers. Students
appeared to be struggling cognitively, emotionally, and motivationally in
these contexts where they were not invited to talk about what they were
reading. However, because students were successful with comprehension,
motivated, engaged, and interactive in their reading classroom, they did
not appear to be struggling at all. In fact we discovered that these book
discussions were rousing students' minds and hearts to life in a way that
no other literacy practices did.
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The Genre of Traditional Literature Influences Student Writing

Timothy G. Weih
University of Northern
Iowa

This article describes a research study
exploring the question: What influence will
reading and discussing traditional literature
have upon students' narrative writing? The
setting for the study was a fifth grade
classroom that was part of a university
laboratory school. Students listened to and
discussed Native American folktales and then
wrote their own, self-created narrative.
Results indicated that students blended
elements from the folktales with elements from
their own cultures.
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Over 30 years ago, Goodman (1967) argued that reading is a selection
process that relies on a reader's expectation or anticipation of what a text
could mean: "Skill in reading involves not greater precision [of the
graphic input], but more accurate first guesses based on better sampling
techniques, greater control over language structure, broader experiences,
and increased conceptual development" (p. 132). Swales (1990) explains
genre as language structures that are defined by certain text trends, types,
or classes of texts. With this in mind, knowledge about the content and
style of a particular genre-its meaning, intention, or function-should be
considered a very important part of literacy development.
During the past decade, literacy researchers have explored the ways
children develop knowledge of narrative texts through their written or
oral recreations of them (Pappas, 1991, 1993; Pappas & Pettegrew, 1998:
Kamberelis & Bovino, 1999; Wolman-Bonnilla & Werchadlo, 1999).
These studies have revealed that children's oral and written responses
distinguish generic features and that children transform them to reflect
their experiences and situational contexts.
There has been a recent trend in literacy education to place an
emphasis on incorporating a variety of genres into instructional practice.
Studies have shown that children demonstrate their understandings of
genre by discussing texts and by using the text features in their writing.
In this article, I present the findings of a study of fifth graders who wrote
self-created stories after listening to and discussing Native American
folktales. The purpose of the study was to investigate the influence the
folktales had upon the student stories. The reading and writing
instruction invovled the blending of reader response prompts and story
mapping with the writing process. These literacy strategies are frequently
treated separately from each other in theory, as well as practice.
Together, however, they bring into a focus a comprehensive approach to
teaching reading comprehension and writing composition that holds
promise for enhancing student writing.
Background
In this section, I briefly discuss the theories that support literature
discussions and story mapping. The theoretical and pedagogical

Genre Influences Student Writing

79

developments in reading and writing instruction over the past fifteen
years have made fostering effective classroom discussions a crucial
teaching skill. As we have come to focus on the teaching of academic
discourse or the verbal interchange of ideas, the overriding metaphor in
language arts textbooks has become that of helping students to have
meaningful conversations about literature. Social constructivist theory
has built an entire epistemology and theory of cognition on the premise
of effective talk (Peterson & Eeds, 1990; Short & Pierce, 1990).
Children respond to reading by wanting to share the book they feel
excited about. In a study investigating literature discussion groups,
Jewell and Pratt (1999) found that children benefit from guidance
provided in how to have meaningful discussions about books. Children's
sharing can take the form of peer discussion groups, book buddies, and
partner reading. These activities all provide the social context for
interactive meaning making to take place. Responding to the joy of
reading can be observed when children spontaneously share a new
discovery they found in a book, telling others about their book, trading
books, and sharing the connections made with other books they have
read.
Story maps and diagrams used as visual aids have been found to
increase learning by connecting to the schema, or an orderly combination
of connected parts that children have related to the understanding of how
stories are formed in their minds (Carriedo & Alonso-Tapia, 1996;
Moore, Chan, & Au, 1993; Moore & Scevak, 1997). When children are
taught to focus on the main ideas of the story and the basic structure of
stories, they remember more details as well as understand what it is they
have read (Carriedo & Alonso-Tapia, 1996; Reutzel, 1985).
The main question that guided the study was: What influence will
reading and discussing traditional literature have upon students' narrative
writing? The question took shape from my concern over student writing.
I wanted to see how reading and discussing Native American folktales,
along with an emphasis on how folktales were structured, would
influence students' narrative writing. In efforts to help students make
deeper connections to the folktale genre, they were prompted to respond
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through discussion to the books read to them before, during, and after
reading.
The Setting
The setting for the study was a university laboratory school that
served as an attendance center for approximately 531 students living
within the larger population of a midwestern metropolitan area of
approximately 100,000. The school was chosen because it was
representative of the population of the surrounding community. From
this school, I selected Shelley's (all names are pseudonyms) fifth grade
classroom for the study because it represented a cross section of the
children in the city where the study took place. Shelley was interested in
being a participant in the study, and she was curious to discover what the
outcomes of the study would reveal. During the study, Shelley's
classroom was made up of 9 boys and 6 girls from families that
represented several ethnic groups including: 10 Caucasian, 3 African
American, 1 Hispanic, and 1 Asian American. Shelley described her fifth
grade students as having a few "class clowns" and that "a small group of
gentleman in the class likes to feed off of one another. If one in the group
has an idea, then all of them will automatically have the same idea," but
overall, she considered them to be "typically good writers." Learning
about the history of Native Americans was part of her social studies
curriculum. She decided that she wanted her students to study Native
American folktales in order to develop a deeper, cultural understanding
of Native American life in the past.
Description of the Study
The study took place for approximately one hour, two times per
week for 6 weeks in Shelley's fifth grade classroom. In brief, Shelley
read aloud to her fifth graders from a Native American folktale and
invited them to respond orally to the book before, during, and after
reading using the following reader response discussion prompts:
1. What do you think this book will be about?
2. What did you think about while listening to the book?
3. What feelings did you experience while listening to the book?
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4. What was your favorite part of the book?
5. What did this book remind you of in your own life?
6. What do you think is the special meaning or message of this
book?
Following the reading and discussion, the students filled out a
story map for a self-created story, identifying the characters, setting,
problem, three main events, the solution, and a theme or moral.
Following this activity, the students discussed their maps together.
Following these procedures for three more folktale read alouds, students
selected one of their self-made story maps to develop into a complete
narrative story.
The Literature
The four books chosen for the study were: Coyote: A Trickster Tale
from the American Southwest (McDermott, 1994), The First
Strawberries: A Cherokee Story (Bruchac, 1993), The Legend of the
Bluebonnet: An old tale of Texas (dePaola, 1983), and Crazy Horse's
Vision (Bruchac, 2000). These books were chosen because they' have
well defined events; demonstrate character development, clearly
described settings, and quality illustrations.
Coyote: A Trickster Tale from the American Southwest
(McDermott, 1994) was chosen for the first lesson. This book is an
adaptation of a Zuni .folktale. It is an amusing, uncomplicated read aloud,
with brilliantly colored, full-page illustrations that add high interest.
Coyote; the main character, decides he wants to fly with the crows. They
humor him, give him feathers, and tolerate his off-key singing and outof-step dancing, until he begins to boast and order them about. Then, as
coyote struggles in midair, they take back their feathers one by one, and
he plummets to the earth. His tail catches fire, and he roles in the dirt. To
this day he is the color of dust,' and his tail has a burnt, black tip.
This story is simple and easy for children to follow. It depicts
animals as main characters taking on human characteristics, something
common in many Native American folktales. It also involves the crows
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as tricksters, another common thematic element found in traditional
literature.
The second book chosen for the study was The Legend of the
Bluebonnet: An Old Tale of Texas (dePaola, 1983). This book is a
retelling of an old Comanche folktale that explains how the bluebonnet,
the state flower of Texas, came to be in existence. It relates the story of
She-Who-Is-Alone, an orphaned Indian girl raised by her tribe during a
time of drought and famine. This young girl is the sole remaining
member of her family. The other members all died in the famine. The
tribe calls upon the Shaman to commune with the Great Spirits to divine
what it is the People must do to regain harmony with nature. The Shaman
states that a "great sacrifice" needs to be made. She-Who-Is-Alone
sacrifices her most valued possession, her warrior doll, made by her
family. Because of her act, the Great Spirits bring rain and the drought
and famine are ended.
In addition to possessing the qualities that would help to build
comprehension of the genre, this book holds the potential to provoke
deep, insightful, and emotional responses from children. The main
character demonstrates unusual sensitivity to the well being of others
through an incredible selfless act.
The third book selected for the study was The FirstStrawberries:A
Cherokee Story (Bruchac, 1993). This is a simple, uncomplicated
Cherokee folktale about the Sun's healing of marital discord by a gift of
ripe strawberries that magically grow at the feet of an angry woman as
she flees her husband's harsh words, thus halting her departure long
enough for him to catch up and make amends. The book has full-page,
beautiful illustrations that enhance the meaning from the text as well as
helps to build an understanding of Native American culture by depicting
homes, dress, utensils, and activities. The message of friendship,
kindness, and forgiveness holds a special message meaningful to both
young and older students. This book was also selected because of the
simple story line that makes it easy to relate to and remember.
The last book chosen for the study was Crazy Horse's Vision
(Bruchac, 2000). Although this book is a biography and not a folktale
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about Crazy Horse's boyhood, it was chosen because of its potential to
evoke response from the students. As a youth, Crazy Horse (then known
as Curly) witnesses U.S. Army soldiers attack his people. Troubled, he
embarks on a vision quest and sees a figure on horseback riding
untouched through a storm of lightening, hail, and bullets. His father
interprets the vision, telling him that the man on the horse is the man he
will become and that he is destined to defend his people. His father also
tells him that if he keeps nothing for himself, no arrow or bullet will hurt
him. Because of his vision, Curly received the name of his father,
Tashunka Witco, which in English is Crazy Horse.
This book was selected because of its historical significance and
relationship it holds to Native American studies in elementary
curriculum. I thought children would appreciate Curly's (Crazy Horse's)
acts of bravery, leadership, and selflessness as a young boy. The story
line is simple and uncomplicated and the full-page illustrations help to
build an understanding of the genre through depicting Native American
life.
Data Collection
The study combined multiple methods of data collection to achieve
a better understanding of the findings, and to increase the validity of the
findings (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994). Methods of data collection
included videotaped reading, writing, and discussion events, student
story maps, and completed stories. The classroom teacher kept a journal
that I compared to my journal during the analysis. The journals provided
cross-reference that supported the findings in the study. Since I was an
observer in her classroom, Shelley's journal also provided insider
information that lent explanation and clarity to the findings.
Writing Analysis
Prior to analyzing the student writing, I analyzed the folktales and
recorded the patterns of who the characters were, the settings, problems,
how the problems were solved, and what the overall theme, moral, or
main message of the tale was. To show an example of this analysis,
Table 1 is included and demonstrates the analysis completed for The
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First Strawberries: A Cherokee Story (Bruchac, 1993). Please note each
literary element was broken down into the smallest element possible and
all were listed in order to make a more complete comparison between the
students' story maps and the folktale. Once this analysis was completed,
then the student maps were analyzed for inclusion of the literary
elements from the folktale. This was the third book the students had
listened to, discussed, and then wrote a story map afterwards for their
own self-created story.
Table 1
Folktale Analysis of The First Strawberries: A Cherokee Story
Characters
Man
Woman
Sun
Cherokee or
Native
Americans

Setting
Field
Stream
Meadow
Hills

Problem/Conflict
Fighting/yelling
Selfishness
Self-centeredness
Conflicts between
husband and wife

Forest or
woods

Resolution
Forgiveness
Sharing
Understanding

Theme
Forgiveness
Anger
Friendship
Happiness

Respect
Being sorry
Creation of
something
Kindness
Giving
I

_Sharing

Story Map Analysis
I discovered from the maps that students were blending elements of
the folktales with their personal literary interests and life experiences.
Students developed maps that had elements of science fiction, comics,
television shows, and other books besides the folktale. For example, one
student developed story maps that ranged from a fantasy story about
middle earth to a story about a coyote and a fox in the desert. His themes,
however, echoed the friendship and sacrifice found in Crazy Horse's
Vision (Bruchac, 2000) and The Legend of the Bluebonnet."An Old Tale
of Texas (dePaola, 1983). Another student developed a story map for a
story explaining why polar bears are white, which could relate to The
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First Strawberries:A Cherokee Story (Bruchac, 1993) and to The Legend
of the Bluebonnet: An Old Tale of Texas (dePaola, 1983). Both of these
folktales tell how something of today came into existence. In her story
map, however, she developed a fantasy plot where a polar bear is teasing
other, smaller animals. In her story map, the small animals set a trap for
the polar bear that contains bleach, when the bear falls into it, he turns
forever white and stops his teasing. Her theme was to be careful of what
you say or you could pay a personal price. The teasing that occurred in
her story could be connected to the folktale Coyote: A Trickster Tale
from the American Southwest (McDermott, 1994). As mentioned in the
summary of this story, the crows tease a coyote for wanting to be
different.
In further analysis of the story maps, I noted that as the students
were exposed to repeated lessons listening, discussing, and developing
story maps, they increasingly integrated more elements of the Native
American folktales into their ideas for writing. For example, the first
story maps that the students completed held themes of teasing and
trickery, which were directly related to the first folktale: Coyote: A
Trickster Tale from the American Southwest (McDermott, 1994). As
subsequent folktales were read and students developed story maps for
their own stories, the maps they created began to blend such elements as
settings, characters, plots, and themes drawn from the Native American
folktales read and discussed in class.
Analysis of the Completed Student Stories
Literary genres can be categorized by distinct literary characteristics
or elements, and these elements were used to analyze not only the books
used for the study, but also for analysis of the writing the students
composed (Galda & Cullinan, 2002; Huck, Helper, Hickman, & Kiefer,
1997). Content analysis of the completed stories composed by the fifth
graders revealed that many integrated literary elements from the folktales
into their own writing, and when they did so, they integrated across the
books read for the study. As mentioned earlier in the article, this was also
evident in the story maps that the students developed. Even though the
students only wrote one complete story, they did create four separate
story maps as outlines for story ideas.: Using the constant comparison
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method of analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) whereby each unit of
meaning obtained is compared to all other units of meaning and then
grouped into categories, patterns emerged from the student story maps
and the completed narratives (See Table 2). These patterns were then
compared to the literary element analysis that was completed for each
book prior to instruction. The analysis suggested that many of the fifth
graders had developed an understanding or schema for the folktale genre,
and were progressively incorporating the genre elements into the four
story maps they created. Once the students selected a story map to
develop into a complete narrative, it was found that their writing held
similar characteristics to the folktales that were read to them, however,
other patterns emerged in the stories as well. These patterns revealed the
influence that popular culture had on the students as well as the students'
varied personal experiences. For example, rather than creating a folktale
name for a character similar to the folktales like Running Bear or Little
Arrow, students created names that sounded like either cartoon
characters or were a totally made up name such as Roadwalker, Picoteca,
Soshid, Mr. Bunny, and Tomana. The students, though, would identify
the characters as being the sun, moon, stars, Native Americans, or
animals, which were more consistent in the patterns seen in the folktales.
I found further examples of the integration of popular culture and
traditional tales in the analysis of the students' settings. Many of the
stories took place in a desert, the plains, in a village, or in a tribe, but the
settings would have popular items such as spas, televisions, and
trampolines. Main characters' problems were developed around greed,
war, starvation, and loss, but fifth graders also revealed their own issues
that they were dealing with in their lives along with their interest in
popular culture. For example, in Jamaal's story, he mentions the problem
boys face with winning popularity with girls. Jenna writes of a couple in
love. The resolution helpers in the stories were the sun, God, and
animals; however, problems were worked out in terms more familiar
with what the fifth graders experienced in their own lives. For example,
in Jamaal's story, a character is "hired" to solve the problem. Even
though the character is a kangaroo acting as a trainer, a relationship to
how problems are handled in today's world can be seen. The themes
were ones of adventure, forgiveness for a wrong committed, and
changing oneself through self-discovery or growth, which were similar to
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the books read and discussed, but even with this element, the fifth
graders added something of themselves into their writing. Jamaal's story
holds themes of popularity and competition; Bill writes about being
fooled into doing something; and Jenna writes about relationships. The
following excerpts from a few of the students are included to further
demonstrate how the fifth graders added something from their personal
experiences and their culture to their narratives:
Jamaal wrote: Hi, my name is Mr. Bunny I live in the desert with
my buddies. There is only one problem, we all have girl friends
and they like us, but they want boy bunnies that can jump high.
Shirley and her friends said if you don't jump high in a year we
are going to break up with you and your friends. [Later in his
folktale, Jamaal wrote that the bunnies hired kangaroo to train
them to jump higher.] Are you here for jumping lessons? [said
the kangaroo] Jest sign this pice of paper and you and your
friends will start tomorrow. [later in the folktale] He [the
kangaroo] broung a trampoline out and made them bounce each
other so their legs could get stronger. [He later wrote that the
bouncing worked and they all got married and had kids.]
Bill wrote: In 1924 in the mountains of Utah, there was a
Roadwalker, a Fox, and a Coyote.. .The Fox and Coyote fought
over who would get to eat the Roadwalker... The Fox told the
Roadwalker that he won a trip to the Oven Hotel and as soon as
the Roadwalker got into the Oven Hotel, the Fox shut the door
and the Roadwalker was cooked. The Fox told the Roadwalker
the explanation for the heat was the spa and the Roadwalker
believed it. [He finished his folktale with the Fox and Coyote
sharing the meal of the Roadwalker.]
Jenna wrote: Once in the plains an Indian man and woman were
in love. Their names were Tomana and Nigha. Tomana loves to
hunt buffalo. Nigha is the chief s daughter and is only 14. [Jenna
wrote that Tomana went on a hunt and when he returned, he
could not find Nigha.] When he failed to find her he told the
moon to shine her light on her so she could be found. Two
moons had passed, when a blinding light shone on the medicine
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man's house. [Tomana finds her there and they marry and live
happily ever after.]
Analysis of the stories that the fifth graders wrote demonstrated that
they were integrating elements of the Native American folktales into
their self-created stories. At the same time, students developed narratives
that included glimpses of popular cultural and personal experiences.
Table 2
Patterns in Fifth Grade Completed Narratives
Characters
American
animals
Sun

Settings
Plains
Villages

Problems

Resolutions

Not being
loved
Being tricked

Sun as helper
Moon as

Themes
Helping
others
Forgiveness

helper

Moon

Deserts

Unhappy

God as helper

with self

Stars

Tribes

Changing
yourself

Greed

Star as helper

Native
Americans

War

Medicine
Man

Starvation

Small
animals as
helpers
Having belief
in something

New
adventure
A difference
could be a
strength

Something
lost from the
tribe or world
Not being
accepted for
who you are

Conclusions and Implications for Teachers
Throughout the study, the classroom teacher and I kept individual
journals. In these journals, we recorded our thoughts, opinions, and ideas
about what we were observing. The analysis of our journals supplied the
conclusions and implications that can be made from the study:
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Through the literature discussions, the students developed a
common vocabulary based on traditional narrative structure. For
example, students learned to talk about narrative stories in terms
of settings, characters, plot development, and themes. Students
drew from what they were learning about traditional literature
for understanding the Native American cultural as depicted in
the books used for the study. This became evident in the
discussions as students made comparison statements between
their culture and that of the culture portrayed in the books. The
discussions served as an integral component in linking the
folktale genre to the students' writing. Given the opportunity to
discuss their writing in the study helped students to formulate,
evaluate, and revise their writing, leading them closer to a wellwritten text and a better understanding for a specific genre.
When students shared ideas for writing with each other, they
developed clear thinking for their approach. The social
interaction provided by literature discussions served to help build
connections between the reading and the writing process.

"* Studying one genre in depth, helped students understand how
authors construct texts, and to be able to examine relationships
across texts within a genre. Examining a genre they were
familiar with eased the tensions students sometimes feel when
doing something unfamiliar. As the reading, discussing, and
writing experiences became more routine, students became even
more at ease with the writing they were doing, and more
elements of folktale genre found their way into what the students
were writing without the loss of student creativity.
Writing in schools today is taking on new dimensions. Children are
being asked to write for a certain audience, identify a purpose for their
writing, and develop clear meaning and focus. Teachers are being
expected to teach students the skills and strategies necessary to be
successful writers and meet the new demands being placed upon them
through local, state, and federal guidelines. Studying a genre and then
asking students to develop their own stories has the potential for helping
students understand the importance of linking reading to writing. The
students were not forced or even asked to write a folktale. They were
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asked to develop a narrative of their own choosing. However, it was
found that student writing was influenced by the folktales they had
listened to and discussed. The findings of this study could hold promise
for helping students to understand other genres as well. A question to ask
ourselves is: When we want students to write, how often do we first
study the craft of writing through studying one genre in depth?
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From Silence to a Whisper to Active Participation:
Using Literature Circles with ELL Students

Catherine Carrison
Washington State
University
Gisela Ernst-Slavit
Washington State
University

This article discusses benefits of using
literature circles with ELL students to
strengthen literacy skills and student
confidence. Highlighting one teacher's
implementation of literature circles, the
authorspresent a candid examination of areas
of initial weakness and describe strategies
used for improvements in subsequent
"rounds." A discussion of specific student
growth in oral communication, attitude toward
reading,and improved reading comprehension
is included as well as lists of resources and
strategies supporting effective literature
circles.
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"I don't really think that ELL kids can do lit circles - it's too hardfor
them to participate."
A Third Grade Teacher
Recently, while sitting in a graduate level children's literature course one
of the authors overheard a comment similar to the one quoted above. In
one comer of the room a small group of teachers shared with one another
their doubts that English language learning (ELL) students could
effectively participate in mainstream book discussions and projects
evolving from those discussions. Some of the reasons given by the
teachers for their doubts stemmed from their ELL students' shortcomings
such as a lack of reading skills, reading comprehension, vocabulary to
express their thoughts and questions and a lack of confidence to engage
verbally with others. Other reasons given by teachers included what they
thought were students' cultural dispositions preventing them from
sharing personal opinions and insights or students' lack of background
knowledge and schemata needed for book discussions with their
"American" peers. These types of doubts are not uncommon among
teachers who are suddenly faced with having to teach students whose
first language is not English. For many teachers having more students of
diverse cultural and linguistic groups is a new experience. With this
experience comes the challenge of finding successful instructional
strategies to appropriately meet the learning needs of these students.
As an ELL cluster teacher in a school district in the Pacific
Northwest, Catherine had faced similar doubts when working with a
group of ELL students who were not only reluctant to read in English but
also preferred not to participate in many classroom activities. In
searching for ways of reaching her students, she recalled a positive
experience with literature circles in one of her graduate level courses.
After consulting with her graduate advisor, Catherine proposed a
master's research project on the topic of using literature circles with her
fourth grade students. The purpose was not only to increase reading skill
and comprehension but also to create a greater motivation in her students
to read and participate more often in the classroom community. What
follows is an account of one teacher's exploration of a strategy to
strengthen ELL students' reading while drawing them into the classroom
community.
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The purpose of this article is to encourage all teachers, especially
those working with ELL students, to explore the use of literature circles
to more effectively involve second language learners in the classroom,
increase their motivation to read, and strengthen their literacy skills.
Through a discussion of selected theoretical arguments in support of
using literature circles and in sharing some of the discoveries and lessons
learned from this exploration we will outline how literature circles can be
effective for teaching literacy, particularly to ELL students. In addition,
we will share some of the resources available to teachers who are ready
to venture into the use of literature circles in their own classrooms.
Our Changing Demographics
In the past decades, classrooms across the United States have
radically changed. The influx of immigrants from Latin America, Asia,
Arabic nations and most recently, Russia and the Ukraine, have painted
our classrooms with new multicultural tones. Since the 1991-92 school
year, enrollment of Limited English Proficient (LEP) students in the U.S.
has increased by 105 percent, while total school enrollment increased by
only 12 percent. Of the total LEP enrollment, 67 percent of the students
are at the elementary level and over 44 percent of those students are
enrolled in the primary grades Pre-K through Grade 3 (NCELA, 2002).
In response to the growing numbers of ELL students, school
districts throughout the country are attempting to meet the needs of these
students by implementing a variety of instructional models. The types of
programs range from fully bilingual classroom settings (e.g., instruction
provided by a certified teacher in two languages) to pullout programs
(e.g., assistance provided by a paraprofessional for brief period during
the week). However, most of these services are only available to recent
immigrants. In most states, and also as the result of the recent No Child
Left Behind Act (2001), ELL students are no longer eligible for language
support programs after two or three years of schooling. Thus, the figures
presented above combined with current state and federal legislation
suggest the imminent reality that all teachers, at some point during their
careers, will have in their classrooms at least one student for whom
English is a second language (Ernst-Slavit, Moore & Maloney, 2002).
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Teachers are realizing they need tangible and successful strategies to
support these learners.
Review of the Literature
One such strategy being implemented by teachers in classrooms at
every grade level is literature circles or book discussion groups.
Literature circles as a part of a balanced literacy program afford students
rich opportunities to use many skills they learn in other areas of the
literacy curriculum (Peterson & Eeds, 1990; Schlick Noe & Johnson,
1999; Short & Klassen, 1993). Reading aloud, shared and independent
reading, oral language, making personal connections, and critical
thinking are just some of the skills learners use as members of literature
circles. For students involved in literature circles literature becomes
"lived through" as they actively engage with the text and with one
another (Rosenblatt, 1996, p. 38). Additionally, this model has been
credited as a means of accommodating disparities in reading levels in a
way that basal reading programs do not (Kasten, 1995).
Because of their collaborative and dialogic nature, literature circles
enable students to learn and interact with one another in a nonthreatening, community-like setting through sharing ideas, opinions, and
personal experiences and responses to literature (Martinez-Rolddn &
L6pez-Robertson, 1999/2000; Short & Klassen, 1993). These discussions
allow students to develop greater understanding and compassion for
others as they examine differences and similarities in the varying insights
and experiences of their peers (Klassen, 1993; Short & Klassen, 1993).
In addition, the variety of perspectives and responses provides reluctant
students or students with less language experience with many different
models for sharing, talking about, and interpreting literature (Kasten,
1995; Short & Klassen, 1993; Martinez, 2000).
One of the most powerful facets of using literature circles is this
dynamic interaction or transaction among readers in the group and
between readers and the text. This practice encourages, even demands,
that students become active participants first in reading their books and
second in the group discussions and projects or activities that are
integrated into the structure. In their article, "Questions and Answers:
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Continuing Conversations about Literature Circles," Brabham &
Villaume (2000) describe skillful readers as those who engage intimately
with the text by, among other things, making predictions, constructing
visual images, creating connections to personal experiences and other
texts, and taking ownership of their reading while constructing meaning
in active and careful ways. Moreover, during their participation in
literature circles, readers are encouraged to take responsibility for
developing and discussing their own questions and interpretations of the
materials they've read, a practice likely to invite more complex levels of
thought, language, and literacy. Schlick Noe and Johnson, authors of
Getting Started with Literature Circles (1999) submit that this is the very
reason for the high level of enthusiasm on the part of the readers
participating in literature circles. Along these same lines, Stephen
Krashen (1993) points to research which indicates the importance of a
lower affective filter in students learning to read. He argues that much
learning occurs "effortlessly" when the learners feel they are members of
a group or club and that this in turn leads to a lower affective filter
thereby resulting in more language learning (p.71).
Undoubtedly, literature circles are a means to promote the
acquisition and practice of many important skills. In particular, they
provide a wide array of opportunities for second language learners to
practice their English language skills. For Scarcella (1990) there is
"increasing evidence that active engagement in real communication
facilitates second language development" (p. 71). She explains that when
educators have stressed using English for a wider range of "real"
purposes the language skills of ELL students show substantial growth.
She writes, "If we are to convince students of the value of mastering
English we need to show them that it is a useful activity. We need to help
them find it valuable to use English to accomplish purposes they
themselves desire" (p. 71). Clearly, the use of literature circles to engage
ELL students in sharing their own stories, opinions and insights in their
new language in a small and non-threatening environment has the
potential of providing fertile ground for fostering stronger literacy skills
and cognitive development (Martinez-Rolddn & L6pez-Robertson,
1999/2000).
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Moreover, Peregoy and Boyle (2000) suggest that informal groups
offer ample opportunities for students to help each other negotiate the
meaning of what they are reading and allow ELL students to become
familiar with ways of discussing literature. When English learners are
provided with the chance to interact with their English-speaking peers,
productive language learning takes place. In addition, the collaborative
atmosphere of such group work allows English learners to ask for
repetition and clarification as often as needed. In the discussion of the
general principles of language acquisition, the writers of the TESOL ESL
Standards for PreK-12 Students (1997) submit that not only does
"language acquisition take place during activities that are of a cognitive
or intellectual nature" but also that "authentic language often entails the
simultaneous use of different language modalities." The point is also
made that "...reading

activities may activate the development of

speaking abilities, or vice versa" (p. 7).
In considering the research related to second language acquisition
and practices that benefit language learners, it is apparent that the use of
the literature circle model provides rich opportunities for ELL students to
use English for real and authentic purposes. Not only do literature circles
provide ample opportunities for ELL students to practice language and
literacy skills and intellectual development, they allow students of
diverse backgrounds to explore social and cultural issues through the
analysis, discussion, and negotiation of ideas about the world around
them (Klassen, 1993; Martinez-Rolddin & L6pez-Robertson, 1999/2000;
Samway & Whang, 1996). In using literature circles, teachers are able to
tailor instruction to the needs of the students while providing an
important part of a balanced literacy program. Modeling, cooperative
group negotiation, and the potential for creating meaning with peers, are
all facets of literature circles that are of significant support for students
developing literacy in English.
Overview of the Context
Participants
In Catherine's fourth grade class, 5 of 24 students were ELL at
varying levels of language acquisition. Two of the students' primary
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language was Ukrainian, two spoke Spanish at home and one spoke
Russian at home. Both of the Ukrainian students and one of the Spanishspeaking students received weekly ELL support through a pull-out
program. The Spanish-speaking student also received support for
learning disabilities. Only the Russian-speaking student read at grade
level; the others read at pre-primer level through level three on the
Qualitative Reading Inventory II (QRI-II). The school was located in a
suburban setting with 34 percent of the student body receiving free and
reduced lunch and a 4 percent overall ELL population.
Preparation
Upon deciding to use literature circles, several resources from the
experts were reviewed. The books by Katharine Davies Samway and
Gail Whang (1996), Literature Study Circles in a Multicultural
Classroom, and Getting Started with Literature Circles by Katherine
Schlick Noe and Nancy Johnson (1999), provided information about
setting up literature circles, the importance of book selection, and ideas
for extension activities. Harvey Daniels' (1994) book, Literature Circles:
Voice and Choice in the Student-Centered Classroom assisted in
establishing a theoretical base for the practice and methods for assessing
student progress, and provided general scheduling ideas. Information
about important literary elements upon which to focus was gleaned from
Ralph Peterson and Maryann Eeds' (1990) book, Grand Conversations:
Literature Groups in Action. Forms to facilitate student record keeping
were designed and mini or focus lessons were developed on the various
components of literature circles such as comprehension strategies and
etiquette for group discussions. Additionally, extension projects and
activities were planned to help students enrich their conversations and
deepen their comprehension of the books (Daniels, 1994; Schlick Noe &
Johnson, 1999).
Data Collection
Because Catherine was also interested in finding out whether or not
literature circles would instill a greater motivation to read, as well as
enhance the comprehension levels, pre- and post-surveys were
administered to the students to assess their attitudes toward reading and
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the types of books they chose to read on their own (Fiderer, 1995).
Reading assessments to establish pre- and post-accuracy and
comprehension levels were also administered. In addition to systematic
observations, small group and whole class discussions were video and
audio taped and later analyzed. Samples of student work were collected
and anecdotal notes were kept throughout the study.
Book Selection
The selection of the books was an important factor for
consideration. Realizing that the reading of books carries with it the
potential for increasing awareness of other places, people and cultures
(Klassen, 1993; Rosenblatt, 1996; Samway & Whang, 1996) and the
opportunity for students to see themselves in the literature, books with
multicultural themes were chosen at a variety of reading levels. More
specifically, the selected books used rich language, had interesting plots,
and strong characters (Samway & Whang, 1996; Freeman & Freeman,
2000). Through the assistance of the school media specialist, four to six
copies of each book were secured and brief book talks were prepared on
each.
Sample of Books Used for Literature Circles
The Family Under the Bridge (Carlson, 1958)
Hiroshima(Yepp, 1995)
Saddako and the ThousandPaperCranes (Coerr, 1977)
Yang the Youngest and His TerribleEar (Namioka, 1992)
Sing Dow the Moon (O'Dell, 1970)
Sing of the Beaver (Speare, 1983)
The Trouble with Tuck (Taylor, 1981)
One HundredPenny Box (Mathis, 1986)
EsperanzaRising (Ryan, 2002)
The Big Lie: A True Story (Leitner, 1994)
Journey to America (Levitin, 1987)
One Day in the Tropical Rain Forest (George, 1990)
Stone Fox (Gardiner, 1983)
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The book talks were short oral previews of each available book
choice. In essence, Catherine created a brief summary of each including
the level of difficulty, plot and character overview. Each talk ended with
a "clifflhanger" statement to stimulate student curiosity.
Implementation
After hearing book talks, students reviewed the books and made a
list of their top three choices. Students were then grouped according to
their preferences and without regard to reading ability (Samway &
Whang, 1996). After the groups were formed, they met and planned their
reading goals on a group calendar. For the following two to three weeks,
students met in their groups to read and discuss their books. ELL
students and struggling readers were afforded the opportunity to read
with a buddy or to read along with a taped recording of the book.
Catherine met with each group at least twice as an observer and to
listen in on their discussions. In addition to reading, students wrote
responses in a literature response journal to prepare for discussions. They
also completed two to three extensions projects focused on their books,
which were shared and discussed in the literature circles (See Table 1).
Once students completed the reading they worked on a culminating
project to demonstrate the group's understanding of their book and to
encourage others to read it. The rubric for assessing the culminating
projects was developed in a whole group setting with student input on
what they thought should be assessed. Each group presentation was
videotaped and later reviewed by students for self-assessment purposes.
Findings
After concluding the first round of literature circles, students were
asked to reflect in writing about what they enjoyed and what they
struggled with during their literature circle experience. Their feedba.ck
was combined with the teacher's personal observations and anecdotal
notes and used in making decisions about the structural changes to
implement in the future. Although all students reported enjoying
participating in literature circles, the greatest successes and increased
levels of enthusiasm were evident among the ELL students and the
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reluctant readers. While evidence of heightened levels of confidence and
more positive attitudes toward reading was less tangible than the actual
reading level changes, the improvement in the students was quite
notable. Following are brief overviews of the gains of some of these
students in the areas of oral communication, attitude toward reading, and
increased reading comprehension.
Table 1
Possible Extension Projects
Project
ABC Book

Brief Description
An alphabet book that focuses on key events, characters,
and information from the book.
Accordion Book
Five to seven significant scenes from the book are used to
make an illustrated accordion-shaped book representing the
sequence of the storyline.
Bookmark
A bookmark focusing on a favorite or significant character
in the story.
Commemorative
Focusing on an important theme from the story, choose a
Stamp
significant character or scene to depict on a stamp.
Jackdaw
Collect, label, and display artifacts, which are
representative of the important elements in the book such
as characters, events, and/or ideas.
Map
Design a map to show a character's "journey" in the story.
The journey might be physical, emotional or spiritual.
Open Mind
Illustrations and/or words depicting a character's possible
dreams, fears, ideas, etc.
Story Quilt
Design a quilt square that represents a favorite chapter or
important scene from the book.
Note. Adapted from Schlick Noe & Johnson (1999) and The Literature Circles
Resource Center at http://fac-staff.seattleu.edu/kschlnoeiLitCircles/
Oral Communication
The most visible growth was evident in several of the ELL students
who were previously very quiet during classroom activities and often
apprehensive to participate verbally. During their participation in the
literature circles, these students became much more outspoken, which
carried over for the remainder of the school year even in other content
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areas. In one case, Pavel, a very quiet Russian-speaking boy who rarely
spoke to the other students during group activities would often wait until
there were no other students nearby before speaking to Catherine, chose
to take the lead as the narrator for his literature group's final
presentation. He took on the leadership role in the group production and
enthusiastically shared with the class, "This book was fun to read. When
I was reading, I could not put it down. When I was in the middle of the
book, I had to finish it!" As the school year progressed Pavel's verbal
participation increased, not only in language arts activities, but in science
and social studies group activities as well. Before literature circles Pavel
orally participated in class, on the average, less than three times a week.
After the project was completed he participated in small and whole group
discussions on a daily basis.
Another student, Yulia, a Ukrainian-speaker receiving ELL support
had been described by other students as "the quietest girl in the class."
She was extremely quiet and although she occasionally raised her hand
to contribute in class, if called on she would quickly put her hand down
and whisper, "never mind." In fact, she had not yet spoken in front of the
whole class that year. After the first round, Yulia volunteered to play the
part of a main character in her group's dramatic representation of a scene
from the book. She later explained that she enjoyed playing the part
because she thought the character was brave. In a written
recommendation of the book Yulia wrote, "I would think that somebody
would like to read this book... it was so intrusting to me... I want to keep
reading it because it was so intrusting." In a later presentation she
narrated an artistic summary of her group's book. As the year continued
Yulia began to volunteer to take lunch count in the morning and
participated in class discussions.
In stark contrast to his usual withdrawn behavior, a third student,
David, who spoke Spanish at home and was receiving learning support,
actively participated during his group's book talks. When asked about his
increased participation in the literature circle, David said that he usually
felt very "dumb" in school but when he could talk about his ideas and
feelings and ask questions about the book like everyone else did, he felt
"as smart as the other kids." In creating his Open Mind extension project
(Figure 1), David was able to artistically create a response to the book
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and then verbally share with his classmates in a way he was not able to
do in writing. While sharing his project he emotionally explained that he
chose to reflect as the pilot of the Enola Gay because "he did the job but
he was probably really, like ... scared to drop the missile and I think it
made him feel kind of guilty about it."
Figure 1. David's Open Mind Project

I

W"hv%s

Attitude Toward Reading
According to responses on the pre- and post-surveys regarding the
reasons students read and student perceptions of their reading abilities,
21 students, after participating in literature circles, determined that
reading was for fun and/or learning as opposed to only 16 thinking so
before participating in literature circles. Additionally, before
participating in literature circles, 9 students perceived themselves as
needing help with reading while 10 felt they read as well as most.
Afterward, 17 students felt they read as well as most or better than most
with only 6 perceiving they needed help. Finally, 22 out of 23 students
independently chose a wider variety of reading materials and genres after
participating in literature circles.

I
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One of the most notable demonstrations of improved attitude toward
reading was by a Ukrainian student who often refused to read, even
during silent reading when he had choice of the materials. Viktor, who
was receiving ELL support, was enthusiastic only about recesses and
leaving to attend his ELL class because it was "easy." For Viktor reading
was "stupid," a waste of time. As the literature groups were set up,
Viktor chose a book dealing with World War II. After beginning his
reading in the first book group meeting he asked if he could read his
literature circle book, Hiroshima (Yepp, 1995), for silent reading. The
next day he asked permission to take the book home to continue reading
it. On the third day he requested to skip his ELL class to avoid missing
any of the literature circle time. Upon the conclusion of the first round
of literature circles Viktor began requesting to go to the school library to
check out books, which he then used to write reports for extra credit. One
such report included an interview with his grandfather who had "fought
in war in Russia."
Improved Reading Comprehension
Upon completion of the first two rounds of literature circles, which
spanned about two months, there were increased reading comprehension
and accuracy levels for most of Catherine's students. Pre- and postQualitative Reading Inventory II (QRI-II) scores indicated an increase
among the students reading at Level 4 from 52 percent accuracy with
comprehension between 75 and 100 percent to 25 percent reading at a
Level 4, and 29 percent reading at Level 5 with comprehension at both
levels ranging from 93 percent to 100 percent. The two lowest readers
(both ELL), one at Pre-primer and one at Level one, increased their
reading abilities by at least one grade level (see Table 2).
Although variables might affect the outcome of the student
qualitative reading inventory assessment, these gains are significant,
especially in relation to the students initially reading below level four.
For all students the increase in reading levels created a hightened sense
of self confidence and motivation to continue to read.
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"Table 2
Pre and Post Reading Scores
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Discussion: Adjustments Made Along the Way
Of course, not all facets of the first exploration of literature circles
went smoothly. While the students reported thoroughly enjoying them,
there were components in need of improvement. For example, students
initially struggled with maintaining meaningful discussions about their
books. They felt encumbered by the lengthy role sheets, and needed
more guidance in methods for recording their responses to the reading.
As a result, the following three changes were introduced:
*

the format was more intentionally taught through the use of a
whole group literature circle;
.o minilessons were refined and;
* the extension projects were narrowed and enriched.
Demonstration Using Whole Class Literature Circle
After overwhelming students with information, directions and
explanations on the first round of literature circles, Catherine decided to
use various read aloud books to model the reflecting process and
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methods to maintain more engaging discussions. This was done by
"thinking aloud" as she read to students then engaging them in
discussion about the reading through open ended questions in a whole
group setting. Through this process Catherine was able to model the
types of questioning and metacognitive processes necessary for
sustaining rich conversations about the book. In addition, prior. to
initiating the small literature circle groups, the format was introduced in
a whole group literature circle with everyone using the same book. While
reading a book such as Shoe Shine Girl (Bulla, 1975), methods for
planning reading, strategies for discussion, and techniques for responding
to the literature were demonstrated whole group in the form of
minilessons. The whole class setting followed by small. group practice
allowed the students to be exposed to a wide variety of response styles,
which was especially beneficial for the ELL students. Students were also
offered strategies for reflecting in response journals and using post-its or
bookmarks for recording notes about wonderings or making connections
as they read. The whole class setting provided rich opportunities for
sharing journal responses to the reading, enabling students to glean ideas
and learn from one another.
As students began to-read their individual small group books, -they
learned how to manage their literature circle activities. Using a class
calendar on the overhead projector students were taught to create
timelines on their own calendars for their reading and to plan for
extension and final projects for the sharing sessions (Daniels, 1994).
Eventually, students worked as a team in their book groups to negotiate
the structure of their own timelines. The reading calendars later served
not only as a means of accountability for students but also fostered a
sense of independence and responsibility among the individual literature
groups.
Focus or Minilessons
Although the minilesson approach was used in the first attempt with
literature circles, too much information was given to students all at once
causing them to feel bombarded with "how to" lessons without having
enough time to practice each specific strategy before moving to the next
minilesson. In their book, Getting Stated with LiteratureCircles, Schlick
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Noe and Johnson (1999) recommend focus lessons as a means of
clarifying instructions and demonstrating processes as well as teaching
the components and strategies of literature circles. They define the
format for the focus lessons as, 1) a brief introduction, 2) a discussion,
explanation, and/or demonstration of a strategy and, 3) an opportunity to
use the strategy (p. 82). Lucy Calkins suggests minilessons last between
five and fifteen minutes followed by immediate practice by students of
the content of the lesson using the material they are reading (Calkins,
2001).
In the second round of literature circles, topics for minilessons were
more clearly defined. Among the relevant topics highlighted were:

"* strategies for highlighting information or personal reactions to
the reading which students wanted to remember;

"* ways to increase the interest level of the discussions of their
books and;

"* tips for using active listening skills.
The new, simplified, more focused minilessons were very beneficial,
especially for ELL students since the lessons provided brief and specific
instructions followed by opportunities to practice the skills in small
group settings using familiar material. Table 3 provides a compilation of
minilesson ideas.
Extension Activities
When first used with students, numerous extension activities and
projects were introduced and demonstrated. The students were required
to complete all of the projects for each book they read with the projects
being due throughout duration of their reading calendars. The well-meant
intent was to enrich the students' experiences with the books; instead,
they became overwhelmed and burned out. The purpose of the projects
was lost in the almost - mechanical process students manifested in their
attempt to dutifully complete each of the projects. Like the overorganized and cumbersome role sheets, the extension projects actually
served to curtail the rich interaction it was hoped they would illicit. The
lesson learned here in terms of the extension activities is that, especially
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with ELL students, those who lack confidence or readers who are
reluctant to engage - less is more.
Table 3
Possible Minilesson Topics
Literary - Elements of
Author's Craft
How does the author
grab our interest?
Ways authors reveal the
character of a person
What makes a good
book title?

What helps the dialogue
in stories sound
realistic?
How much detail is too
much?
What are the main
components of a
particular genre?
How does the author set
the tone and mood of a
story?
How does an author use
"memorable" language?

Reading and
Writing/Response
Strategies
Self correcting when
reading doesn't make
sense
Making and checking
predictions
Incorporating ideas from
Post-it Notes into a
written response

Literature Circle
Procedures

Supporting ideas with
information from the
book, your life, or other
books
Previewing

How to keep the
conversation going

Using flexible strategies
to identify unknown
words
Building vocabulary
through reading

How to choose a book

How to start a discussion
How to be an active
listener

How to disagree
constructively
What to do when you
don't understand?
What to include in your
response journal

Creating pictures in your How to connect
head or using sketches
extension projects to the
reading
and illustrations to
extend ideas
How to self assess
Analyzing, interpreting,
Components of a story
inferring
Writing a response from What do you do when
Ways to incorporate
your group finishes?
a character's point of
point of view and
view
perspective
Note. Adapted from Daniels (2002); Schlick Noe & Johnson (1999).
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In their discussion of extension projects, Schlick Noe and Johnson
(1999) state that, "What's important is the opportunity you offer when
you ask your students to pause at the end of their reading and create
something that brings their book to life" (p. 103). It is the quality and the
depth attained in creating the extension project through the processes of
"reflection" and "interpretation" that hold the tangible benefits for the
students. In focusing their energies on one project, taking the time to
review their personal reflections, and reactions recorded on their post-it
notes, bookmarks, or response journals, students have the opportunity to
gain a deeper and more intricate understanding of the reading. In sharing
their projects with others, they are able to demonstrate understanding
through verbal interaction and/or through the medium of the project,
whether a dramatic representation, a written poem, or a piece of artwork.
These projects should be considered an extension of the readers'
responses to what they read and can be completed alone or in
collaboration with group members and often include integration of the
arts.
Implications
Clearly, the ideas and procedures presented in this article are merely
"the tip of the iceberg" with regard to using literature circles as a means
to strengthen literacy skills. The literature circle model, as a part of a
balanced literacy program provides abundant opportunities for dynamic
interaction among readers and text. While enjoying collaborative
learning, students are actively engaged in using authentic language for
real purposes. This component is especially powerful for ELL students.
As literature circle members, students enjoy the safety of the small group
setting in which they are able to better negotiate meaning and seek
clarification. Furthermore, the use of multicultural and multiethnic
literature assists students in making connections to their own lives and
encourages a greater appreciation for the diversity of all students.
As the number of students who speak languages other than English
increase so does the challenge of helping them to become successful
speakers of English. Using literature circles is a fun and exciting way to
afford students choice while at the same time exposing them to powerful
strategies to build confidence and enhance their language and literacy
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skills. Decreased anxiety about reading and participation, increased
motivation on everyone's part, and improved reading accuracy and
comprehension... literature circles is one practice teachers cannot afford
not to explore.
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In-Service Teachers and Computer Mediated Discussions:
Ranges and Purposes of Reflection

Gaoyin Qian
CUNY-Lehman College
Liqing Tao
CUNY-Staten Island

The purpose of this qualitative study was to
understand discourse types (i.e., factual,
prudential, and justificatory) of in-service
teachers in the graduateprogram in literacy
education when they engaged in Computer
Mediated Discussion (CMD). This study also
sought to uncover the kind of support that
CID provided, and to identify their attitudes
towards and feelings about such forms of
discussion based on their online journal
entries and responses to a questionnaire.
Fourteen graduate students participatedin a
weekly reflectionfor 10 weeks on the readings
and on the literacy development of the
children they selected for case study. Results
indicated that in-service teachers' discourse
types differed in quality but not in quantity
over time, and that in-service teachers used
CAMD as a place where they could seek for
academic and affective support. Issues about
use of CAMD were also identified and
addressed
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The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand the discourse
types (i.e., factual, prudential, and justificatory) of in-service teachers in
a graduate literacy education program when they engaged in online
discussion concerning literacy assessment issues. The study also sought
to uncover the kind of support online discussion provided and to identify
these teachers' attitudes towards such forms of discussion. In class
discussion, students use factual discourse to describe their observations
in the classroom, to seek information, and to make comparisons.
Students engage in prudential discourse to make suggestions about or to
give advice on pedagogical actions. Justificatory discourse provides
reasons and rationales for past, present, or future pedagogical actions and
makes critical comments on their readings and observations (Risko,
Roskos, & Vukelich, 1999; Zeichner & Liston, 1985).
Background
We adopted Vygotsky's social learning theory to situate our
understanding of in-service teachers' learning to assess elementary
school children's literacy performance. According to Vygotsky (1960),
students' mental development is characterized by the interaction between
natural and cultural development. All learning, including graduate
students' learning to assess elementary school children's literacy
performance occurs first in social contexts. Hence Computer Mediated
Discussion (CMD) provides a unique social context for professional
development, where in-service teachers can discuss literacy assessment
issues with their peers and professors.
Research on Online Discussion
Given Vygotsky's theory (1962), class discussion is an important
format that involves teachers in reflecting on, exchanging, and
reformulating concepts. It can lead to more desirable active learning
(Alvermann, O'Brien, & Dillion, 1990). However, various factors impact
on the quality of participation in class discussions. The class size,
students' personalities, and limited time allotted for discussions are
among factors that professors cannot control in classes. Shy students tend
not to speak, and not all class members have equal opportunities to
participate in discussions. Lack of participation of some students in class
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discussions may limit concept development for these individual students
as well as the whole class.
With the development of computer technology, user-friendly e-mail
discussion software has provided a means for supplementing classroom
discussion, facilitating more student participation, and maximizing the
benefits of discussion (Tao & Boulware, 2001). Software such as the
Blackboard system allows equal opportunities for participation at an
individual's own pace, limits the paralinguistic cues to encourage more
active participation, displays and retains messages for repeated scrutiny
by a reader/listener, and provides extended time for concept
development. Research indicates that Computer Mediated Discussion has
produced positive interchanges among students (Wade & Fauske, 2004),
opportunities for equal participation (Tao & Reinking, 2000), and time
for reflection (Lin & Kinzer, 2003).
When used as a supplement, rather than as a substitute for
classroom discussions, CMD may promote students' active learning and
critical thinking. In research on learning outcomes, Webb, Jones, Barker,
and Schaik (2004) examined the relationship between student
participation (i.e., postings and accesses) in CMD and academic learning
(i.e., course grades). These researchers found that participation in CMD,
whether active or passive, predicted students' academic performance.
Students who participated in using CMD by contributing to the
discussion forum or those who simply accessed the discussion forum
tended to earn higher grades than their non-participating peers. Jeong
(2003) investigated the relationship between student interaction and
critical thinking in a Master's level course in Business Ethics. Jeong
found that students were 10 times more likely to post their responses to
positive statements when they were in agreement, but they rarely posted
their responses online when they were in disagreement. When
responding to opposing viewpoints, students rarely challenged the
arguments on the basis of their validity, accuracy, and relevance.
Current research (Li, 2003; Wade & Fauske, 2004) also established
that CMD provides students with a safe environment, where they can
share feelings and discuss controversial issues. Wade and Fauske (2004)
examined the online responses from 19 students who were prospective
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secondary school teachers enrolled in a required teacher education
course. Students tended to engage other participants in the discussion
with different strategies such as expressing agreement, acknowledging
others' insights, seeking clarification, and inviting others to challenge
their own ideas. Participants generally felt CMD offered a safe
environment, where they could ask questions; seek advice; reveal their
doubts, fears, and lack of knowledge; and challenge one another when
they saw a need. This finding is consistent with the Li study (2003),
which found that CMD provided a comfortable environment for teachers
to discuss such controversial or sensitive issues as gender, equity, and
students' special needs.
Finally, researchers (Gilbert & Babbagh, 2005; Mazzolini &
Maddison, 2003) investigated the relationship between (a) structure of
online discussions and instructors' roles and (b) student participation in
CMD. The Gilbert and Babbagh (2005) study documented that online
discussion threads tended to increase when instructors provided
guidelines, required even distribution of postings, and increased a grade
weight for participation. However, when instructors attempted to limit
the length of a posting or to mandate reading citations to be included,
students tended to engage in less meaningful discussions. In their study
of the roles played by instructors in online discussions, Mazzolini and
Maddison (2003) found that instructors who acted as "guides on the
side" appeared to be most helpful in facilitating students' meaningful
discussions. To be guides on the side, instructors would need to
contribute often so as to facilitate but not to dominate the discussion.
Despite an increasing number of studies in the literature on online
discussion, there is still a lack of research on using online discussion to
engage teachers in reflective thinking. These discussion opportunities
may prove particularly beneficial and relevant to in-service teachers in
their graduate studies. These teachers bring their own classroom teaching
experiences and explicit or hidden theories of literacy learning to -the
graduate classes. To grow professionally, they need to examine and
reflect on their own practices and theories. Computer Mediated
Discussion offers a journal-like writing experience that is crucial in
teacher reflection and reaches beyond the usual dialogue formed between
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professors and graduate students into a multi-logue that may stimulate
even further reflection.
Research on Teacher Reflection
Research on teacher reflection has been strongly influenced by John
Dewey's early work (1933) and Vygotsky's socio-cultural theory (1960).
According to Dewey (1933), reflective thinking is important for,a teacher
because it leads to intellectual action rather than appetitive, blind, and
impulsive action. Reflective teachers have a clear sense of purpose and
of the end toward which th6ey are working and are better, able to critically
evaluate the best approaches to solving instructional problems (Zeichner
& Liston, 1996). Sch6n (1987) observes that uncertainties are valuable
learning experience in professional reflective practice. He emphasizes
that through reflection, one "can make new sense of the situations of
uncertainty or uniqueness" (p. 61). To foster teacher professional
development, Zei&hner (1996) argues that research on teacher reflection
should take into account the social and institutional contexts of teaching
and collaborative sharing.
According to several studies (ýRisko et al., 1999; Zeichner & Liston,
1985), teacher reflective activity can be classified as factual, prudential,
and justificatory. This classification of reflective thinking helped
researchers investigate the kinds of reflective thinking in which teachers
engage (Risko et al., 1999). However, this work overall showed that
teachers generally engage low levels of reflective thinking due to a
number of factors such as their inconsistent beliefs and values, lack of
peer support, and students' negative reactions to their teaching. GwynPayguette and Tochon (2003) examined the reflective thinking of 14 preservice teachers when they were required to implement cooperative
learning in class. They found that pre-service teachers' beliefs about the
cooperative learning approach, peer support, and their students' reactions
in class determined whether they would experiment with the approach or
abandon it.
Current research on teacher reflection has also been informed by
critical theories. Some researchers (Milner, 2003; Rousseau & Tate,
2003) examined more sensitive issues like culture and race. This kind of
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reflection is necessary because teachers tended to be "colorblind" and
were not thoughtful about the poor performance of the minority students
they taught (Rousseau & Tate, 2003). Sharp (2003) documented how her
own reflection on race and multicultural issues helped her to use English
literature to facilitate high school students' understanding of ethnic and
cultural diversity. Current research has enhanced our understanding of
the importance of cultural issues in teachers' reflective thinking
especially when providing professional development for teachers
working in inner-city schools.
Research (Romeo & Caron, 1999; Wade & Fauske, 2004) on
literacy professors' use of CMD in their classes has documented the
application procedures and students' engagement in discussions.
However, there is a need for further research to determine the impact of
combining technology and teacher reflection, particularly in the field of
literacy education where language and technology have always been
intricately connected and occupy a prominent position (Bolter, 1991; Lin
& Kinzer, 2003). Therefore, a qualitative research was designed to
understand the role of CMD in in-service teachers' learning to assess the
literacy performance of elementary school students. Specifically, the
following questions were posed to guide the study.
1. What are the discourse types used by in-service teachers in
talking about their understanding of literacy assessment issues?
2. What kind of support does online discussion provide for inservice teachers in learning to assess the literacy performance of
elementary school students?
3. How do in-service teachers feel about CMD when they
participate in online discussions?
Methods
Participants
Fourteen in-service teachers in a graduate program in literacy
education at a four-year college in a northeastern U.S. city participated in
the study. Out of the 14 students, 10 were European Americans; one was
African American; one was Asian American; and two were Hispanic
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Americans. There were 12 female and two male students, who were all
working in elementary school settings. Eleven students had at least two
years of teaching experience in public schools. Three students had
student teaching experience, although they did not have experience in
teaching reading. One of the researchers was the instructor for the class,
who participated in, moderated, and monitored the discussions as the
situation demanded.
Procedures
The 14 students registered for a three-credit graduate course on
literacy assessment of children in the first six years of schooling. This
assessment course was a prerequisite for the practicum course in an
upcoming semester. Students met with the professor once a week for two
hours and 45 minutes to discuss various topics in literacy assessment.
Each student was responsible for identifying one child with language
difficulties either from his or her class or school for the purpose of
evaluating and observing the child's literacy development. At the end of
the semester, each student would write a formal case study report
regarding the child's strengths and weaknesses in reading and writing.
Finally, the student would develop instructional strategies to facilitate the
child's literacy development.
In preparation for the weekly class discussion, students were asked
to reflect on the assigned class readings and on the literacy development
of the children they selected for the case study and to write an online
journal entry. Students were expected to participate at their own
convenience. Students' final grades were based on the following:

"*
"*
"*
"*
"*

online discussion (30%)
case study report (30%)
group project (10%)
portfolio assessment (10%), and
attendance (20%).

Students were encouraged to ask questions, to read each other's journal
entries, as well as to respond to each other's questions online. Although
students were generally encouraged to be reflective in their online
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journals, specific ways of reflection were not the focus of the course.
Blackboard, a commercially available course management system, was
used for online discussions.
Data Sources
Students' electronic journal entries were collected and archived.
Altogether 10 online reflections for each student were collected as they
engaged in online discussion. For the 1 1th journal entry, students were
asked to respond to 9 questions about the use of CMD (see the Appendix
for the questions). Questions were open-ended and asked students to
explain why they responded in certain ways (e.g., How do you like to use
the Blackboard system's discussion function as a supplement to the class
meetings? Why or why not?). The questionnaire was given to students at
the end of the semester. The instructor also kept a journal to reflect on
his observations of the students' participation in discussions.
DataAnalysis
The analysis of students' online journal entries and their responses
to the questionnaire involved interplay of several theoretical approaches.
We attempted to classify students' responses into the three discourse
types (i.e., factual, prudential, and justificatory) developed by Risko et al.
(1999). Following a practice exercised by Risko et al., we categorized the
10-week journal entries into three phrases as the beginning (weeks 1-3),
middle (weeks 4-6), and end (weeks 7-10) of the semester. These journal
entries were parsed into sentences that were used as the unit of analysis.
Based on the classification of the discourse types, we further
examined the identified prudential and justificatory discourse types by
taking into account the contexts of these responses (e.g., the assessment
course content, in-service teachers' prior teaching experience, and their
present work with the child). We focused on these two discourse types
because we expected the graduate students to use the assessment
procedures and to engage in the critical discussion of issues related to
literacy assessment.
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We also adopted the data analysis strategy of grounded theory by
immersing ourselves in the data and writing up the memos so that
theoretical categories could emerge (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). We
compared the first three weeks of prudential and justificatory discourse
types with the ones that occurred in the later weeks of the semester. The
instructor's reflections were reviewed from time to time to consolidate
our understanding of in-service teachers' participation patterns. The inservice teachers' responses to the post-study questionnaire were
examined to validate the themes we had identified based on the analysis
of the journal entries. The second researcher read 20 percent of the
journal entries independently to verify the categories that emerged. The
inter-rater agreement was 89 percent. The differences were resolved
through conferences.
Results and Discussion
One of the questions posted by this study was about .the discourse
types (i.e., factual, prudential, and justificatory) used by in-service
teachers in Computer Mediated Discussion (CMD). We found that inservice teachers' discourse types differed in quality and in the level of
depth, although prudential and justificatory discourse types did not
increase substantially over time.
Prudentialand JustificatoryDiscourse Types Differed in Quality but not
in Quantity
Journal entries during weeks 1-3, 4-6, and 7-10 were analyzed to
represent teachers' reflections at the beginning, middle, and end of the
semester. We tabulated the frequency of each student's responses by
counting the number of sentences during these weeks. Hence in the first
3 weeks of the semester, there were a total of 849 sentences from 14
teachers' journal entries. Of the 849 sentences, 742 (87%) were
determined to be factual; 60 (7%) were determined to be prudential; and
47 (6%) were identified as justificatory (see Table 1). The percentage
analysis of the discourse types indicated no substantial difference
between the beginning of the semester and the two later periods.
However, the average number of sentences decreased progressively from
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a mean of 283 per week in the beginning to means of 243 in the middle
and of 187 at the end of the semester.
Table 1
Summary Results for the Reflections at the Beginning, Middle, and End of the
Semester
Beginning

Middle

End

(Week 1-3)

(Week 4-6)

(Week 7-10)

Factual

742 (87%)

642 (88%)

634 (85%)

Prudential

60 (7%)

52 (7%)

86 (11%)

Justificatory

47 (6%)

35 (5%)

29 (4%)

Average Sentences
Per-Week
283

243

187

Total Number of
Sentences

729

749

849

To capture the level of in-service teachers' reflection, we conducted
an in-depth analysis by connecting the identified prudential and
justificatory discourse types with their teaching experience, the course
content, and their work with the child. Some unique categories emerged
as the course moved to the middle and end of the semester. For the
purpose of this paper, we will focus our discussion on those categories
that showed the difference (see Table 2).
Prudential discourse: contextual, adaptive, and collaborative.One
finding about prudential discourse was that the in-service teachers were
more likely to contextualize their pedagogical actions in their work with
children in the middle and at the end of the semester. This finding
suggests that the pedagogical actions taken by the in-service teachers
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after they began working with the children were becoming more adaptive
and less rigid. The teachers were more likely to collaborate with their
colleagues in school to discuss a given child's case. For example, Tim, a
first grade teacher, reflected on the use of running records with his
children. In his week 5 journal entry, Tim identified the discrepancies
between his initial placement of children in his class for reading and the
results of running records. Indicating a need for adjustment, he started to
make instructional decisions based on assessment findings.
In the week 7 journal entry, Tim showed concern for one child and
tried to use more running records to evaluate his performance so that this
one child "[did] not feel isolated." Relying on running records
represented a shift for Tim, reflecting that "So I am taking back any
negative comments on running records that I have made in the past."
An illustration of prudential discourse that was collaborative was
excerpted from Yvette's journal. Yvette, a fifth grade teacher, was
following Peter Johnston's advice on collaborating with colleagues in
assessment. She informed her co-teacher of her finding about a student
named Christine. The co-teacher was surprised that Christine "had such
negative feelings about her own reading." (From week 5 journal entry)
Justificatory discourse: attached, probing, and increasingly
sophisticated.As the course moved towards the middle and end of the
semester, the in-service teachers' justificatory discourse became more
and more attached to each child's case, and they attempted to become
child advocates. They were increasingly aware of the complexity of the
issues as they were probing for the causes of the target children's
language difficulties. For example, Tina, a novice teacher, captured the
discrepancy between the child's ability to improve and the school
authority's decision to place him in the special education program. She
began to hypothesize what may have caused this child's difficulty in
reading comprehension. She made the following critical comments based
on her own observations.
I feel that while I was only with him for a short period of time,
he seemed interested in trying and pleased once he succeeded,
even if he made an error or two. I don't think this justifies ...
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putting him in a special education class if he doesn't improve this
marking period. ... He doesn't retain information. Maybe he's not
interested in what he read or the information that was given, or
maybe it is his comprehension in some ways. (From week 4
journal entry)
Andrea recognized that her understanding of the child's case could
not be separated from her own language, concepts, and knowledge. "It's
important for me to keep in mind that I bring my own language, concepts
and knowledge about language to the interpretation, which influences the
analysis." (From week 9 journal entry)
Table 2
Typology of Discourse Types
Discourse
Categories
Prudential
Discourse
(weeks 1-10)

Connection-the
pedagogical action is
connected to another

Examples
I loved the dialoguejournalfor
Tobin's class, and actually utilize
the journal with my class.

course.
Elaboration-the

pedagogical action is
discussed with details

about intent, ways, and
potential issues.

Last year,I taughtfifth grade and
would do a dailyjournal. Through

thesejournals,I discovered the
various likes and dislikes of my

students... a rangeof topics
stretchingfrom readinghabits to
favorite sports personalities. ... At
the end of every quarterI would
also have them reflect on their
work and was able to see what

they learnedand what they felt
they had trouble with.
Confirmation-the
pedagogical action is

confirmed with the
expert's opinions.

Johnston discussed the importance
of active listening.I often have my

students engage in book talks. As
they are discussing their books in

groupsI walk aroundthe room
and listen in on each group.

I

ComputerMediatedDiscussions
Discourse
Prudential
Discourse
(weeks 4-10)

Justificatory
Discourse
(weeks 1-10)
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Examples

Contextualizing-the
pedagogical action is
contextualized in the
work with the child or
classroom teaching.

Unfortunately,I have also
discovered that two of my students
were lower than I had believed
and needed to be brought down to
the lower group.

Adaptation-the
pedagogical action is
adapted to cater the child
needs.

I do a lot of modelingfor my 5th
graders in the beginning of the
year with think alouds, and I insert
mini-lessons on it here and there
when I see the need.

Collaboration-the
pedagogical action is
suggested to another
teacher through
collaboration,

When I sharedmy interview with
Christine'sclassroom teacher,she
was surprisedthat Christinehad
such negativefeelings about her
own reading.

Topics criticized and
evaluated-critical
comments are made on a.
ideologies, b. theories, c.
author's writing styles, d.
discrepancies between
school "reality" and
recommended practices
and procedures.

Although Johnston has great ideas
on how to allow children to choose
freely, I'm not sure on how to
incorporatethisfreedom into a
curriculum without losing my
requiredlessons.

Point of view-critical
comments tend to be
detached and general.

I alsofeel that the schools should
allow other assessments (other
than standardizedtests) to be used
to assess a child.

Self-disclosure-critical
comments on one's own
theory and practices.

Before I actuallystartedworking
with childrenI was very strict and
I thought you had to write the
correct way or bad habits would
beformed,
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Discourse

Categories
Rhetorical strategiescriticalists resort to
metaphors, sarcasm, and

Examples
They simply want a "paintby
numbers" insteadof a Picasso.

questioning.

Justificatory
Discourse
(weeks 4-10)

Point of view-critical
comments tend to be
attached to the child's
case and the criticalist
attempts to be the child's
advocate.
Hypothesizing-critical
comments probe the
causes for the child's
difficulties.
Level of Sophisticationcriticalists are increasingly
aware of the complexity
of the issues, use dialectic
view to see the opposite,
and hold a balanced views
of the both sides.

I don't think thisjustifies ... putting

him in a special education class if
he doesn't improve this marking
period.
He doesn't retain information.
Maybe he's not interestedin what
he reador the information that
was given, or maybe it is his
comprehension in some ways.
I see porffolios as very hardto
implement well. For instance, right
now, our school uses portfolios.
But, it is basicallyworthless
because the teacherchooses the
students' best threepieces of
writing, andsends them up with
the student to the next grade level.
It is a lot of workfor the teacher,
while the student is basically
uninvolved ... But, I agree with

Johnston when he says that the
students should manage the
portfolios (page268). ... I may
start with the idea on page 267
where Johnston suggests that
teachers ask students to compile a
collection of things that show
themselves as literatepeople. I
love the idea of my making one,
too - I already have a ton of ideas
going through my head about
thinzs I could include!
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The qualitative analysis of the journals indicated that in-service
teachers' discourse types differed in the level of sophistication over time.
This difference may be related to the contexts and course content. As the
course moved to the fourth week, the in-service teachers began to know
more about the children they identified for case study. Working with
children provided them with a natural context for reflecting on the
assessment and pedagogical issues in more authentic, meaningful, and
professional ways. This explanation parallels the notion that teacher
reflection should not disregard social and institutional contexts
(Zeichner, 1996). The discourse types in these sample teacher reflections
appear to be contingent upon course requirements and contexts in which
learning tasks occur. Further research is needed to investigate the
possibility.
One question may arise as to the impact of online discussion on the
discourse types in teacher reflection. Could this also happen in regular
classroom discussions? We argued that online discussion may have
offered teachers different contexts than the typical graduate class
discussion, enabling these in-service teachers to hear multiple voices, to
share and revisit ideas, and to respond to issues at a later time (Tao &
Boulware, 2001). The positive comments on online discussion from the
majority of the teachers in this study point to the positive impact of such
discussion on the teachers' discourse types (see Table 3).
Academic Support through Sharingand Appreciation
The second research question of this study probes the kind of
support that Computer Mediated Discussion provides for in-service
teachers. The following data analysis focused on the roles that CMD
played in facilitating teachers' learning, in addressing their affective
needs, and in promoting equal opportunities for participation in
discussion.
The online journal was a place where teachers could learn from
their peers' experiences and from each others' responses. This is
particularly true of those teachers who had little or no prior literacy
teaching experience. For example, Andrea was a counselor and a private

130

Reading Horizons, 2005, 46 (2)

tutor before she became a graduate student in literacy education.
Although she never taught a literacy class per se, the literacy courses and
some other academic activities stimulated her thinking. At the beginning,
she was trying to absorb the concepts and procedures that were new to
her. Her reflections during the first three weeks were mostly at the
factual level. She described what she had learned from the other courses
and became excited about the things she learned about the literacy
assessment. These descriptions and excitement showed her new
understanding of literacy assessment issues and her motivation to learn.
Andrea took advantage of CMD to interact with other teachers, to reflect
on the child with whom she was working, and to raise questions. From
the instructor's perspective, CMD made it possible for the researcher to
respond to her questions in a timely manner. The following is her
interaction with the instructor on the issue about a child who was able to
comprehend, but made a lot of errors in oral reading.
Andrea: In the oral literacy assessment, Matt made numerous errors
even though his comprehension in four different paragraphs was
quite good. Evaluating these errors will be helpful in guiding
further strategies to help Matt become a more skilled reader.
However, even with the errors, Matt has no problem making
meaning and comprehending. How much attention should I pay
to the errors he makes?
Instructor: It is interesting to note that Matt responded to the
comprehension questions correctly, while he made many errors
in oral reading. That is the place where we need to do a lot of
analysis of his errors. For example, what kinds of errors he made
and how and why the errors occurred. Also, we may need to
compare his oral reading performance with his silent reading, to
find out whether there is a discrepancy between these two kinds
of readings.
As the semester went by, Andrea became more and more observant,
reflective, and critical in her journal entries. She made a critical comment
on the strengths and limitations of standardized tests and portfolio
assessment, "Standardized tests only view the student through a very
narrow lens, even if an important one. The tests can only point to where a
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student is weak or strong, but can't address how strengths can be used to
support weaknesses. The portfolio offers a much wider lens. It can show
progress as a continuum and not just a frozen moment in the student's
learning life." As the course moved toward the end of the semester, she
realized that her understanding and interpretation could not be separated
from her own knowledge and concepts. In her response to the question
on how she felt about the use of CMD, Andrea commented:
I liked using the Blackboard. I regularly read the journal responses
of classmates and found it helpful. It was interesting to read the different
meaning everyone constructed from Johnston and the learning records. It
was helpful and reassuring at times to read about others' difficulty and
frustration with miscue [analysis]. I didn't feel alone. It's a good
supplement to class meetings because I could read responses from people
who generally don't participate in class discussion but have valuable
responses and input.
Two other teachers like Andrea, Tina and Wendy, also had no literacy
teaching experience and expressed they had learned much from peers in
their final entry.
In contrast, other teachers with years of teaching experience found
academic support in a different way. These teachers shared their own
experiences with those who were seeking help from their peers. Kristin
responded that "I became rather addicted to reading what my classmates
had to say about the readings." Tim commented that he saw the online
journal as an opportunity to help others. He stated, "I would like to think
that my participation in the class discussions and postings helped others
see that there are different views to teaching. I would also like to think
that I was able to help others by asking similar questions to the questions
that they have and were afraid to ask or the questions that they did not
realize they had."
Seeking Affective Support
Computer Mediated Discussions served as a place where teachers
could have their voices heard and seek affective support. Tina felt
strongly about her own voice being heard. "Although I may not be a loud
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voice in the classroom, I am an active voice." Kristin admitted that she
was relatively quiet and reserved in the class discussion; however, "...it
[online discussion] allows more shy or reserved people to have a voice."
Teachers' responses around learning Miscue Analysis offered
insight into how CMD could provide affective support. During the threeweek period, most teachers experienced difficulty and frustration about
learning the advanced version of Miscue Analysis, the one for reading
specialists and researchers (Goodman, Watson, & Burke, 1987). The
following were some teachers' comments. Luis 'moaned' in his journal
that "[Miscue Analysis] is a lengthy and arduous task." Kristin also felt
frustrated with Miscue Analysis, "I am a little confused by some of what
I am reading on how to administer the RMI, but I know, as with all of the
other assessments, it comes with time and practice. ... Also, a lot of my
classmates are bringing up the idea of time constraints."
The instructor saw the need to provide some timely support and
reflected: "As I was reading the teachers' responses, I realized that
teachers needed some support from me to guide them through this
uncharted water of learning Miscue Analysis. Thanks to the flexibility of
the electronic discussion forums, I was able to address different needs in
a timely manner."
Tina was throwing her hands up and felt really frustrated, but she
raised some very good questions.
Tina:

As I read about the purposes of Miscue Analysis, a question
came to mind "How does a student self-correct if he doesn't
realize he made a mistake in the first place?" He [the child Tina
was working with for the case study] reads right through the
sentence regardless if it makes sense or not and [does] not give it
a second thought. He doesn't seem to realize or pay enough
attention to it. How can I correct that or at least make him aware
of it? ... I had no idea teaching was this difficult.

Instructor: You have raised many good questions. For example, you have
asked "How does a student self-correct if he doesn't realize he
made a mistake in the first place?" ... you are not the only one
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who has experienced difficulty and the challenge in learning this
assessment procedure ...
The previous examples indicated that online discussion provided the
opportunity for the instructor to interact with teachers by responding to
their journal entries and addressing their needs in a timely manner,
particularly to those teachers who did not have prior literacy teaching
experience. The instructor's response could be a question, a comment on
their response, or an encouragement, or simply a reassurance. Obviously,
the instructor's participation helped these teachers to reflect on the
issues, alleviated their affective concerns, and facilitated learning Miscue
Analysis.
Sometimes, however, this kind of sharing might lead the discussion
in a very different direction and negatively affect the atmosphere of the
learning community. For example, Michelle became frustrated when she
had difficulty learning the Miscue Analysis. She expressed her
frustration online that Miscue Analysis "is overwhelming and seems
unrealistic to use it as a frequent assessment in the classroom." The
instructor seized the moment to provide support via timely clarification:
"As the instructor of the course, I felt the need to clarify some of the
confusion while at the same time addressing their concerns. I responded
to Michelle's message, saying that I disagreed with her. I explained what
they were expected to do in terms of Miscue Analysis." The instructor
also purposefully challenged them to reflect on themselves as teachers
and learners.
The teachers' online discussion on Miscue Analysis helped the
instructor plan the next week's class meeting. He walked the teachers
through procedures step by step to help them see how the patterns (e.g.,
the child's use of semantic, syntactic, and graphophonic cues) emerged
after they painstakingly analyzed each miscue. As a result, most teachers
found that learning Miscue Analysis was a hard learning experience, but
it was stimulating and rewarding. It helped teachers examine their
children's reading difficulties from a different perspective. The result
was gratifying. Teachers' confidence in using Miscue Analysis was
evident in their journal responses. Michelle reflected in the next week's
journal that, "After reading and going to class, I am gaining a greater

1.
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understanding of Miscue Analysis. ... I am getting a much better

understanding from the activities we do in class."
In-service teachers' seeking academic and affective support through
CMD indicates the importance of the social nature of learning
(Vygotsky, 1962). Zeichner emphasizes the role of collaborative sharing
in helping teachers develop professionally (1996). The uncertainties,
complexities, and difficulties of learning certain assessment procedures
such as Miscue Analysis and of understanding and interpreting the
results provide learning opportunities for the teachers to interact with
each other online (Sch6n, 1983).
Computer Mediated Discussion creates a unique social setting.
Instructors can provide timely scaffolding to support student learning,
and students can learn from each other's ideas. However, the advantages
of electronic space and time for discussion should not be taken for
granted. The instructor has to visit online Blackboard on a regular basis
and be skillful in addressing teachers' needs. He or she needs to decide
what role he or she should play, when to step aside, when and how to
intervene or interrupt a potentially destructive prejudice expressed in a
student's journal, and when and how to clarify a confusion, and how to
encourage a student to develop an opinion and come to a critical
realization (Fendler, 2003; Mazzolini & Maddison, 2003).
In-service Teachers' Feelings about the Use of CMD
The third research question sought to explore in-service teachers'
feelings about online discussion through the use of a questionnaire (see
Appendix). Nine out of the 14 teachers had no prior experience in using
online discussion. Ten out of the 14 teachers reported feeling positive
about their experience with online discussion. They gained a rewarding
experience by reading other teachers' journal entries and responses (see
Table 3). This kind of learning experience is ongoing, timely, and
dynamic. Three of the four teachers whose participation was limited
reported specific difficulties in being engaged in online discussion, such
as losing the files, lack of experience in using the computer, and having
no easy access to the computer. Despite their limited participation, they
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supported the continued use of online discussion and valued sharing
ideas that were not covered in class.
Table 3
In-service Teachers' Feelings about Online Discussion
Positive Comments
Hearing (multiple voices):
"* my own voice
"* everyone's voice
"* novice teachers' voice
Sharing ideas/input to:
"* overcome difficulties (e.g.,
Miscue Analysis)
"* understand content/subject
easier
"* have different perspectives on
issues
"* obtain support from peers for
an idea
"* overcome nervousness
"* address issues that are not
covered in class
Making it possible to:
"* bring up an issue at a later time
"* read and respond to ideas
e revisit the topics or ideas

Issues To Be Addressed
0

Need for immediate
feedback

0

No easy access to the
computer

0

Novice computer users

0

Impersonality

*

Lack of flow

,.Our analysis has identified three major areas where online
discussion has impacted positively. First, in-service teachers liked to log
online to talk with each other because they could hear multiple voices
through multi-logue conversations. Online discussion creates a
democratic forum where "shy voices" and novice teachers' voices are not
repressed by more experienced teachers' voices. Everyone can be
engaged in the conversation so that a consensus can be reached, or a
controversy can be discussed. Second, online discussion promotes
collaborative sharing through which in-service teachers respond to each
other to address problems, to understand challenging course content, and
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to obtain support from peers for an instructional idea. Finally, online
discussion made it possible for in-service teachers to bring up issues at a
later time, allowing them to read and respond to an idea at any time, to
revisit topics and ideas, and to address issues not covered in class. The
technological innovation makes communication easy and efficient,
allows equal opportunities for everyone to participate at his or her own
pace, and stores and displays messages for repeated scrutiny by the user
(Tao & Boulware, 2001; Tao & Reinking, 2000).
The in-service teachers' responses to the questionnaire also
indicated some issues around the limitations of using CMD. Three
teachers preferred more personal communication for immediate feedback
with professors. These teachers felt that online discussion lacked the
flow of a conversation because it was impersonal. Another three teachers
reported difficulty in having access to a computer, which limited their
participation in online discussion. There were other issues raised by one
or two teachers such as inadequacy of sharing among themselves,
concerns about "being professional," and having technical problems.
Donna's responses to the questionnaire best characterize some of the
concerns related to CMD.
Again, I do not like being limited to the computer. I
benefit more from live discussion and spontaneous
reaction/responses--with one thought or idea leading to
another, etc. To me, a class discussion is a group of
people trying to share the same thought process--be on
the same page, and learn from one another. I feel this
cannot happen over the computer because it is
fragmented and does not have a "flow"
I have not had the opportunity to fully benefit from my
classmates' electronic discussions due to a limited
amount of time. I only go on the computer to write my
response and then sign off. Maybe I would benefit more
if I had a desk job where my computer was on in front of
me all the time and I could access things easily, etc.
Being a teacher, it is a completely separate task to
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consult the computer--let alone read other's comments-that's another completely separate task.
I think the Blackboard has had somewhat of a 'positive
effect on my learning because it is forcing me out of the
dark ages and into the new technological world!!
I think the Blackboard should continue to be used-especially if this is the first time ... BUT--one caution-teachers are not at a desk with a computer on, etc. like in
an office--so its limitations need to be considered as
well.
Donna candidly told the instructor her dislike of the computer, as
she explained previously that "I am not a real big computer person so it
never really appealed to me." Teachers are afraid of facing
"hyperreality" in the world because of lack of experience in using the
computer. "Hyperreality is a term used to describe an information society
socially saturated with ever-increasing forms of representation: filmic,
photographic, electronic, and so on" (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2000, p.
292). This hyperreality of online discussion has provided Donna with a
form of communication that differs from a traditional classroom, where
people sit face to face to be engaged in the discussion that has a flow
with one topic and one person speaking at a time. Online discussion
creates new concepts of time and space that might be opportunities for
those who know how to take advantage of them, but challenges for
teachers who are not so familiar with the technology and who need to
develop "viewing competencies."
The issue raised by Donna about access to the computer is a serious
one. Computer Mediated Discussion, as a new form of communication,
cannot be seen apart from social and institutional contexts where this
kind of communication takes place. Donna may not have access to the
computer at home. This puts her at a disadvantage as compared to those
who have easy access to a computer at home, although she has been
reflective and verbal in class discussion. She might have to rely on
computers in public institutions such as the local library, the public
school where she works, or the college's computer lab. No easy access to
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the computer constrains her from being engaged in a meaningful
discussion online because she does not have the time to read the
responses of others in depth and reflect on them. Through Donna's
experience in using the computer, we understand that this new form of
communication presented by "hyperreality" not only requires discrete
skills such as "viewing competencies," but also "constitutes new social
skills and relation of symbolic powers" (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2000, p.
293).
Implications for Teacher Education
One important finding of this study is that discourse types of inservice teachers did not differ in quantity, but in quality over time. This
finding suggests that having teaching experience does not lead
automatically to an increase of prudential and justificatory discourse
types in teachers' reflection (Risko et al., 1999). In contrast, the finding
that these discourse types differed in the level of sophistication and depth
over time illustrates that discourse types are context dependent, and that
to promote reflections that are more prudential and justificatory,
meaningful contexts need to be provided.
Second, in-service teachers tended to seek academic and emotional
support as they were engaged in Computer Mediated Discussion. This
finding supports the importance of creating online collaborative learning
communities for school teachers. Beyond the use of CMD, study groups
in schools can provide both the emotional and academic support.
Teachers generally identify other teachers as their primary sources of
assistance and information when they are developing professionals
(Gwyn-Payguette & Tochon, 2003; Ponticell, Olson, & Charlier, 1995).
Teachers naturally seek informal support relationships, where they can
share insights and concerns related to their teaching.
Finally, individual differences in terms of computer skills and
computer availability affected teacher perception of the value of CMD.
Although most teachers had access to computers, still a few had
difficulty accessing computers at their convenience and needed repeated
assistance in using the technology. As a result, teacher educators need to
provide support for teachers to become familiar with technology

I
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application and to schedule flexible hours for access on campus. Though
the gap related to computer access is gradually closing, no one can assure
that all teachers have access at school, at college, or at home.
Regardless of the many challenges, getting access and learning to
use CMD present, we are delighted to observe the overwhelmingly
positive perception of and responses to the online discussion experience.
As a consequence of this study, not only did the teachers learn to use
technology, they were also able to learn much about literacy assessment
and instruction through an extended focus on reflective practice.
Learning to be reflective teachers will serve this group of teachers and
their students well throughout their professional careers.
Note. Authors would like to thank Susan Polirstok and Patricia Thompson for
their valuable comments on the revision of the manuscript.
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Appendix
Online Interview Questions
1. How do you value your peers' input in regular classroom
discussions?
2. Do you usually participate actively in classroom discussions?
Explain a bit about how you usually participate.
3. Have you ever heard of the Blackboard system or any other
systems in managing long distance education?
4. Have you ever used the Blackboard system or any other similar
system? If you do, please explain in what circumstances and
your general response to its use.
5. How do you like to use the Blackboard system's discussion
function as a supplement to the class meetings? Why or why
not?
6. How do you value your classmates'
discussions?
7.

input of electronic

What effects does it have (or it has none) on your learning
process in this class?

8. How would you evaluate your own participation in the
discussions in class and on electronic forum?
9. Any comments on the use of the Blackboard system as a
supplement of class discussions.
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