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ABSTRACT 

TEMA LEAH KHIEU 

THE NATURE OF STUDENTS’ EFFERENT OR AESTHETIC RESPONSES TO 

NONFICTION TEXTS IN SMALL, PEER-LED LITERATURE  

DISCUSSION GROUPS 

MAY 2014 

 The purpose of this study was to provide an in-depth exploration and describe the 

nature of fourth graders’ responses to nonfiction text in the context of small, peer-led 

literature discussion groups. This study took place in the teacher researcher’s daily, forty-

five minute, pull-out intervention time. The participants for this study consisted of a 

group four fourth grade students from the teacher-researcher’s READ 180 class. They 

were in a reading intervention program because they were considered to be struggling 

readers. This group of students discussed six nonfiction texts during their fifteen-minute 

discussion sessions across six weeks. Aesthetic and efferent coding categories were 

developed prior to the study (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998). This scale was loosely based on 

Cox and Many’s (1992) Instrument for Measuring Reader on an Efferent to Aesthetic 

Continuum, which was designed for narrative text. However, for this study, adaptations 

and modifications were made to accommodate reader response to nonfiction text.  

The teacher researcher recorded field notes, transcribed tapes, and wrote up findings. The 

teacher researcher acknowledged that students would take an aesthetic and/or efferent 

stance; however the type of stance was not predetermined. The focus of the study was to 

deepen an understanding of the responses made in the peer-led discussion groups by 

closely examining the data and allowing the findings to inform the next decisions.   
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 The data from this study revealed that the participants’ responses to nonfiction 

trade books were predominantly in the primarily efferent category with their attention 

based on the information from the text. Moreover, all students had aesthetic responses in 

all six peer-led discussion groups. The data also revealed that the small group peer-led 

discussion groups provided a low risk forum to begin to personally respond to nonfiction 

by asking questions and making comments freely. In addition, students responded to 

nonfiction in many, varied, and often unique and individual ways. They expressed their 

personal evocations of the text in different ways. During these evocations, they made 

personal connections to past events, family members, other texts, and shows/movies.  

They continuously shifted from efferent to aesthetic and aesthetic to efferent stances 

throughout the discussions. Many of the aesthetic responses mirrored interactive read-

alouds modeled by the Reading Intervention Teacher. 

 This study suggests that children will respond efferently and aesthetically to 

nonfiction texts and exhibit diversity within their responses. Nonfiction literature offers 

readers windows and pathways that lead into the world. Responding to nonfiction can 

open windows and illuminate the pathways for venturing out into and enjoying the world. 

When honored and invited to personally engage with nonfiction, each reader can find her 

unique path that can lead to exploration, fulfillment and enjoyment. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Background and Statement of the Problem 

The ability to read and write nonfiction texts is of undeniable importance as 

informational literacy leads to success in school and beyond. A primary goal of the U.S. 

educational system is to provide effective literacy instruction in order to foster an 

informational literate society. Although the importance of informational literacy is clear, 

students in the United States are still not developing critical early reading and writing 

skills. According to a recent National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), about 

one-third of American fourth graders are reading proficiently at their grade level, another 

third only has partial mastery of the knowledge and skills appropriate for reading at the 

fourth grade level, and the bottom third fails to even reach that low level of performance 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2004). Additionally, fourth grade students’ 

average informational reading comprehension continues to be lower than both their 

overall comprehension and their narrative text comprehension (Schugar, 2008).  

These deficiencies in literacy achievement occur as students are transitioning 

from “learning to read” to “reading to learn” and have been referred to as the fourth 

grade slump (Chall, Jacobs, & Baldwin, 1990). One possible contributor to this difficulty 

is children’s lack of exposure to and instruction in nonfiction texts in the early grades.  

Duke (2000) conducted a study highlighting this lack of exposure and instruction 

with informational text in the primary grades. She found that informational text 
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accounted for a mean of only 2.6% of displayed print and 9.8% of classroom library 

materials in the 20 first-grade classrooms she observed. Additionally, Duke witnessed an 

average of a mere 3.6 minutes per day spent on activities involving informational text, 

with the average being even lower (1.4 minutes per day) in classrooms from low-SES 

districts. 

Surveys of teacher practices have also demonstrated the lack of exposure to 

informational texts in the elementary grades. Pressley, Rankin, and Yokoi (1996) 

conducted a national survey of kindergarten, first grade, and second grade teachers 

identified by reading supervisors as effective in promoting literacy in their classrooms. 

This survey found that only 6% of the literacy materials used by these teachers was 

expository in nature. Another national survey of kindergarten through sixth grade 

teachers revealed that informational texts ranked extremely low in regards to their use 

during read-alouds across all grade levels (Jacob, Morrison, & Swinyard, 2000). Yet 

another study of primary-grade teachers found that few teachers use informational texts 

as read-alouds, with only 14% of reported read aloud texts categorized as nonfiction 

(Yopp & Yopp, 1999). 

The research on the scarcity of informational texts in primary-grade classrooms is 

alarming because of the important role these texts have in the education of young 

children. Informational texts build background knowledge, which is vital to 

comprehending text (Hirsch, 2003). They expose children to technical vocabulary 

necessary to understand and discuss the content they are learning (Fang, 2008; Reese & 

Harris, 1997). Early exposure to and instruction in informational texts prepare children 
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for future engagement with content area texts, which will account for the majority of their 

reading and writing as adults (Ogle & Blachowicz, 2002). Furthermore, many children 

find informational texts more engaging and motivating than narratives (Caswell & Duke, 

1998; Mohr, 2006; Pappas, 1993). 

The importance and inclusion of nonfiction texts in primary-grade classrooms 

have been discussed at length in recent years (Donovan & Smolkin, 2001; Moss, 2005; 

Palincsar & Duke, 2004). Unfortunately, research has shown that teachers provide few 

opportunities for primary-aged children to engage in activities or instruction concerning 

nonfiction texts (Duke, 2000; Fang, 2002; Moss & Newton, 2002). This lack of early 

exposure and instruction using nonfiction texts may explain why many young children 

have difficulty with informational reading and writing in subsequent years. 

Using easily negotiable texts has long been the argument for the use of narrative 

texts during beginning reading instruction, and for saving the nonfiction for reading 

instruction once students are no longer beginning readers; typically in upper elementary 

grades. Research has documented the scarcity of nonfiction text and the overabundance 

of narrative text in the primary grades (Duke, 2000; Yopp & Yopp, 2006). This widely 

held assumption in children’s literacy development is that children’s “abilities to 

understand and compose stories precede their capabilities to understand and use non-

story written language” (Pappas, 1993, p. 97). Studies show that young children can not 

only learn content from nonfiction, but can understand and retell nonfiction stories, learn 

about the language and features of nonfiction texts, respond to and discuss nonfiction 

texts, and can even write nonfiction (Duke, 2003; Kamil & Lane, 1997). Moreover, some 
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children actually prefer beginning their reading experiences, learning to read using 

nonfiction and are most interested in topics commonly addressed through nonfiction 

forms (Drehr, 2000; Duke 2000). 

Nonfiction texts comprise the majority of reading and writing done by adults 

(Venezky, 1982). To be able to understand, evaluate, and synthesize information across a 

variety of sources requires more sophisticated reading and writing strategies for 

nonfiction texts (Kamil & Lane, 1997). In order to develop these strategies, it is crucial 

that we, as educators, parents, and guardians of elementary-aged students, provide 

children experience with nonfiction texts throughout their developing literacies. Studies 

suggest that on average, less than 10% of materials in first grade classrooms are classified 

as informational; while only 3.6 minutes a day is spent on instruction with writing 

informational texts (Duke, 2000). Therefore, if primary students are not adequately 

exposed to and instructed with informational texts, it is only natural that they will not do 

well when tested in this area (Gregg & Sekeres, 2006; Newkirk, 1989; Sanacore & 

Palumbo, 2009; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998). Educators must prepare students to read 

and adequately comprehend/synthesize information from the nonfiction materials found 

in everyday life. Students need this information to navigate today’s world, which includes 

reading instruction manuals, newspapers, magazines, social networking sites, and 

environmental print, among many others. 

The emphasis on narrative texts presents a problem as students move into fourth 

grade, where they are now expected to transition into curriculums where the majority of 

instructional texts are nonfiction text. This transition leads to what is known as the fourth 
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grade slump (Chall, 1983). This term refers to the drop in reading scores of students after 

transitioning from “learning to read” to “reading to learn,” which generally occurs 

between third and fourth grade. At this time, children experience a general decline in 

grades from their early primary school levels. The specific cause of the “slump” has not 

been determined; however the National Research Council’s Committee on the prevention 

of Reading Difficulties in Young Children (National Research Council, 2004) issued its 

findings on reading research and practice. One possible reason for the fourth-grade slump 

may stem from a lack of exposure at the primary level to informational texts, which 

contain a high percentage of academic, technical vocabulary. If students are exposed to 

more informational texts in early grades, they may be better equipped to read and 

comprehend these texts when they encounter them beyond third grade.  

The decline students experience in fourth grade only increases as they progress 

through the grades. Only through an expanded exposure to nonfiction will children 

develop a schema for the structure and elements of informational texts (Calkins, 2001). 

To thrive in the information age, it is imperative that students be exposed to both the 

literature of fiction and the literature of fact (Moss, 2003). 

Spiro and Taylor (1987) report that reading instruction and assignments in 

primary school (i.e., grades first through third) center around fiction stories, and that 

many children experience difficulties when the pedagogical focus switches to nonfiction 

in fourth grade. Even average and above-average readers experience setbacks in fourth 

grade. For children who were on the margins of acceptable reading performance in 

primary school, fourth grade can be the time at which they no longer are able to 
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effectively participate in class lessons and essentially drop out as active participants in 

their education (Alvermann, 1984). 

In 2009, an initiative was sponsored by the National Governors Association and 

the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) to prepare students for the 

challenges of college and career texts. This initiative led to creation of the Common Core 

State Standards (CCSS) (National Governors Association Center for Best Practices and 

Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010a). The CCSS for English Language Arts 

(CCSS-ELA) require the integration of a substantial amount of informational text into 

curricula to ensure that students are prepared to meet the requirements of college and 

career readiness (Porter, McMaken, Hwang, & Yang, 2011). According to the 

CCSSELA, at the fourth-grade level, informational text must constitute 50% of the text 

that students are to read. 

How do we prepare our students for this initiative? Exposure through peer-led 

small group discussions can be used as a vehicle to actively construct meaning from 

nonfiction texts. Literacy learning experiences are improved if students are motivated and 

engaged in purposeful discussion (Straits & Nichols, 2006). A way to promote this is 

with a cooperative learning strategy like peer-led discussion groups. These groups are not 

new to the field of education. Every day, in classrooms across the country, students are 

meeting in these small, student-led discussion groups to ask each other questions, explain 

and justify their opinions, articulate reasoning, and elaborate and reflect upon prior 

knowledge. These collaborative meetings allow students to talk with one another and 

share their thoughts about what they read. Collaboration improves students’ social and 
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communication skills, fosters reading development, allows students to take part in 

discussions where varying opinions are shared and learn to question the text as they 

search for additional information or opinions (Gambrell, 1996). 

 Research has shown that working together in cooperative groups can have 

positive effects on students and their learning (Cazden, 1986; Hulan 2010; Slavin, 1987). 

In a qualitative research study, Hulan (2010) observed 24 third grade students in a 

metropolitan southeastern city where 84% of the school population of 400 students 

received free or reduced-price lunch. Hulan analyzed field notes taken from observations 

of the third grade students engaging in student-led discussions and also participating in 

teacher-led discussions in order to ascertain what types of discussions would occur while 

the teacher was gone, while the teacher was present, and what types of responses 

occurred in different ability groups in the absence and presence of the teacher. The 

findings indicated that students benefited from both teacher-led and student-led 

discussions. When students participated in student-led discussions, the students took 

more risks in their verbal responses than when the teacher was present. The students 

succeeded more in reader-response comprehension strategies during student-led 

discussions when the teacher modeled them first in a teacher-led lesson or discussion. 

Though teacher-led instruction and discussion was necessary, providing students with 

autonomous opportunities to discuss with their peers was important so the students were 

able to discuss text and present conflicting viewpoints or information (Hulan, 2010). In 

such instances, as students lead their discussions, their ideas may be revised, changed, or 
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shaped toward a different perspective as a result of the student-led interaction (Vygotsky, 

1986). 

  This body of research suggests that elementary students can sustain meaningful 

peer-led discussion with proper modeling (McMahon, 1992; Raphael & McMahon, 1994) 

and that peer-led discussions can help them identify their questions about the text and 

then work collaboratively to resolve them (Almasi, 1993). Discussion helps strong 

readers gain more control over comprehension strategies by explaining ideas to their 

peers. It allows struggling readers to see comprehension modeled and practice it. Through 

these social interactions, students develop discourse, creating a structure for future 

interactions and involvement.  

 Not only have peer-led literature discussions yielded positive cognitive benefits, 

but they have also been found to have social-emotional benefits including increased self-

esteem, greater responsibility in learning, increased motivation and engagement (Almasi, 

1996; Almasi & Gambrell, 1997); greater aesthetic responses to literature (Almasi, 1996; 

Eeds & Wells, 1989); and an increased desire to read and appreciate texts (McMahon & 

Raphael, 1997).  

Gambrell and Almasi (1996) affirmed, Clearly, discussion can make an 

important and unique contribution to helping children learn from text. The 

research on small group discussion [i.e., peer-led literature discussions] in 

elementary classrooms supports the notion that such interaction engages students 

in the co-construction of knowledge, advances student learning, and provides 

opportunities for students to learn important interpersonal skills while 

conversing, interpreting, and negotiating in active and constructive ways. (p. 35) 

 

Moreover, students construct meaning from what they read through articulating 

their responses through verbal or written forms. The resulting transaction between the 
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reader and the text results in meaning making (Rosenblatt, 1991). These responses, 

though individual and personal, are clarified, altered, strengthened, and enhanced when 

they are shared with others (Routman, 1991).  

Although peer-led discussions about literature are not an end to the learning 

comprehension process in themselves, they are flexible tools that provide opportunities to 

“change direction easily, to qualify our first thoughts, to reframe ideas in different ways, 

leap to new connections” (Barnes & Todd, 1995, p. 3).  

This study to explore and describe how fourth graders respond to nonfiction texts 

in the context of small, peer-led literature discussion groups is important because there is 

a growing body of research about the need to teach nonfiction in early schooling (Bryce, 

2011; Maloch, 2008; Moss, 2008). Nonfiction is a source of difficulty or challenge for 

some intermediate students (Chall et al., 1990). Working together in cooperative groups 

can have positive effects on students and their literacy learning (Cazden, 1986; Slavin, 

1987) and that peer-led literature discussion groups facilitate literacy development 

(Almasi, 1995; Cazden, 1986; Slavin, 1987). Research exists on each of these areas, but 

an intersection of the two does not exist.  

Purpose 

Studies that investigate the reader’s response to literature as their foundation are 

growing, as compared to the studies in the 1960s when reader response first came into 

recognition. This study explores and describes how fourth graders respond to nonfiction 

texts in the context of small, peer-led literature discussion groups. This study is 

concerned with the reader’s stance and the oral responses by fourth grade students 
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reading nonfiction texts in small, peer-led literature discussion groups. The purpose of 

this study is to explore and describe how fourth graders respond to nonfiction texts in the 

context of small, peer-led literature discussion groups.  

Research Question 

To better understand the responses in literature discussion groups about nonfiction 

texts, this study was framed by the following question: What is the nature of students’ 

efferent or aesthetic responses to nonfiction texts in small, peer-led literature discussion 

groups? 

Significance of the Study 

 Literature discussion groups are an effective instructional strategy, however little 

research has addressed relationships between the nature of the discussions and the type of 

genre being read by the group, specifically nonfiction texts. Because most text used in 

classrooms for reading instruction is narrative, this study will shed light on how non-

fiction text influences the reader response. Readers actively construct understandings by 

bringing meaning to as well as taking meaning from a text. There is no single correct way 

to respond to literature. Readers bring their past experiences, present personalities, 

thoughts, and feelings to the text to create a new experience (Rosenblatt, 1938). The 

results of this study will contribute to the research and theory around reader response 

with intermediate children. Furthermore, the outcomes of the study will inform teachers 

who seek to improve reading instruction in classrooms.  

This study will not only add to the research about peer-led discussion groups and 

the lack of nonfiction exposure, but will ultimately help educators invite students to better 
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understand themselves and their worlds through interactions with nonfiction texts and 

with one another. 

Definition of Terms 

 For the purpose of this study, the following terms and definitions were used: 

 Nonfiction text: Text based on the actual rather than the imagined. Unlike fiction, 

nonfiction is largely concerned with factual information, although the writer 

shapes the information according to his or her purpose and viewpoint. Biography, 

autobiography, and news articles are examples of nonfiction (Duke, 2004; 

Colman, 1999, p. 217). 

 Informational text: The terms informational and nonfiction are used 

interchangeably without a specific value assigned to one or the other. 

 Literature Study: Literature study centers on small groups of students talking 

about a shared reading experience (Schlick & Noe, 2001). It begins with a teacher 

giving a book talk on pre-selected books. Students then chose a book from the 

choices and the teacher tries to place students in groups based on those choices. 

Together or silently the students read the book and then respond in some format. 

Response options include journal writing, art, graphic organizers, et cetera.  

 Peer-led literature discussion groups: A discussion context typified by a small 

group of students who manage and maintain a discussion in response to 

something they have either read or listened to before the discussion took place. 

Guidelines for peer-led discussions are typically established through teacher 

modeling or scaffolding of expected behaviors and outcomes. Specific roles may 
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sometimes be assigned to each member of the group to guide and focus the 

discussion (Daniels, 1994). 

 Response: Any written or spoken reaction to nonfiction that was listened to or 

read as well as general responses within a discussion about nonfiction. It refers to 

the text, personal associations, and experiences evoked by nonfiction, as well as 

interpersonal exchanges elicited by other responses. 

 Efferent: The reader’s attention is focused on acquiring information from the text. 

Examples can be: reading an informational book on rainforests to learn about the 

environmental effects of deforestation, a reading about George Washington to 

obtain facts about his life, or reading a prescription bottle to find the appropriate 

dosage. Efferent reading involves carrying away information from the text. It is 

characterized by quick, efficient reading that is purpose-focused (Rosenblatt, 

1938). 

 Aesthetic: The reader is involved with the “lived-through” experience that 

happens during interaction with the text. The reader’s feelings and thoughts flow 

through his or her mind during reading. The focus is more on personal interaction 

rather than the product of comprehension. This kind of reading generates more 

student-centered learning such as open-ended response prompts, response 

journals, and literature conversations (Rosenblatt, 1938). 

Limitations 

As with all research, there are several limitations that must be addressed to ensure 

the integrity of the study. First as a naturalistic inquirer, the instrument of choice for data 
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collection is the human (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The possible inherent beliefs and biases 

of the researcher creates limits to human instrumentation, thus steps to ensure credibility 

were taken. 

As the classroom teacher and researcher, I bring to the study the knowledge of the 

students, including their family backgrounds, educational histories, likes and dislikes, 

academic strengths and needs, and their personalities. This could be construed as a 

negative limitation, but it can also be viewed as an opportunity to observe closely and 

reflect upon students and instruction as only their classroom teacher can, in order to 

understand them more fully. Another limitation is that this study reflects the experiences 

of one group of students in one classroom with a particular instructional framework for 

peer-led discussion.  

Chapter Summary 

This chapter was an introduction to the study of fourth graders’ responses to 

nonfiction text in small, peer-led literature discussion groups. First, the chapter provides a 

background of the study, explained the nature of the problem, and established the purpose 

for the study: to explore the nature of fourth graders’ efferent and aesthetic responses to 

nonfiction texts in small peer-led discussion groups, and identified key terms and 

limitations. In Chapter 2, the theoretical framework and literature important to the study 

are addressed.  
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

This research study explores and describes how fourth graders respond to 

nonfiction texts in the context of small, peer-led literature discussion groups. The 

following question was used to guide this study: What is the nature of students’ efferent 

or aesthetic responses to nonfiction texts in small, peer-led literature discussion groups? 

This chapter provides an overview of literature highlighting the major 

components of the study and is organized into the following major sections: (a) 

theoretical framework, (b) Rosenblatt’s transactional model, (c) the stance of the reader, 

(d) research on reader stance, (e) literature discussion groups, (f) peer-led discussion 

groups, (g) the benefits of peer-led literature discussion groups, (h) nonfiction text in the 

classroom, (i) struggling readers, (j) struggling readers and nonfiction text, and (k) text 

structure and discussion.  

Theoretical Framework: Rosenblatt’s Transactional Model 

The New Criticism era in the 1920s believed that meaning already resided in text. 

New Critics emphasized that the structure of a text went hand in hand with the meaning 

of it. Currently, reading is viewed as a complex process in which readers, the text, and the 

context are all considered essential components in the construction of meaning. In 

response to the New Critics, Louise Rosenblatt introduced the transactional theory of 

reading in the 1930s. 

The Reader, The Text, and The Poem (Rosenblatt, 1978) fascinated me as I 

explored the transactional model of reading. Rosenblatt discussed and described reading 
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as a lived through experience implying the reader fully engages with and attend to what 

the words on the page evoke during the reading, not just after the reading. She argued that 

the reader is constantly making connections and adjustments during the reading event 

depending on the reader’s experiences, purpose, and cultural context. Personal 

connections coalesce to form the poem, meaning the individual evocation. The poem is 

an entity with energy and being of its own. Everyone’s poem is different. The poem is an 

ongoing, recursive transaction between the reader and the text. 

This study has its theoretical roots in Louise Rosenblatt’s transactional theory of 

reading and writing. Rosenblatt differentiated her theory from reader response theory by 

focusing on the process of transaction. During the transaction two-way, recursive and 

constructive communications between the reader and text develop and enrich over time to 

evoke the poem. Once the poem is evoked, the transactional model of reading challenges 

readers to form interpretations and opinions with information from their knowledge about 

the world and texts. Personal connections or tensions during the transaction evoke the 

poem (Rosenblatt, 1994) that is singular and unique, highlighting the reciprocal 

relationship between text and reader, a key principle of the transaction model.  

The poem evoked reflects the culture, context, and experiences of the reader. 

During the reading, the reader is constantly growing understandings connecting 

experiences and contexts. Each reading is therefore colored by what the reader brings to 

the experience as well as social context. Accordingly, there is no single correct reading of 

a text. 
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Rosenblatt’s (1968) transactional view of reader response theory supports the 

notion that children actively construct knowledge. The cornerstone of the theory is the 

belief that the text, the author, nor the reader is solely responsible for meaning 

construction. Instead, the relationship between the reader and the text goes back and 

forth, each being continually affected by what the other has contributed. Her theory 

centered on the reciprocal relationship between the reader and the literature and the 

individual responses to the text during and after an engaged reading. Rosenblatt believed 

that readers “transact” with the text. In other words, readers are not passive consumers of 

the text, but they interact with the words, the author, and the meaning to construct their 

own understanding of the text.  

From a transactional view, the reader does not extract meaning from the text, but 

evokes a unique set of signals from it to form personal meaning. That the reader infuses 

meaning into the text is particularly significant when considering transactions with 

nonfiction, as the genre traditionally has been regarded as strictly information-giving with 

readers being guided to summarize and answer specific questions. 

Transactional theory is grounded in the belief that the text does something to the 

reader and the reader does something to the text. It requires the reader’s commitment and 

a decision to fully attend to the potential that the text offers. The reader’s contributions 

during the transaction are fundamental and essential to the transaction model.  

Language has traditionally been viewed as a set of arbitrary rules that is imprinted 

on the minds of readers and writers (Rosenblatt, 2005). This view does not take into 

effect individuals interacting with their environment as they internalize language. The 
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transactional nature of communication is revealed in conversations in which individuals 

engage in face-to-face communication. Each person comes to the conversation with their 

own background knowledge or language experiences. As participants contribute to the 

text, they learn about one another. As communication continues, mutual interpretations of 

the text are built. Questions and comments from the listener help the speaker to confirm 

or revise the text. In this way, the text is continually being shaped by transactions of both 

the speaker and the listener. By the end of the conversation, the text may have changed 

and taken on different meaning. In addition, individual interpretations by the 

conversationalists may differ.  

This means that readers can have different experiences and interpretations with 

the same text at different times. The transaction that the reader has with the text can come 

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

the text’s genre, structure, and content. Who we are and what we have experienced in our 

lives has influence over our response to literature. Meaning that is created during the 

transaction is based on the stance that the reader takes toward the text.  

The Stance of the Reader 

Before and during any transaction, the reader makes decisions regarding how to 

approach a text. Rosenblatt argues that the reader selectively attends the text, depending 

on attitude, purpose, and need. Rosenblatt (1994) labels selective attention stance, and 

further describes stance as aesthetic or efferent (p. 1066). 

When one takes an aesthetic stance toward a text, attention is focused on the 

personal feelings and associations being lived through during the reading. With an 
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aesthetic stance toward a text, living through a text demands personal, private attention to 

what is being processed during the reading event. In contrast, an efferent stance implies 

the primacy of getting through a text simply to extract information and carry away 

meaning. Most of the reading we expect of students in elementary school privileges 

taking an efferent stance with minimal regard for an aesthetic stance. Rosenblatt (1981) 

argues, “Even when literature is taught, the prevalent model leads often to skimping of 

the aesthetic stance and… [treating] the text as primarily information-giving” (p. 29). She 

calls for a more flexible and fluid consideration of the stances, especially the aesthetic.  

Rosenblatt (1995) admits that the distinctions between aesthetic and efferent 

stances are very difficult to communicate. Often, her theory is misinterpreted, narrowed 

to the terms aesthetic and efferent, thus implying and either/or philosophy about stance. 

Rosenblatt does not describe the reading experience as only efferent or only aesthetic. 

Instead, reading experiences fall somewhere along the continuum that flows between 

efferent and aesthetic. The reader goes back and forth between the two stances. 

 “The reader always blends attention of aesthetic and efferent along a continuum. 

In both kinds of reading, efferent and aesthetic, the reader focuses attention on the stream 

of consciousness, selecting out the particular mix of public and private linkages with the 

words, dictated by the purpose of reading” (Rosenblatt, 1995, p. 292). Therefore, an 

inclusive view of the selective attention of the reader informed this study. 

When students are expected to take a primarily efferent stance toward what they 

read for school, they are being limited to focusing on what can be taken away instead of 

offering attention to what is being lived through during the transaction. “Rarely are 
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students asked to pay heed to the stream of thoughts and feelings that parallel and 

interpenetrate the literary evocations” (Rosenblatt. 1981, p. 31). The primary focus is to 

obtain information. 

Because of an attention to the process of transaction, the reading event was 

important to this study as readers responded to nonfiction because it relied upon and 

expected reader engagement. When readers were invited to respond to nonfiction texts, 

not simply recite or repeat what was read or answer someone else’s questions about the 

text, an opportunity was presented to become personally involved. Doiron (2003) reports 

that fifth graders respond to nonfiction books in a range of ways. He found that 

nonfiction texts trigger personal connections, provoke questions, reveal surprising facts, 

inspire personal narrative, and generate a statement about a part of the text that stood out, 

or prompt a review of the book or comment about the cover / special parts of the book. In 

addition, students retell facts, rate the difficulty of the book, and express like or dislike. 

Doiron found students take different stances when they read information books: aesthetic, 

efferent, and blended. In my study, students responded to nonfiction in many, varied, and 

often unique and individual ways. They expressed their personal evocations of the text in 

different ways. During these evocations, they made personal connections to past events, 

family members, other texts, and shows/movies. They continuously shifted from efferent 

to aesthetic and aesthetic to efferent stances throughout the discussions. 

Research describing the way in which reader’s stance could be determined was 

lacking until Cox and Many (1989) devised a data-driven holistic measure of reader 

stance on an efferent to aesthetic continuum. They examined the free-responses of 38 
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fifth grade students whose reading level was fifth grade or above according to the 

California Achievement Test. A classification system emerged from the data-driven 

analysis of the responses and the efferent-to-aesthetic continuum was developed.  

 The students were asked to read four novels of realistic fiction and after each 

reading were given an open-ended prompt to write anything they wanted to about each 

book (Cox & Many, 1989). This same procedure was conducted when the same students 

viewed films of realistic fiction. The two researchers analyzed the data and classified the 

results according to Rosenblatt’s description of efferent and aesthetic stance along a 

continuum. They also used a description (Corcoran & Evans, 1987) of the mental 

activities involved in aesthetic reading. This resulted in a 5-point continuum identifying 

efferent at one end and aesthetic at the other. 

 Cox and Many (1989) also devised a second instrument that described the level of 

personal understanding attained in each response. This was based on Applebee’s (1978) 

levels of meaning which are defined by six developmental levels that build on focusing 

on a topic and sequencing events The researchers noted that both high and low levels of 

understanding can occur in both types of response. However, more aesthetic responses 

were associated with the higher levels of understanding. In this study, all of the students 

responded to nonfiction aesthetically in many, varied, and often unique and individual 

ways. They expressed their personal evocations of the text in different ways. During 

these evocations, they made personal connections to past events, family members, other 

texts, and shows/movies. They continuously shifted from efferent to aesthetic and 

aesthetic to efferent stances throughout the discussions. 
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The implications are based on the results of fifth grade, on level or above, reading 

students’ responses to four realistic fiction books written in narrative form that were 

chosen on the basis of quality and appropriateness for the age level of the subjects. It 

seems that the world of the author could influence how the world of the reader is 

developed by that reader, efferently or aesthetically. Evidence that a reader adopting an 

aesthetic stance will engage in a level of higher understanding in the act of reading 

suggests opportunities for research.  

Galda and Liang (2003) discuss the issue of stance and its importance in 

understanding the transactional theory. The authors suggest that a “lack of consideration 

of stance and of the distinction between literature that invites an aesthetic stance and 

literature that invites an efferent stance works against the goal of engaging readers” (p. 

273). Personal engagement and connection with what is real is a necessity if one is to 

create understanding, regardless of the genre or stance. In addition, engagement is 

assumed when attention is paid to the ongoing transaction. 

Stance is not static. Characteristics and combinations of the efferent and the 

aesthetic stances exist in all readings. Consequently, an efferent stance should not be 

solely reserved for reading for information or reading nonfiction. Similarly, an aesthetic 

stance should be considered beyond reading fiction. Rosenblatt (1981) describes efferent/ 

aesthetic as equally fundamental alternatives, calling selecting one over the other a 

“hypothetical choice” (p. 30). Therefore, when readers transact with nonfiction, they do 

not have to necessarily choose between the stances. Rather, they take a blended stance, 
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sometimes primarily efferent, at other times primarily aesthetic, never giving up one for 

the other. 

Cox and Many (1992) examined the relationship between stance and personal 

understanding of fiction, suggesting that stance plays a role in ways readers transact as 

they understand and enjoy all literary works of art. A blend of aesthetic and efferent 

stances and a tacit rejection of the either/or mentality hold promise for an environment in 

which greater weight and appreciation for taking an aesthetic stance toward nonfiction 

could be considered and explored. They designed a 5-point continuum to measure reader 

stance from most efferent to most aesthetic with combinations of both in between. They 

suggest, “If we want students to have literature and other arts in their lives, we must let 

the students make them their own” (p. 45). 

Research on Reader’s Stance 

The following section will describe studies that are relevant to this study in 

regards to the efferent and aesthetic stances that readers take during the meaning-making 

process. Gaps in the following research will reveal why my study about exploring how 

fourth graders respond to nonfiction text in the context of small, peer-led literature 

discussion groups need to be conducted. The gaps identified include: the lack of studies 

using nonfiction for reader response, the lack of older elementary students as participants, 

the instructional context and its influence on reader response, and data collection 

methods.  

To date, a limited number of studies have investigated the nature of students’ 

meaning making in small group discussions of various text types with the same groups of 
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elementary students. Some researchers have focused on meaning construction of 

narrative texts (Chinn et al., 2001; Eeds & Wells, 1989; Keefer, Zeitz & Resnick, 2000; 

Van den Branden, 2000). Studies on ways in which elementary students construct 

meaning of informational texts during small group discussion are almost nonexistent. 

Only a few studies of this type of discussion have been documented (Forest et al., 1997; 

Scharer et al., 2001) and these incorporate narrative texts.  

Two studies have investigated meaning making of both narrative and 

informational texts with the same groups of elementary students (Leal, 1992; Scharer et 

al., 2001). In one study (Leal, 1992), random groups of students from first, third, and fifth 

grades were pulled out of their regular classrooms on three different occasions to 

participate in a discussion of text in a social setting. The other study (Scharer et al., 2001) 

investigated how fourth and fifth grade students and their teachers talked about one 

narrative and one informational book with a focus on differences between the two genres. 

Despite the small group discussion setting, the researchers claimed that teachers 

dominated the discussion with significant amounts of questions, initiations, and control of 

topics. Additionally, teacher posed questions were more literal for the informational text 

than for the narrative text. 

A search of the literature revealed a limited number of studies that have 

investigated meaning making in small group, peer-led discussions of narrative text at the 

elementary level. Even fewer studies have examined discussions of informational text. 

This study sought to examine the nature of students’ responses during small group, peer-

led discussions of nonfiction text.  
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Many (1989, 1990) investigated the relationship between the stance the reader 

takes and the reader’s age. She evaluated free responses of 43 fourth graders, 47 sixth 

graders, and 40 eighth graders after they read three realistic short stories, using Cox and 

Many’s (1989) Instrument for Measuring Reader Stance on and Efferent to Aesthetic 

Continuum and An Instrument for Rating a Reader’s level of Personal Understanding to 

clarify student responses in this investigation. She determined that a reader’s stance 

affects the level of understanding, and that the aesthetic stance was associated with a 

higher level of understanding.  

Students who focused on “lived-through” experiences were more likely to 

interpret story events, to apply the story to their own lives, and to make abstract 

generalizations. Many also determined that the adoption of an efferent or aesthetic stance 

and the level of understanding were not related to a student’s grade level. 

In a study that viewed the reading of nonfiction as a transactional process, 

Downing (1989) investigated how adolescents respond to nonfiction and “how their 

perception of the author contributes to their reading” (p. 1). Data was collected from 125 

eighth grade students who read and responded to one of four selected nonfiction texts 

using a written script and instructions. The students were told to read and respond in a 

free-write, “whatever comes into your minds” (p. 72). Then they were told to summarize 

the text. Downing states, “this item was included in order to gain a sense of the evoked 

text to which each student was responding” (p. 72). The next four instructions asked the 

students to respond to open-ended questions that pertained to the author of the texts that 

the students had just read 
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Findings showed that when the students’ expectations of the author’s work in the 

text was not challenged, or when they did not mention the author, the students tended to 

write responses from personal and/or analytical perspectives. Whenever the students felt 

challenged by the author’s work, or when they did mention the author, students 

responded from the aesthetic or rhetorical perspective. The results of Downing’s (1989) 

study indicated that a broader sense of transaction with the author, other than her original 

concept of the readers’ direct and indirect references to the author, exists.  

One of her conclusions was that the readers’ expectations of the author contribute 

to a more complex, flexible, and varied evocation. Also, the results show that students 

with the spectator stance are able to show evaluative responses. The results of Downing’s 

(1989) study indicated that the sense of author’s intent does relate to the readers’ process 

of reading nonfiction. In my study, the authors were not mentioned prior to the peer-led 

discussions and students responded aesthetically from personal perspectives. 

In summary, the point of view, or stance, that the reader takes as he or she reads 

texts appears to affect the understanding the reader obtains through reading. Rosenblatt’s 

transactional theory suggests that all written texts, including nonfiction, should be 

approached with an aesthetic stance as this allows for personal involvement with the text. 

Being involved with the text, the reader is attending to what is happening during the 

reading event by way of cognitive and affective associations brought about by the cues 

given from the text. The incurrence of a lived-through experience presents personal 

understanding needed by the reader to adequately read and comprehend any type of text. 
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Literature Discussion Groups 

Literature discussion groups, often called Book Clubs or Literature Circles, are 

small groups of students reading the same book and collectively constructing meaning as 

they respond to the text through discussions, writing, and the arts. The students lead book 

discussions in their small groups, and the teacher acts as mediator and facilitator. 

Assessment in literature circles can be both formal and informal and determined with 

student input. The purpose of literature circle roles is to guide students to develop 

understanding of particular concepts as they explore the text and meaningfully participate 

in small group discussion (Straits, 2007). 

Prompted by observations that most classroom discourse occurred in the form of 

recitations, Eeds and Wells set out to discover what happened when students participated 

in more open-ended literature discussion groups. Fifth and sixth graders were organized 

into four discussion groups. Through discussion analysis, the researchers identified four 

types of talk common to the literature discussions including meaning construction, 

personal story sharing, active inquiry in the form of making predictions, and critique of 

the text. Influenced by Rosenblatt’s transactional theory of reading and Vygotsky’s 

(1978) perspective on learning, they concluded that discussion groups accomplished the 

same objectives as traditional classroom discourse (i.e., comprehending the text) but did 

so in a much more collaborative manner as meaning was constructed through the 

interaction of the group. 

Shortly after the Eeds and Wells study, Peterson and Eeds (1990) published one 

of the first practitioner-based resource books, Grand Conversations, focusing on the use 
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of collaborative discussions in an effort to construct meaning. This work encouraged 

teachers to build literature-based programs that provided students with opportunities to 

discuss texts with one another. Peterson and Eeds explained, 

Dialogue puts forward a new story line, puts events and relationships into 

a new light. Our basis for interpreting the text is broadened. In working 

together to disclose a deeper level of meaning, each participant’s 

imagination is enriched and the potential for meaning construction is 

expanded. (p. 29) 

 

 Peterson and Eeds argued that, “through critical interpretation, children and 

teachers expand a text’s potential for meaning by sharing their insights and the 

connections they have made” (p. 13). They also described how discussion works in 

intensive reading: In practice, teachers and students might begin by sharing impressions, 

ideas, and problems they encountered in constructing meaning. Working collaboratively, 

the group spends time thinking about the meaning and processing it. Group members help 

each other begin to see where previously they may have only looked (p. 13). It is through 

this dialogue that students work together as they “seek to comprehend the world” (p. 14). 

The experiences that each person is able to bring to the reading helps others understand 

different viewpoints and the places from which the readers come. 

The use of this type of cooperative learning is an effective instructional strategy 

for reading comprehension (Armbruster, Lehr, & Osborn, 2001). Students working in 

small learning groups encourage each other to ask questions, explain and justify their 

opinions, articulate reasoning, and elaborate and reflect upon prior knowledge. Students 

learn more about themselves, about the world, and about valuable subject matter through 

the use of cooperative learning (Daniels & Bizar, 2005). 
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Daniels (2002) conducted research with Chicago teachers that linked literature 

circles to improved student achievement scores. His team of researchers helped to 

support the development of instruction in a group of struggling Chicago schools. The 

researchers helped the teachers implement literature circles as a part of a reading-writing 

workshop approach, in as many classrooms as they could. Training involved summer 

institutes and school-year support delivered through peer consultants, veteran teachers 

who had used the strategy in their own classrooms. Results from a citywide assessment 

showed that schools using literature circles out performed those who did not in both 

reading and writing. In reading, the literature circle schools made gains by 14% in third 

grade, 9% in sixth grade, and 10% in eighth grade. In writing, they topped citywide gains 

by 25% in third grade, 8% in sixth grade, and 27% in eighth grade. The teachers in these 

schools were convinced that the literature circles were working, not just to help kids 

become better readers but also to prove they are readers on the mandated measures of 

proficiency. 

Moore’s (2005) research showed that after a teacher lecture, students were only 

able to retain 5% of the information presented, and after a classroom demonstration 

students were only able to retain 30% of the information, both after 24 hours. In contrast, 

when students practiced their new learning or taught it to others, or applied their learning 

immediately, they were able to retain 75% to 90% of the material after 24 hours. To 

enhance student learning, teachers should not simply abandon lectures or demonstrations, 

but rather include additional cooperative strategies to complement instructional models 

already in existence (Lin, 2006).  
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Peer-Led Literature Discussion Groups 

Small group peer-led discussion differs from traditional post-reading recitations 

characterized by teacher control where the teacher initiates discussion with a question and 

calls for students to answer. The teacher evaluates whether the question is wrong or right 

and proceeds to ask another question. Almasi (2005) has defined discussion as a 

collaborative event in which students “share viewpoints, provide a rational argument, and 

work together to come to new understandings about literature” (p. 3). 

Literature discussion groups can be used as a vehicle or context for talking and 

actively working to construct text meaning. Research has shown that working together in 

cooperative groups can have positive effects on students and their learning (Cazden, 

1986; Slavin, 1980). This body of research suggests that elementary students can sustain 

meaningful discussions of texts without teacher intervention (McMahon, 1992; Raphael 

& McMahon, 1994) and that peer-led discussions of text can help students identify their 

difficulties with the texts and then work collaboratively to resolve them (Almasi, 1993).  

Barnes and Todd (1977) hoped to be able to describe this kind of collaboration 

used by a group of secondary students as they approached each task by analyzing student 

interactions when the groups held discussions without the teacher. Barnes and Todd 

discovered that the functions that language served between peers in the small group tasks 

could not be analyzed according to the more formal structures usually found in the 

traditional teacher-student discussions, thus making it difficult to link student talk to 

student learning. However, Barnes and Todd did make observations of student talk as a 

result of documenting student responses to open-ended questions. As they described it: 
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[Students] were each other’s resources and most of their utterances were 

 contribution to thinking. Their occasional questions did not seek to control but to 

 invite, that is why they did not fall into easily recognizable functional 

 categories…Their questions were at the respondent’s disposal, to utilize as they 

 would. (pp. 128-129) 

 

The findings suggest that social factors do play an important role in the ways that 

students respond to and use questions in their discussions. For example, one perspective 

on teacher-student talk suggests that questions asked by the student are not real questions 

because the teacher, as the evaluator of student responses, expects a specific answer 

(Cazden, 1988). Teachers tend to control the discussion process because they have pre-

determined answers to the questions that they ask.  

In the small group discussions observed by Barnes and Todd (1977; Barnes 

2008), it appears that giving students the responsibility for guiding and structuring the 

discussions resulted in discussions, which were quite different than what occurred 

between students and their teachers. Students shared relevant ideas and helped each other 

to understand problems. They were mutually supportive and were constructively critical 

of each other’s ideas. Even though the student discussions were not always clearly 

focused, there were instances of active engagement with the task and real attempts to deal 

with the issues and information suggested by the questions. 

The Benefits of Peer-led Discussion Groups 

Many studies applaud the qualities of peer-led discussion groups. Eeds and Wells 

(1989), for instance, found that upper elementary students who participated in such 

discussions were able to change their original concepts of a story, share personal stories 

stimulated by the text or the discussion, and engage in strategic reading by predicting and 
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confirming or disconfirming hypotheses. Leal (1993) found three benefits of peer-led 

discussions among elementary students: an individual’s prior knowledge becomes group 

knowledge, students act as collaborative problem-solvers, and the cognitive and social 

functions of learning are united. Also, a study by Newkirk and McClure (1992) revealed 

the ways that off-topic talk during peer-led discussion can actually help children create 

meaning by enabling them to open out into a macro analysis of the social world before 

pulling back to the text under discussion. Because this study will examine aesthetic 

responses to nonfiction text, the research of Eeds and Wells (1989) is important to 

mention because it documents the high quality of children’s aesthetic responses to text 

during discussions. Children in their study engaged in constructing meaning and personal 

interpretation of texts, and they modified their interpretation of texts as result of their 

interactions with other group members. In my study, the data revealed that the small 

group peer-led discussion groups provided a low risk forum to begin to personally 

respond to nonfiction by asking questions and making comments freely. In addition, 

students responded to nonfiction in many, varied, and often unique and individual ways. 

They expressed their personal evocations of the text in different ways. During these 

evocations, they made personal connections to past events, family members, other texts, 

and shows/movies. They continuously shifted from efferent to aesthetic and aesthetic to 

efferent stances throughout the discussion. This study supports the effectiveness of 

discussion in promoting students’ deeper understanding and contemplation of reading 

material. 
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When talking about peer-led literature discussion groups, it is central to mention a 

study conducted by Almasi (1995) that compared student-led and teacher-led discussion 

groups, as this study uses the context of peer-led literature discussion groups. One of the 

major findings of Almasi’s study is that in student-led discussions, which allowed the 

students a more participatory role in the interpretation of text, students engaged in higher 

level thinking. One explanation for this finding is that student-led discussions allowed 

students to try their own thinking and engage in exploratory rationale, resulting in more 

extended and more elaborate mental representations and higher level analytical thinking. 

In addition, Almasi  found that student-led discussions resulted in more extensive and 

higher level discussions than teacher-led discussions. This study supports research 

showing that in-depth critical thinking is developed through discussion, and suggests the 

need for small group discussion rather than having students respond primarily to teacher 

questions. 

Peer-led Versus Teacher-led 

Studies comparing literature discussions in peer-led and teacher-led groups speak 

to the complex dynamics of such groups. O’Flahven et al. (1992) conducted a study of 

participation structures in literature discussion groups with third graders and their 

teachers. Teachers were assigned to one of two contexts: teacher-led moving to teacher-

assisted or teacher-led moving to peer-led. In teacher-assisted groups, teachers served to 

scaffold students’ interpretations and group processes; in peer-led groups interpretive and 

social norms were constructed with teacher guidance before students were left to discuss 

with peers. Findings concluded that social development was enhanced similarly in 
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teacher-assisted and peer-led groups, but that interpretive development was most 

enhanced in peer-led discussions. 

McMahon and Meyers (1993) found differences in teacher-led and peer-led 

discussions in elementary classrooms. For instance, teacher-led discussions were more 

goal-oriented while peer-led discussions had a more associational structure. Choosing 

one participant structure over another, then, would depend on the purpose of the 

discussion. 

Nonfiction Text in the Classroom 

Similar to Moss (2008), I used nonfiction as an overarching term in this study to 

represent texts that communicate factual information. Nonfiction is viewed as a genre by 

some, although it is not a genre itself, but is instead composed of different genres. In fact, 

Duke and Tower (2004) designate five types of nonfiction: informational texts, concept 

books, biography, procedural texts, and reference materials. Thus, any of these kinds of 

nonfiction were included as nonfiction in the current study. Within these categories, the 

genres can be broken down further based on their features, structures, and purposes 

(Donovan & Smolkin, 2002). For example, Maloch and Bomer (2013) demonstrate in 

their review of the current literature how researchers differ on their definitions of 

informational texts. 

Some researchers differentiate between informational texts that include expository 

elements only and those that also include narrative elements (Donovan & Smolkin, 2002; 

Pappas, 2006). Still, for the purposes of this study, nonfiction refers to all texts that 

convey factual information.  
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Even though nonfiction has in the past been primarily considered mere collections 

of facts, we have much to explore when we free our students from the confines of taking 

a primarily efferent stance with nonfiction. The following section will explore the 

research on responses to literature, on nonfiction, and on responses to nonfiction. It points 

to the growing number of studies that indicate emerging interest in nonfiction literature 

and in response and the need for further research. 

Numerous studies have focused on reader response to literature, from pre-

kindergarten students to pre-service teachers (Straits 2007; Straits & Nichols, 2006; 

Duke, 2004; Pappas, 1999; Wolf, 1996), including elementary school aged children and 

middle school aged children (Hoyt, 2000, Farest, Miller, & Fewin, 1999; Hess, 1999; 

Downing, 1993). 

Studies focusing on literature discussions with fiction are many and varied. Eeds 

and Wells (1989) explore ways in which fifth and sixth graders talk about books. The 

purpose of the discussion groups was to develop and explore deeper meaning of fictional 

texts. They found that inexperienced members of literature discussion groups contributed 

to discussions in four ways: by constructing simple meaning and being able to change 

that meaning as a discussion unfolded, by telling personal stories, by asking questions 

and inquiring, and by critiquing the literature. Eeds and Wells (1989) described how 

students of all abilities used talk to clarify, extend, and create better understanding of 

what they read. Eeds and Wells found that teachers were surprised by the interpretations 

and comments of the students in the discussion groups. They suggested that the power of 
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teachers lies in being readers and learners along with students, not authoritative answer 

caches and question askers. 

Noe and Johnson (1999) found that literature circles provided a place for readers 

to reflect and critically think about what they read with others. In literature circles, 

students are encouraged to make personal connections, ask questions, and delve deeply 

into issues and ideas the text has provoked. 

Spiegel (1998) described literature response groups as places where students ask 

questions, relate what they read to their own lives, explore issues of personal and 

common interest, and are moved to read and discuss more. She found that response helps 

learners grow in their engagement in reading and their appreciation of the value of 

writing for constructing meaning and exploring issues. 

Short (1997) describes topics for literature discussions across a range of 

possibilities: describing favorite parts, retellings, and making connections to other 

literature or to situations in their own lives. Readers often share their enjoyment as they 

experience what they read. Readers need “time, patience, and encouragement along with 

demonstrations” as they learn to think critically about what they read. 

Barone, Eeds, and Mason (1995) suggest that literature can inspire students to 

inquire productively about the world by critically thinking about what they read and 

relating it to their own personal lives. Life experience provides the basis for making 

connections with texts, which can lead to social action. When students make connections 

with texts, and consider how it fits with what they already know, a deeper meaning is 
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created. In turn, personal involvement for change is more likely as opposed to not making 

a personal connection. 

Eeds and Peterson (1991) describe a literature study group as a place where:  

Questions with predetermined correct answers are not asked. Instead, the teacher 

is a participant in a book group, a fellow reader who shares joys and difficulties, 

insights and speculations, and asks only those questions she or he genuinely 

wonders about. (p. 119) 

 

Many studies have been undertaken with students interacting with informational 

text (Hoyt, 1999; Leal, 1999; Mazzoni & Gambrell, 1996). These studies, however, focus 

on strategies for helping readers access information and summarize or otherwise recite 

what has been extracted. Only a few address response to nonfiction (Daniels, 2002; 

Downing, 1989, 1993; Farest et al., 1999; Hess, 1991; Moss, 2003; Moss & Hendershot, 

2002). They do not focus on the reader’s connections to and personal responses to the 

text. They do not seem to explore the “curiosity, the wonder and marvel” (Doiron, 1995, 

p. 36) nonfiction texts have the potential to evoke. 

Most studies center on describing ways to assist and guide students in their 

comprehension, not in their personal responses to texts. They describe collaborative, task-

filled environments where the goal is mastering interactive strategies for processing 

factual materials. They highlight techniques and methods for assisting learners in 

extracting determinate details from the text, in confirming and adjusting an understanding 

of the text, and checking for misinterpretations and explaining new knowledge. While 

these are valuable tools and activities, they differ from response. They represent guided 

comprehension (Short 2002). 
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Despite the fact that these studies are valuable for highlighting, emphasizing, and 

promoting the use of nonfiction trade books in the classroom and the importance of 

building a knowledge base that may be transferable, they do not address personal 

response. “Response offers possibilities that extend beyond comprehension. In 

comprehension models readers bring prior knowledge and understanding to relatively 

static, determinate texts…in response readers constantly reformulate their own personal 

value and identity system as they encounter and transform literary works” (Hynds, 1990, 

p. 241). 

In one of the first studies on response to literature in an elementary classroom, 

Janet Hickman (1979) found that children expressed their responses in a range of ways: 

through listening behaviors, contact with books, expressing the impulse to share, 

expressing oral responses, using action and drama, and by making things and writing (pp. 

195-197). She found several factors that positively affected response: flexibility with 

scheduling, the amount of time students can read, and self-selection of/to. While the 

study did not target nonfiction, it suggested that student responses to fiction and 

nonfiction were in some way undifferentiated. Hickman notes that the students were 

“were entertained and amazed and even moved by material designed to inform” (p. 188). 

Sipe (1999) found that many children enjoy and prefer to read nonfiction books. 

He suggests the use of non-fiction books to tap into students’ joy, wonder, and awe about 

the world, not just as a tool for extracting information. Furthermore, Sipe (2000) reports 

that first and second graders respond to informational picture books through art, talk, 

spontaneous drama, and writing. He found nearly three quarters of the responses to story 
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book read-alouds to be analytical, with one-tenth of the responses intertextual, and one-

tenth personal. The analytical responses were primarily based on the book, the 

illustrations, the narrative, the meaning, and fiction versus reality. The intertextual 

responses were related to other works outside of the storybook being read. In my study, 

the students’ responses to nonfiction marked their lived through experiences and showed 

the mutual influences of reader and text. Rosenblatt (1981) called for the consideration of 

aesthetic reading as the basic model for all reading (p. 11). The findings of my study 

provide examples that support her assertion and give evidence of its importance. Students 

made personal connection to themselves and others throughout the discussions.  

Dean and Small (1997) found that teaching nonfiction as literature using a 

response approach with first graders successfully worked. They found that the importance 

lies in recognizing the validity of all responses. They caution: “instead of posing as 

authorities, teachers of literature should make possible a sharing of students’ personal 

response [whether] valid, semi-valid, [or] erroneous” (p. 237). They recommend that 

read-alouds be interactive, and encourage writing, drawing, and retelling with many 

questions and connections to experiences. They describe sharing responses as powerful. 

Pappas and Barry (1997) read aloud information books to Mexican-American first 

graders and found the rich potential for transactions with information books. The read-

aloud context invites the students to actively transact with text, illustrations, each other 

and the teacher. Students offer a range of initiations, or responses to this type of teaching: 

they claim expertise on the topic, make intertextual connections, predict, asked questions, 

and pick up information. 
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Moss (2003) examines sixth graders’ responses to a wide variety of nonfiction 

trade books and reports the importance of making nonfiction available in middle grade 

classrooms. She found that responses focus primarily on students’ curiosity to find out 

information, their levels of emotional involvement, and the mental images evoked by the 

reading. Further, she suggests that student engagement with nonfiction shares similarities 

with engagement with fiction. She expresses a need to expand the norm to include 

nonfiction so that all students have the chance to engage with this genre. 

Daniels (2002) comments that literature circles have been focused for the most 

part on fiction, and asks, “Will expository text work in literature circles?” (p. 7). He 

suggests expanding the focus of literature circles beyond novels as a way to integrate 

curriculum and to prepare students for a life outside of school. His recommendations 

include infusing real world nonfiction into the curriculum and less frequent use of 

textbooks and reference books in order to bring energy into content area classrooms.  

Moss and Hendershot (2002) consider “nonfiction trade books as an untapped 

resource with great potential for motivating many reluctant readers in middle school 

classrooms” (p. 6). Their study describes five categories of responses to nonfiction text: 

Students express questions, comment on visual features of the text, recite knowledge of 

the authors, books, and awards, and additionally, they express personal connections. The 

findings highlight the value of personally responding through talk and the importance of 

readers making choices about what they read, with nonfiction texts being one of the 

choices. The study suggested middle graders “bring their lives to nonfiction 
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literature…and that aesthetic reading of this type of text may be more common than we 

previously thought” (p. 16). 

Struggling Readers 

The participants for this study consisted of a group four fourth grade students 

from the teacher-researcher’s READ 180 class. They were in a reading intervention 

program because they were considered to be struggling readers. In this study, struggling 

readers were students who were not successful with school literacy tasks, particularly 

with respect to making meaning out of them. These tasks included the TAKS (Texas 

Assessment of Knowledge and Skills) Test, SRI (Scholastic Reading Inventory) scores, 

and grades. Children who are labeled as struggling may experience difficulty identifying 

words, reading fluently, or comprehending text, among other issues. Although there are 

multiple elements associated with reading that may factor into children being labeled as 

struggling, I chose to focus on reader response in this study. More specifically, I focused 

on their nature of their stances of nonfiction texts. 

The struggling readers in this study were not students with an Individualized 

Education Plan (IEP) to receive special education services. Instead, they were students 

who were below grade level for various reasons, such as gaps in learning that occurred in 

the process of moving from one school to the next or because they learned at a slower 

pace and were unable to keep up with the pace at which their class moved. Furthermore, 

the struggling readers in this study were specifically identified by their teachers. 

When I think of struggling readers I think of students who have trouble making 

meaning out of the text they are reading, particularly text that is identified as on grade 
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level for them. Multiple reasons account for why these children are not proficient in 

reading. They may possess little background knowledge or ability to identify and decode 

words fast enough to make sense of what they are reading. Another possible reason 

behind their difficulties with reading is an absence of opportunity to engage in reading.  

As Allington (2001) states, “[R]eading practice-just reading-is a powerful 

contributor to the development of accurate, fluent, high-comprehension reading” (p. 24). 

Regardless of how or why one defines the term struggling reader, the fact is that there are 

many students across the United States who are less successful in reading than many of 

their peers. 

An alarming possibility is how this situation can deteriorate easily. Struggling 

readers are often trapped in a vicious cycle in which they avoid reading and, 

consequently, fail to get the practice required to become more fluent readers (Allington, 

2001; Dreher, 2003; McKenna, Ellsworth, & Kear, 1995; Stanovich, 1986). With this fact 

in mind, one must wonder who is responsible for helping these students break this vicious 

cycle. Is it the reading intervention teacher, the classroom teacher, or a combination of 

the two?  

 The reasons that some children struggle with reading are as varied as the children 

themselves, and no single approach or program will meet the needs of all who have 

difficulty (International Reading Association, 2004). Coupled with this understanding is 

the belief that effective instruction for struggling readers has the same basis as effective 

instruction for all students. Ideally, all students should be instructed in ways that foster 

their literacy growth and development. Unfortunately, this has not always been the case 
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for those who struggle with reading; research has demonstrated these readers tend to 

receive instruction that is different from the instruction provided to good readers 

(Allington, 1983; Rasinski & Padak, 2000). Specifically, the instruction struggling 

readers have traditionally received has been less than effective, focusing on isolated, 

decontextualized skills emphasizing words, sounds, and letters rather than more holistic 

approaches which view reading as a meaning-making process (Allington, 1977, 

1983; Primeaux, 2000; Sawyer, 1991; Short et al., 2000; Strickland & Walker, 2004). 

This type of instruction “has often attacked the perceived deficits . . . from a bottom-up 

approach to teaching reading strategies, rarely engaging children with meaningful, 

connected text” (Goatley, 1997, p. 119). Due to an emphasis on isolated skills, it is not 

surprising that struggling readers have often been left out of literature discussions as “the 

instruction provided [to] good readers tends to be oriented more to meaningful discussion 

of stories read than that provided poor readers” (Allington, 1983, p. 550). The 

consequence of this disparity manifests itself in the way poor readers view the reading 

process, focusing on mechanics and failing to grasp the more important concept that the 

purpose of reading is understanding.    

Due to the fact that 50% of fourth grade students had failed the state reading test 

over the previous several years, Valencia and Buly (2004) analyzed 108 fifth graders who 

failed the fourth grade standardized test the year before, were struggling readers, and 

were not receiving supplemental instruction. The students demonstrated strengths and 

weaknesses in the areas of word reading in isolation and context, comprehension and 

vocabulary, and rate and expression of reading. Thus, students failed the state reading test 
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for a variety of reasons. They reason that “if we are to help these students, we will need 

to provide appropriate instruction to meet their varying needs” (p. 528).  

Among the suggestions made by Valencia and Buly are that teachers assess the 

needs of their students through more diagnostic assessments and that they use the 

information from these assessments to implement flexible, small-group instruction. While 

the authors acknowledge that their recommendations are not necessarily new, they hope 

to remind teachers of what they need to do. Consequently, they maintain that high stakes 

testing has distracted teachers from sound teaching practices, much like Triplett (2007) 

found with the teachers she examined. 

In her study, Triplett (2007) found that the pressure the teachers felt to get all of 

their students to pass the state tests led them to rush through material and to focus on test 

preparation rather than providing more specialized instruction for struggling readers. 

Thus, the struggling readers were deprived of the instruction they needed because of the 

policy that put so much emphasis on their achievement in the first place.  

According to Woodward and Talbert-Johnson (2009), “the classroom teacher has 

the responsibility to make sure that the instructional needs of all students are met” (p. 

190). Despite this assertion, research has shown that classroom teachers are not always 

working to meet the needs of all of their students. Hence, I wondered what teachers 

thought about these children and what they did when faced with the task of working with 

them in the classroom and investigated these conditions in the current research study. 
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Struggling Readers and Nonfiction Text 

 Despite the tendency to limit the exposure to nonfiction text in the early years of 

schooling, researchers note that exposure to nonfiction text in the early elementary years 

is becoming more common (Bryce, 2011; Maloch, 2008; Moss, 2008). 

For example, in a qualitative case study conducted in a second grade classroom, 

Maloch (2008) investigated the use of informational texts and the scaffolds the teacher 

provided to assist her students’ comprehension of nonfiction texts. Through her 

investigation Maloch found that students were afforded many chances to use and connect 

with informational texts. During these experiences, the teacher promoted the students’ 

learning by assisting them as they negotiated the difficulty level of the text, developed 

their knowledge of key vocabulary and concepts, and constructed meaning through 

discussion. Additionally, the teacher integrated explicit discussion and teaching about the 

informational text features into the authentic use of the nonfiction texts. 

Duke (2004) recommends four strategies to teachers that will enhance their 

kindergarten through third grade students’ comprehension of informational text. First, she 

suggests that teachers expand their students’ access to informational texts by increasing 

the amount of informational texts available in the classroom. Second, she claims that 

students need to spend more time working with informational texts while engaged in 

various instructional activities. Third, she calls for the explicit instruction of 

comprehension strategies. Last, she recommends that teachers generate “opportunities for 

students to use informational texts for authentic purposes” (p. 40). Duke believes these 

strategies can help students construct a firm understanding of informational text early in 
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school to help avoid any potential struggles they might face with more complex 

informational text later in life.  

Presently, very little research exists that focuses on students’ perceptions of their 

experience in peer-led discussions (Evans, 2002). 

The rationale for using peer-led literature discussions, rather than 

teacher-led discussions, in many of these studies is that such 

instructional contexts help students take ownership of their learning 

and provide a forum that allows all students’ voices to be heard. It is 

somewhat ironic then that the voices often missing in the analyses of 

these studies were the students. (p. 46) 

 

With that premise, Evans conducted a study examining the perceptions of fifth 

grades students as they participated in peer-led literature discussion groups. Valuable in 

that this study added “an important and missing voice to our understanding of the 

complex instructional contexts of peer-led discussions” (p. 49), it did not focus on the 

voices of struggling readers. 

To date, only one related study (Triplett & Buchanan, 2005) has explored the 

emotions of young struggling readers (i.e., grades first through third) in terms of their 

literacy experiences. 

Specifically, we were interested in finding out how school contexts, 

curriculum, and relationships influence students’ experiences of 

struggle....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. (p. 63) 

 

Although valuable in terms of listening to young struggling readers, the discussions were 

not peer-led. Lacking are studies investigating the experience of young struggling readers 

as they participate in peer-led discussions. 
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Text Structure and Small Group Discussion 

 Since reading is genre specific (Duke, 2010), readers use different processes to 

read different kinds of texts. Informational text has many different structures, with the 

text organized around a specific topic and the ensuing supporting details (Marinak & 

Gambrell, 2009). Text structure plays an important role in how students view a book as 

well as how they build meaning in a collaborative setting (Armbuster, Anderson, & 

Ostertag, 1989) such as peer-led literature discussion groups.  

 Nonfiction text contains accurate facts and explanations related to the world using 

a variety of different forms of organization. The primary purpose of nonfiction text is to 

gain information. Students come across such text in school content area subjects such as 

science, social studies or math, but also in newspapers, magazines and on the Internet 

(Bos & Vaughn, 2006). Teaching various types of nonfiction texts can help students 

comprehend the more complex scientific style of thinking that is apparent in expository 

writing. Nonfiction texts can be difficult to comprehend because there is variation in the 

text organization, the content may be less familiar, and there may be a high proportion of 

technical terms (Bos & Vaughn, 2006). Given this fact, it is not surprising that students 

begin to experience difficulty with reading when they transition to textbooks in the 

middle grades (Brozo & Simpson, 2003). Because students have had less experience with 

this type of text students may also have more difficulty reading it. Yet as children learn to 

interact more productively with nonfiction texts, they gain more experience with them 

(Duke & Kays, 1998).  
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 As stated before, narrative books have a strong presence in classrooms around the 

country. Duke’s (2000) seminal study found that classroom collections of books in the 

primary grades do not adequately balance the literary and informational texts. In fact, it 

was determined that the presence of informational text in first grade classrooms was 

“rare, and in some cases, non-existent” (Duke, 2000, p. 35). Additionally, evidence of 

informational text in classroom posters and displays was rarely found (Duke, 2000). 

Yopp and Yopp (2006) reported that only a very small proportion of classroom read-

alouds covered informational text. Five percent of the total books read aloud at the 

preschool level were informational, and, in the primary grades, only 14% of the books 

read aloud were informational (Yopp & Yopp, 2006). Ness (2011) determined that 

teachers utilize informational text during daily classroom instruction for a mean of 

18.36 minutes per day in first grade, and 27.51 minutes per day in second grade. The 

mean increases in the third grade to 35.31 minutes, and remains fairly constant in the 

fourth grade at 38.13 minutes (Ness, 2011). These results indicate that even though 

teachers are including informational text in the classroom, students have limited exposure 

to informational text in the primary grades. This is unfortunate as early exposure in these 

primary classrooms could lay the foundation for the dominance of nonfiction in later 

grades.  

 Children naturally enjoy reading, listening to, and discussing stories. Most 

children are familiar with the structure of narrative texts and can readily identify the 

characters, action, setting, conflict, etc. Narrative texts are relatively easy because of the 

consistency of the text structure. Once students become aware of this structure, 
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commonly referred to as story grammar, they can use that knowledge to better 

comprehend what they are reading (Williams, 2003). Classroom libraries are typically 

made up of primarily narrative books (Duke, 2004). 

Where narrative text presents students with relatively predictable story grammar, 

nonfiction text presents facts, theories, and dates. In addition, reading aloud from 

nonfiction books is not a common occurrence (Kobrin, 1988). In a study where children 

were asked to discuss the most interesting book or story they had read, many children 

could not think of any nonfiction book they had found interesting (Gambrell, Codling, & 

Kennedy, 1994). Nonfiction texts are more challenging for readers to understand than 

narratives (Saenz & Fuchs, 2002). Nonfiction texts often follow not one, but a variety of 

text structures. They also generally deal with unfamiliar content and may include a great 

deal of new information and vocabulary in a very short passage (Englert & Hiebert, 

1984). To add to the challenges presented to the students, the organization and structure 

of nonfiction is often inconsistent and unpredictable. In addition, textbooks often have 

inadequate structure and poor organization. They generally contain vocabulary that is 

content-specific and that may be unfamiliar to the students. They do not always provide 

enough background information to allow readers to make sense of the new information 

(Hall, 2004).  

The specific text-related purpose is particularly important when students read 

nonfiction for several reasons. First, the reader has less freedom to make his or her own 

interpretation of nonfiction texts because the texts are used to teach content information. 

Second, because large amounts of information are available for any given topic, teachers 
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usually select a narrower section of nonfiction information from the text for students to 

learn.  

All of these factors contribute to the difficulty students experience in reading and 

understanding nonfiction texts (Bakken & Whedon, 2002). Harp and Mayer (1998) 

discuss the concept of “seductive details” in nonfiction text and how authors often add 

details to science text to pique the interest of the reader. Unfortunately, these details often 

deter readers from understanding the most important ideas in the text, leading them to 

concentrate more on these details than on the relevant facts. The consequences of not 

comprehending nonfiction texts can include not learning required content, low self-

efficacy, failure to pass tests, and behavior problems (Hall, 2004). 

Additionally, students are not normally taught specific skills for understanding 

nonfiction texts. If students are directly taught any comprehension skills at all, those 

strategies have traditionally been taught using narratives. In fact, students are rarely 

explicitly taught any specific strategies for reading nonfiction, which is the type of text 

they are most likely to encounter as they move through the school system (DiCecco & 

Gleason, 2002; Williams et al., 2007). 

Research has shown that it is possible to improve the comprehension of narrative 

text by teaching readers how to discern and use the structure of the text (story grammar) 

to increase comprehension. However, challenges remain in the area of comprehension of 

nonfiction text, thus this study about exploring how fourth graders respond to nonfiction 

text in the context of small, peer-led literature discussion groups fills a gap in research 

that needs to be explored. 
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 Very few studies to date have explored the relationship between content or text 

type (narrative or nonfiction) on children’s discussion. One of these studies conducted by 

Leal (1992) investigates the effect of text type on the quality of children’s discussions of 

stories. Children in first, third, and fifth grades were assigned to one of three treatment 

groups where they listened to either a storybook, an information book, or an 

informational storybook. The informational storybook was based on information but was 

presented in a narrative format, such as The Magic School Bus series.  

Results of this study reveal important differences for both grade level and text 

type. As expected, older students are more successful at collaboration and rely more on 

peer comments in their discussions. The major finding of the study is that informational 

storybooks enhanced discussion more than narrative or expository texts. Students across 

all grade levels offered more speculations and relied more on the comments of peers 

when discussing the informational storybook as compared to either of the other two text 

types. The results of this study suggest that the quality and texture of text-based 

discussion is influenced by text type.  

 Leal’s (1992) study investigated the effect of an informational storybook on the 

quality of children’s discussions of stories that were read aloud. What would be revealed 

if the genre was just nonfiction and students read independently before discussing what 

they read within the context of peer-led literature discussion groups? 

Sharing and interacting with others in literature study circles or book talks is a 

natural outgrowth of real literature in the classroom, and interest in discussion of 

narrative text is thoroughly documented (Almasi, 1994; Brown & Palinscar, 1989). 
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Although the use of teaching of literature is profoundly important to literacy learning, 

children usually find nonfiction texts most difficult to comprehend (Martin, VanCleaf, & 

Hodges, 1988; Vacca, Vacca, & Grove, 1991). Nonfiction texts can present readers with 

a number of challenges such as unfamiliar text structure or a high degree of content 

background knowledge. Nonetheless, the results of the 1988 National Assessment of 

Educational Progress (NAEP) reveals that many students in the United States are unable 

to perform higher level reading functions from specialized reading materials (Mullins, 

Owen, & Philips, 1991).  

In order for children to become active, independent readers and thinkers, they 

need to recognize and resolve their own discrepancies with texts. One way to encourage 

this process is to provide children with opportunities to participate in peer discussions. 

Unlike the lecture modality that relies on teachers to convey information or the recitation 

format where we assume responsibility for evaluating student responses, effective 

classroom discussions of nonfiction texts encourage students to apply what they have 

read in an exchange of ideas to modify their responses as classroom members interact 

with one another. Research supports the notion that learning advantages take place when 

children are given the opportunity to discuss texts with their peers. For example, Almasi 

and Gambrell (1994) examine the nature of fourth graders’ socio-cognitive conflicts in 

peer-led and teacher-led discussions. Socio-cognitive conflict is defined as a “state of 

cognitive unrest that an individual confronts while participating in social interactions” (p. 

2). Almasi and Gambrell discovered that in peer-led discussions, students are more likely 

to recognize and resolve their own misunderstandings about texts because “cognitive 
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unrest” is more likely to be shared in a group setting. Conversely, in teacher-led 

discussions, teachers tend to assume the role exposing students’ inconsistencies. The 

researchers suggest that relying on the teacher to serve as the interpretive authority may 

cause students to become passive learners.  

As readers engage in sharing responses to nonfiction texts in a social context, they 

construct new meaning as a result of interaction with others in the classroom community. 

The social constructivist view of reading is supported by a number of educational 

theorists who contend that there are a number of important linkages between social 

interaction and improved comprehension (Gavelek, 1986; Short & Pierce, 1990). 

Furthermore, the social constructivist perspective is consistent with Vygotsky’s (1962, 

1978) work, which presents language as both a communicative tool and a means by 

which humans develop intellectually. While a social constructivist theory is readily 

acknowledged with regard to narrative text, it is equally important to nonfiction texts.  

A 1992 study conducted by McMahon found that in small group discussions of 

historical fiction, fourth and fifth grade students were able to construct and modify their 

ideas upon hearing others within the group communicate their views about text. For 

example, after reading a passage that described the Peace Day Carnival celebrating the 

memory of those who died in the bombing of Hiroshima, one child clarified for the group 

that the “Carnival” was probably not like a fair or circus with roller coasters and other 

rides. In this way, one student was able to clarify a misconception that other members 

missed in their reading. 
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Chapter Summary 

In order to place this study within a pedagogical framework, this chapter reviewed 

some of the relevant literature regarding several areas of research. Sections included the 

theoretical framework of reading, summarizing the major components of Rosenblatt’s 

transactional theory of reading, as well as a review of the historical underpinnings of 

literature study. The final section reviewed the benefits of peer-led literature discussion 

groups. 

Throughout the contemporary history of literacy theory, many scholars have 

suggested that the meaning which comes about from reading occurs because of the text, 

the reader, or the transaction which occurs between the reader, the text, and the event in 

time. Rosenblatt (1938) is the forerunner in describing the way by which a reader and the 

text create meaning during this moment in time through her foundational “transaction 

theory.” 

One purpose of this study is to investigate the stances adopted by fourth grade 

reading students as they read and write in response to nonfiction texts in small, peer-led 

literature discussion groups. Researchers (Cox & Many, 1989; Many 1989; 1990) suggest 

that the aesthetic stance adopted during a reading of a text influences effects on the 

readers and their levels of understanding. Cox and Many (1989) examine the relationship 

between the aesthetic stance and the content of the free response as students read fiction. 

However, no study has yet investigated the responses to nonfiction texts in peer-led 

discussion groups. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

In this section, the choices and rationale for the research design are given. Also, 

this chapter will provide a description of the site, participants, and researcher involved in 

the study, followed by discussions of data collection and analysis of data. 

This study took place in the teacher researcher’s daily, 45 minute, pull-out 

intervention time. During this study, one small group of students discussed six nonfiction 

texts during their 15-minute discussion sessions across 6 weeks. The purpose of this 

study was to provide an in-depth exploration and describe the nature of fourth graders’ 

responses to nonfiction text in the context of small, peer-led literature discussion groups. 

Aesthetic and efferent coding categories were developed prior to the study (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 1998). This scale was loosely based on Cox and Many’s (1992) Instrument for 

Measuring Reader on an Efferent to Aesthetic Continuum, which was designed for 

narrative text. However, for this study, adaptations and modifications were made to 

accommodate reader response to nonfiction text. Qualitative research methods of 

observing and analyzing documents were used because these methods allow for rich, 

diverse responses to the research questions to occur (Denzin, 1994; Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). This study was guided by the following research question: What was the nature of 

students’ efferent or aesthetic responses to nonfiction texts in small, peer-led literature 

discussion groups?  
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Assumptions 

This study rested on the following assumptions: 

1. Students are individuals with unique personal, cultural, and academic experiences. 

This affects the ways in which students respond to texts and one another in 

classroom contexts. 

2. Students are active makers of meaning who construct understanding as they 

interact with others and with the text. 

3. A researcher can describe what students think by listening to what students say, 

observing what they do, and reviewing documents they generate. 

4. Observation and interviews are useful methods for collecting data and interpreting 

situations. 

A Qualitative Approach 

A qualitative, naturalistic, case study research approach was employed to explore 

fourth graders’ responses to nonfiction text in small peer-led literature discussion groups. 

I chose a qualitative tradition because according to Merriam (1998), the key 

philosophical assumption of qualitative research is that “reality is constructed by 

individuals interacting with their social world” (p. 6). Merriam also noted that qualitative 

research is an “umbrella concept” (p. 5), which includes several forms of inquiry with 

interchangeable terms such as naturalistic inquiry, interpretive research, field study, 

participant observation, inductive research, case study, and ethnography.  

My study has the characteristics that Merriam concluded qualitative research 

contains, regardless of which terms applied: (a) as the researcher, I am interested in 
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understanding the meaning that my students constructed; (b) as the teacher researcher, I 

was the primary instrument for data collection and analysis; (c) this research involved 

fieldwork; (d) this research primarily used an inductive research strategy; and the product 

of the qualitative research was richly descriptive (Merriam, 1998). 

 In my study, I was interested in exploring how my fourth grade students 

responded to nonfiction texts in the context of small, peer-led literature discussion 

groups. According to Merriam (1998), qualitative researchers are interested in how 

people construct meaning in a particular setting. Researchers like the messiness of life 

and understand that life happens in the contexts or natural settings where people work, 

study, eat, play, drink, and love. Because of their respect for context, qualitative 

researchers see social worlds as wholes, not just as pieces or variables that can be 

statistically measured and predicted. 

As the teacher and the researcher, I recorded field notes, transcribed tapes, and 

wrote up my findings. I was the primary instrument for data collection and analysis. The 

human researcher has the ability to respond to the context, adapt techniques to the 

circumstances, include nonverbal aspects into the study, and process data immediately 

while interpreting and summarizing (Merriam, 1998).  

The site of this study was my intervention classroom where my fourth graders 

were instructed by me on a daily basis. To satisfy the key assumption that reality is 

constructed by individuals interacting with their social worlds; the researcher must go to 

the site of the study (Merriam, 1998). The flexible nature of this paradigm presented an 

opportunity to observe participants and collect data in a natural setting. Observations 
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were conducted without intervening or disturbing what was naturally occurring in the 

peer-led literature discussion groups.  

As the teacher researcher, I knew that students would take an aesthetic and/or 

efferent stance; however, the type of stance was not predetermined. I had a continuum of 

efferent and aesthetic stances and I understood that changes could take place throughout 

the study. I knew that new questions may be discovered and even data-gathering 

activities could be altered. The focus of the study was to deepen my understanding of the 

responses made in the peer-led discussion groups by closely examining the data and 

allowing my findings to inform the next decisions.  

In my study, rich descriptions of the site, participants, instructional context, 

teacher researcher, and participants are addressed. In contrast to quantitative researchers 

who are less concerned with detail, qualitative researchers believe that rich descriptions 

of the social world are valuable for interpreting and understanding events and processes 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). This thick description invites the reader into the vivid world 

of participants, my fourth grade students. 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) stress the importance of using a research model that best 

addresses the study’s guiding questions. As the teacher researcher, my paradigmatic 

views guided the research design for this study and led me to borrow from a variety of 

research traditions and methods. Therefore, questions derived from this study can best be 

answered through a qualitative, naturalistic, case study paradigm.  
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Case Study Design 

Among all of the qualitative designs, I chose to use a case study because 

according to Merriam (1998), the case study is an “examination of a specific 

phenomenon such as a program, an event, a person, a process, an institution, or a social 

group” (p. 9). In this case study, I was concerned with a specific phenomenon that 

occurred when students responded to nonfiction texts in small, peer-led literature 

discussion groups. My main concern was to understand the nature of student responses to 

nonfiction text in peer-led literature discussion groups. 

In this study, a fourth grade classroom comprised the case to be studied. The case 

of any study is a single unit or bounded system that can be seen as “a single entity, a unit 

around which there are boundaries” (Merriam, 1998, p. 27). More specifically, the units 

of analysis or cases were individual fourth grade students within the instructional context 

of peer-led literature discussion groups. 

The Research Site 

The District 

The study took place in one of the fastest-growing public school districts in North 

Texas. It is located at the tip of the so-called golden triangle, which includes the cities of 

Dallas, Fort Worth, and Denton. The district prides itself on being a student centered 

public school system by keeping its schools small to provide strong, individualized 

instruction.  
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The district encompasses almost 180 square miles and currently includes 3 

comprehensive high schools, 5 middle schools, 18 elementary schools, an advanced 

technology complex, an early childhood center, an alternative high school, and other 

specialized schools and centers. As a fast-growth district, the student enrollment is 

increasing by more than 1,000 students annually. With this growth, the district is opening 

one to three facilities a year. In 2011, the district had 23,994 students.  

The School 

The study took place at a public elementary school in the fall of 2007 through the 

spring of 2008. The school opened in the fall of 2007. The school is located in a 

neighborhood of several suburban subdivisions and is a Title I school with approximately 

480 students, grades kindergarten through fifth. At the time of the study, 80% of the 

students qualified for free and reduced lunches. Twenty-six percent of the school 

population was Hispanic, 58% Anglo, 10% African American, and 5% other. Fifteen 

percent of the population was composed of English Language Learners (ELL). The 

majority of the students come from low-income families. 

The Classroom 

The classroom in this study was situated off of the main hall a few doors from the 

main office and main entrance to the school. It was a small room, less than half the size 

of a typical classroom with one-and-a-half hexagon tables and a computer center 

consisting of six computers against one of the walls. The computers had the Scholastic 

based reading software preloaded. There were two large windows with mini-blinds that 
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remained open throughout the school year. READ 180 leveled books were located on 

shelves and easily accessible to all students. In addition to this, a large paperback library 

with various genres and levels was available for independent reading. Reading posters, 

student generated fiction and nonfiction reader response charts, the writing process, and 

specialized word lists were displayed throughout the room. It was equipped with a flat 

screen television that could be controlled from the library or from a computer within the 

classroom. 

Class seating arrangements were changed as needed to match assigned tasks. The 

fourth grade students met daily from 1:30 to 2:15 p.m. The following weekly schedule 

was typically followed: 

Table 1 

Daily Reading Schedule for Classroom 

Day     Hour                                               Task 

Monday 

 

1:30-1:55 Read Aloud/Shared Reading (mini-lessons led by the 

teacher) 

1:55-2:15 Computer station or guided reading 

Tuesday 

 

1:30-1:35 Review previous mini-lesson from Monday 

1:35-1:55 Students read independently (students read the same title) 

1:55-2:00 Students write in journals 

2:00-2:15 Peer-led discussion groups 

Wednesday 

 

1:30-1:55 Read Aloud/Shared Reading (mini-lessons led by the 

teacher) 

1:55-2:15 Computer Station or guided reading 

Thursday 

 

1:30-1:35 Review previous mini-lesson from Wednesday 

1:35-1:55 Students read independently (students read the same title) 

1:55-2:00 Students write in journals 

2:00-2:15 Peer-led discussion groups 

Friday 

 

1:30-1:55 Read Aloud/Shared Reading (mini-lessons led by the 

teacher) 

1:55-2:15 Computer Station or guided reading 
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The Research Setting 

Instructional Context 

This study took place in the teacher researcher’s classroom. It was a daily, 45-

minute pull-out reading intervention program that used some components of the 

Scholastic READ 180 curriculum. According the Scholastic web site: 

READ 180 is an intensive reading intervention program that helps educators 

confront the problem of adolescent illiteracy and special needs reading on 

multiple fronts, using technology, print, and professional development. READ 

180 is proven to meet the needs of struggling readers whose reading achievement 

is below proficient level. The program directly addresses individual needs through 

differentiated instruction, adaptive and instructional software, high-interest 

literature, and direct instruction in reading, writing, and vocabulary skills. 

 

READ 180 was the designated Reading Intervention Program that was utilized at 

the school. As the teacher researcher, I found that there were components of the program 

that were a little less than engaging, according to the students. The program provided 

little opportunity for student-centered instruction and discourse. Classroom discourse was 

limited to instruction focused directly on test items or on items similar to them in a 

workbook. Moreover, a majority of the instructional material focused on improving 

decoding skills. 

My philosophy is that students need opportunities to actively construct 

knowledge. Open discussions were not only permitted but encouraged. I offered 

assistance and guidance when it was needed. Students’ opinions were valued, and 

students felt comfortable sharing their opinions with each other and the teacher. In my 

classroom, I engaged my students in literacy events that helped them see connections 
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between their lives and their work in school. I created a responsive and inclusive learning 

environment that offered students choices of text and allowed opportunities for lively, 

reflective discussion through a Reader’s Workshop environment. The social 

constructivist perspective proposes that knowledge increases as learners interact with 

each other and the world. Thus, deep discussions of texts were an integral part of my 

constructivist-based classroom. I felt that readers needed to access prior knowledge and 

interact with the text in order to facilitate comprehension and assimilate new knowledge.  

Computer Work: READ 180 Software 

The READ 180 software was a component of the Scholastic READ 180 Program 

that was purchased by the school as an intervention resource to utilize in my classroom. 

The software required students to work independently and interactively. The database on 

the computer tracked each student’s progress and provided differentiated instruction 

based on the students’ responses as they worked their way through three zones (spelling, 

word work, and reading). Upon successful completion of the three instructional zones, a 

formative evaluation was administered which provided feedback to the teacher on the 

level of success for each student in each zone.  

The READ 180 software provided a total of nine topics with four segments from 

each topic. Each segment began with a digital video clip on a high-interest topic that the 

students would encounter within the text that they read and the vocabulary that they 

would study. The preview of information through the use of the video clip was an 

effective means for providing background knowledge and for setting a purpose for 

reading. 
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The software consisted of four “learning zones:” The Reading Zone, Spelling 

Zone, Word Zone, and Success Zone. In the Reading Zone, students viewed a video and 

read a leveled passage. Phonics, decoding, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension skills 

instruction were grounded in practice and application. In the Spelling Zone, students’ 

responses on an initial assessment generated a customized word list for spelling mastery. 

In the Word Zone, students mastered words from the reading passage as they practice 

decoding and rapid word recognition. Lastly, in the Success Zone, students practiced and 

applied comprehension skills as they continued to build fluency. They demonstrated 

success through a final oral recording of their passages. Upon completing this zone, 

students moved on to a new segment. The software collected data based on individual 

responses and adjusted instruction to meet each student’s needs. 

Reading and Discussion Groups 

Read alouds (shared reading). Shared reading was a part of weekly instruction. 

It was an instructional framework based on the shared book experience initially designed 

by Holdaway (1979) as a way to develop language, conventions of print and literate 

practices associated with the ways of talking about books. More recent scholars (Allen, 

2011; Fisher, 2007) suggest that shared reading with upper primary and middle school 

students provides a context for a range of instructional purposes. Examples of some of 

these purposes associated with shared reading are: (a) demonstrating reading and 

comprehension strategies, (b) engaging students in reading, (c) providing explicit 

instruction of reading strategies and processes, (d) encouraging participation and reading 

practices, (e) stimulating independent reading, and (f) supporting and building a 
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community of readers. The preceding list is not an exhaustive list, but just part of the 

range of purposes associated with shared reading. 

There are many features that distinguish shared reading from other types of 

reading experiences. First, shared reading is an interactive experience; teachers and 

students read, may re-read, and talk about the text and their meaning making processes as 

they read. Unlike typical experiences of reading aloud to students, the text is visible to all 

readers in shared reading. This may be in the form of a poster, overhead transparency, big 

book, multiple copies of books, or a chart. The readers not only hear the language as in 

read-alouds, but they also follow along in a written text. 

During shared reading on Monday and Wednesday, students surrounded a big 

book. Reading aloud (shared reading) typically occurred at the beginning of class and 

lasted for 5 to 10 minutes. As I read, students followed along with the text. Through this 

reading experience, my purpose was to explicitly demonstrate and implicitly support 

comprehension strategies (i.e., connections, using background information, making 

predictions and inferences, marking significant events, visualizing, questioning, and 

features of print), particularly the flexible use of strategies in the actual experience of 

making sense of our reading. I consider this an embedded form of comprehension 

instruction, since it occurred within the activity of authentic reading practice. 

The purpose of the read aloud was to discuss literature, connect learning 

experiences, and raise questions significant to our learning community. Also, reading 

aloud provided important opportunities to explore possible structures for responding to 

literature, including the use of peer-led literature discussion groups.  
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I used both fiction and nonfiction texts for read-alouds. Reading out loud 

nonfiction interactively initiated, sanctioned and inspired a variety of genuine response 

from predictable questions about meanings of words, to simple associations, to 

connections to deeper questions and wonderings about the world around them. Reading 

aloud also challenged us to make on the spot decisions and go to another resource to 

answer or support a question. Pappas (2003) suggested that this is what makes reading 

nonfiction out loud challenging and daunting for teachers. It did not seem to be 

challenging for the students, however. The children became more familiar with and 

comfortable with responding to nonfiction and began to develop a trust that their 

responses to nonfiction would be accepted. Interactive read-alouds were instrumental in 

initiating their response. 

Interactive discussion during read-alouds. When we read nonfiction out loud, I 

found that students listened to what was being read and of their own accord responded 

out loud. They constantly made comments and asked questions. They were confident that 

articulating one correct answer or particular way to respond was not the goal. The 

authentic questions that arose from these read-alouds showed variety and possibilities 

that initiating response might provide. 

Keeping the read-alouds as active and interactive as possible, I welcomed and 

accepted all spontaneous responses. The read aloud sessions provided a place for students 

to identify the gaps between what the students knew and what the text or illustrations was 

offering. Identifying and wondering about these gaps initiated response. 



 

 

 

66 

When questions came up we worked together to puzzle out a response to the 

question or a resolution. At times the students’ questions would stop the reading 

altogether and send someone to a reference, a map, another book, a dictionary. These 

features of interactive read-alouds mirror the findings of Fisher, Flood, Lapp and Frey 

(2004) who found that when text is selected carefully and purposefully engagement and 

discussions that ensue during the read aloud are focused and lively. 

Prior to the study, I continued to read aloud nonfiction interactively and focused 

on response to nonfiction through demonstration and interactive talk using examples 

from our reading and from the students’. The students generated questions and made a 

classroom chart with poster board of “Literature Discussion Questions for Nonfiction” 

that was displayed on the wall next to the “Literature Discussion Questions for Fiction” 

chart. The questions included: 

 Can you make a text-to-self connection? 

 Can you make a text-to-text connection? 

 Can you make a text-to-world connection? 

 What do you wonder? 

 What text features do you notice?  

Reading aloud interactively and demonstrating my own responses was the most 

consistent and primary way response to nonfiction was initiated. During the read-alouds, 

I demonstrated my own wonderings and responses, I looked closely at illustrations as 

well as text and commented about what I noticed, I welcomed spontaneous remarks and 

questions. Students’ questions were followed up with questions and probes to more 
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clearly identify connections to what the reading stirred up. The interactive read-alouds 

gave students the chance to share out loud their personal experiences and connections 

during the event, not just after it. In addition, the students developed trust that I was not 

making them answer questions to prove something to me (Eeds & Wells 1989), but to 

engage with the text and ask their own questions. This was a goal of mine while initiating 

responses to nonfiction. 

After reading aloud, I initiated discussions with students and focused on their 

thoughts and reactions. Since students sat with me at one hexagon shaped table, I often 

asked students to turn and talk with their peers about their responses. Furthermore, I 

consistently introduced various response strategies, which students had the opportunity to 

implement during small group discussions. This was a gradual release of responsibility. 

These discussions and engagements around the read-aloud experience would become the 

foundation for how peer-led literature discussion groups were organized.  

After quite a bit of modeling, I implemented peer-led discussion groups mid-

November. Groups typically met two to three times a week for 15 to 20 minutes over a 

period of 2 to 3 weeks. Due to the small class size of no more than four students, only 

one literature discussion group existed. Occasionally, we would skip random weeks for 

TAKS test (Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills) preparation or curriculum 

mandates. According to the TEA (Texas Education Association), the TAKS assessment 

were designed to measure the extent to which a student has learned and is able to apply 

the defined knowledge and skills at each tested grade level.  



 

 

 

68 

Peer-led discussion groups. Peer-led literature discussion groups are small 

groups of readers that read the same text and talk about their understandings of it with 

each other. The process itself is flexible in that the students may read together and discuss 

the text as they read, or they may read independently and meet at intervals to talk about 

the ongoing development of the plot and their responses. Peer led literature discussion 

groups promote reading development by generating an activity context where students 

construct meaning, respond to texts, and engage in literate discourse (McMahon & 

Raphael, 1997). Talk is one of the significant means for learning in classrooms (Cazden, 

2001). To make real learning occur, teachers have to create instruction in which students 

are able to have constructive talk. Peer-led literature discussion encourages students to 

explore ideas and construct meaning together. It fosters students’ particular capacities 

such as negotiation skills in ways not available in teacher-led, whole-class discussion 

(Barnes, 1990). In addition, it helps students develop higher level language skills, makes 

them aware of cultural differences, and offers them opportunities to make connections 

between texts and personal experiences. 

The key to successful implementation of these peer-led literature discussion 

groups depended on the classroom community the students and I created together. The 

most important community building experiences were the reading aloud or shared 

reading of a high interest novels, big books, poetry, picture books, or nonfiction titles to 

the whole class.  

Group tasks. Often, I assigned an open-ended task for groups to work on during 

their discussions, such as those described in Short, Harste, and Burke (1996), like Sketch 
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to Stretch. After reading a selection, students drew sketches that illustrated key ideas and 

details. Students presented their drawings to explain how they made connections with the 

information revealed in the text. Another task that the students enjoyed was Save the Last 

Word. Students were given 3x5 note cards. After reading an assigned passage, they had to 

find three to five quotations from the text that they really liked. Students then read the 

material and wrote one quotation on one side of each card. On the other side, they 

explained why they liked it. Students then shared their quotations, one at a time. Fellow 

classmates were encouraged to comment on each quotation. Finally, the writers shared 

their own comments from the other side of the cards.  

Journaling. If time permitted, students wrote responses in their student journals 

about what they had read in order to prepare for the discussion. A poster with possible 

response questions was posted in the classroom. These were questions that the students 

came up with as a whole group during a shared writing activity at the beginning of the 

year. Some of the questions were: How did the book make you feel? Did you have a text 

to self-connection? Text to text connection? Or a text to world connection? After the 

groups discussed the book in literature discussion groups, they were asked to do some 

kind of group reflection, summarizing what they had accomplished, rating their 

productivity, and setting a reading goal for their next meeting. These were stored in a 

group folder that was kept on a counter for me to read later.  

Evaluation of discussion groups. Literature discussion groups were a popular 

feature of my classroom. However, I was always challenged by how to make of peer-led 

literature discussion groups more productive and effective. I struggled with issues like 
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what to do when a student did not keep up with his or her reading, how to assess 

comprehension, and whether the engagement was the best way to meet instructional 

goals. These tensions gave me an opportunity to reflect on how I used peer-led literature 

discussion groups, how my students experienced peer-led literature discussion groups, 

and what I might change in the future. 

Guided Reading and Connections 

 Guided reading is based on the premise that the teacher supports students in 

reading materials they cannot read independently. The primary goal of a guided reading 

session is to help students develop strategic reading strategies that extend into 

independent reading (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996). Tompkins (2003) further explains the 

logistics of guided reading: “children continue reading on their own while the teacher 

monitors their reading. After reading, children and the teacher discuss the book” (p. 18). 

Guided reading can serve as instruction for children and assessment for teachers as they 

keep track of the strategies readers use. The small groups formed for guided reading were 

based on the instructional needs of the students. Groups were fluid, modifying with the 

changing needs of the students involved. 

One strategy was making connections. Prior to the study, I read aloud nonfiction 

interactively and focused on response to nonfiction through demonstration and interactive 

talk using examples from our reading and from the students. The students generated 

questions and made a classroom chart with poster board of “Literature Discussion 

Questions for Nonfiction” that was displayed on the wall next to the “Literature 

Discussion Questions for Fiction” chart. The questions included the following: 
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 Can you make a text-to-self connection? 

 Can you make a text-to-text connection? 

 Can you make a text-to-world connection? 

 What do you wonder? 

 What text features do you notice?  

Reading aloud interactively and demonstrating my own responses was the most 

consistent and primary way response to nonfiction was initiated in my classroom. During 

the read-alouds, I demonstrated my own wonderings and responses, I looked closely at 

illustrations as well as text and commented about what I noticed, I welcomed 

spontaneous remarks and questions. Students’ questions were followed up with questions 

and probes to more clearly identify connections to what the reading stirred up. The 

interactive read-alouds gave students the chance to share out loud their personal 

experiences and connections during the event, not just after it. In addition, the students 

developed trust that I was not making them answer questions to prove something to me, 

(Eeds & Wells, 1989), but to engage with the text and ask their own questions. This was a 

goal of mine while initiating responses to nonfiction.  

Participants 

The participants for this study consisted of a group four fourth grade students 

from the teacher-researcher’s READ 180 class. They were in a reading intervention 

program because they were considered to be struggling readers. What is a struggling 

reader? Various characteristics are used by researchers to describe what represents a 

struggling reader (Alvermann, 2001; Triplett, 2007). According to Alvermann (2001), 
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“…the term struggling can refer to youth with clinically diagnosed reading disabilities as 

well as to those who are unmotivated, in remediation, disenchanted, or generally 

unsuccessful in school literacy tasks” (p. 679). Thus, it has the potential to identify a 

diverse group of individuals. Triplett (2007) uses the term struggling reader to refer to 

students who are unsuccessful with reading tasks in school. In this study, struggling 

readers were students who were not successful with school literacy tasks, particularly 

with respect to making meaning out of them. The students in all of the READ 180 

intervention classes were third through fifth graders who were not reading or 

comprehending on grade level according to teacher observations, Scholastic Reading 

Inventory (SRI) lexile scores, Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) 

results, and running records. 

There were two boys and two girls that made up the classroom community. 

Within this community, there were two Latino boys and two white girls. The diversity of 

the classroom population generally mirrored that of the school. The class met daily for 

45-minute blocks. Within this time frame throughout the week, students were taught 

reading strategies, comprehension skills, and were reading instructionally appropriate 

materials independently and with small groups. Discussion about texts played a major 

role within instructional time. 

Obtaining Permission 

In accordance with the Texas Woman’s University Institutional Review Board 

guidelines, parents of my students were sent consent letters. In addition to the parental 

consent, my students read and signed student consent forms. This gave students an 
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opportunity to clarify any questions about the study. Only students that returned parent 

and student consent forms prior to the study were used for data collection. Students that 

did not return consent forms participated, but were not included in data collection. 

The instructional activities of reader response in small, peer-led literature 

discussion groups were not new to my teaching practice. Students were informed that 

they could withdraw at any time.  

Teacher as Researcher 

Considering the goals of the study and the context specific needs related to 

teaching and using students as informants, the design of this study as a qualitative case 

study made sense to be adapted to teacher research (Merriam, 1998, Hubbard & Power, 

1999). Teacher research is both a theory and methodology. According to Cochran-Smith 

and Lytle (1993) “Almost by definition teacher research is case study: The unit of 

analysis is typically the individual child, the classroom, or the school” (p. 59). This 

teacher research study is a qualitative case study in that I investigate a bounded 

phenomenon and describe, interpret, and evaluate that phenomenon for the purpose of 

building theory (Merriam, 1998). The phenomenon under investigation is bounded in that 

programs and processes were not intentionally altered or changed for the purpose of this 

research, but rather I investigated an already established setting, specifically, literature 

discussion groups within my fourth grade, READ 180 classroom.  

As a teacher research study for the purpose of understanding what will happen 

within a particular educational context in which I, as the teacher, am personally involved, 

the context of the study was central to the inquiry (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993; 
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Hubbard & Power, 1999; Whitin, 1996). Specific aspects of the context that were 

examined include: both negotiated and official curriculum, students, the community the 

school serves, the broader society that shapes attitudes, beliefs, and policy, and me as the 

teacher and primary researcher. 

Researcher Perspective 

As a researcher in a qualitative study, I realize that I take my own beliefs, values, 

attitudes, and personal history into consideration. As the teacher-researcher, I was 

influenced by a constructivist point of view, holding that participants construct their own 

knowledge and reality based on their individual perspectives and experiences.  

I believe that to engage students, we, as educators, must help our students see 

connections between their lives and their work in school. We must create responsive and 

inclusive learning environments that offer choices of texts and opportunities for lively 

discussion. The social constructivist perspective proposes that knowledge increases as 

learners interact with each other and the world (Vygotsky, 1978). Thus, deep discussions 

of texts are an integral part of the constructivist classroom. Readers must access prior 

knowledge and interact with the texts in order to facilitate comprehension and assimilate 

new knowledge.  

I have strived to create a safe, accepting place for discussions and to encourage a 

community of readers in my classroom. Students openly shared challenges at school and 

home daily. During literature discussion groups, I stepped back and let the students reach 

their own conclusions and assume greater responsibility for their discussions. From the 

beginning of the year, I wanted to make it clear to my students that I valued their 
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opinions and ideas. I assured them that there were no wrong or right answers in our 

literature discussions. Within this accepting atmosphere, I wanted a feeling of trust to 

develop. According to Peterson and Eeds (1990), “the development of trust is necessary 

for group members were asked to take risks when they are invited to say what they think 

and feel in front of others” (p. 10). 

The Researcher’s Professional Background 

I earned a Bachelors of Science in Multidisciplinary Studies from Texas Tech 

University in 1998. I went on to earn my M.Ed. in Reading Education in 2001 from 

Texas Woman’s University. 

The years prior to my experience at this school included teaching Language Arts 

to sixth grade for 1 year, third grade for 3 years, fourth grade for 1 year, fifth grade 

Language Arts and Social Studies for 2 years, and District Staff Developer and Literacy 

and Science Support Teacher for 2 years. Through the duration of this study, I was a 

Reading Specialist at the elementary school in the afternoons from 11:45 a.m. through 

3:45 p.m. I was employed part-time so that I could spend more time at home with my 

small children. Students were dismissed at 3:00 p.m.; therefore the time at school with 

students present was about 3 hours and 15 minutes. Within this time frame, duties and 

transition times for grade levels were also included. There were three 45-minute blocks 

designated for READ 180 instruction.  
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Data Sources 

Case studies may be simple or complex and rely on a variety of techniques for 

gathering data. Several sources of data were collected for this study to reduce bias and 

increase the trustworthiness of the conclusions made. These sources included field notes, 

beginning of the year “Get to Know You” inventories, archival information from 

individual cumulative folders, informal conversations with students and their homeroom 

teachers, my thoughts and observations while in the field, transcriptions made of peer-led 

literature discussion groups, video recordings, audio recordings, and students’ texts. 

Field Notes 

Daily field notes were kept while observing peer-led literature discussion groups 

in a spiral notebook. Behavior (actions) not visible on videotape and as well as my 

responses and reactions were recorded. Categories were constructed as notes were 

reviewed. These notes were reviewed daily and would become instrumental in guiding 

future observations. 

Video Recording 

Video recordings helped make sense of non-verbal activity. All peer-led 

discussion groups were videotaped for 3 weeks. Before the beginning of the first 

discussion session, I explained to the group that the recorder was used because I was 

unable to write down everything that was said. A stand-alone video camera was placed at 

a distance as to not to hinder participation, yet close enough to record all participants 
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clearly. In addition to this, an audio recorder was used to more accurately capture 

conversation. 

Audio Recordings 

An audio recorder was placed on the center of the table. The teacher researcher 

pressed record to begin during the 15 minutes reserved for peer discussion. The ability to 

replay discussions via audiotapes allowed details to emerge that might have been 

overlooked in an initial observation. 

From a review of audio recordings, a researcher can obtain valuable information 

regarding behavior, interactions, and response patterns. Likewise subtleties and nuances 

of language—tone of voice, inflection, and individual style—can be examined. The use 

of audio recordings makes “attention to particulars” (Eisner 1998) more likely, supplying 

rich stores of information for later analysis. 

To facilitate students’ comfort with the recording process; I demonstrated the use 

of audio and video recording equipment and experimented with the process by taping 

several conversations unrelated to the study. With these “dry runs” and repeated 

recording experiences over the course of the study, I hoped to elicit student behavior and 

responses that were as natural as possible. 

Transcriptions 

Audio recordings were transcribed using the following conventions: (a) talk was 

transcribed verbatim, without correcting grammatical errors, incomplete sentences, and 

so forth; (b) pauses during talk were indicated by three dots (e.g., … I’m thinking about 
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the way Sheila felt); and (c) explanation or observations of certain behavior were 

included in parentheses (e.g., sitting beside John, Sheila looked at the dictionary over his 

shoulder). These conventions were used during the transcription process. 

Student Texts 

 Book selection consisted of nonfiction READ 180 books that were on the 

students’ instructional reading level according the SRI (Scholastic Reading Inventory). 

Twenty books were laid out on the table. Students had the opportunity to browse through 

the books before voting on which books were used for the literature discussion groups. If 

a student’s selection was not chosen for the study; he or she had the opportunity to check 

out the book to read at home or during free read time in homeroom classes. As a group, 

the students set a goal on what page to stop at. They read independently for 20 minutes. 

Participants then met with their small peer-led discussion group and discussed what they 

had read for 15 minutes.  

 These discussion groups took place during their regular class time twice a week 

for 3 weeks. Four copies of the instructional texts were available to the students; each 

child had his or her own copy. These included:  

 Gross Body Facts by Mary Kay Carson 

 Dive! A Book of Deep Sea Creatures by Melvin Berger 

 Meet J.K. Rowling by S. Ward 

 The Loch Ness Monster by Mary Ann Hoffman 

 The Great White Shark by James Hirsch 

 Finding the Titanic by Robert D. Ballard 
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Timeline 

Phase 1: Permissions 

I located and collected Media Permission forms from students eligible to 

participate in the study. Each year this school district requests that each parent or 

guardian return a permission slip regarding the use of their child’s name or image for 

media purposes. Media could be in the form of a public newspaper, the school district 

web site, newsletters, et cetera. Permission must be received from parents or parent 

guardians in order for a student to have their name and/or picture posted in any of these 

media. These forms were sent home at the beginning of the year and filed in students’ 

personal cumulative folders.  

Parents of each potential participant received an informed consent document 

(Appendix A) that described the purpose of the study and the requirements of the 

participants. The informed consent document contained information risks regarding the 

confidentiality of those involved and statements citing that this study was a completely 

voluntary role with the right to withdraw without penalty.  

Phase 2: Student Assent 

Students whose parents agreed to participate by signing and returning the 

informed consent document were made known to the researcher. Upon receiving a 

consent form from the parent, a student consent form was given prior to the study to 

assure that the children participated voluntarily and understood the purpose and activities 

in which they were participating. The students were given the opportunity to ask any 

questions in regards to the study at any time. The student consent forms were signed and 
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dated by the children and given directly to the researcher. While children may be legally 

incapable of giving informed consent, they nevertheless possessed the ability to assent to 

or dissent from participation. Out of respect for children as developing persons, children 

should be asked whether or not they wish to participate in the research. 

Phase 3: Data Collection 

I adhered to the regular class schedule and began data collections. Book selection 

consisted of nonfiction READ 180 books that were on the students’ instructional reading 

level according the SRI (Scholastic Reading Inventory). Twenty books were laid out on 

the table. Students had the opportunity to browse through the books before voting on 

which books were used for the literature discussion groups. If a student’s selection was 

not chosen for the study, he or she had the opportunity to check out the book to read at 

home or during free read time in homeroom classes. As a group, the students set a goal 

on what page to stop at. They read independently for 20 minutes and then responded 

freely in their journals for 5 minutes. Participants then met with their small peer-led 

discussion group and discussed what they had read for 10 to 15 minutes. These 

discussion groups took place during their regular class time twice a week for 3 weeks. 

As a participant-observer, I observed the groups as they discussed their texts and 

recorded (field notes) observations in my research journal. After 15 minutes of 

discussion, I pressed stop on the video and audio recorder. Students reviewed the day’s 

lesson and were dismissed to their homeroom classes. 

The READ 180 class was a total of 45 minutes long; however, video and audio-

taping only took place during the peer-led discussion groups. The peer-led discussions 
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and student observations were the primary focus of the study, so only the videotapes, 

audio-tapes, transcripts, and field notes of the discussion groups were analyzed.  

To build a comprehensive picture of the study and to increase credibility of the 

findings, the data collected for this study came from multiple sources. This study used 

two forms of data collection methods: (a) participant observation, which consisted of 

field notes on students during the peer-led literature discussion groups and video 

recordings and audio-taping, and (b) peer-led literature discussion groups that were taped 

and transcribed. These sources provided multiple lenses to view the whole picture of 

peer-led discussions. 

Procedures for Analysis 

To analyze the data, two procedures were undertaken. The first was multiple re-

readings of the data to identify patterns; beginning with the first transcription, the 

researcher conducted a wide reading of the information and later examined each 

transcription to determine emerging patterns. Then, the researcher conducted multiple re-

readings of the transcriptions to verify patterns. There were several re-readings of all of 

the transcriptions for verification and confirmation of the emerging patterns using the 

qualitative software program, NVivo 10.  

Coding of Responses 

 Data analyses were recursive and reflective as I, the researcher, transcribed the 

audiotapes, coded the responses, and examined patterns within and across the cases. The 

data were analyzed through individual case studies, patterns across cases, and patterns 
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across books according to the question that guided this study: What is the nature of 

students’ efferent or aesthetic responses to nonfiction texts? 

The stance of each response from the peer-led discussion group transcripts was 

determined according to a classification system of stance characteristics on a scale of 

efferent and aesthetic responses. A response consisted of a word, phrase, sentence, or 

group of sentences from the participant in one category. When the category changed, it 

became a different response. In a reply to a single question, the student might have one 

response if he or she answered in one category or several responses depending on how 

many times the response category changed during his or her reply.  

Categorization of Responses: Efferent to Aesthetic Continuum 

The scale was loosely based on Cox and Many’s (1992) Instrument for Measuring 

Reader on an Efferent to Aesthetic Continuum, which was designed for narrative text. 

However, for this study, adaptations and modifications were made to accommodate 

reader response to nonfiction text.  

The reader response scale for nonfiction texts developed for this study consists of 

four designated categories of reader stance: most efferent response, primarily efferent 

response, primarily aesthetic response, and most aesthetic response. Thus, the scale used 

in this study contained two efferent response categories and two aesthetic categories. 

Classification of stance in a response was determined by the overall or primary 

focus of the responder’s attention, whether the response was based on an analysis or an 

evocation. In addition, responses that simply facilitated the conversation were not coded. 

In cases of both efferent and aesthetic stances being apparent, with no primary emphasis 
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on either, a response was considered to be representative of the midpoint of the 

continuum and coded efferent and aesthetic. The classification system used was as shown 

in Table 2. 

Table 2 

Levels of Reader Stance on an Efferent to Aesthetic Continuum 

Levels Description Example 

1 Mostly    

   efferent 

What was learned or 

was information gained 

from the reading. This 

allows for a factual 

making of meaning. 

 

Analysis of text, print or illustrations, or 

information found in the text (text features): 

 Relating features of text to another text 

 Evaluating accuracy of text 

 Relating information of text to other 

known information 

2 Somewhat  

   efferent 

Retelling what the text 

‘said.’ 

Recall: 

 Summarizing the text 

 Furnishing specific details 

 Expressing what was learned 

3 Somewhat   

   aesthetic 

Selection of text to 

elaborate preference, 

judgment, or 

description.  

Evaluation according to personal or aesthetic 

values: 

 “I liked it when…” 

 “I thought it was best when…” 

4 Mostly  

   aesthetic 

Focus on the lived 

through experience of 

the literary work (the 

world created while 

reading and the 

emotions or 

associations resulting 

from the experience). 

 

Worlds created: 

 Recasting nonfiction text into a narrative 

frame 

 Imaginative visualizations 

Emotions or associations: 

 Responding to text on a subjective or 

emotional level 

 Recasting facts in terms of personal 

experience 

 

Further description of the Levels of Reader Stance on an Efferent to Aesthetic 

Continuum is as follows: 
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Level 1: Most efferent response. There is clear evidence of efferent analysis. 

The typical responses classified focused on what was learned or information gained from 

the reading. A subcategory to most efferent responses would include the believability; the 

testing of the story as ‘facts’ against reality. For example: “I doubt anything like this 

could happen” or “That was fake.” A mostly efferent response would move beyond the 

basic recall of the text to the analysis of the print, illustrations, or information found in 

the text. The student might relate elements of the text to another text, evaluate the 

accuracy of the text, or relate information of the text to other known information. This 

type of response could be classified as more complex or sophisticated than a primarily 

efferent response, which is correlated solely with recall.  

Level 2: Somewhat efferent response. These types of responses were focused on 

summarizing, and were often simple re-telling with preference or judgment statements. 

Simple re-telling is what the text ‘said’ without specifying reasons for selecting out any 

specific parts. For example: “It was about…” A primarily efferent response involves 

summarizing the text, furnishing specific details, using sequence in presentation, or 

expressing what was learned. These responses are explicitly related to the text. 

Level 3: Somewhat aesthetic responses. These responses involved selective 

attention to part of the text and a possible relationship that drew the student’s attention. 

This may include a statement of preference, a judgment of the quality of the text or of the 

text features, or an impression about the events. A primarily aesthetic response is defined 

as an evaluation according to personal or aesthetic values. These values incorporated 

statements like “I like it when…” or “I thought it was best when…” 
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 Level 4: Most aesthetic response. This is clear evidence of the lived-through 

experience. Attention is centered on the ideas, scenes, images, associations, or feelings 

called to mind during the reader’s transaction with the text. A mostly aesthetic response 

involved a world that is created, such as the student recasting nonfiction text into a 

narrative frame or having imaginative visualizations. This response category could also 

be associated with emotions or associations where the student responded to the text on a 

subjective or a personal level or recasts facts in terms of personal experience.   

In the case studies, I analyzed the students’ responses to the six books in the 

study. Within their responses to each book, I identified and examined the number of 

responses in the different aesthetic/ efferent categories. In order to examine the 

interaction within responses, the students’ responses were analyzed noting the shifts that 

occurred, movement along an aesthetic-efferent continuum (Rosenblatt, 1989, 1991). If 

the student only responded in one stance, then there was no identifiable shift or change to 

another category. If during the response, the student varied the category of stance, then 

there was an identifiable shift within that response. In that instance, the student’s 

response shifted to another category that was identified as a different response. A 

description of the participants’ responses and charts displaying the frequency of each of 

the stances is included in Chapter 4. The recursive nature of the analysis process that was 

embedded in the study provided me with the opportunity to reassess the data and confirm 

patterns that had emerged. 
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Limitations 

There were several limitations to this study. The small number of students in one 

self-contained classroom limits the possibility of generalizing the results to larger 

populations. As this was a purposive sample, rather than a random one, it was not 

necessarily representative of a larger population. The short duration of the study did not 

permit an in-depth analysis of students’ stance and level of understanding. The limited 

number of books was not representative of all of the types of books of nonfiction 

available. This study would be more trustworthy and credible if I had multiple reviewers 

of the data that could provide different perspectives.  
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

 This chapter presents the results of the cases reviewed in the case study and 

examines the students’ responses across books. The individual participants provide a 

window for viewing children’s responses to nonfiction trade books. The participants for 

this study consisted of a group four fourth grade students from the teacher-researcher’s 

READ 180 class. They were in a reading intervention program because they were 

considered to be struggling readers. Data collected included field notes, beginning of the 

year “Get to Know You” inventories, archival information from individual cumulative 

folders, informal conversations with students and their homeroom teachers, my thoughts 

and observations while in the field, transcriptions made of peer-led literature discussion 

groups, video recordings, audio recordings, and students’ texts. These sources were 

woven together to provide a rich description of each participant.  

 As the teacher and the researcher, I recorded field notes, transcribed tapes, and 

wrote up my findings. I was the primary instrument for data collection and analysis. The 

human researcher has the ability to respond to the context, adapt techniques to the 

circumstances, include nonverbal aspects into the study, and process data immediately 

while interpreting and summarizing (Merriam, 1998). 

Connections 

 As noted briefly in Chapter III, prior to the study, I read aloud nonfiction, 

interactively, and focused on response to nonfiction through demonstration and 

interactive talk using examples from our reading and from the students. The students 
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generated questions and made a classroom chart with poster board of “Literature 

Discussion Questions for Nonfiction” that was displayed on the wall next to the 

“Literature Discussion Questions for Fiction” chart. The questions included the 

following: 

 Can you make a text-to-self connection? 

 Can you make a text-to-text connection? 

 Can you make a text-to-world connection? 

 What do you wonder? 

 What text features do you notice? 

 Reading aloud interactively and demonstrating my own responses was the most 

consistent and primary way response to nonfiction was initiated in my classroom. During 

the read-alouds, I demonstrated my own wonderings and responses, I looked closely at 

illustrations as well as text and commented about what I noticed, I welcomed 

spontaneous remarks and questions. Students’ questions were followed up with questions 

and probes to more clearly identify connections to what the reading stirred up. The 

interactive read-alouds gave students the chance to share out loud their personal 

experiences and connections during the event, not just after it. In addition, the students 

developed trust that I was not making them answer questions to prove something to me, 

(Eeds & Wells 1989), but to engage with the text and ask their own questions. This was a 

goal of mine while initiating responses to nonfiction.  

All of the students responded to nonfiction aesthetically in many varied and often 

unique and individual ways. They expressed their personal evocations of the text in 
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different ways. During these evocations, they made personal connections to past events, 

family members, other texts, and shows/movies. They continuously shifted from efferent 

to aesthetic and aesthetic to efferent stances throughout the discussions. I extracted the 

aesthetic responses of each student from the discussion about J.K. Rowling in order to 

look more closely at the nature of these responses. In addition to this, I extracted the 

aesthetic responses of each student from the discussion about Gross Body Facts in order 

to look more closely at the nature of these responses. 

Description of Student Individual Participation Style 

Consistent throughout the study, Austin and Carlie maintained their hold as the 

top two contributors. Austin dominated the discussion with 61 responses, twice as many 

as the other participants. He experienced peer-led literature discussions as the primary 

leader of the group. This role was cultivated from the very beginning as he was a 

dominant, vocal presence throughout the study regardless of the discussion context. He 

was upbeat and energetic, eager to gather at the back table (or later, in the hallway) to 

discuss books with others.  

 Austin seemed to understand the reciprocal nature of discussion but also had a 

need to be heard. Striking a balance between listening to others and voicing his 

contributions proved to be difficult and even frustrating at times.  

 Despite her difficulties in reading, Carlie exhibited a subtle confidence in her 

abilities and viewed herself as playing a part in the process. She had an awareness of her 

overall reading ability including areas in need of attention that she worked to improve. 

An example of this was her personal connection that she was a writer like J.K. Rowling. 
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Carlie also mentioned that she struggled with understanding words when she was 

younger,” but now she likes to read. Carlie’s response illustrated her willingness to work 

on something that did not come easily. She played a role in her development as a reader 

and took pride in her improvements. 

 Additionally, being a member of the group exposed Carlie to other ideas, which in 

turn influenced her thinking. “When you are a good writer, it feels good. When I write 

something…like real, real good…I like it!” Carlie was in control of her participation in 

the group. Viewing herself as both a contributor and listener, she did not wait for others 

to invite her to participate. Rather, she initiated lines of discussion, responded to others, 

and could often be seen applying her growing knowledge of the process by keeping the 

discussion going. 

 To the casual observer, Brandon could have easily been labeled unenthusiastic or 

unmotivated in terms of overall contributions during discussions. He often seemed 

uninterested and was frequently observed looking down or away her peers. He had a 

habit of picking his fingernails, which occupied much of his time and contributed to a 

lack of eye contact. Despite outward appearances, Brandon was very much present in the 

literacy happenings occurring in the small group. He experienced peer-led literature 

discussions as more of a primary listener. Brandon’s contributions tended to be short 

affirmations, interjections, or reading directly from the book, rather than extended 

responses. 

 Despite Jackie’s less dominant vocal presence, she nonetheless demonstrated a 

positive affect toward being part of a small literature discussion group as he eagerly came 
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to the group. Even though Jackie may not have been the most participatory member of 

the discussion group, she was invested in the group and its relationships and showed a 

positive attitude toward both. 

Detailed Description of Students’ Responses 

 The following subsections include descriptions of each of the students, examples 

of their responses from all of the discussion groups, and charts displaying the number of 

responses in each of the categories. Complete transcripts of peer-led discussion groups 1 

and 3 using the books Gross Body Facts and Meet J.K. Rowling were included in order to 

understand how the responses transpired. These books were chosen because they yielded 

the most responses. In addition to this, aesthetic responses from Gross Body Facts and 

Meet J.K. Rowling were extracted in order to look more closely at the nature of these 

responses. 

Brandon 

Brandon was 10 years and 3 months old at the time of beginning the research 

study. He had light brown skin and a short afro. He was larger than the average fourth 

grader. He was the oldest of four children who were close in age and attended the same 

elementary school. His mom also worked as a childcare aide at our afterschool, extended 

day program.  

In the book, Meet J.K. Rowling, the students discussed reading and writing during 

their free time and finding a place of solace at their homes to do so. Brandon commented 

that there wasn’t a place that existed in his home. There were too many kids that made 
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too much noise. He added that this was the reason he was behind in reading at school. He 

wished that he could be “an only child” because then he would be smarter.  

Brandon had a number of changes within the year of the study: moving to a 

different city, starting a new school, and his mother marrying for the third time. The 

previous year, he attended an inner city Dallas school, but over the summer, his mother 

had moved with the children to their new home to be closer to her sister. His mother, who 

was in her mid-twenties, married his stepfather shortly after this study began.  

Brandon struggled with reading fluency and comprehension. According to the 

SRI (Scholastic Reading Inventory), he was on a beginning third grade level. His 

classroom teacher reported that he was able to do much better in school after being 

diagnosed with ADHD (attention deficit hyperactivity disorder) and placed on Ritalin. 

The teacher felt that Brandon’s medication improved his classroom behavior and resulted 

in improved classwork that was reflected in his higher grades. He had gone from failing 

in reading at the beginning of the school year to a B in reading at the end of the semester. 

His teacher indicated that this had occurred because he was now able to stay on task and 

complete his assignments. 

During a conversation at the beginning of the year, Brandon expressed concern 

with not being as fast as his brother in running. At one point, he even stated that his 

brother had longer, stronger legs than he did. He also made an occasional reference to 

being the oldest and how that position was supposed to influence his behavior. He said, “I 

should be the best at everything because I’m the big brother.” 
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During the peer-led discussions, Brandon’s responses were varied. He responded 

during most of the discussions with an efferent stance; however, the number of responses 

varied.  Most of his responses were brief, concise statements. He seemed to hesitate 

before responding to questions and additional probes would be met with nonverbal or 

short responses that supplied a minimal amount of information.  

Brandon had fewer responses during the last few discussion groups; however, 

they were slightly fuller. He appeared more at ease. There was the possibility that the 

content could have influenced the length of his responses. In my class, at the beginning of 

the year, students read and discussed an article about the Titanic. Before the discussion, 

Brandon reminisced about the reader response activity following the discussion of the 

Titanic article. He said that he loved when we had to write a letter from the perspective of 

a passenger on the Titanic to a family member.  

Brandon’s responses remained brief, concise and focused throughout the duration 

of the study. He would respond quickly with “I don’t know” to a majority of the 

questions. The following sections review his responses to each book.  

Book One: Gross Body Facts. Brandon responded predominantly with a 

primarily efferent stance to the book Gross Body Facts.  
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Table 3 

Brandon’s Responses to Gross Body Facts 

Levels Description No. of 

Responses 

1 Mostly    

   efferent 

What was learned or was information gained from the 

reading. This allows for a factual making of meaning. 

4 

2 Somewhat  

   efferent 

Retelling what the text “said.” 9 

3 Somewhat   

   aesthetic 

Selection of text to elaborate preference, judgment, or 

description.  

2 

4 Mostly  

   aesthetic 

Focus on the lived through experience of the literary work 

(the world created while reading and the emotions or 

associations resulting from the experience). 

5 

 

He mentioned a few key concepts in terms of his responses and seemed to dwell 

on those during the discussion of Gross Body Facts. He referred to the effect of air 

escaping from your stomach and how it rushes past a flap in your throat.  

Austin:  I…...I wonder why you burp after drinking coke? 

Brandon: The flap stops food and liquid from going into your “windpipe” and 

prevents you from choking.  

 

Brandon confirms Austin’s claim that sweat must have bacteria to thrive by explicitly 

reading from the book and referring to another key concept: 

Austin:  What? You read it wrong...the milky sweat alone doesn’t stink. It needs 

bacteria. It’s a kind of sweat.  

Brandon: Yup. (Reading) Water sweat drips out of most skin pores. Some 

pores...what’s that word...oh...ooze out a thicker, milky kind of sweat. The 

milky kind of sweat alone doesn’t stink. It needs bacteria. 

 

Another student in the group emphasized the author’s claims as to what caused 

bad breath. However, when Brandon was asked what he thought caused bad breath, he 

did not expound on the material in the text. He responded simply and provided closure. 



 

 

 

95 

Carlie:  Hey guys! Bad breath is caused by um...um...what you eat OR MOSTLY 

from just a dirty mouth.....BRUSH YOUR TEETH PEOPLE! Don’t you 

think?  

Brandon: Yes. 

Austin:  Well, is it what you eat or dirty mouth? 

Brandon: I don’t know. 

 

Book Two: Dive! After reading Dive! Brandon appeared more relaxed and he 

responded to more questions. Most of his responses were mostly efferent. 

Table 4 

Brandon’s Responses to Dive! 

Levels Description No. of 

Responses 

1 Mostly    

   efferent 

What was learned or was information gained from the 

reading. This allows for a factual making of meaning. 

21 

2 Somewhat  

   efferent 

Retelling what the text “said.” 15 

3 Somewhat   

   aesthetic 

Selection of text to elaborate preference, judgment, or 

description.  

3 

4 Mostly  

   aesthetic 

Focus on the lived through experience of the literary work 

(the world created while reading and the emotions or 

associations resulting from the experience). 

6 

 

The discussion group occurred the week after his mother’s wedding. His 

homeroom teacher remarked that Brandon had been more active and talkative in class 

that week. In addition, Dive! by Melvin Berger, had more detailed photographs than the 

first book and also dealt with deep sea creatures, which Brandon expressed an interest in 

prior to the reading. 

Brandon responded to Dive! in a different manner from the first book. Instead of a 

brief response when he was asked to tell about the book, he proceeded to go through the 

whole book in sequential order telling about many of the photographs.  
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This text seemed to interest Brandon and generate extended responses, and he 

seemed more willing to respond even though they were mostly efferent. When asked if 

there was anything else he wanted to discuss during whole group sharing after the first 

peer-led literature discussion group, he had just responded with “no.” When he was asked 

the same question at the end of the second book, there was a different outcome. He 

seemed generally excited about the text and anxious to share it with the other students.  

His response was primarily aesthetic in the following example: 

I think it would be so cool…like real cool to see all of this stuff in real life. I 

would like to just dive in and see all of it. It would be cool to have a job I like the 

sea or like the ocean and see it all…like...every day. 

 

He quickly retreated back to a mostly efferent stance by reading from the book, yet 

remained excited about sharing what he had read. 

Brandon: Did you...did you know that the giant squid is the largest of the deep 

sea? (Reading) Squid are like octopuses. Each has two gigantic eyes. 

Carlie: I didn’t know that. 

Brandon: (Reading) The giant squid is the largest squid of all. Its body can grow 

longer than a big bus the giant the giant sea squid fears only one deep sea 

animal 

Austin:  The stern whale...it only is scared of the stern whale 

Carlie:  You mean the sperm whale 

 

Again, Brandon clarifies a question that Jackie has about why fish glow with a primarily 

efferent stance, by reading from the book.  

Jackie: I wonder why do angel fish have lights on them? 

Brandon: They try to attract uh fishes so they can uh have their dinner. 

Jackie: I know that but that’s weird. 

Brandon: (Reading) Flashlight fish have two see-through bags under their eyes. 

That’s where the glowing bacteria live. They cannot switch off the 

bacteria. But they can cover them with a layer of skin. The light helps 

protect the fish..... 
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Book Three: Meet J.K. Rowling. Brandon did not have too much to say during 

this discussion group after the reading of Meet J.K. Rowling. When asked to tell about the 

book, he went through the book sequentially highlighting just a few parts of Rowling’s 

struggles as a writer. He continued to take a mostly efferent stance. 

Table 5 

Brandon’s Responses to Meet J.K. Rowling 

Levels Description No. of 

Responses 

1 Mostly    

   efferent 

What was learned or was information gained from the 

reading. This allows for a factual making of meaning. 

4 

2 Somewhat  

   efferent 

Retelling what the text “said.” 2 

3 Somewhat   

   aesthetic 

Selection of text to elaborate preference, judgment, or 

description.  

0 

4 Mostly  

   aesthetic 

Focus on the lived through experience of the literary work 

(the world created while reading and the emotions or 

associations resulting from the experience). 

2 

 

Brandon shifts to a mostly aesthetic stance when he expressed his concern with 

J.K Rowling’s struggles as a writer: 

It had to be hard. She did it by herself. She had a lot of struggles. She didn’t have 

a job, no money, a daughter. She wrote while her daughter slept in the stroller...I 

feel sorry for her… 

 

Later, he continues with his concerns shifting into a mostly aesthetic stance where there 

was clear evidence of lived-through experiences. His attention was centered on the ideas, 

scenes, images, associations, or feelings called to mind during his transaction with the 

text. A mostly aesthetic response involves a world that is created, such as the student 
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recasting nonfiction text into a narrative frame or having imaginative visualizations. His 

response was associated with emotions or associations on a personal level.       

Austin:  I heard in the story um… that she goes to a restaurant she wrote a little 

about Harry Potter and it shows where she the wrote the story… like it 

shows where the restaurant is like. 

Brandon: That’s hard...I could not write in a restaurant. It’s way too noisy… and 

all the people talking and eating and stuff. I need just quiet like in Writer’s 

Workshop. 

 

Book Four: The Loch Ness Monster. Brandon predominantly took a primarily 

efferent stance during this discussion group. Responses were simple retellings of what the 

text “said” without specifying reasons for selecting out any specific part. 

Table 6 

Brandon’s Responses to The Loch Ness Monster 

Levels Description No. of 

Responses 

1 Mostly    

   efferent 

What was learned or was information gained from the 

reading. This allows for a factual making of meaning. 

2 

2 Somewhat  

   efferent 

Retelling what the text “said.” 5 

3 Somewhat   

   aesthetic 

Selection of text to elaborate preference, judgment, or 

description.  

0 

4 Mostly  

   aesthetic 

Focus on the lived through experience of the literary work 

(the world created while reading and the emotions or 

associations resulting from the experience). 

2 

 

Examples of Brandons statements follow: 

 

 (Reading) …several search groups have set up observation stations on the Loch 

and continue to look into this mystery. “Sonar” searches and surface observations 

continue. 

 

(Reading) …photographers use different kinds of cameras hoping to get a good 

picture of the loch ness monster. Special tools such as timed lights... and umm 

underwater video cameras are also used. 
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Book Five: The Great White Shark. The number of Brandon’s responses 

throughout book five, The Great White Shark, was even between mostly efferent and 

primarily efferent.  

Table 7 

Brandon’s Responses to The Great White Shark 

Levels Description No. of 

Responses 

1 Mostly    

   efferent 

What was learned or was information gained from the 

reading. This allows for a factual making of meaning. 

4 

2 Somewhat  

   efferent 

Retelling what the text “said.” 4 

3 Somewhat   

   aesthetic 

Selection of text to elaborate preference, judgment, or 

description.  

2 

4 Mostly  

   aesthetic 

Focus on the lived through experience of the literary work 

(the world created while reading and the emotions or 

associations resulting from the experience). 

1 

 

Most of his responses entailed reading directly from the book to clarify or 

supplement the discussion. Brandon responded once in a mostly aesthetic stance when he 

described his summer trip to Padre Island and the reason that he was not able to see 

sharks. 

Austin:  ...and they have gills so they can stay under the water forever until they 

die. 

Brandon: …you know, I have a connection...uh (.05) I have a connection uh...in 

the summer when we go to Padre…uh it gets real hot and they swim and 

the sharks are already swim in the ocean...but you don’t really see them 

close to the shore because I don’t think that the water is deep enough for 

their gills to be covered. 
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This response was associated with emotions or associations where Brandon 

responded to the text on a personal level and recasted facts in terms of a personal, lived 

through experience. 

Book Six: Finding the Titanic. During this discussion group, Brandon was very 

limited in his responses. He responded five times. Three of his responses took a primarily 

efferent stance consisting of basic retells and furnishing specific details from the book. 

The other two responses were categorized as primarily aesthetic responses because they 

were basic statements of preference. 

Table 8 

Brandon’s Responses to Finding the Titanic 

Levels Description No. of 

Responses 

1 Mostly    

   efferent 

What was learned or was information gained from the 

reading. This allows for a factual making of meaning. 

0 

2 Somewhat  

   efferent 

Retelling what the text “said.” 3 

3 Somewhat   

   aesthetic 

Selection of text to elaborate preference, judgment, or 

description.  

2 

4 Mostly  

   aesthetic 

Focus on the lived through experience of the literary work 

(the world created while reading and the emotions or 

associations resulting from the experience). 

0 

 

 

Austin:  I like this book. 

Brandon: It was good. 

Austin:  That would take a while...hww... hww.hww (mimicking hard breathing) 

ok…umm...I like this book...I wish I could have this book…well. no 

because then...what’s the point in buying a book...because you don’t...you 

just read it and then you just waste your money? 

Brandon: I liked it too. 
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Summary of Brandon’s responses. Brandon’s responses to all six books were 

predominantly primarily efferent with over half of his responses in this category. The 

remainder of most of his responses fell under the mostly efferent category. Most of his 

aesthetic responses occurred in the first two book discussions, Gross Body Facts and 

Dive! 

Brandon exhibited different levels of involvement with the books. His responses 

fluctuated or shifted between categories more during the first two literature discussions. 

He consistently provided quick closure to some probes with “that’s all.” He would 

provide lengthy details to some questions and simply “nope” to others. 

Carlie 

Carlie turned 10 years old 2 days before the study began. She had a slight lisp 

when she spoke. She generally delivered her responses to the books in a monotone voice. 

Both of Carlie’s parents were college graduates and were employed as educators. Her 

father was a high school teacher and her mother taught at a church-affiliated preschool 

near the elementary school. They were close to 40 years old when Carlie was born. She 

had one brother who was 8 years older and in middle school. The family lived in a newer 

neighborhood close to the school. 

Carlie’s classroom teacher placed her in one of the lower reading groups. Her 

conduct grades were As, and she was a cooperative student. Her reading and spelling 

grades were borderline F’s. She received average grades in math and science. Carlie was 

a student who listened to the teacher, followed directions, and did what she was told. 
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Carlie generally responded to questions without hesitation. She seemed to be able 

to give quick answers, but these were focused on explicit depictions drawn from the text 

without inferring beyond what was specifically stated or pictured. In the book, Gross 

Body Facts, when she was asked what to do if you pick a scab, she simply described the 

illustration in the book.  

First, lift your sleeve, so you don’t get blood on it or on the bus. Then, I’d get 

something to clean it off with. Then I would put a Band-Aid on it and leave it 

alone.  

 

The illustration in the book depicts a boy on a school bus with his sleeve rolled up and a 

scab on his elbow that is bleeding. She was describing the scene in the book and making 

it her own “what to do when you pick a scab.” She delivered her response without any 

variation in tone. 

Carlie displayed a tendency to restate what was presented in the text in her 

responses. There were occasional diversions from these text bound responses into her 

personal world. She jumped at the chance to share a particular experience related to the 

text, Harry Potter.  

My mom and dad work and write a lot…kinda like J.K. Rowling. They go to 

Starbucks to write. My dad said that he would take me, too. I always got a hot 

chocolate. I still love going with him when he is writing or working. 

 

 Book One: Gross Body Facts. Following the reading of the first book, Gross 

Body Facts by Mary Kay Carson, Carlie had many responses in a mostly efferent stance 

by sequentially restating the material in the text with elaboration. 
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Table 9 

Carlie’s Responses to Gross Body Facts 

Levels Description No. of 

Responses 

1 Mostly    

   efferent 

What was learned or was information gained from the 

reading. This allows for a factual making of meaning. 

7 

2 Somewhat  

   efferent 

Retelling what the text “said.” 4 

3 Somewhat   

   aesthetic 

Selection of text to elaborate preference, judgment, or 

description.  

6 

4 Mostly  

   aesthetic 

Focus on the lived through experience of the literary work 

(the world created while reading and the emotions or 

associations resulting from the experience). 

9 

 

 Other questions generated responses that reflected specific concepts and 

principals presented in the text.  

Austin: That’s…that...I...I thought that was weird because like...like how could 

your body be like 70% water...I didn’t know that we were that much 

water. 

Carlie:  (Referring straight from the book) It’s like running through a sprinkler in 

the summer. It cools you down. You squirt some sweat out and cools you 

down. 

 

Carlie related a few specific characteristics about body odor. To Carlie, the 

important part of the text was that it told “how to stop the stink.” She then related in the 

most aesthetic category that this was important to her because one needs to know how to 

smell good. 

Carlie: Read page 13 on how to stop the stink. I use like this antibacterial soap 

from Bath and Body that smells soooo good. It kills the bacteria. I never 

stink...do I? 

 

 Austin asked Carlie what causes bad breath. There had been a full complete 

explanation in the text of what makes your breath smell and how to minimize it. This 
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explanation, however was clarified as Carlie simply stated that bad breath starts with 

bacteria in your mouth. And God makes all living things including bacteria. There had 

been no mention of God in the text, but she inserted God into her explanation of the 

concept. 

 When asked what she was thinking about as the book was read, she simply stated 

that she “was just thinking about the gross facts.” Similarly, when asked about what she 

would tell someone about the book, she replied that she would tell them “the name of the 

book and some gross facts.” These brief responses coupled with wordy sequential 

retellings were characteristics of Carlie’s patterns of responses  

Book Two: Dive! Carlie followed a similar pattern of responses during literature 

discussion group using the book, Dive! 

Table 10 

Carlie’s Responses to Dive! 

Levels Description No. of 

Responses 

1 Mostly    

   efferent 

What was learned or was information gained from the 

reading. This allows for a factual making of meaning. 

22 

2 Somewhat  

   efferent 

Retelling what the text “said.” 45 

3 Somewhat   

   aesthetic 

Selection of text to elaborate preference, judgment, or 

description.  

11 

4 Mostly  

   aesthetic 

Focus on the lived through experience of the literary work 

(the world created while reading and the emotions or 

associations resulting from the experience). 

10 

 

She responded mostly in the primarily efferent category providing a few aesthetic points 

about the book when one of the students asked if she liked the book. 
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Austin:  Did you guys like this book? 

Carlie:  It was about deep sea creatures. There are all kinds of creatures.  

 

 As Carlie continued, she described the pictures in the book starting with the 

second page and going through a few more pages explaining what was happening in the 

illustrations. Carlie provided more variety in her responses to this book than the first one. 

Instead of responding that she was thinking about one concept in general, she revealed a 

number of thoughts.  

I was thinking that how a submarine can go sooo deep. How long would it take to 

reach the bottom... and I was thinking that it’s ummmm…probably really dark 

down there. 

 

Carlie was a willing participant who frequently responded to questions related to 

this book with detailed, sequential responses. When describing a submarine’s journey to 

the bottom of the ocean, she said that “it would have to start slowly; it would be made of 

pressure resistant stuff so that it wouldn’t get crushed, and the lights would have to be 

special bright light for the deep, deep down.” 

When asked what was most important about the book, Carlie replied in a 

primarily efferent category. She said that the book gave information on deep sea 

creatures. She stated that the book would enable people who were interested in deep sea 

creatures to pursue a career studying them. 

Book Three: Meet J.K. Rowling. Carlie took a different stance to the book, Meet 

J.K. Rowling. Most of her responses fell in the primarily and mostly aesthetic categories. 
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Table 11 

Carlie’s Responses to Meet J.K. Rowling 

Levels Description No. of 

Responses 

1 Mostly    

   efferent 

What was learned or was information gained from the 

reading. This allows for a factual making of meaning. 

5 

2 Somewhat  

   efferent 

Retelling what the text “said.” 9 

3 Somewhat   

   aesthetic 

Selection of text to elaborate preference, judgment, or 

description.  

11 

4 Mostly  

   aesthetic 

Focus on the lived through experience of the literary work 

(the world created while reading and the emotions or 

associations resulting from the experience). 

15 

 

When Carlie was initially asked to tell about the book, Meet J.K. Rowling, she 

provided an evaluation of the book in a primarily aesthetic category and then shifted her 

response with a primarily efferent response about the topic and an overview of how a 

book was officially published. 

Ummm…it is a good book. It’s about J.K. Rowling’s life. It’s like 

her…ummm…childhood and tough times trying to like…write a book. She had to 

send a copy of what she wrote to the publisher, and she kept a copy for herself. 

Then, she had to find an agent who helped her find a publisher. 

 

Initially, Carlie described in the primarily efferent category the cover and the title page as 

she had done before.  

Book Four: The Loch Ness Monster. Most of Carlie’s responses to The Loch 

Ness Monster were in the primarily efferent category.  



 

 

 

107 

Table 12 

Carlie’s Responses to The Loch Ness Monster 

Levels Description No. of 

Responses 

1 Mostly    

   efferent 

What was learned or was information gained from the 

reading. This allows for a factual making of meaning. 

10 

2 Somewhat  

   efferent 

Retelling what the text “said.” 28 

3 Somewhat   

   aesthetic 

Selection of text to elaborate preference, judgment, or 

description.  

5 

4 Mostly  

   aesthetic 

Focus on the lived through experience of the literary work 

(the world created while reading and the emotions or 

associations resulting from the experience). 

8 

 

She began in a primarily aesthetic stance with “it’s a cool book,” but then went 

into a detailed account in the primarily efferent category that “it’s about this creature 

found in the real, real deep down lake in Scotland…” 

When asked about which part she liked best, she turned to the title page and 

pointed out, in a primarily aesthetic manner, that she liked that page best because it had a 

freaky picture of the Loch Ness monster. She added in on the most aesthetic category that 

the lake reminded her of where her grandma lived in Wisconsin.  

Carlie referenced some photographs switching between primarily efferent and 

primarily aesthetic several times in the following response: 

The pictures are all kinda dark. And the picture is really creepy and freakish 

looking. [Flips through the pages as she is talking] And the pictures, if you don’t 

want to read them, you really don’t have to because the pictures will tell you what 

to read. And the pictures look very good. And that’s it. 
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When she was asked further on how the pictures told you what to read, she replied “cause 

they look like it. That’s what they look like.” The author’s photographs and pictures 

clearly reflected the printed text with detailed drawings and labeled diagrams. 

 Book Five: The Great White Shark. Carlie’s responses to The Great White Shark 

were predominantly in the primarily efferent category.  

Table 13 

Carlie’s Responses to The Great White Shark 

Levels Description No. of 

Responses 

1 Mostly    

   efferent 

What was learned or was information gained from the 

reading. This allows for a factual making of meaning. 

5 

2 Somewhat  

   efferent 

Retelling what the text “said.” 21 

3 Somewhat   

   aesthetic 

Selection of text to elaborate preference, judgment, or 

description.  

6 

4 Mostly  

   aesthetic 

Focus on the lived through experience of the literary work 

(the world created while reading and the emotions or 

associations resulting from the experience). 

1 

 

Carlie took a mostly aesthetic stance immediately by stating,  

…I feel so sorry for sharks. They are just trying to survive in the ocean. It said 

that hunters are just killing so many that there might not be none left. 

 

 She was clearly concerned with the great white being on the endangered species 

list. Her eyes teared up as she commented above. She stayed sullen and quiet for a few 

minutes as if she were really thinking about the encroachment and extinction of the 

sharks. 
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 Carlie soon reverted back to a primarily efferent stance by retelling what she read 

about the great white shark’s greatest enemy, the human. She then shifted back to a 

mostly aesthetic stance by voicing her concern for the sharks again: 

I heard that the…great white shark could… lose a tooth...and… a...a tooth could 

be…growing back in like I don’t know how long…but it’s ready to go back in its 

shell (0.4) and why would they make necklaces of… shark teeth? 

 

I wouldn’t want one of those but I’ve seen a lot of people with them. It makes me 

feel so sorry for the sharks. 

 

Why do people make necklaces out of shark teeth? I think it’s really mean and 

wrong… 

 

Carlie refers to a photograph subtitled “Do Sharks Have Enemies?” It reveals a deceased 

great white on the beach shore with its mouth wide open showing very sharp teeth. In 

addition to this, there were inserts of photographs depicting small capsules of shark liver 

oils and shark fins. She stated that this just mad her very sad. 

Book Six: Finding the Titanic. Most of the comments that Carlie made during 

the discussion group with Finding the Titanic were mostly efferent.  

Table 14 

Carlie’s Responses to Finding the Titanic 

Levels Description No. of 

Responses 

1 Mostly    

   efferent 

What was learned or was information gained from the 

reading. This allows for a factual making of meaning. 

21 

2 Somewhat  

   efferent 

Retelling what the text “said.” 0 

3 Somewhat   

   aesthetic 

Selection of text to elaborate preference, judgment, or 

description.  

3 

4 Mostly  

   aesthetic 

Focus on the lived through experience of the literary work 

(the world created while reading and the emotions or 

associations resulting from the experience). 

3 
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 She moved beyond the basic recall of the text to the analysis of the photographs. 

Some comments included: 

 Look at the picture on the cover, it looks fake. 

 That doll is creepy (looking at picture in the book). 

 Well, that’s probably… I can tell the difference…because there’s a whole bunch 

of red dots...stars aren’t red in the sky. 

 I thought it was frozen above water…look. (pointing to the picture) 

 It’s kinda freaky and spooky. I can’t believe that ...how shiny the china head of 

that doll…yah the head of a china doll… 

 Look close where you thought the lights were; those are red dots too. 

 I know but looky you can turn it around and see the head...kind of. (Pointing to a 

photograph) 

 No...there’s the eye, there’s the ear and there’s the hair. (Referring to a 

photograph of a China doll found near the Titanic) 

 No...but look I see it...there’s like the eyes right there...you see um...these are the 

two eyes, that’s the nose and there’s the mouth and there’s the ear...it’s like way 

inside of her. 

 It looks… probably damaged. 

 

Summary of Carlie’s responses. Carlie responded to the six books in the study 

predominantly in the primarily efferent category. The number of responses in the 

primarily and mostly aesthetic categories were the same. Carlie provided matter of fact 

responses without much variation in her tone.  

Jackie 

Jackie, soft spoken and friendly, always seemed to have a smile. With a 

December birthday, she was the youngest participant in the study. She lived with her 

parents, six-year-old brother, and grandma.  

She enjoyed sharing information about her extended family, especially her 

grandma, with me upon arrival to class. Her father was an operator at the local milling 

company and her mother was a school librarian. 
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Jackie was placed in a low reading group by her homeroom teacher. Her family 

seemed supportive of her education and the availability of educational opportunities. She 

mentioned that she had a computer in her own room which her grandmother had given 

her at Christmas that “took a lot of money to buy.” In addition she had access to another 

computer in the home and a small library of books that her mom brought home from 

work. She described various educational games that she played on her computer. 

Family members frequently filtered into Jackie’s responses. The literature discussion 

groups seemed to provide Jackie with a chance to share more about her family. 

 Book One: Gross Body Facts. After reading Gross Body Facts, Jackie gave brief 

responses to the questions and answered through retelling information in the book in a 

primarily efferent category.  

Table 15 

Jackie’s Responses to Gross Body Facts 

Levels Description No. of 

Responses 

1 Mostly    

   efferent 

What was learned or was information gained from the 

reading. This allows for a factual making of meaning. 

2 

2 Somewhat  

   efferent 

Retelling what the text “said.” 10 

3 Somewhat   

   aesthetic 

Selection of text to elaborate preference, judgment, or 

description.  

4 

4 Mostly  

   aesthetic 

Focus on the lived through experience of the literary work 

(the world created while reading and the emotions or 

associations resulting from the experience). 

4 

 

She described what was happening in the book by summarizing the actions in the 

illustrations: stinky underarms, getting dizzy, runny noses, and bleeding. Jackie focused 
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on summarizing. Responses of this type were simple re-telling and/or re-telling with 

preference or judgment statements. Simple re-telling is what the text “said” without 

specifying reasons for selecting out any specific parts. A primarily efferent response 

involves summarizing the text, furnishing specific details, using sequence in presentation, 

or expressing what was learned. These following responses were explicitly related to the 

text: 

 I learned that as sweat cools you down and there are little tiny holes in your skin 

where sweat comes out and 70% of your body is water. 

 I learned that…that if you chew gum a lot or chew with your mouth full when 

you’re eating you burp more and…and mostly you burp a lot. 

 And it’s really important that you sweat…that’s what the book said. 

 I think… well… I think...and it’s normal. It’s normal for sweat to stink. It comes 

from the pores and mixed with dirt and bacteria… 

 Everyone...everyone sweats about four cups of salty stuff a day. 

 Well it’s true. Read it. It says so in the book… right here (pointing to the 

sentence). 

 

 Jackie did have almost as many responses that fell into the mostly aesthetic 

category. She was describing what would happen if we were not able to sweat and 

making connections to herself and brother: 

Jackie: I did...and… like… like if you’re outside and you’re not sweating you 

then um... you then can get a high fever and if you run around and sweat 

then it cools you down.....it happened to me one time. 

Austin: …yup. And if you didn’t cool down you’d be dead and get a high fever. 

My brother, I have a connection about that, my brother um… he was 

running a fever of 104 or 3 and he was really, really sick and he was about 

to die but he didn’t luckily. God saved him. 

Jackie: My brother...my little one did that too. 

 

 Book Two: Dive! Again, Jackie gave brief responses to the questions and 

answered through retelling information from the book in a primarily efferent category 

during the second discussion group.  
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Table 16 

Jackie’s Responses to Dive! 

Levels Description No. of 

Responses 

1 Mostly    

   efferent 

What was learned or was information gained from the 

reading. This allows for a factual making of meaning. 

10 

2 Somewhat  

   efferent 

Retelling what the text “said.” 10 

3 Somewhat   

   aesthetic 

Selection of text to elaborate preference, judgment, or 

description.  

2 

4 Mostly  

   aesthetic 

Focus on the lived through experience of the literary work 

(the world created while reading and the emotions or 

associations resulting from the experience). 

4 

 

 She basically expressed what she learned with simple retellings in the following 

responses: 

 …angler fish have a pole on their head with a light...it’s like a fishing pole. 

 …other fish swim toward the light and when one gets close...it snatches it... 

 

 Jackie did have a few mostly aesthetic responses. She was explaining the fact that 

the octopus and the squid had really big eyes in the photographs. The following response 

conveyed her personal connection: 

…because when I go to bed…me and my brother…and my room is really dark 

and when you go like that you can barely see anything but when you open your 

eyes more bigger you can see almost everything else. 

 

 Book Three: Meet J.K. Rowling. Jackie did not have much to say during the 

discussion of the book, Meet J. K. Rowling. Although, she immediately voiced that she 

liked the book without any elaboration. 
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Table 17 

Jackie’s Responses to Meet J.K. Rowling 

Levels Description No. of 

Responses 

1 Mostly    

   efferent 

What was learned or was information gained from the 

reading. This allows for a factual making of meaning. 

3 

2 Somewhat  

   efferent 

Retelling what the text “said.” 1 

3 Somewhat   

   aesthetic 

Selection of text to elaborate preference, judgment, or 

description.  

3 

4 Mostly  

   aesthetic 

Focus on the lived through experience of the literary work 

(the world created while reading and the emotions or 

associations resulting from the experience). 

2 

 

 Jackie continued to filter family members into her responses as she explained her 

mother’s love of reading and her Grandma’s horrible spelling. 

Carlie: I didn’t either...I wasn’t that smart when I was little either. I didn’t like to 

read, but I do now. 

Jackie: …my mom is a librarian and loves to read, and I love to read, and my 

grandma reads to me every...I mean every single night. 

Jackie: JK always knew that she wanted to be a writer. I love to write. My 

spelling is bad. My Grandma was a bad speller when she was little, too. 

Maybe that’s where I get it from...” 

 

 Book Four: The Loch Ness Monster. During the literature discussion group 

using The Loch Ness Monster, Jackie did not have much to discus, however, when she 

did, she predominantly took a mostly aesthetic stance. 
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Table 18 

Jackie’s Responses to The Loch Ness Monster 

Levels Description No. of 

Responses 

1 Mostly    

   efferent 

What was learned or was information gained from the 

reading. This allows for a factual making of meaning. 

2 

2 Somewhat  

   efferent 

Retelling what the text “said.” 0 

3 Somewhat   

   aesthetic 

Selection of text to elaborate preference, judgment, or 

description.  

3 

4 Mostly  

   aesthetic 

Focus on the lived through experience of the literary work 

(the world created while reading and the emotions or 

associations resulting from the experience). 

4 

 

 She continued to make connections from the book to members in her family, 

including her mom and grandmother in the following responses: 

I have a connection when um you guys need the scanner part…well I went to the 

doctor with my grandma and they scanned her right here (pointing to the right 

side of her neck) in the neck and uh you could see... you could see whatever was 

in my neck…and they saw like x-rays or something crazy! It was the coolest 

thing...like tight! 

 

My mom got scanned...like on her belly when she was pregnant with my brother. 

They like put goo all over her and it was like sonar on her belly. 

 

 Book Five: The Great White Shark. Jackie was seemed very distracted during 

The Great White Shark literature discussion group. She did not participate during the 

discussion.  

 

 



 

 

 

116 

Table 19 

Jackie’s Responses to The Great White Shark 

Levels Description No. of 

Responses 

1 Mostly    

   efferent 

What was learned or was information gained from the 

reading. This allows for a factual making of meaning. 

0 

2 Somewhat  

   efferent 

Retelling what the text “said.” 0 

3 Somewhat   

   aesthetic 

Selection of text to elaborate preference, judgment, or 

description.  

0 

4 Mostly  

   aesthetic 

Focus on the lived through experience of the literary work 

(the world created while reading and the emotions or 

associations resulting from the experience). 

0 

 

She skimmed through the pages as the other students discussed the book. At the end of 

the session, I asked her if she was okay. Her response was that she was tired and her 

grandma was not feeling well the night before. 

 Book Six: Finding the Titanic. Jackie was more involved during the Finding the 

Titanic discussion group. She generally provided mostly efferent responses. 

Table 20 

Jackie’s Responses to Finding the Titanic 

Levels Description No. of 

Responses 

1 Mostly    

   efferent 

What was learned or was information gained from the 

reading. This allows for a factual making of meaning. 

7 

2 Somewhat  

   efferent 

Retelling what the text “said.” 1 

3 Somewhat   

   aesthetic 

Selection of text to elaborate preference, judgment, or 

description.  

2 

4 Mostly  

   aesthetic 

Focus on the lived through experience of the literary work 

(the world created while reading and the emotions or 

associations resulting from the experience). 

1 
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 She told about the illustrations in the book by summarizing the pictures on some 

of the pages: 

 …It’s huge and all the lights are on… 

 …it had so many rooms...look at all the windows… 

 It hit an iceberg and sank. That picture...it’s like bobbing up... 

 …it looks so heavy...like real heavy. 

 

 Summary of Jackie’s responses. Jackie focused on summarizing. Responses of 

this type were simple re-telling and re-telling with preference or judgment statements. 

Many of her responses were also mostly efferent. They move beyond the basic recall of 

the text to the analysis of illustrations. Her responses were more complex or sophisticated 

than primarily efferent response, which correlated with just recall. Connections to her 

family contributed to most of her aesthetic responses. 

Austin 

 Austin was 9 years and 3 months old when the study began. He lived with both 

parents and one younger sister in an apartment about a mile from the school. His father 

had retired from the military the previous year and was attending a technical college 

while his mother was enrolled in nursing school. Austin’s little sister was in kindergarten 

and attended the same school. 

 Austin’s homeroom teacher described his mannerisms as immature at times for a 

fourth grader. Austin enjoyed entertaining and making other laugh. Austin participated in 

the extended day program at the school and was deemed “on the cusp” of reading at 

grade level by his classroom teacher. This was his first year at this school because his 

family had moved after third grade when his father had retired from the military. His 
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teacher had no previous records on Austin or past test scores because his former school 

did not use standardized testing.  

 Book One: Gross Body Facts. Gross Body Facts seemed to predominantly 

generate primarily efferent responses from Austin. These types of responses were focused 

on summarizing, and were often simple re-telling with preference or judgment 

statements. Simple re-telling is what the text ‘said’ without specifying reasons for 

selecting out any specific parts. A primarily efferent response involves summarizing the 

text, furnishing specific details, using sequence in presentation, or expressing what was 

learned. These responses are explicitly related to the text. 

Table 21 

Austin’s Responses to Gross Body Facts 

Levels Description No. of 

Responses 

1 Mostly    

   efferent 

What was learned or was information gained from the 

reading. This allows for a factual making of meaning. 

11 

2 Somewhat  

   efferent 

Retelling what the text “said.” 28 

3 Somewhat   

   aesthetic 

Selection of text to elaborate preference, judgment, or 

description.  

14 

4 Mostly  

   aesthetic 

Focus on the lived through experience of the literary work 

(the world created while reading and the emotions or 

associations resulting from the experience). 

8 

 

 Some of his responses were categorized as aesthetic responses. This response 

category is associated with emotions or associations. Austin responded to the text on a 

personal level and re-cast facts in terms of personal experiences. At the beginning of the 

discussion, the students were expressing why it was important to sweat: 
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Jackie: I did…and like if you’re outside and you’re not sweating… you then 

um… you then can get a high fever and if you run around and sweat then 

it cools you down...it happened to me one time. 

Austin:  And if you didn’t cool down you’d be dead and get a high fever. My 

brother, I have a connection about that, my brother um... he, he was 

running a fever of 104 or 3 and he he was really, really sick and he was 

about to die but he didn’t luckily. God saved him. 

 

He continued this stance when he related information about sweating from the book to a 

few shows that he had watched: 

Whenever you get older you will sweat more. I saw it on TV. It’s true...It said that 

the older you get, the more sweat comes out of your armpits. 

 

…because arm...armpit hair, what I what I just said because that’s how you get 

armpit hair. Well on “True Life Zack and Cody,” umm…umm...I saw Zack he 

was umm...Zack’s brother said uh…started looking in his brother’s armpit and 

Zack said I’ve got armpit hair. Look… and then his brother says no you don’t and 

he’s like yah I do… right here, right here, and he’s like I don’t see nothing. 

 

I thought there was something in this book really weird and it’s on page 8 and it’s 

called bird, bird busters and I have a connection with that…and there’s a show 

called Myth Busters and they have like… well it’s just like this weird show. 

 

 Austin continues to take an aesthetic stance when the discussion shifts to why 

scabs are important. He expressed that he thought that it took too long for scabs to get 

hard and he always peeled them and made them bleed. He followed this statement by 

talking about sweating again: “I have a question. It’s about the sweat thing. It says that 

when you’re a kid, your sweat doesn’t stink. Sometimes I do stink.” 

 As the topic shifted to snot and why it forms, Austin took a primarily aesthetic 

stance again by mentioning that his sister is always picking her nose and his mom always 

saying that she is digging for gold.  

 Book Two: Dive! Austin continued to make connections to his own life 

throughout the discussion group by taking a primarily aesthetic stance. 
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Table 22 

Austin’s Responses to Dive! 

Levels Description No. of 

Responses 

1 Mostly    

   efferent 

What was learned or was information gained from the 

reading. This allows for a factual making of meaning. 

12 

2 Somewhat  

   efferent 

Retelling what the text “said.” 37 

3 Somewhat   

   aesthetic 

Selection of text to elaborate preference, judgment, or 

description.  

13 

4 Mostly  

   aesthetic 

Focus on the lived through experience of the literary work 

(the world created while reading and the emotions or 

associations resulting from the experience). 

44 

 

  As the students analyzed a photograph of squid and octopuses with large, Austin 

explained why their eyes looked the way they did. 

Carlie: (looking at a picture) I think that the squids or octopuses look really funny 

look at their huge eyes. 

 

Austin: I heard in the story about their eyes that they twice how big their eyes are 

that’s the better they see in the dark. 

 

Jackie: Because when I go to bed and my room is really dark and when you go 

like that you can barely see anything but when you open your eyes more 

bigger you can see almost everything else. 

 

Austin: Yah cause when you, like when I open my eyes, whenever my eyes are 

bigger you can see more stuff like you can see over here and over here and 

(making eyes bigger) like in my closet with the door closed and the lights 

off. 

 

He shifted and took a mostly efferent stance by analyzing more photographs throughout 

the discussion. 

 

Austin: Ohhh…yah look at this picture 

Jackie: Yup…he is much smaller than her 

Carlie: Looks like she’s gonna eat him 

Austin: The rest of him looks like a tail 
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Austin referred to the previous literature discussion group with a mostly efferent stance, 

Gross Body Facts, and made the following text connection to the squid and octopus from 

Dive! 

I wonder if the bacteria in the germs in their body make them sick. It’s like from 

the other book…Gross Facts. 

 

 Book Three: Meet J.K. Rowling. Austin began the discussion with a primarily 

efferent stance. He basically retold much of what was read and referred to page numbers 

throughout the discussion. 

Table 23 

Austin’s Responses to Meet J.K. Rowling 

Levels Description No. of 

Responses 

1 Mostly    

   efferent 

What was learned or was information gained from the 

reading. This allows for a factual making of meaning. 

5 

2 Somewhat  

   efferent 

Retelling what the text “said.” 20 

3 Somewhat   

   aesthetic 

Selection of text to elaborate preference, judgment, or 

description.  

3 

4 Mostly  

   aesthetic 

Focus on the lived through experience of the literary work 

(the world created while reading and the emotions or 

associations resulting from the experience). 

13 

 

 In the following responses, Austin expresses what he has learned: 

…and so and I heard in the story that she has the same feelings as Harry Potter 

when she wrote the book. Harry Potter was sad like sad because his mother- his... 

her mother died and um…uh J.K. Rowling’s mother died and she was sad. 

 

…I heard in the story um that she goes to a restaurant she wrote a little about 

Harry Potter. It shows where she wrote the story… like it shows where the 

restaurant is like the… um story…page 12. 
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 In the following response, Austin makes a personal connection to the environment 

that he would need in order to write and refers to a page number to clarify. 

Brandon: That’s hard...I could not write in a restaurant. It’s way too noisy… and 

all the people talking and eating and stuff. I need just quiet like in Writer’s 

Workshop 

Austin: …it’s on page... 

Carlie: …13 I think 

Austin: page…um…13 yah 

Carlie: …page 13 

Austin: …and it shows...no look at page 12. That’s the café that she wrote.  

 

During the middle of the literature discussion, the topic about when a suitable age to 

write was proposed. Austin took a mostly aesthetic stance by making personal 

connections to his little sister. 

Austin:  Little kids can write without help. My little sister is a great writer and 

she’s 6. I am real proud of her. She writes a whole bunch at home. 

Carlie: …but she’s 6 years old, I didn’t think that she would be able to write. 

Austin: ...uh huh. My little sister’s 6 years old and she can read…she… she’s like 

at a level like 25 right now and she’s like a really good reader and she 

knows how to write. My teacher says write this sentence when you get 

home or rewrite this sentence for your homework and she rewrites it and 

she knows how to spell. She knows how to write stories and she’s only in 

first grade and 6 years old—she’s soooo smart.....wayyyy smarter than me. 

 

 Book Four: The Loch Ness Monster. Austin predominantly took a primarily 

efferent stance with the book, The Loch Ness Monster.  
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Table 24 

Austin’s Responses to The Loch Ness Monster 

Levels Description No. of 

Responses 

1 Mostly    

   efferent 

What was learned or was information gained from the 

reading. This allows for a factual making of meaning. 

7 

2 Somewhat  

   efferent 

Retelling what the text “said.” 21 

3 Somewhat   

   aesthetic 

Selection of text to elaborate preference, judgment, or 

description.  

3 

4 Mostly  

   aesthetic 

Focus on the lived through experience of the literary work 

(the world created while reading and the emotions or 

associations resulting from the experience). 

3 

 

The students’ most prominent interest in The Loch Ness Monster was the use of 

sonar to detect movement in the depth of the Loch. Austin went from a primarily 

aesthetic stance by proposing what a scanner does to a primarily efferent stance by 

reading from the text for clarification. 

Brandon: …well actually the scanner is actually called a sno...sonar  

Austin:  I think the scanner is like something that hears noises like… 

Brandon: yah 

Austin: … (reading) it doesn’t...it doesn’t hear noises it senses things that are 

moving 

Brandon: It records waves. 

Carlie: It’s like you know... how when people have babies. They scan your 

stomach. That’s what they do to scan the water. You can scan anything. I 

mean anything. Scanners at grocery stores and airports and to check the 

prices at Target. 

Austin: (reading) scientists have used special underwater equipment to learn about 

Nessie...it’s called Operation Deep Scan.  

 

He then shifted to a mostly efferent stance by relating it to something he watched on 

television. 
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Austin: Well...I know the video camera or whatever… the sonar thing…well, 

what he was talking about right now… he said sonar or whatever...well, 

the sonar is uh...I saw it on the show that I watched it. Umm…it’s the 

thing that you hear with...the waves from the animal that you’re searching 

for and whatever you hear under the water… uh that’s what you hear on 

the computer and the sonar. 

 

 Austin continues to support his previous statement that scanners hear noise by 

taking a mostly aesthetic stance and making a personal connection to his Uncle’s 

experience with his boat: 

I know but my uncle...I have a connection about what y’all said. My uncle he has 

one of those things and he dropped it in the water and it didn’t show nothing… 

and it was the same thing. They called it… didn’t show nothing it just…it was 

just… heard sounds that’s all. 

 

He continues to take a mostly aesthetic stance when discussing if Nessie is real, by 

making personal connections and modifying what he has read into a narrative frame. 

Carlie: Why would they even try looking in the water if they didn’t… if it wasn’t 

real? 

Austin:  They... um… it’s probably true because they never give up… looking for 

it. 

Carlie: Exactly. They just want some proof that it’s real so they keep looking for 

it. 

Austin: Yah. I know why… I know why they’re looking for it. I have a 

connection… because like if you go fishing and you catch a big fish and 

you turn it in, then they’ll give you m-money and if you catch… maybe 

they keep searching for and searching for it because if they turn it in… the 

uh… if they kill the thing… uh they have it alive and give it to the people 

then...maybe they’ll pay them like a lot of money. 

Brandon:…uh huh 

 

Towards the end of the discussion, Austin chooses a mostly efferent stance and focused 

on the photographs questioning whether they were even real. 

Carlie: I think that this picture… right here it’s like it looks fake 

Brandon:Yup fake 

Carlie: yah 
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Austin: …because like it doesn’t even look real. I know. I think it’s totally made 

up. That is NOT a real picture. 

 

 Book Five: The Great White Shark. Austin took a mostly efferent stance to The 

Great White Shark. 

Table 25 

Austin’s Responses to The Great White Shark 

Levels Description No. of 

Responses 

1 Mostly    

   efferent 

What was learned or was information gained from the 

reading. This allows for a factual making of meaning. 

16 

2 Somewhat  

   efferent 

Retelling what the text “said.” 2 

3 Somewhat   

   aesthetic 

Selection of text to elaborate preference, judgment, or 

description.  

5 

4 Mostly  

   aesthetic 

Focus on the lived through experience of the literary work 

(the world created while reading and the emotions or 

associations resulting from the experience). 

4 

 

However, his first comment after reading was a mostly aesthetic response by 

coming to the defense of the great white sharks. The following comment was made as he 

was looking at a picture of a dead shark that had been hunted. 

…sharks are weird because they... mistake people for food. Sharks are animals. 

We should not... we should not treat them like… we should treat them like 

angels...not be mean to them. Maybe they’re dum-dums in their head but that does 

not mean they should k- that we should kill them and hurt them. 

 

He continues to defend sharks by expressing how much they are like humans:  

Austin: Oh yah… like every single animal is like humans. Because…like… 

um…whenever w- well a bat is like...a bat um has it’s babies and then it 

takes care of them for like a little bit… and then whenever we get born out 

of our mom’s stomach...and then...whenever we get older she lets us go 

and then whenever the bat whenever the babies the bat’s babies…get older 

they...she lets them go. It’s just like that and like animals. 
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Carlie: [you’re trying to say that… they’re almost the same as us 

Austin: Yah...a lot of anim- a lot of animals are… it’s the same of us...like they do 

the same thing… they have the same um …well they like...copy us. 

 

Later, Austin tries to clarify what is depicted in a photograph of a shark attack scar by 

taking a mostly efferent stance and then shifts abruptly to a primarily efferent stance by 

reading bulleted fast facts about the great white shark. 

Brandon: [it’s a scar] 

Carlie: I don’t think so… 

Austin: It’s an armpit (0.5) look...I found a page...it’s page 22 and it says the great 

white shark can swim to at speeds up to 43 miles. A great white shark can 

leap out of the water just like a whale. In the last 100 years more people in 

the United States have died from dog bites than shark bites. A great white 

shark can smell one drop of blood in 25 gallons of water. A great white 

shark has special body parts that sense electricity given off by prey. 

 

At the end of the discussion, Austin took a primarily aesthetic stance expresses his desire 

to learn more about sharks. 

I like this stuff...I’m gonna try to...I’m gonna try to do some research...and…when 

I get home... like I’m gonna go to research about sharks…like on Google...I’m 

gonna see if um...I can print some papers out…and then I can show you 

tomorrow. 

 

 Book Six: Finding the Titanic. Again, Austin primarily took a mostly efferent 

stance after reading Finding the Titanic.  



 

 

 

127 

Table 26 

Austin’s Responses to Finding the Titanic 

Levels Description No. of 

Responses 

1 Mostly    

   efferent 

What was learned or was information gained from the 

reading. This allows for a factual making of meaning. 

32 

2 Somewhat  

   efferent 

Retelling what the text “said.” 4 

3 Somewhat   

   aesthetic 

Selection of text to elaborate preference, judgment, or 

description.  

4 

4 Mostly  

   aesthetic 

Focus on the lived through experience of the literary work 

(the world created while reading and the emotions or 

associations resulting from the experience). 

1 

 

 He shifted to a primarily aesthetic stance and expressed that he liked the book. He 

then clarified when the Titanic sank by reading directly from the book. He quickly shifted 

to a mostly efferent stance and associated the book to the blockbuster hit movie, “The 

Titanic.” He posed the question of whether or not the characters from the movie were real 

passengers. Austin continued to make comparisons to the movie by evaluating a 

photograph of the wreckage at the bottom of the ocean. 

…Oh yah…um. I saw um...In the movie, it was the same as this. It says right here 

that the China head is all the remains. All that all that remains of what was wanted 

once an experienced doll. So...there was a doll that a little girl had and it’s still 

there and they put it on camera and um...well in the movie they had a doll too. 

 

After Austin deviated completely from the discussion at hand, he continued to make 

connections to “Sponge Bob, The Movie,” about diving deep under the water and 

needing oxygen: 

Okay, let’s get back to the story umm…I wonder if we could go find it right 

now...but not in the diving...with some… tank...if you were to go down there, you 
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would have to have... five tanks on your back of oxygen...can you? Actually, you 

would have to wear one of those big masks…you know the...like on uh…Sponge 

Bob...Sponge Bob the Movie, where the little guy...the big guy with sharp things 

on his foot walked and then he was green. 

 

Student Responses to Gross Body Facts 

 A complete transcript of Peer-led Discussion Group 1 using the book Gross Body 

Facts was included below in order to understand how the responses transpired. The 

following abbreviations were used for the various stances and the speakers: 

ME = Mostly efferent 

PE = Somewhat efferent 

PA = Somewhat aesthetic 

MA = Mostly aesthetic 

 

A: Austin 

CM: Carlie 

B: Brandon 

J: Jackie  

 

Table 27 

Student Group Responses to Gross Body Facts 

Speaker Student statement Stance 

1. CM: Well...I...um...I didn’t have time to read all of the book, but I 

went and I, I looked at all of the pictures and in the little... 

um...under the pictures, it has little facts and they’re kind of 

funny…. 

ME 

2. B: mmhuh... NA 

3. J: I learned that as sweat cools you down and there are little tiny 

holes in your skin where sweat comes out and 70% of your 

body is water. 

PE 

4. A: That’s...that...I...I thought that was weird because like...like 

how could your body be like 70% water...I didn’t know that 

we were that much water. 

PA 

continues 
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5. CM: (Referring straight from the book) It’s like running through a 

sprinkler in the summer. It cools you down. You squirt some 

sweat out and cools you down. 

PE 

6. A:  It’s like my waterbed. My waterbed has a ton of water in it. 

Like 70%. 

PA 

ME 

7. A:  It ... probably... there’s, probably there’s oil outside of you or 

something like that. Maybe that’s what they’re talking about, 

like liquid or something like that. If like, we have 70% of 

water maybe it’s like oil or something like that? 

ME 

8. J:  I learned that... that if you chew gum a lot or chew with your 

mouth full when you’re eating you burp more and…and 

mostly you burp a lot. 

PE 

9. A: I…...I wonder why you burp after drinking coke? PA 

10. B: (Reading) The milk we sweat alone does not stink. Did you 

know that? 

PE 

11. all laughs NA 

12. A: What? You read it wrong...the milky sweat alone doesn’t stink. 

It needs bacteria. It’s a kind of sweat. 

PE 

13. B: Yup. (Reading) Water sweat drips out of most skin pores. 

Some pores...what’s that word...oh...ooze out a thicker, milky 

kind of sweat. The milky kind of sweat alone doesn’t stink. It 

needs “bacteria.” 

PE 

14. A: It’s caused by being nervous or eating spicy foods. PE 

15. B: Hmmm… NA 

16. A: ummm… I never knew burping was gas. Did you? I thought 

there was only one kind of gas…farting. 

ME 

17. all laughs NA 

18. CM: I thought... there were two kind of gas. Umm...I...I think 

that...umm... you know I chew gum a lot so I bet I make tons 

of gas...ummm... I think that I probably, I think that’s why I 

burp a lot it’s because I chew gum a lot, and drink a lot of 

soda. 

PA 

19. B: This is such a good book...it’s really interesting...I love the 

pictures in it. Look at the lady with the bad breath. 

PA 

20. CM:  It’s like dragon breath. That lady’s like get away! PE 

21. A: umm...nothing. I heard, I heard in the story that , I heard if 

you…wait…I did not know that “porses” or something like 

that is...what your sweat comes out of. It’s tiny holes but you 

can’t see um. 

PE 

22. J:  And it’s really important that you sweat…that’s what the book 

said 

PE 

continues 
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23. A: I know because it said you’ll die if you don’t sweat. If, even if 

it makes even if it makes you sw.....um sweaty and stuff like 

that , but then it’s still good. You shouldn’t like think that 

you... you’re smelling nasty because if you didn’t sweat then 

you would probably die…so…don’t think you’re stinky. 

PE 

MA 

24. J:  I think… well... I think...and it’s normal. It’s normal for sweat 

to stink. It comes from the pores and mixed with dirt and 

bacteria… 

ME 

PE 

25. A: It’s normal. I sweat all of the time and I don’t stink. PE 

26. B: No, It’s normal, I sweat when its real hot or I been running a 

lot at recess or PE. 

MA 

27. CM: Read page 13 on how to stop the stink. I use like this 

antibacterial soap from Bath and Body that smells soooo good. 

It kills the bacteria. I never stink...do I? 

MA 

28. A:  I…I heard that whenever you get older you have to use 

deodorant because your armpits start to stink. 

ME 

29. CM:  Hey guys! Bad breath is caused by um...um...what you eat OR 

MOSTLY from just a dirty mouth.....BRUSH YOUR TEETH 

PEOPLE! Don’t you think? 

ME 

PA 

30. B: Uhh...ok NA 

31. A: Well, it’s what you eat or dirty mouth? PE 

32. B: I don’t know. NA 

33. CM: Hmmm... NA 

34. Teacher Speak up please. NA 

35. CM: Hmmmm… NA 

36. A: I wonder why some sweat stinks but some doesn’t  PA  

37. B:  Probably because of what you eat ME 

38. CM:  I wonder why that matters? PA 

39. A: Everyone sweats PE 

40. A:  Never mind NA 

41. J:  Everyone...everyone sweats about 4 cups of salty stuff a day. PE 

42. CM: ewww…that sounds gross. MA 

43. B: It is gross and it says that some people some people sweat 

more than that 

MA 

PE 

44. J:  Well it’s true. Read it. It says so in the book… right here 

(pointing to the sentence) 

PE 

45. A: I…I heard...I have a connection and I think it’s like...umm, 

like I don’t think it’s a connection but I think it is...umm...I 

heard like, I think not in the book, but I heard if you sweat a 

lot in your armpits you get…your armpits get hair. That’s how 

ME 

continues 
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 they, that’s how you get hair. If your armpits sweat alot. I  

heard about it on that freaky show…you know...that one show. 

 

46. CM: Ewwww. That is sooo gross! MA 

47. A: Whenever you get older you will sweat more. I saw it on t.v. 

It’s true...It said that the older you get, the more sweat comes 

out of your armpits 

ME 

48. CM: Ewww. You are disgusting! MA 

49. CM: I thought you just grew it...the hair under your armpits ME 

50. A:  I didn’t know that everyone had hair under the pit. Did ya’ll 

know that? 

ME 

51. CM: laughs NA 

52. A:  wait, I have a connection of gross body parts again. I think that 

this book has good information. It tells you how to stinking. 

You can use baby powder and not wear tight clothes 

PA 

ME 

53. CM:  okay, go ahead. NA 

54. A:  because arm...armpit hair, what I what I just said because 

that’s how you get armpit hair. Well on True Life Zack and 

Cody, umm...umm...I saw Zack he was umm...Zack’s brother 

said uh…started looking in his brother’s armpit and Zack said 

i’ve got armpit hair. look look look and then his brother says 

no you don’t and he’s like ya I do right here, right here, and 

he’s like i don’t see nothing 

ME 

55. B:  I think everybody in the world sweats if they like run and play 

around or do some exercise because your body gets hot 

ME 

56. A: We have millions of sweat glands. PE 

57. CM: I wonder why...even if it’s cold, they...like people could just 

sweat 

PA 

58. B: huh NA 

59. J:  I did...and like like if and if you’re outside and you’re not 

sweating you then um... you then can get a high fever and if 

you run around and sweat then it cools you down...it happened 

to me one time 

ME 

PA 

60. A:  yup. And if you didn’t cool down you’d be dead and get a high 

fever. My brother, I have a connection about that, my brother 

um... he, he he was running a fever of 104 or 3 and he he was 

really, really sick and he was about to die but he didn’t luckily. 

God saved him 

MA 

61. J:  My brother...my little one did that too. It was sad… MA 

62. A: I thought there was something in this book really weird and 

it’s on page 8 and it’s called bird, bird busters and I have a  

ME 

continues  
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 connection with that and there’s a show called myth busters 

and they have like well it’s just like this weird show. 

 

63. J: I didn’t know this. Did you know if you eat really slowly you 

burp more 

PE 

64. B: Yep. NA 

65. A: It says…it says…it’s just the sound of like gas leaving your 

body. 

PE 

66. JV. No. if you eat fast you burp more, not slow. (Reading) Eat 

slowly. Gulping down food means you’re also gulping down 

air 

PE 

67. A:  if you eat if you eat I hear that if you eat with your mouth open 

and you talk with your mouth open in the book I heard this in 

the book. gas comes in your body or air and then it makes you 

like burp or fart 

PE 

68. CM: Carlie laughs NA 

69. J: huh NA 

70. all laughs NA 

71. A: I have a connection about, I have a connection about uh, the 

gas thing and farting and burping well um uh if you eat beans 

you fart and celery and stuff like that. I always do. 

MA 

72. all Laughter NA 

73. A: Me too. All the time when I eat beans MA 

74. B:  You can get rid of your burps by uh swallowing less air PE 

75. A:  It says it in the book...you just swallow a little air PE 

76. J:  Yup. A little air while chewing food PE 

77. A:  I had a question I always I always had a question it was i I 

have a question is was I I thought that gas like gas and burping 

and farting I never I I wanted to know if that was different if 

um if gas the gas you put in your car is different from the gas 

in your body 

ME 

78. CM:  that’s interesting PA 

79. A: You swallow a lot of air and don’t even know it. PE 

80. B:  that’s what I wanted to know that’s very interesting MA 

81. A:  huh NA 

82. CM: You just swallow it. It says it right here. PE 

83. A:  This book is awesome. Look at the dude on the cover. All 

those bugs flying around his head. 

PA 

84. B:  Yup. It’s pretty coolio PA 

85. CM: It’s cool because it’s DISGUSTING and GROSS! MA 

86. A: White blood cells help too PE 

87. B: yes NA 

continues
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J:  I like the part about the scabs PA 

88. A:  I have a scab...right here…it is real hard MA 

89. J:  I have one too. See (pointing to elbow). I was riding my bike 

and fell off the curb and my neighbor was laughing SO hard! It 

hurt! Look how hard it is… 

MA 

90. C: Scabs are nature’s Band-Aid PE 

91. A: And it all makes it like pus… PE 

92. J: I didn’t know this if you eat really slowly you burp more PE 

93. A:  I think that it takes so long for scabs to get hard. I always peel 

them and make them bleed... 

MA 

94. CM:  that’s funny MA 

95. J: Scabs protect you because they keep out germs and dirt PE 

96. A: Yep. It keeps germs out. PE 

97. C: …and don’t pick at it. PE 

98. all laughs NA 

99. B: It says we have air in our stomach or something like that. PE 

100. A: It takes like 10 seconds for scabs. PE 

101. all laughs NA 

102. A: It says it in the book (pointing to the page of reference)  PE 

103. all laughs NA 

104. A: We have to let the air out somehow...or it will just stay stuck in 

our stomach…duh! 

PE 

105. B:  You should always say excuse me. My mom says that too. MA 

106. A:  

107.  

I have a question. It’s about the sweat thing. It says that when 

you’re a kid, your sweat doesn’t stink. Sometimes I do stink. 

PA 

108. J:  No…well if you don’t shower you stink because you have 

dried sweat all over you. When I go to soccer and then we go 

eat, I stunk so bad! 

MA 

109. A:  Sweat is called perspiration (reading from the book) PE 

110. CM:  that’s interesting. You need to sweat to stay healthy. 

Without sweat, you’d get too hot. 

MA 

ME 

111. B:  that’s what I wanted to know that’s very interesting. I didn’t 

know that we make 4 cups of sweat a day! That’s a lot. I drink 

4 cups of milk a day! 

ME 

112. A: It says as you get older you sweat more. PE 

113. CM:  I wonder why so much! ME 

114. A: It is 4 cups. PE 

115. CM: What if you sweated so much that you ran out of sweat. ME 

116. A: I don’t know why they call gas for the cars and gas for the 

other one the gas inside your body 

PA 

continues   
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117. B: It says right here. PE 

118. A: It is 4 cups though. PE 

119. B: Yes. It’s 4 cups. PE 

120. A: I like this book cuz I always wonder where snot comes from. PA 

121. CM: (Reading from book) Snot is mostly made of water and salt. It 

also contains some stuff called mucins. Mucins make snot 

gooey. They give snot its other name— mucus. Snot comes 

from special skin inside your nose. The skin produces snot. 

The snot coats the skin and hairs in your nose. 

PE 

122. A: Snot... It protects us from germs. It’s like a venus fly trap...like 

on that movie we saw in science. 

ME 

123. B:  It keeps us healthy. PE 

124. CM: Oh yah...it traps thingys ME 

125. A: It’s also called boogers. Think about it. It’s the dead skin in 

your nose mixed with dirt 

ME 

126. B: …and its mostly water PE 

127. CM: Gross! MA 

128. B: But it’s true…and you swallow it. PE 

129. A: yup NA 

130. C: It is dead skin. PE 

131. B: We eat our snot everyday. Like a lot of it. My little sister eats 

her boogers every hour (laughing) 

ME 

MA 

132. A:  Ewww… that makes me wanna gag…like when you’re sick 

and you get all that crud stuck …it always makes 

me…eww…just yuck… 

MA 

133. B You shouldn’t eat them, they’re full of germs. PE 

134. A: My brother is always picking his nose. My mom always says 

that he is digging for gold. I don’t even get it. Boogers are not 

gold! 

MA 

135. CM: Yah...that’s dumb... MA 

136. A:  Ok...ok...my question…you breathe in oxygen and oxygen 

makes you burp and yah the other thing… fart... 

PE 

137. A: If you eat like I I think I heard if you eat certain certain kind of 

food it makes you fart 

PE 

138. all laughs NA 

139. CM: like beans...it makes me fart always... PA 

140. A: yah and broccoli and lettuce make me explode PA 

141. J: broccoli and lettuce...me too PA 

142. all laughs NA 

continues
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143. A: Celery too PA 

144. A: I think it just smells PA 

145. J: All I know is that this is a good book PA 

146. CM: I like this book too…  PA 

147. A: I like all of the pictures…look at this one…his elbow is 

bleeding just like mine 

PA 

148. J: I like this picture… I felt like that at Six Flags. I ate too much 

and rode on that Mr. Freeze 

MA 

149. A: Bacteria causes bad breath? PE 

150. C: It starts with bacteria in your mouth. PE 

151. A: Also in your stomach…it says… PE 

152. C:  God makes all living things including bacteria. MA 

153. A: Ummmm…ok. NA 

154. C: Food particles are like…well…like left in your mouth PE 

155. A: They can rot and start to smell. PE 

156. C: …and not brushing your teeth regularly too. PE 

157. A: Plaque is a great place for bacteria to live . PE 

158. C:  Not brushing your teeth reguarly PE 

159. A: Plaque is a great for bacteria to live. PE 

 

Austin’s Aesthetic Responses 

 The following are Austin’s aesthetic responses to Gross Body Facts. 

Table 28 

Austin’s Aesthetic Responses to Gross Body Facts 

Line Student Statement Stance 

4 That’s...that...I...I thought that was weird because like...like how could 

your body be like 70% water...I didn’t know that we were that much 

water. 

PA 

6 It’s like my waterbed. My waterbed has a ton of water in it. Like 70%. PA 

ME 

9 I…...I wonder why you burp after drinking coke? PA 

21 I know because it said you’ll die if you don’t sweat. I don’t want to 

die! I stink when I sweat a lot. If, even if it makes you sw.....um 

sweaty and stuff like that , but then it’s still good. You shouldn’t like  

PE 

MA 

continues



 

 

 

136 

 think that you... you’re smelling nasty because if you didn’t sweat 

then you would probably die... so...don’t think you’re stinky. 

 

33 I wonder why some sweat stinks but some doesn’t ? PA  

48 wait, I have a connection of gross body parts again. I think that this 

book has good information. It tells you how to stinking. You can use 

baby powder and not wear tight clothes 

PA 

ME 

50 …because armpit hair, what I what I just said because that’s how you 

get armpit hair. Well on True Life Zack and Cody, umm...umm...I saw 

Zack he was umm...Zack’s brother said uh…started looking in his 

brother’s armpit and Zack said i’ve got armpit hair. look look look and 

then his brother says no you don’t and he’s like ya I do right here, 

right here, and he’s like i don’t see nothing 

ME 

56 yup. And if you didn’t cool down you’d be dead and get a high fever. 

My brother, I have a connection about that, my brother um... he, he he 

was running a fever of 104 or 3 and he he was really, really sick and 

he was about to die but he didn’t luckily. God saved him 

MA 

65 I have a connection about, I have a connection about uh, the gas thing 

and farting and burping well um uh if you eat beans you fart and 

celery and stuff like that. I always do. 

MA 

66 Me too. All the time when I eat beans MA 

76 This book is awesome. Look at the dude on the cover. All those bugs 

flying around his head. 

PA 

82 I have a scab...right here…it is real hard MA 

87 I think that it takes so long for scabs to get hard. I always peel them 

and make them bleed... 

MA 

98 I have a question. It’s about the sweat thing. It says that when you’re a 

kid, your sweat doesn’t stink. Sometimes I do stink. 

PA 

107 I don’t know why they call gas for the cars and gas for the other one 

the gas inside your body 

PA 

111 I like this book cuz I always wonder where snot comes from. PA 

124 Ewww… that makes me wanna gag…like when you’re sick and you 

get all that crud stuck …it always makes me…eww…just yuck… 

MA 

126 My brother is always picking his nose. My mom always says that he is 

digging for gold. I don’t even get it. Boogers are not gold! 

MA 

131 yah and broccoli and lettuce make me explode PA 

133 Celery too PA 

continues  
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134 I think it just smells PA 

137 I like all of the pictures…look at this one…his elbow is bleeding just 

like mine 

PA 

 

Connections to self. Students made connections to background knowledge, 

linked personal experience to text, or placed themselves in story. Austin discussed he was 

not concerned with the way he smelled after sweating. 

I know because it said you’ll die if you don’t sweat. I don’t want to 

die! I stink when I sweat a lot. If…even if it makes you sw.....um 

sweaty and stuff like that, but then it’s still good. You shouldn’t like 

think that… you... you’re smelling nasty because if you didn’t sweat 

then you would probably die... so...don’t think you’re stinky. 

 

As the discussion transitions into what causes gas, Austin makes personal connections to 

what causes gas for himself. 

I have a connection about, I have a connection about uh, the gas thing 

and farting and burping well um uh if you eat beans you fart and 

celery and stuff like that. I always do. 

 

He elaborates more on which foods cause gas. 

…yah and broccoli and lettuce make me explode 

…Me too. All the time when I eat beans 

.…Celery too 

 

Students begin to talk about why and how scabs are formed. Austin relates this 

information to a scab on his elbow. 

I have a scab…right here…it is real hard. 

I think that it takes so long for scabs to get hard. I always peel them 

and make them bleed… 

 

Connections to others. Students made connections to others. This included 

family members and other students. Austin related overheating to his brother’s fever. 
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…yup. And if you didn’t cool down you’d be dead and get a high fever. My 

brother, I have a connection about that, my brother um... he, he he was 

running a fever of 104 or 3 and he he was really, really sick and he was about 

to die but he didn’t luckily. God saved him… 

Austin shares what his mom thinks when his little brother picks his nose.   

My brother is always picking his nose. My mom always says that he is 

digging for gold. I don’t even get it. Boogers are not gold! 

 

Connection to text or media. Students made connections of text to other books, 

television shows, and movies. Austin made a connection from the television series, Suite 

Life of Zack and Cody to the reference about underarm hair in the book. 

...because arm…armpit hair, what I what I just said because that’s 

how you get armpit hair. Well on True Life Zack and Cody, 

umm…umm…I saw Zack he was umm…Zack’s brother said 

uh…started looking in his brother’s armpit and Zack said “i’ve got 

armpit hair. look look look” and then his brother says “no you don’t” 

and he’s like “ya I do right here, right here,” and he’s like “i don’t see 

nothing” 

Questions of wonder. Students articulated their curiosity with “I wonder” 

statements. As the teacher, I modeled “I wonder” statements during read-alouds. Austin 

pondered about the following: 

I…...I wonder why you burp after drinking coke? 

I wonder why some sweat stinks but some doesn’t ? 

I like this book cuz I always wonder where snot comes from 

 

References to text features and evaluation of the text or text features. 

Students referred to text features in the books. In addition to this, they made judgment of 

the quality of the text or text features. These included captions, photographs, illustrations, 

and so forth.  
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This book is awesome. Look at the dude on the cover. All those bugs 

flying around his head. 

 

I like all of the pictures…look at this one…his elbow is bleeding just 

like mine. 

 

Personal opinion with no elaboration. Students evaluate the text or the response 

of another student with a personal opinion with no elaboration. As Brandon and Carlie 

discuss the fact that we unknowingly swallow “snot” every day, Austin responds with 

how that makes him feel. 

Brandon: But it’s true…and you swallow it. 

Austin: yup 

Carlie: It is dead skin. 

Brandon: We eat our snot every day. Like a lot of it. My little sister eats her 

boogers every hour (laughing) 

Austin: …ewww… that makes me wanna gag…like when you’re sick and you get 

all that crud stuck …it always makes me…eww…just yuck… 

Brandon’s Aesthetic Responses 

The following are Brandon’s aesthetic responses to Gross Body Facts. 

Table 29 

Brandon’s Aesthetic Responses to Gross Body Facts 

Line Student statement Stance 

17 This is such a good book...it’s really interesting…I love the pictures 

in it. Look at the lady with the bad breath. 

PA 

24 No, it’s normal. I sweat when it’s real hot or I been running a lot at 

recess or PE. 

MA 

40 It is gross and it says that some people some people sweat more than 

that 

PA 

PE 

73 that’s what I wanted to know that’s very interesting PA 

77 Yup. It’s pretty coolio. PA 

97 You should always say excuse me. My mom says that too. MA 

123 We eat our snot every day. Like a lot of it. My little sister eats her 

boogers every hour (laughing) 

ME 

MA 
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Connections to self. Students made connections to background knowledge, 

linked personal experience to text, or placed themselves in story. Brandon confirms that 

sweating is normal and describes when he sweats the most. 

No, it’s normal. I sweat when it’s real hot or I been running a lot at recess or 

PE. 

 

Connections to others. Students made connections to others. This included 

family members and other students. Brandon shares what you should do after passing gas 

or burping according to his mother: “You should always say excuse me. My mom says 

that too.” After discussing what snot is made up of and its purpose, Brandon shares the 

following about his sister:  

We eat our snot every day. Like a lot of it. My little sister eats her 

boogers every hour (laughing)  

 References to text features and evaluation of the text or text features. 

Students referred to text features in the books. In addition to this, judgment of the quality 

of the text or text features. These included captions, photographs, illustrations, et cetera. 

Brandon refers to a picture in the book and states why it is a good book. 

This is such a good book...it’s really interesting...I love the pictures in 

it. Look at the lady with the bad breath. 

 

Personal opinion with no elaboration. Students evaluate the text or the response 

of another student with a personal opinion with no elaboration. Students are discussing 

how to minimize burping and Brandon responds after Austin’s brief explanation, that the 

information was sufficient and interesting. 

Austin: It says it in the book...you just swallow a little air 

Jackie: Yup. A little air while chewing food 

Carlie: …that’s interesting 
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Austin: You swallow a lot of air and don’t even know it. 

Brandon: …that’s what I wanted to know that’s very interesting. 

 

As Austin refers to the picture on the cover of the book and expresses how “awesome” 

the book is, Brandon simply agrees by saying, “Yup. It’s pretty coolio.” 

Carlie’s Aesthetic Responses 

The following are Carlie’s aesthetic responses to Gross Body Facts. 

Table 30 

Carlie’s Aesthetic Responses to Gross Body Facts 

Line  Student statement Stance 

16 I thought... there were two kind of gas. Umm...I...I think 

that...umm... you know I chew gum a lot so I bet I make tons of 

gas...ummm... I think that I probably, I think that’s why I burp a lot 

it’s because I chew gum a lot, and drink a lot of soda. 

PA 

25 Read page 13 on how to stop the stink. I use like this antibacterial 

soap from Bath and Body that smells soooo good. It kills the 

bacteria. I never stink...do I? 

MA 

27 Hey guys! Bad breath is caused by um...um...what you eat OR 

MOSTLY from just a dirty mouth.....BRUSH YOUR TEETH 

PEOPLE! Don’t you think? 

ME 

PA 

35 I wonder why that matters? PA 

39 ewww…that sounds gross. MA 

43 Ewwww. That is sooo gross! MA 

45 Ewww. You are disgusting! MA 

53 I wonder why...even if it’s cold, they...like people could just sweat PA 

71 that’s interesting PA 

78 It’s cool because it’s DISGUSTING and GROSS! MA 

88  that’s funny MA 

101 that’s interesting. You need to sweat to stay healthy. 

Without sweat, you’d get too hot. 

MA 

ME 

118 Gross! MA 

127 Yah...that’s dumb... MA 

130 like beans...it makes me fart always... PA 

136 I like this book too…  PA 
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Connections to self. Students made connections to background knowledge, 

linked personal experience to text, or placed themselves in story. The book explains how 

the air we swallow causes gas that eventually needs to escape. Carlie connects to this and 

explains why she burps a lot. 

I thought... there were two kind of gas. Umm...I...I think that...umm... 

you know I chew gum a lot so I bet I make tons of gas...ummm... I 

think that I probably, I think that’s why I burp a lot it’s because I 

chew gum a lot, and drink a lot of soda. 

 

As the discussion transitions into the types of food that produce the most gas, Carlie adds 

to the list with, “like beans...it makes me fart always….” When the discussion shifts into 

why we have body odor and how to minimize it, Carlie references a page number and 

shares what type of soap she uses in order to combat odor. 

Read page 13 on how to stop the stink. I use like this antibacterial 

soap from Bath and Body that smells soooo good. It kills the bacteria. 

I never stink...do I? 

 Questions of wonder. Students articulated their curiosity with “I wonder” 

statements. During a discussion about why sweat smells, Carlie wanted to know if what 

you ate had anything to do with the smell of sweat. 

 Austin: I wonder why some sweat stinks but some doesn’t  

 Brandon: Probably because of what you eat 

 Carlie:  I wonder why that matters? 

 Austin: Everyone sweats 

 

References to text features and evaluation of the text or text features. 

Students referred to text features in the books. In addition to this, judgment of the quality 

of the text or text features. These included captions, photographs, illustrations, et cetera.  

This book is awesome. Look at the dude on the cover. All those bugs 

flying around his head. 
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I like all of the pictures…look at this one…his elbow is bleeding just 

like mine. 

 

Personal opinion with no elaboration. Students evaluate the text or the response 

of another student with a personal opinion with no elaboration. Many of Carlie’s aesthetic 

responses were simple evocations in response to other students or to the text.  

 After Jackie explains that “everyone sweats about 4 cups of salty stuff a day,” 

Carlie responds with “…ewww…that sounds gross.” In the same manner, she responds to 

Austin’s description of underarm hair simply with, “ewwww…that is sooo gross!” Austin 

proceeds to talk about sweating more as you get older and Carlie responds with how that 

makes her feel. 

Austin: Whenever you get older you will sweat more. I saw it on TV. It’s true…it 

said that the older you get, the more sweat comes out of your armpits. 

Carlie: …ewww. You are disgusting! 

 

 The discussion shifts to how “snot” is formed. Austin explains that “…it’s the 

dead skin in your nose mixed with dirt. Carlie’s response is simply, “Gross!” Austin 

continues the discussion with, “My brother is always picking his nose. My mom always 

says that he is digging for gold. I don’t even get it. Boogers are not gold!” Carlie 

responds with “Yah...that’s dumb.” 

Jackie’s Aesthetic Responses 

 Connections to self. Students made connections to background knowledge, 

linked personal experience to text, or placed themselves in story. As the discussion 

transitions into what scabs are made of, Jackie expresses how she feels about them. 
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Austin proceeds to show everyone the scab on his knee and Jackie shows one of her own 

followed with an explanation. 

Jackie: I like the part about the scabs 

Austin: I have a scab...right here…it is real hard 

Jackie: I have one too. See (pointing to elbow). I was riding my bike and fell off 

the curb and my neighbor was laughing SO hard! It hurt! Look how hard it 

is…He elaborates more on which foods cause gas. 

Students begin to talk about sweat. Austin begins by asking a question and Jackie 

responds with her own personal experience. 

Austin: I have a question. It’s about the sweat thing. It says that when you’re a 

kid, your sweat doesn’t stink. Sometimes I do stink. 

Jackie: No…well if you don’t shower you stink because you have dried sweat all 

over you. When I go to soccer and then we go eat, I stunk so bad! 

 

Connections to others. Students made connections to others. This included 

family members and other students. Austin shares a story about how his brother had a 

fever and Jackie relates it to her own brother. 

Austin: …yup. And if you didn’t cool down you’d be dead and get a high fever. 

My brother, I have a connection about that, my brother um... he, he he was 

running a fever of 104 or 3 and he he was really, really sick and he was 

about to die but he didn’t luckily. God saved him. 

Jackie: My brother...my little one did that too. It was sad… 

 References to text features and evaluation of the text or text features. 

Students referred to text features in the books. In addition to this, judgment of the quality 

of the text or text features. These included captions, photographs, illustrations, etc. 

Students are discussing some of the picture that they liked. Jackie not only expresses that 

she likes the book and a picture of a person feeling nauseous, but it evokes a memory 

about Six Flags. 

Jackie: All I know is that this is a good book  

Carlie: I like this book too…  
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Austin: I like all of the pictures…look at this one…his elbow is bleeding just like 

mine 

Jackie: I like this picture… I felt like that at Six Flags. I ate too much and rode on 

that Mr. Freeze 

 

Summary of Responses to Gross Body Facts 

 Table 30 gives an overview of responses, tallied for each student according to 

efferent versus aesthetic responses.  

Table 31 

Peer-led Discussion Group 1: Gross Body Facts 
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1 

Mostly 

efferent 

What was learned or was information 

gained from the reading. This allows for a 

factual making of meaning. 

 

4 7 2 11 25 

2 

Some-

what 

efferent 

 

Retelling what the text ‘said.’ 9 4 10 28 58 

3 

Some-

what 

aesthetic 

Selection of text to elaborate preference, 

judgment, or description.  

2 6 4 14 24 

4 

Most 

aesthetic 

Focus on the lived through experience of 

the literary work (the world created while 

reading and the emotions or associations 

resulting from the experience). 

 

5 9 4 8 28 

Total  

 

20 26 20 61 127 
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 The book Gross Body Facts yielded a majority of efferent responses. There were 

a total of 83 mostly efferent and primarily efferent responses combined, in comparison to 

52 mostly aesthetic and primarily aesthetic categories combined. All of the students 

responded predominantly in the efferent category, except for Carlie. The majority of her 

responses were in the mostly aesthetic category with just two responses behind in the 

mostly efferent category.  

The number of students’ responses varied by categories across the discussions. 

This is consistent with the idea that response to text is indeterminate (Hynds, 1990) as 

well as Rosenblatt’s (1978) case for the uniqueness of each reader each reading. All 

readers do not create the same poem. The evoked poem is a reflection of the reader’s 

connections to what was read at the time of the transaction. The reader brings to the 

reading event life experiences, culture and purpose, which converge with the text to 

create personal meaning and connections. The nature of the students’ aesthetic responses 

included: 

 Connections to self 

 Connection to others  

 Questions of wonder 

 References to text features and evaluation of the text or text features 

 Personal opinion with no elaboration 

 Prior to using peer-led literature discussion groups, I modeled possible ways to 

respond to literature while reading aloud from various genres, a regular part of the 

classroom routine. After reading aloud, I initiated discussions with students and focused 
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on their thoughts and reactions. Many of the aesthetic responses mirrored those from our 

interactive read-aloud with nonfiction.   

I presented four categories on an aesthetic/efferent continuum to organize and 

describe students’ responses to nonfiction. By organizing the data with these categories, I 

was able to see the many, varied ways students made connections to the nonfiction they 

were reading. This was valuable for clarifying the possibilities nonfiction presents for 

response. However, there may be danger in sorting the students’ responses into 

categories; one might get the idea that the categories are separate, finite and static. 

Moss (2003) pointed out that response to nonfiction is dynamic, fluid and varied. 

In this study, no one student exclusively responded in what could be categorized as only 

one of the identified modes. Students responded in many ways. Categories were not 

exclusive. In addition, responses could not be fully anticipated. I noticed fluidity between 

the categories of response to nonfiction; I came to believe that the categories of response 

should be considered dynamic as well as descriptive just as response. Expresses feelings, 

emotions, opinions and values seemed to be part of almost all responses, implying the 

ease with which an aesthetic stance toward response might be developed. Rosenblatt 

(1981) argues “the aesthetic impregnates the whole transaction” (p. 25). It certainly 

seems that the categories of students’ responses illuminate the possibilities of response to 

nonfiction beyond simply reporting after reading. 

It should not be surprising that students responded predominantly in the primarily 

efferent stance by retelling information in response to nonfiction. Nonfiction is typically 

looked upon as collections of facts. However, I regarded students’ fascination with facts 
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and assignment of value to them was much more than simple recitation. Students did not 

collect random facts; they selected and reported facts that had personal meaning. When 

students retold information, what they chose to attend to was significant to them. 

Summarizing or retelling information from reading nonfiction does hold value, as 

it is one way that certain students chose to respond to what they read and rarely was it 

done exclusively, without follow up explanations of thoughts, sentiments or judgment. 

Responding by retelling was clearly a mode preferred by some readers. Readers shape 

their responses based on their personal history and experiences (Rosenblatt, 1978, 1981, 

1995) and for some, retelling is response. 

One key to reader response is the openness and availability of possibilities, not a 

target of correctness (Doiron, 1995, 2003; Hynds, 1990). Documenting facts or retelling 

information should not be considered as a narrowing of focus. Students broadened their 

world when they immersed themselves in the facts they found interesting, intriguing or 

riveting.  

Most students expressed emotions and feelings in response to their reading. Some 

added values and opinions to their responses. Nonfiction can evoke emotions and 

feelings; response to it can be more complex than a straightforward recitation of facts. 

Expressions of emotions indicated to me that readers were personally engaged in what 

they read. 

When learners asked their own questions they exhibited a consciousness about 

their reading that could be extended into a quest and personal inquiry. Similarly, when 

students responded to nonfiction by telling stories or recalling memories, their personal 
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accounts identified personally with a certain aspect of what they read. Even though some 

accounts might seem off topic or farfetched, careful examination revealed a connection 

that was idiosyncratic to that reader. Further delving into the students’ stories uncovered 

private links that I did not anticipate. These links opened my eyes to the range of 

associations generated in response to nonfiction. This is consistent with the idea that 

response to text is indeterminate (Hynds, 1990) as well as Rosenblatt’s (1978) case for 

the uniqueness of each reader each reading. 

When students made connections between the nonfiction they read and other texts 

or media they have heard or read or viewed, they demonstrated knowledge of their world 

beyond the schoolhouse door. In addition, they used other media, movies or cartoons to 

explain their connection to and appreciation for what they read. These connections 

signified the reader’s awareness of a broad world and set of ideas represented in what 

s/he was reading at the time. Making connections in response to nonfiction offered an 

expanded outlook about what was being read and an acknowledgement of the prospect of 

wide ranging possibilities for further explorations. 

Some students jumped right over specific facts and stated a generalization in 

response to nonfiction. This mostly efferent response to nonfiction seemed important to 

consider because of the notoriety surrounding the genre as exclusively lists of facts. 

When readers spontaneously made generalizations or inferences about what was read it 

became clear to me that they were engaged and connected what they experienced during 

the transaction often extending beyond the literal. 
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Student Responses to Meet J.K. Rowling 

 A complete transcript of Peer-led Discussion Group 3 using the book Meet J.K. 

Rowling was included below in order to understand how the responses transpired. In 

addition to this, I extracted the aesthetic responses of each student from the discussion 

about J.K. Rowling in order to look more closely at the nature of these responses. The 

following abbreviations were used for the various stances and the speakers: 

ME = Mostly efferent 

PE = Somewhat efferent 

PA = Somewhat aesthetic 

MA = Mostly aesthetic 

 

A: Austin 

CM: Carlie 

B: Brandon 

J: Jackie  

 

Table 32 

Peer-led Literature Discussion Group Aesthetic Responses for Meet J.K. Rowling 

Speaker  Student statement Stance  

1. A: So…tell about the book… ME 

2. CM: I have a connection…this book just reminds me of my 

grandma. She looks a little bit like her and she just kind of 

had the same life. My grandma is not a writer though. 

MA 

3. A: It’s about the author of Harry Potter PE 

4. CM: ...this book is very interesting.  PA 

5. A: This book...it makes me curious about Harry Potter.  PA 

6. J: I wonder why the s- um j k rowling wrote harry potter books? PA 

7. CM: Ummm…it is a good book. It’s about J.K. Rowling’s life. It’s 

like her…ummm…childhood and tough times trying to 

like…write a book. She had to send a copy of what she wrote 

to the publisher, and she kept a copy for herself. Then, she 

had to find an agent who helped her find a publisher. 

PA 

PE 

continues
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8. A: and so and I heard in the story that she has the same feelings 

as harry potter when she wrote the book. harry potter was sad 

like sad because her… mother died and she was sad. 

PE 

9. CM:  I would be sad too if my mom died PA 

10. A: Look at the cover. It’s just a picture of her, J.K. Rowling PE 

11. CM: you wouldn’t? I would be so sad if my mom died like JK 

Rowling. She...that is real tough 

PA 

12. JV: Nah PA 

13. Group Mumbling and whispering  

14. A: …I heard in the story um that she goes to a restaurant she 

wrote a little about Harry Potter. It shows where she wrote the 

story… like it shows where the restaurant is like the… um 

story…page 12. 

PE 

15. B: That’s hard...I could not write in a restaurant. It’s way too 

noisy… and all the people talking and eating and stuff. I need 

just quiet like in Writer’s Workshop. 

MA 

16. A:  what page? I could not write in a restaurant. It’s way too 

noisy… I would go CRAZY! 

MA 

17. A: it’s on page... PE 

18. CM: 13 I think PE 

19. A: page…um…13 yah PE 

20. CM: page 13 PE 

21. A:  and it shows...no look at page 12. That’s the café that she she 

wrote.  

PE 

22. CM: She... I think I think it said in the book that she had a baby PE 

23. A: She had a little girl that she took with her PE 

24. CM:  My mom used to take me everywhere with her. I used to go 

everywhere because I couldn’t just stay home alone… 

MA 

25. B: It had to be hard. She did it by herself. She had a lot of 

struggles. She didn’t have a job, no money, a daughter. She 

wrote while her daughter slept in the stroller...I feel sorry for 

her…My Auntie DeeDee is like that 

MA 

26. A: it did she does. She had a baby because it said so…while 

Jessica napped in the stroller 

PE 

27. CM: her name the baby’s name is Jessica. I have a connection my 

momma’s sisters name is Jessica 

PA 

28. J: Hmm…  

29. CM: I heard that when she was 6... she wrote a book about...rabbits PE 

30. A: It was about rabbits. PE 

31. CM: well...I guess so. I get lots of help. Thank goodness! My mom 

and dad are teachers, so they help me alot! 

MA 

continues  



 

 

 

152 

32. A: Little kids can write without help. My little sister is a great 

writer and she’s 6. I am real proud of her. She writes a whole 

bunch at home. 

MA 

33. CM: but she’s 6 years old, I didn’t think that she would be able to 

write. 

MA 

34. A: ...uh huh. My little sister’s 6 years old and she can 

read…she… she’s like at a level like 25 right now and she’s 

like a really good reader and she knows how to write. My 

teacher says write this sentence when you get home or rewrite 

this sentence for your homework and she rewrites it and she 

knows how to spell. She knows how to write stories and she’s 

only in first grade and 6 years old—she’s soooo 

smart.....wayyyy smarter than me. 

MA 

35. CM: My little cousin watches those movies that teach you how to 

read and my aunt picks up those cards and she can read 

them….serious…it’s so crazy! I swear! 

MA 

36. A: and about to be 7 and she’s a really good writer and she got a 

like in writing she’s at a level three 

MA 

37. CM:  yah but some people like in other countries have trouble 

reading and writing words and understanding words and... 

like if she was to write a little book that says the rabbit went 

down the street and the next think you know it pounced on a 

bird... she wouldn’t know what pounced means 

MA 

38. A: mmhm N/A 

39. CM: it I think it just depends on how smart she is PA 

40. A: she knows exactly she knows a lot of words like... my mom 

my mom gave her a book and she and um she read this like 

big word and like umm... like... what does independent mean 

and she said ...and... and... well I don’t know exactly know 

the word but she said she said the meaning exactly right and 

she knows what it she knows what it is she knows like a lot of 

words and that?? 

MA 

41. J: JK wrote almost everyday ME 

42. CM: She’s smart PA 

43. B: Huh..., NA 

44. CM: I didn’t learn how to read... well I learned how to read in 

kindergarten but...I didn’t understand that many word when I 

was in first grade. I was not a good reader… 

MA 

45. J: Really? N/A 

46. CM: ...I wasn’t that smart when I was little either. I didn’t like to 

read, but I do now. 

MA 

continues  
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47. J: …my mom is a librarian and loves to read, and I love to read, 

and my grandma reads to me every...I mean every single 

night. 

MA 

48. B: JK loved to read. That’s what it said. PE 

49. J: JK always knew that she wanted to be a writer. I love to write. 

My spelling is bad. My Grandma was a bad speller when she 

was little, too. Maybe that’s where I get it from...” 

MA 

50. A:  I learned I learned like...in pre-k. They like skipped me. They 

skipped pre-k when I was little. I skipped pre-k. 

MA 

51. J: Why did you skip pre-k Austin? PA 

52. A:  because um... they said I was like like I don’t need to go to 

pre-k because I was already like s-smart… 

MA 

53. J: She wrote fantasy stories when she was little ME 

54. B: she read them to her sisters PE 

55. CM: I think J.K.Rowling is... a good author I’ve read part of parts 

of Harry Potter books and watched movies about it and I like 

Harry Potter books. 

PA 

ME 

PA 

56. A: I heard that the harry potter books are different from the 

movies 

ME 

57. B: The movie and the book are totally different ME 

58. A: I have a connection the reason that I’ve never really watched 

any more harry potter movies or any books is because when I 

was like 3 or 4 I watched a harry potter movie with my 

cousins and it had this big giant hand and it was alive and it 

scared the crap out of me and I never watched it again 

MA 

59. CM: that’s potty talk PA 

60. Group Giggling and whispering  

61. CM: my…me,my mom, my sister when we were together we went 

to har... watch the harry potter movie. and you know how you 

said that big ol hand... it didn’t scare me that much 

MA 

62. B: That did happen in the book. The hand like came out! ME 

63. A:  Yah... she was little don’t you understand your little…little 

like my little sister screams when she sees a scary movie and 

it’s not even scary 

MA 

64. J: Huh?  

65. A: like barney. she gets scared when Barney comes out. MA 

66. CM: I wasn’t even four when I saw the movie I was like 3...I was 

about 3 or 4 

PA 

67. A: I have a connection. my little cousin…whenever he 

um...about Harry Potter… whenever he sees Harry Potter the  

MA 

continues  
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 dragon scares him and then he says mommy scared me the 

dragon scared me…it’s funny 

 

68. CM: my niece she doesn’t like barney… I’ve told her about other 

kind of books and I’ll read to her and stuff but she does other 

things she’s like cilla will you read this to me and then when I 

read to her she’s like... goofing off...it’s funny 

MA 

69. A: I have... I um have a connection. whenever I was talking 

about my sister’s like a good level of reading well…um...now 

she gets library books and chapter books from the library 

that’s like four. She reads them ALL. She’s on chapter books 

MA 

70. A: Well…um...my book buddy… every time I see her… she has 

a different chapter book ...and she reads chapter books the 

whole time like she can finish it in 2 days.  

MA 

71. CM: My partner…she...I… I… like when she messes up I’ll tell 

her sound it out and she’ll like sound it out and stuff 

MA 

72. CM: but jk rowling is a very good author PA 

73. A: I I I like have something like about jk rowling...um.i wonder 

if she’s still alive right now. I don’t know 

PA 

74. CM: she is PE 

75. A: she is still writing books… PE 

76. CM: cuz it said in the book that she was she was gonna make two 

more books 

PE 

77. A: Philosopher’s Stone, the Chamber of Secrets  PE 

78. CM: I write in my journal at home. Sometimes I can just write all 

day…especially when I’m like in trouble, 

MA 

79. A:  She’s a good writer PA 

80. CM: When you are a good writer, it feels good. When I write 

something…like real real good...I like it! 

MA 

81. CM: maybe...made. Probably this book could’ve been made in like 

in 1920 or 19…I don’t know...1930. Do you think so? 

ME 

82. A: yah. but it says... that…somewhere…let me find the page. PE 

83. CM: [or 19...something] PE 

84. A: There are more books like this…the books…harry potter 

order of the phoenix that’s the latest book they had 

PE 

85. J: I’ve got all of them all of them….It’s Harry Potter Order of 

the Phoenix, Harry Potter Secret of the Sorceress and they are 

all awesome. 

PA 

86. CM: yah but it also says it takes 5 years for her to make one PE 

87. A: It did take 5 years PE 

88. CM: yah that one (pointing to a picture in the book) ME 

continues  
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89. A: yah...and that one just came out...so ME 

90. J: the sixth one is (reading from the back of the book) PE 

91. A: I did not know that she was gonna make more books... you 

don’t know this book could’ve been made like long time ago 

(pointing the titles on the back of the book) was it? 

ME 

92. A: Her idea of Harry Potter came when she was stuck on a train 

to London 

PE 

93. CM: She was probably waiting so long that she just got bored and 

started writing something. Sometimes I do that. I will just 

write anything when I am bored. 

MA 

94. A: She finished the book in 1995. PE 

95. B: That was a long time ago. ME 

96. CM: Like 10 years… ME 

97. B: The book could be wrong… ME 

98. A: I saw on an interview her on T.V.  ME 

99. J: like our age… ME 

100. CM: She looked different on T.V. ME 

101. A: She was born in 1965 PE 

102. CM: That’s older than my mom ME 

103. A: Her real name is Joanne PE 

104. CM: We all have nicknames. My grandma calls me Lili. I like 

it…but nobody else can call me that. 

MA 

105. A: They call her Jo too. PE 

 

 

Connections to self. Students made connections to background knowledge, 

linked personal experience to text, or placed themselves in story. Jackie refers to the fact 

that she loves to write like J.K. Rowling, but that she is a terrible speller. Austin 

correlates this to being his intellect and being able to skip Pre-K. 

Jackie: JK always knew that she wanted to be a writer. I love to write. My 

spelling is bad. My Grandma was a bad speller when she was little, too. 

Maybe that’s where I get it from...” 

Austin: I learned I learned like...in pre-k. They like skipped me. They skipped 

pre-k when I was little. I skipped pre-k.  

Jackie: Why did you skip pre-k Austin? 

Austin: because um... they said I was like like I don’t need to go to pre-k because 

I was already like s-smart… 
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Connections to others. Students made connections to others. This included 

family members and other students. Austin enthusiastically discusses the similarities that 

J.K. Rowling and his little sister share as early writers. 

Carlie: I heard that when she was 6... she wrote a book about…rabbits 

Austin: It was about rabbits. 

Carlie: well…I guess so. I get lots of help. Thank goodness! My mom and dad are 

teachers, so they help me a lot! 

Austin: Little kids can write without help. My little sister is a great writer and 

she’s 6. I am real proud of her. She writes a whole bunch at home. 

Carlie: but she’s 6 years old, I didn’t think that she would be able to write. 

Austin ...uh huh. My little sister’s 6 years old and she can read…she… she’s like 

at a level like 25 right now and she’s like a really good reader and she 

knows how to write. My teacher says write this sentence when you get 

home or rewrite this sentence for your homework and she rewrites it and 

she knows how to spell. She knows how to write stories and she’s only in 

first grade and 6 years old—she’s soooo smart.....wayyyy smarter than me. 

Austin: and about to be 7 and she’s a really good writer and she got a like in 

writing she’s at a level three. 

 

Later, he continues to proudly talk about his little sister’s intellect. 

   

She knows exactly she knows a lot of words like... my mom my mom 

gave her a book and she and um she read this like big word and like 

umm... like… what does independent mean and she said ...and...well I 

don’t know exactly know the word but she said she said the meaning 

exactly right and she knows what it she knows what it is she knows 

like a lot of words and that? 

 

The students go off on a tangent and discuss the Harry Potter movie, Austin proceeds to 

make connection to members of his family throughout the entire discussion. 

Austin: Yah... she was little don’t you understand your little…little like my little 

sister screams when she sees a scary movie and it’s not even scary 

Jackie: Huh? 

Austin: like Barney. She gets scared when Barney comes out. 

Carlie: I wasn’t even four when I saw the movie I was like 3...I was about 3 or 4 

Austin: I have a connection. my little cousin…whenever he um...about Harry 

Potter… whenever he sees Harry Potter the dragon scares him and then he 

says mommy scared me the dragon scared me…it’s funny 
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Connection to text or media. Students made connections of text to other books, 

television shows, and movies. As mentioned above, Austin made some connections to the 

movie Harry Potter and to Barney, a character on Disney. He continues to make a 

personal connection to how he felt when he first saw the Harry Potter movie.  

I have a connection the reason that I’ve never really watched any 

more Harry Potter movies or any books is because when I was like 3 

or 4 I watched a Harry Potter movie with my cousins and it had this 

big giant hand and it was alive and it scared the crap out of me and I 

never watched it again 

Personal opinion with no elaboration. Students evaluate the text or the response 

of another student with a personal opinion with no elaboration. Austin states, “This 

book...it makes me curious about Harry Potter” without elaborating on why it makes him 

curious. 

Austin’s Aesthetic Responses 

The following are Austin’s aesthetic responses to J.K. Rowling. 

Table 33 

Austin’s Aesthetic Responses to J.K. Rowling 

Line  Student statement Stance 

5 This book...it makes me curious about Harry Potter.  PA 

15 what page? I could not write in a restaurant. It’s way too noisy… I 

would go CRAZY! 

MA 

31 Little kids can write without help. My little sister is a great writer and 

she’s 6. I am real proud of her. She writes a whole bunch at home. 

MA 

33 ...uh huh. My little sister’s 6 years old and she can read…she… she’s 

like at a level like 25 right now and she’s like a really good reader and 

she knows how to write. My teacher says write this sentence when 

you get home or rewrite this sentence for your homework and she 

rewrites it and she knows how to spell. She knows how to write stories  

MA 

continues  
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 and she’s only in first grade and 6 years old—she’s soooo 

smart.....wayyyy smarter than me. 

 

35 and about to be 7 and she’s a really good writer and she got a like in 

writing she’s at a level three 

MA 

39 she knows exactly she knows a lot of words like... my mom my mom 

gave her a book and she and um she read this like big word and like 

umm... like... what does independent mean and she said ...and... and... 

well I don’t know exactly know the word but she said she said the 

meaning exactly right and she knows what it she knows what it is she 

knows like a lot of words and that?? 

MA 

49  I learned I learned like...in pre-k. They like skipped me. They skipped 

pre-k when I was little. I skipped pre-k. 

MA 

51  because um... they said I was like like I don’t need to go to pre-k 

because I was already like s-smart… 

MA 

57 I have a connection the reason that I’ve never really watched any more 

harry potter movies or any books is because when I was like 3 or 4 I 

watched a harry potter movie with my cousins and it had this big giant 

hand and it was alive and it scared the crap out of me and I never 

watched it again 

MA 

61  yah she was little don’t you understand your little…little like my little 

sister is only 4 years old and she screams when she sees a scary 

movie. it’s not even scary  

MA 

63 like barney. she gets scared when barney comes out MA 

65 I have a connection. my little cousin…whenever he um...about harry 

potter whenever he sees harry potter the dragon scares him and then 

he says mommy scared me the dragon scared me…it’s funny 

MA 

67 I have... I um have a connection. whenever I was talking about my 

sister’s like a good level of reading well…um...now she gets library 

books and chapter books from the library that’s like four. She reads 

them ALL. She’s on chapter books 

MA 

68 Well…um...my book buddy… every time I see her… she has a 

different chapter book ...and she reads chapter books the whole time 

like she can finish it in 2 days.  

MA 

71 I I I like have something like about jk rowling...um.i wonder if she’s 

still alive right now. I don’t know 

PA 

77  She’s a good writer PA 
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Brandon’s Aesthetic Responses 

 The following are Brandon’s aesthetic responses to J.K. Rowling: 

Table 34 

Brandon’s Aesthetic Responses to J.K. Rowling 

Line  Student statement Stance 

14 That’s hard...I could not write in a restaurant. It’s way too noisy… 

and all the people talking and eating and stuff. I need just quiet like 

in Writer’s Workshop. 

MA 

24 It had to be hard. She did it by herself. She had a lot of struggles. She 

didn’t have a job, no money, a daughter. She wrote while her 

daughter slept in the stroller...I feel sorry for her…My Auntie 

DeeDee is like that. 

MA 

 

Brandon did not have much to say during this discussion group.  

Connections to self. Students made connections to background knowledge, 

linked personal experience to text, or placed themselves in story. Brandon mentions how 

J.K. wrote daily in a small café until she finished her first transcript. He describes how 

this would be a personal challenge for himself. 

That’s hard...I could not write in a restaurant. It’s way too noisy… 

and all the people talking and eating and stuff. I need just quiet like in 

Writer’s Workshop. 

 

Connections to others. Students made connections to others. This included 

family members and other students. The book describes the obstacles that J.K. had to 

overcome. This included being a single mom. Brandon saw similarities in his Aunt. 

It had to be hard. She did it by herself. She had a lot of struggles. She 

didn’t have a job, no money, a daughter. She wrote while her daughter 

slept in the stroller...I feel sorry for her…My Auntie DeeDee is like 

that. 
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Carlie’s Aesthetic Responses 

 The following are Carlie’s aesthetic responses to J.K. Rowling: 

Table 35 

Carlie’s Aesthetic Responses to J.K. Rowling 

Line Student statement Stance 

2 I have a connection…this book just reminds me of my grandma. She 

looks a little bit like her and she just kind of had the same life. My 

grandma is not a writer though. 

MA 

4 ...this book is very interesting.  PA 

7 Ummm…it is a good book. It’s about J.K. Rowling’s life. It’s like 

her…ummm…childhood and tough times trying to like…write a 

book. She had to send a copy of what she wrote to the publisher, and  

she kept a copy for herself. Then, she had to find an agent who 

helped her find a publisher. 

PA 

PE 

9 I would be sad too if my mom died PA 

11 you wouldn’t? I would be so sad if my mom died like JK Rowling. 

She...that is real tough 

PA 

23 My mom used to take me everywhere with her. I used to go 

everywhere because I couldn’t just stay home alone… 

MA 

26 her name the baby’s name is Jessica. I have a connection my 

momma’s sisters name is Jessica 

PA 

30 well...I guess so. I get lots of help. Thank goodness! My mom and 

dad are teachers, so they help me alot! 

MA 

32 but she’s 6 years old, I didn’t think that she would be able to write. MA 

34 My little cousin watches those movies that teach you how to read and 

my aunt picks up those cards and she can read them….serious…it’s 

so crazy! I swear! 

MA 

36 yah but some people like in other countries have trouble reading and 

writing words and understanding words and... like if she was to write 

a little book that says the rabbit went down the street and the next 

think you know it pounced on a bird... she wouldn’t know what 

pounced means 

MA 

38 it I think it just depends on how smart she is PA 

41 She’s smart PA 

continues  
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43 I didn’t learn how to read... well I learned how to read in 

kindergarten but...I didn’t understand that many word when I was in 

first grade. I was not a good reader… 

MA 

45 ...I wasn’t that smart when I was little either. I didn’t like to read, but 

I do now. 

MA 

54 I think J.K. Rowling is... a good author I’ve read part of parts of 

Harry Potter books and watched movies about it and I like Harry 

Potter books. 

PA 

ME 

58 that’s potty talk PA 

59 my…me, my mom, my sister when we were together we went to 

har... watch the harry potter movie. and you know how you said that 

big ol hand... it didn’t scare me that much 

MA 

64 I wasn’t even 4 when I saw the movie I was like 3...I was about 3 or 

4 

PA 

66 my niece she doesn’t like barney…I’ve I’ve told her about like books 

other kind of books and I’ll read to her and stuff but she does other 

things she’s like cilla will you read this to me and then when I read to 

her she’s like... goofing off...it’s funny 

MA 

69 My partner…she...I… I… like when she messes up I’ll tell her sound 

it out and she’ll like sound it out and stuff 

MA 

70 but jk rowling is a very good author PA 

76 I write in my journal at home. Sometimes I can just write all 

day…especially when I’m like in trouble, 

MA 

78 When you are a good writer, it feels good. When I write 

something…like real real good...I like it! 

MA 

91 She was probably waiting so long that she just got bored and started 

writing something. Sometimes I do that. I will just write anything 

when I am bored. 

MA 

102 We all have nicknames. My grandma calls me Lili. I like it…but 

nobody else can call me that. 

MA 

 

 Connections to self. Students made connections to background knowledge, 

linked personal experience to text, or placed themselves in story. J.K. was a single mother 

that took her young daughter everywhere with her. Carlie related to this. 

Carlie: She... I think I think it said in the book that she had a baby 

Austin: She had a little girl that she took with her… 

Carlie: My mom used to take me everywhere with her. I used to go everywhere 

because I couldn’t just stay home alone… 
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Carlie felt that because J.K. wrote every day, she was smart. This led to Carlie 

expressing that she was not a good reader because she was not able to 

understand the words that she read until first grade. She added that she 

enjoys reading now. 

Jackie: JK wrote almost everyday 

Carlie: She’s smart 

Brandon: Huh… 

Carlie: I didn’t learn how to read... well I learned how to read in kindergarten 

but...I didn’t understand that many word when I was in first grade. I was 

not a good reader… 

Jackie: Really? 

Carlie: ...I wasn’t that smart when I was little either. I didn’t like to read, but I do 

now. 

 

Later, the students talk about J.K. writing more books. Carlie discloses that she writes 

when she is in trouble and how writing makes her feel.  

Carlie: I write in my journal at home. Sometimes I can just write all 

day…especially when I’m like in trouble. 

Austin: She’s a good writer 

Carlie: When you are a good writer, it feels good. When I write something…like 

real, real good…I like it! 

 

In response to Brandon’s concern with J.K.’s struggles, Carlie commented with how she 

felt about having educators as parents. 

I get lots of help. Thank goodness! My mom and dad are teachers, so 

they help me a lot! 

 

As the discussion transitions into how the idea of Harry Potter came about, Carlie 

remarks on why according to her own personal experiences.  

Austin: Her idea of Harry Potter came when she was stuck on a train to London 

Carlie: She was probably waiting so long that she just got bored and started 

writing something, Sometimes I do that. I will just write anything when I 

am bored. 

Carlie discloses her nickname after discussing the fact that J.K. was actually a 

nickname. 

Austin: Her real name is Joanne 

Carlie: We all have nicknames. My grandma calls me Lili. I like it…but nobody 

else can call me that. 
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Connections to others. Students made connections to others. This included 

family members and other students. Carlie immediately begin the discussion by 

mentioning her grandmother. 

I have a connection…this book just reminds me of my grandma. She 

looks a little bit like her and she just kind of had the same life. My 

grandma is not a writer though. 

 

Austin describes how J.K. felt after her mother passed away. Carlie expressed how she 

would feel. 

and so and I heard in the story that she has the same feelings as harry 

potter when she wrote the book. harry potter was sad like sad because 

her his mother- his her mother died and um uh jk rowling’s mother 

died and she was sad. 

 

Carlie: I would be sad too if my mom died 

Austin: Look at the cover. It’s just a picture of her, J.K. Rowling 

Carlie: …you wouldn’t? I would be so sad if my mom died like JK Rowling. 

She...that is real tough 

 

She then mentions that her aunt has the same name as J.K.’s daughter.  

 

Her name the baby’s name is Jessica. I have a connection my 

momma’s sisters name is Jessica 

 

After listening to Austin talk about how smart his little sister was, Carlie responded with 

describing her cousin. She adds that Austin’s little sister would probably have trouble 

understanding more complex words. 

Carlie: My little cousin watches those movies that teach you how to read and my 

aunt picks up those cards and she can read them….serious…it’s so crazy! 

I swear! 

Austin: and about to be 7 and she’s a really good writer and she got a like in 

writing she’s at a level three 

Carlie: …yah but some people like in other countries have trouble reading and 

writing words and understanding words and…like if she was to write a 

little book that says the rabbit went down the street and the next think you 

know it pounced on a bird... She wouldn’t know what pounced means 
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Austin and Carlie continue the discussion with comparing their Second Grade 

Book Buddies. 

Austin: Well…um...my book buddy… every time I see her… she has a different 

chapter book ...and she reads chapter books the whole time like she can 

finish it in 2 days.  

Carlie: My partner…she...I… I… like when she messes up I’ll tell her sound it 

out and she’ll like sound it out and stuff. 

 

 Connection to text or media. Students made connections of text to other books, 

television shows, and movies. Carlie gives reason for why she feels J.K. is a good author 

by mentioning her books. 

I think J.K.Rowling is... a good author I’ve read part of parts of Harry 

Potter books and watched movies about it and I like Harry Potter 

books. 

 

 Personal opinion with no elaboration. Students evaluate the text or the response 

of another student with a personal opinion with no elaboration. In response to Austin 

asking Carlie to “tell about the book,” Carlie responds simply with .”..this book is very 

interesting.” 

Jackie’s Aesthetic Responses 

 The following are Jackie’s aesthetic responses to J.K. Rowling. 

Table 36 

Jackie’s Aesthetic Responses to J.K. Rowling 

Line  Student statement Stance 

6 I wonder why the s- um JK Rowling wrote Harry Potter books? PA 

46 …my mom is a librarian and loves to read, and I love to read, and my 

grandma reads to me every...I mean every single night. 

MA 

continues  
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48 JK always knew that she wanted to be a writer. I love to write. My 

spelling is bad. My Grandma was a bad speller when she was little, 

too. Maybe that’s where I get it from...” 

MA 

50 Why did you skip pre-k Austin? PA 

83 I’ve got all of them all of them… It’s Harry Potter Order Of The 

Phoenix, Harry Potter Secret of the Sorceress and they are all 

awesome. 

PA 

 

 Connections to self. Students made connections to background knowledge, 

linked personal experience to text, or placed themselves in story. Jackie refers to the fact 

that she loves to write like J.K. Rowling, but that she is a terrible speller.  

Carlie: ...I wasn’t that smart when I was little either. I didn’t like to read, but I do 

now. 

Jackie: …my mom is a librarian and loves to read, and I love to read, and my 

grandma reads to me every...I mean every single night. 

Brandon: JK loved to read. That’s what it said. 

Jackie: JK always knew that she wanted to be a writer. I love to write. My 

spelling is bad. My Grandma was a bad speller when she was little, too. 

Maybe that’s where I get it from...” 

 

Connections to others. Students made connections to others. This included 

family members and other students. As mentioned above, Jackie acknowledged her 

mother and grandma as the reason she loves to write. 

Connection to text or media. Students made connections of text to other books, 

television shows, and movies. As mentioned above. After Austin lists some of the other 

books that J.K. has written, Jackie mentions her own collection of books. 

I’ve got all of them all of them… It’s Harry Potter Order of the 

Phoenix, Harry Potter Secret of the Sorceress and they are all 

awesome. 

 

 Personal opinion with no elaboration. Students evaluate the text or the response 

of another student with a personal opinion with no elaboration. Austin states, “This 
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book...it makes me curious about Harry Potter” without elaborating on why it makes him 

curious. 

Table 37 

Peer-led Discussion Group 3: Meet J. K. Rowling 

Levels Description 

 B
ra

n
d
o
n

 

 C
ar

li
e 

 J
ac

k
ie

 

 A
u
st

in
 

 T
o
ta

l 
N

u
m

b
er

 o
f 

  

 R
es

p
o
n
se

s 

1 Mostly    

   efferent 

What was learned or was information 

gained from the reading. This allows 

for a factual making of meaning. 

 

4 5 3 5 17 

2 Somewhat  

   efferent 

Retelling what the text “said.” 2 9 1 20 37 

3 Somewhat   

   aesthetic 

Selection of text to elaborate 

preference, judgment, or description.  

0 11 3 3 16 

4 Mostly  

   aesthetic 

Focus on the lived through experience 

of the literary work (the world created 

while reading and the emotions or 

associations resulting from the 

experience). 

2 15 2 13 32 

Total 8 40 9 45 102 

 

Summary of Responses to Meet J.K. Rowling 

The book, Meet J.K. Rowling, yielded a majority of efferent responses. There 

were a total of 53 mostly efferent and primarily efferent responses combined, in 

comparison to 49 mostly aesthetic and primarily aesthetic categories combined. The 

number of students’ responses varied by categories across the discussions. This is 
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consistent with the idea that response to text is indeterminate (Hynds, 1990) as well as 

Rosenblatt’s (1978) case for the uniqueness of each reader each reading.  

Chapter Summary 

This chapter explored how fourth graders responded to nonfiction texts in small, 

peer-led literature discussion groups. Students retold facts, expressed feelings, asked 

questions, made connections to others, texts/media; as well as told stories and recalled 

memories in response to what they read or heard. Typically students responded to 

nonfiction using more than one mode and in different combinations. For the most part 

expressions of feelings, emotions values and opinions were apparent throughout the 

discussions, indicating aesthetic connections to nonfiction. The categories give a sense of 

the types of responses to nonfiction engaged in across all students. Sorting responses 

evoked by nonfiction into categories provided a general perspective on the scope of 

possibilities about response to nonfiction.  
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CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, AND IMPLICATIONS 

 As a child I loved to read and explore the world and other people’s lives through 

books. I hold an enduring image of my third grade teacher reading at the carpet in the 

middle of the room after lunch. Most of these books were nonfiction: biographies, books 

about animals, the Titanic. I saw at an early age the wonder and joy reading could bring. I 

grew into a person who loved reading and learning from nonfiction.  

As I developed as a teacher, I came to understand the power of reading and 

sharing what was read without the guidance of predetermined questions. In addition, I 

noticed the absence of nonfiction titles in our curriculum and the negative attitudes 

people had about the genre. My interest and love of children’s literature in general and 

nonfiction in particular prompted my curiosity about how readers respond to nonfiction 

and led me to this study. Typically and historically, the transactional nature of reading 

and reader response have been described, explored and analyzed in environments rich 

with fictional literature and so I wanted to examine these processes in a classroom 

context rich with nonfiction.  

The majority of research studies utilizing nonfiction literature focus on identifying 

text features and utilizing specific comprehension strategies to make and report meaning 

constructed from the text. What seems to be missing in discussions of the transactional 

model of reading and in explorations of nonfiction or informational literature is how 

struggling readers personally respond to nonfiction literature. The gaps stimulated my 

thinking and curiosity thus triggering this study. In this chapter, I summarize the study, 
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describe the findings, and discuss implications and key issues relating to the response to 

nonfiction.  

Summary of the Study 

This study took place in the teacher researcher’s daily, 45 minute, pull-out 

intervention time. During this study, one small group of students discussed six nonfiction 

texts during their 15-minute discussion sessions across 6 weeks.  

The participants in this study were in a reading intervention program because they 

were considered to be struggling readers. What is a struggling reader? Various 

characteristics are used by researchers to describe what represents a struggling reader 

(Alvermann, 2001; Triplett, 2007). According to Alvermann (2001), “…the term 

struggling can refer to youth with clinically diagnosed reading disabilities as well as to 

those who are unmotivated, in remediation, disenchanted, or generally unsuccessful in 

school literacy tasks” (p. 679). Thus, it has the potential to identify a diverse group of 

individuals. Triplett (2007) uses the term struggling reader to refer to students who are 

unsuccessful with reading tasks in school. 

In this study, struggling readers were students who were not successful with 

school literacy tasks, particularly with respect to making meaning out of them. These 

tasks included the TAKS (Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills) Test, SRI 

(Scholastic Reading Inventory) scores, and grades. 

The purpose of this study was to provide an in-depth exploration and describe the 

nature of fourth graders’ responses to nonfiction text in the context of small, peer-led 

literature discussion groups.  Aesthetic and efferent coding categories were developed 
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prior to the study (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998). Qualitative research methods of observing 

and analyzing documents were used because these methods allow for rich, diverse 

responses to the research questions to occur (Denzin, 1994; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Patterns that were generated were constructed from students’ responses and were induced 

from the data. 

This study was guided by the following research question: What was the nature of 

students’ efferent or aesthetic responses to nonfiction texts in small, peer-led literature 

discussion groups? 

This study has its theoretical roots in Louise Rosenblatt’s transactional model of 

reading. Considering the reading event as a transaction, rather than an interaction or 

extraction, Rosenblatt (1995) describes the transaction as a relationship between the 

reader and the text that is active, recursive, generative and symbiotic, producing 

something greater than the sum of its parts. Attention to the lived through experience 

(Rosenblatt, 1976) of the reading event is as essential principle of her theory. During the 

transaction, an entity is evoked that transcends the reader and the text, something separate 

and distinct, the ‘poem’. All readers do not create the same poem. The evoked poem is a 

reflection of the reader’s connections to what was read at the time of the transaction. The 

reader brings to the reading event life experiences, culture and purpose, which converge 

with the text to create personal meaning and connections. Therefore uniqueness of each 

reader and each reading event is honored and celebrated. 

Transactional theory is a major consideration for this dissertation because 

nonfiction has been traditionally looked upon as material from which to extract specific 
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information, not something with which one transacts, creates a personal relationship with 

or constructs personal meaning from. This theory calls attention to the harmony between 

the reader and the text and capitalizes on the ongoing effect of the transaction. Downing 

(1989) suggests that Rosenblatt’s model addresses fiction, “but invites application to 

nonfiction. The readers’ experiences with any text involve a stream of ideas, feelings, 

images and associations that arise as they construct meaning under the guidance of the 

text” (p. 219). That readers can find and express personal, individual meaning in 

nonfiction text is important to this work.  

Findings 

The data from this study revealed that the participants’ responses to nonfiction 

trade books were predominantly in the primarily efferent category with their attention 

based on the information from the text. Moreover, all students had aesthetic responses in 

all six peer-led discussion groups.  

How any student relates to what is read is rooted in personal interpretation and 

prior experiences. Rosenblatt (1978) states, “The reader’s attention to the text activates 

certain elements in his past experiences—external reference, internal response—that have 

become linked with the verbal symbols. Meaning will emerge from a network of 

relationships among the things symbolized as he senses them” (p. 11). As struggling 

students read, past life experiences may affect the meaning that is constructed. Self- 

esteem problems or reading attitudes may emerge as students encounter text that evokes 

emotion or past memories (Robb, 2000). This emotional or the feeling side of reading is 

what Rosenblatt (1978) identifies as the aesthetic stance. 
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The data also revealed that the small group peer-led discussion groups provided a 

low risk forum to begin to personally respond to nonfiction by asking questions and 

making comments freely. In addition, students responded to nonfiction in many, varied, 

and often unique and individual ways. They expressed their personal evocations of the 

text in different ways. During these evocations, they made personal connections to past 

events, family members, other texts, and shows/movies. They continuously shifted from 

efferent to aesthetic and aesthetic to efferent stances throughout the discussions. 

All of the students responded aesthetically in every discussion groups. The 

number of these aesthetic responses varied from student to student. The number and the 

nature of aesthetic responses varied for each case. Farnan (1996) comments that for the 

teacher, fostering an aesthetic response to reading means listening to the voices and the 

feelings of the students but “unfortunately, in schooling we have been inclined to treat 

feelings as if they were irrelevant, or, worse yet, malignant and counterproductive, to the 

real task at hand, which is serious and rigorous scholarship” (p. 442).  

Students in this study commented on how they looked forward to coming to my 

class. The students expressed that “…my class was too short and that they did not want to 

leave because they felt like they could just say whatever they wanted to say.” 

Rosenblatt further suggests that teachers can deal with young readers’ responses 

without inhibiting the aesthetic experience. This is vital for struggling readers. The key 

lies in a truly receptive attitude on the part of teacher and peers, an environment requiring 

a community of trust established through the teacher’s efforts. The use of open-ended 

questions, rather than simple recall questions or questions with predetermined answers, 
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can also contribute to the child’s qualitative response. The teacher must use his or her 

knowledge of the text and of the readers involved to develop questions that are 

sufficiently open-ended to enable the readers to respond in an authentic manner. 

Rosenblatt believes that “readers will be stimulated to make the connections among 

initial responses, the evoked work, and text including nonfiction. In my class, the reader 

response chart for nonfiction was created by the students with guidance and included the 

following questions:  

 Can you make a text-to-self-connection? 

 Can you make a text-to-text connection? 

 Can you make a text-to-world connection? 

 What do you wonder? 

 What text features do you notice?  

These types of questions were explicitly modeled during our interactive read- 

aloud times with both fiction and nonfiction texts. Students took ownership of this chart 

and referred to it throughout the year. In this study, many of the responses referenced 

connections to themselves, others, and the world. “I wonder” statements were noted 

throughout many of the discussions. 

The Struggling Reader and the Aesthetic Stance 

One way in which teachers can build an environment that encourages children to 

share responses is to create a classroom structure that includes literature circles. In my 

classroom, explicit mini-lessons, whole group sharing of response with peer examples, 

and utilizing nonfiction resources supported students in their response to nonfiction. At 
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the same time, the inviting atmosphere of the classroom, opportunities to exercise choice, 

the importance of community and social interactions, the variety of materials and 

resources available, interactive read-alouds, worked together to catalyze and foster 

response to nonfiction. 

Some signs of aesthetic response are imaging while reading, vicariously 

experiencing events, questioning and hypothesizing, extending the story or passage, 

identifying, and evoking feelings (Cox & Many, 1992). When students construct visual 

images while reading, they are traveling beyond the written words and connecting to 

setting and events. By vicariously experiencing the action in the passage, the reader is 

observing how to solve problems.  

When students are allowed to feel and to connect to the text, confidence increases 

and they are more motivated to read (Robb, 2000). For teachers to teach aesthetically, 

they must understand reading as a transactional process and allow students to take an 

active role in their learning. Allowing students to take an active role by making choices 

about how to organize feelings evoked from a passage is a first step toward taking an 

aesthetic stance in the classroom (Cox & Many, 1992). 

Reader response is a method of tempting the student to take an aesthetic stance 

and to make connections between school and life (Robb, 2000). Another method is 

discussion, where students generate both the efferent and the aesthetic stances while 

learning the pragmatics of language. Through small group literature discussions, students 

learn from each other and teachers learn from the students, if they take the time to listen.  
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Rosenblatt (1978) reminds us that when readers focus on the experience of living 

through the reading passage; when personal experiences and interpretation consume the 

reader’s attention, then the reader is taking the aesthetic stance to reading. Teachers who 

encourage students to participate aesthetically, by encouraging them to make choices in 

their reading responses, giving them time to reflect and write and then building in social 

discourse about their reading will increase personal understanding (Cox & Many, 1992). 

When teachers design classrooms that encourage students to make connections, they will 

encourage students to think beyond what is printed on the page and consider larger 

themes in reading that connect to their own feelings and attitudes (Faman, 1996). 

By nurturing aesthetic development in the classroom through strategies targeted at 

reflection and response, students are encouraged to connect to schoolwork in a non- 

traditional approach. Open-ended questions, opinion seeking responses, interpersonal 

conversations, and literature discussion groups are a few ways to stimulate higher level 

thinking while activating aesthetic involvement with text and building self-esteem for 

struggling readers. 

The Struggling Reader and the Efferent Stance 

Why were responses predominantly in the primarily efferent category? Although, 

the study took place in an intervention classroom where students were encouraged to 

think critically, students had been limited to efferent stances in their homeroom classes. 

Many of the students expressed boredom with “all of the worksheets” from the other 

classes. Less abundant is research investigating the experience of readers who do not 

have an identified learning disability but who still find reading difficult. Unfortunately, 
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these struggling readers have often been left out of authentic literature discussions. This 

is due in part because of the instruction struggling readers have typically received; that is, 

instruction focused on isolated skills and strategies rather than activities emphasizing a 

more holistic view of the reading process.  All of the participants’ homeroom teachers 

had a “drill and kill” mindset. Most of the assignments in all of the content areas revolved 

around reading and answering prescribed questions as follow-up and test prep for the 

TAKS (Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills) test according to informal talks with 

the teachers. Students stated that most of the assignments in science and math were 

multiple-choice questions or fill in the blank worksheets. 

The traditional worksheet stifles the thoughts of struggling students who may 

have difficulty fitting the correct word into the correct blank but have the ability to 

explain their responses when given opportunity. Not only does this approach welcome 

higher level thinking from students, it provides vital information to teachers as they 

examine how students comprehend the assignment, how students’ writing skills progress, 

and what adjustments within the curriculum are necessary to meet the needs and interests 

of the struggling reader. Such approaches allow students to reflect and express their 

thoughts. 

One of the problems that concerned Rosenblatt about educational practices is that 

teachers placed too much emphasis on one stance, resulting in students who did not 

flexibly respond to texts (Rosenblatt, 1994). For example, students who only received 

multiple choice questions pertaining to key facts in a text may not learn how to enjoy 

reading for the pleasurable experience of living vicariously, and they may not learn to 
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appreciate the beauty of literature as a work of art. Therefore, teachers should make a 

concerted effort to provide students with ample opportunities to respond to texts both 

efferently and aesthetically. 

The small group peer-led discussion groups provided a low risk forum to begin to 

personally respond to nonfiction by asking questions, making comments, and identifying 

connections with the text and their own experiences. After the peer-led discussions, the 

students stated that they loved sharing and “just talking about whatever they wanted.” 

Austin commented post discussion, “We just talk…that’s it…just talk about the 

book…that’s cool!”  

The students worked in small learning groups and encouraged each other to ask 

questions, explain and justify their opinions, articulate reasoning, and elaborate and 

reflect upon prior knowledge. Students learned more about themselves, about the world, 

and about valuable subject matter through the use of cooperative learning (Daniels & 

Bizar, 2005). 

Not only did students summarize the text, but they asked questions about their 

bodies, characteristics of deep sea creatures, and questioned the authenticity of 

photographs. Their questions served as seeds for personal inquiry and showed they were 

learning to go beyond seeking answers to others’ questions. Short and Burke (1991) 

advise that questions “keep us going” (p. 59). Asking questions in response to nonfiction 

fueled the students in this study to continue reading and discover more. 

The findings from this study indicated that readers respond to nonfiction in many, 

varied, and often unique and individual ways. They continuously shifted from efferent to 
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aesthetic and aesthetic to efferent stances. The data support the notion that nonfiction not 

only offers facts, but can be a stimulant for wonder, awe and curiosity about the world 

around us and that response to nonfiction can serve as a catalyst for personal commitment 

and inquiry (Daniels, 2002; Dias 1990; Doiron, 2003).  

Rosenblatt (1976, 1994) theorized that the reading event is more than an additive 

activity, more than an interaction; it is a transaction, with the reader and the text 

converging to create a unique entity, the poem. The individuality of evocations is 

significant. Readers approach and make connections with text in different ways. When 

given the opportunity in small, peer-led, literature discussion groups to respond to 

nonfiction; students in this study showed their engagement in many ways, showing how 

the text and the reader reciprocally act on the other (Rosenblatt, 1981). At times, readers 

responded to nonfiction aesthetically, sharing what was being lived through in these 

transactions, highlighting the aesthetic nature of their responses. 

In the peer-led discussion groups, students did not just randomly retell what they 

read, they infused thoughts and ideas, judgments and sentiments about the particularly 

selected fact. Some students expressed feelings or emotions, values or opinions as they 

responded to nonfiction. Readers often experience emotions as they read in light of their 

experiences and in relationship to their values (Marzano, 1991).  

In response to The Great White Shark, students expressed outrage, sadness, and 

interest in regards to sharks being hunted. They described values they held dear and 

voiced opinions about right and wrong. These responses highlight the power and 

possibilities reading nonfiction presents. Furthermore, expressing feelings, emotions, 
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values and opinions was often an initial response to reading nonfiction and was consistent 

with Rosenblatt’s (1978) description of the evocation of the poem as evidence of the 

ongoing transaction. Personal connections and individual engagement became evident 

through these expressions and endured. 

When readers responded aesthetically to nonfiction by recalling memories or 

telling personal stories they opened up pathways connecting what they read with their 

lives and experiences. While it is not possible to anticipate the effect of any text on any 

reader, students gained insight into themselves and into the world around them when they 

responded by telling stories or recalling memories. 

Students also made occasional connections between the nonfiction they were 

reading and other texts and media they had experienced previously. Responding by 

connecting with texts showed that students had an awareness of a world broader than 

what was being experienced during the reading event, and had a capability to relate it to 

the current text. Further, making text connections offered another avenue for supporting 

the uniqueness of the reader’s experiences brought into the transaction (Rosenblatt, 1995) 

because each reader’s connections to other texts can be different and valid. 

Sipe (2000) suggests that “when adults read they continually make connections 

between what they are currently reading and other texts they know. They make links 

between their history as readers and what is currently in front of them” (p. 73). Data from 

this study show that student readers do this, too and it should be considered a mode of 

response to nonfiction. 
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The importance of making connections with other texts arises from the reader’s 

ability to go beyond the confines of one text and explain relationships between that text 

in his or her experience. Rosenblatt (1995) does not speak directly to this issue, but she 

acknowledges the concept of making these connections by arguing that the reader brings 

life experiences, culture and context to the reading event and thus enters the transaction. 

These connections show an awareness of a broader world as well as a willingness and 

ability to apply it back to our own.  

When students make comparisons to other texts as they describe their 

connections, they exhibit breadth of thought. They activate and utilize essential processes 

that can lead to in depth exploration and inquiry (Marzano, 1991; Short et al., 1996; Short 

& Burke, 1991). 

Highlighting individual students provided a way to identify and appreciate the 

unique, individual nature of response. In response to nonfiction, students expressed their 

personal evocations of the text in different ways. For the most part, but not exclusively, 

each student exhibited a certain preference or style of response that was identifiable. 

The categories of response and the response styles of four students distinctly 

showed the variety of responses and the dynamic and personal nature of response to 

nonfiction. The students attended to what they read in different ways, and responded as 

they saw fit. The students’ personal responses showed involvement with the shaping of 

the lived through experience with nonfiction. 

The students’ responses to nonfiction marked their lived through experiences and 

showed the mutual influences of reader and text. Rosenblatt (1981) called for the 
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consideration of aesthetic reading as the basic model for all reading (p. 11). I believe the 

findings of the study provide examples that support her assertion and give evidence of its 

importance. 

Implications 

The “one size fits all” curriculum is not meeting the emotional and academic 

needs of struggling readers because it is filled with daily reminders of failure and 

offerings of boring text. A curriculum based on this approach does not build the academic 

confidence and the connections necessary to meet the needs of struggling readers. 

Intervention programs are a first step in the right direction, but they need guidance 

through strategic reading practices that nurture the philosophy of Rosenblatt’s (1938, 

1990, 1994) transactional theory of reading and writing. All readers need to be 

encouraged to think and communicate through and question the text rather than told to 

read a passage and then answer someone else’s questions at the end of the passage. 

Rosenblatt (1994) asserts that passive readers need explicit instruction and 

demonstrations to transact with text. The study pointed to the fact that strategies need to 

be modeled by teachers so that students can better understand how to solve problems 

before being faced with an assignment to complete independently. Struggling readers 

need instructions repeated and teachers need to check for understanding so the 

assignment is clear to everyone. This study indicated success when I modeled what a 

“good” literature circle looks like and sounds like. In addition to this, the students were 

invited in the process of making a classroom chart of “Literature Discussion Questions” 

to refer to at any time. 
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The findings of this study have strengthened my stance on the capability of 

nonfiction literature to engage and enthrall readers and the effect of response to 

nonfiction as a pathway for engagement and inquiry. Nonfiction is not simply a genre of 

fact whose purpose is recalling and reciting remembered information. Nonfiction evokes 

powerful connections and tensions, questions and comments from readers. After reading 

nonfiction, students in this study expressed sadness from the exploitation of the great 

white shark, they registered curiosity about the motivations and styles of artists, and they 

personally connected with J.K. Rowling during her writing process by making 

comparisons between their own lives. These students did not simply extract information 

from the books and report it; they exhibited strong interest and engagement, bearing out 

Rosenblatt’s belief in the transformational power of the ongoing transaction with text. 

The findings of this study are connected to the particular setting and context of the 

research. It is my hope that teachers and other readers find parallels to their own 

classrooms, curriculum and students, and are motivated to branch out towards nonfiction 

as a way to broaden literacy experiences, question the world, and share the joy of 

learning through responding.  

The uniqueness of this study lies in uncovering the potentials for transactions with 

nonfiction literature that can evoke emotions, feelings, opinions, questions, and 

connections. Evocations indicate and describe personal engagement. Transactions are 

ongoing and recursive. Nonfiction literature need not be utilized strictly for research, to 

extract information, highlight features of text, and examine structures of the language or 

to practice comprehension strategies. 
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The findings from this study are useful for teachers because they focus on the 

possibilities that reading and experiencing nonfiction offers. It only seems logical that 

with a genre as wide, broad and all-encompassing as nonfiction, students have the chance 

to transact with selections in ways that reflect their personal connections. 

I undertook this research because I noted a difference between how teachers 

approached, characterized and utilized fiction and nonfiction, and I was unsure why this 

was so, or if it had to be so. I wondered if something was being missed by not 

considering nonfiction literature when responding and talking about books. In this 

section, I outlined and discuss possible implications of the findings of this study for 

teachers. I conclude the section with suggestions for policy makers. 

Key Issues Related to Response to Nonfiction 

When transitioning into a nonfiction rich environment, teachers may want to 

consider issues this study revealed. There are similarities and differences between 

response to fiction and to nonfiction. 

While Dean and Small (1997) found no difference between responses to fiction 

and nonfiction, studies by Pappas and Barry (1997), Doiron (2003), and Moss (2003) 

reveal that students make connections, claim expertise, ask questions, express surprise, 

predict and pick up information in response to nonfiction. The parallels between 

responses to fiction and nonfiction reflect the possibilities that nonfiction offers. We can 

learn from students’ ability to respond to fiction and transfer that unique, personal 

connection to nonfiction. Knowledge and understanding about ways students respond to 
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fiction can be useful as we explore responses to nonfiction, but should not limit the 

possibilities. 

Furthermore, the difference between inviting response to fiction and nonfiction is 

related to the teacher’s values, attitude and decisions about richly incorporating 

nonfiction in interactive read-alouds, literature groups, browsing, and reading. When 

students are given the opportunity to live through experiences with nonfiction, not simply 

focus on getting through the books or other texts, they will benefit from the wealth and 

depth the genre offers and take in the joy, wonder and awe nonfiction can produce. 

The students in this study were invited to immerse themselves in nonfiction 

through peer-led literature discussion groups and to respond in a way that was significant 

and appropriate to them, not to merely complete a prescribed, preordained activity related 

to nonfiction text, or follow a proscribed path towards predetermined questions with 

specific answers. Cox and Many (1992) suggest that we: 

expand opportunities for personal response in instruction. Ask more open ended 

question initially, and later ask questions which enable and support the students 

reflection on the personal evocation of the work. Build more choice into 

the... .program... .choices about what to read and how to respond to that reading. 

Give students more time to ponder and develop their responses and even more 

space...[A]s the transactional theory suggests...our goal should be to encourage 

aesthetic response... .we must shift control of this process to students. (p. 68) 

 

Students must be challenged to transact with texts and recognize the power within 

them to make what they read relevant to them. Nonfiction can ignite desire; it can “light 

fires” as Carr (1987) suggests instead of simply fill the vases of our brains with 

information.  
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Recommendations 

In this section, I address recommendations for further analyses of data collected 

for this study and recommendations for further research in the field. Rosenblatt (1993) 

says that children must be given lots of opportunity for aesthetic responses to literature—

responses in which the reader draws on personal experience to shape the meaning of the 

text to something more personal—before they are asked to make efferent responses, those 

in which the reader strives to ascertain the public meaning of the text. It is reasonable to 

assume, however, that while we are pleased with the aesthetic, or more personal, nature 

of children’s written responses to literature, we are always looking for evidence of 

efferent responses. However, it is the combining of the aesthetic (personal) and the 

efferent (more public translations of the meaning of the text) that lead to the deeper levels 

of comprehension as outlined by Harvey and Goudvais (2000) and Keene and 

Zimmerman (1997). 

It is clear that response to other varieties of nonfiction with differing 

organizational structures need to be studied. In addition, further research might offer 

added insight and support about response categories or response style if examined with 

the same students across different types of nonfiction. While the students in this study 

responded to nonfiction in identifiable ways, it is important to stress that the categories 

described in the study were neither finite nor exclusive. 

While it is my belief that the subject of an inquiry does not matter, what matters is 

passion, commitment and interest, it would be interesting to look at how or if the 

categories of response to nonfiction described in this study manifest themselves in 
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different instructional contexts, for example in science explorations, math encounters or 

readings in art or physical education. Addressing the possibilities of nonfiction in content 

area classrooms may provide data demonstrating the power and potential offered by 

nonfiction trade books across the disciplines and suggesting alternatives or additions to 

textbook-driven curricula. 

This study was limited to a few literacy engagements small, peer-led discussion 

groups. Further classroom research looking at group discussions of nonfiction in 

literature circles hold promise for informing the field. In addition, determining how 

certain engagements affect response to nonfiction and how individual response styles are 

influenced by those engagements would be informative. 

Finally, this study focused on a small number of elementary students. We need to 

know how a wider range of students transact with and respond to nonfiction. Further 

research possibilities with nonfiction over a longer period and with different variations of 

nonfiction might inform the field about how students develop as responders to and 

connect with a range of nonfiction literature. 

Conclusion 

Nonfiction literature offers readers windows and pathways that lead into the 

world. Responding to nonfiction can open windows and illuminate the pathways for 

venturing out into and enjoying the world. When honored and invited to personally 

engage with nonfiction, each reader can find her unique path that can lead to exploration, 

fulfillment and enjoyment. It is our responsibility as teachers to roll up the window 

shades and remove roadblocks in order to provide our students with the time and 
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opportunity to respond and connect with nonfiction and thereby expand their 

understanding of the world and their place in it. 
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