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ABSTRACT

This study investigated the use of peer dialogue response journals in order 1o
evaluate thicir worth and acceptability as a methodology for the discussion of literature
in a classroom context. More specifically, this study was aimed at determining
whether or not students, in writing 1o cach other about literature, can help ro foster
zrowth in enjoyment, understanding and appreciation of linerature.

Students from two ninth grade classrooms participated in three separate
literature units in which the students were asked 1o read literature selections, make
wriiten responses, and exchange these written responses with a peer in order to
receive written feedback. The correspondence and discussion between peers
encouraged them to share and compare responses, 1o ask questions and promote
further inquiry into the literature, and 1o add 10 cach other's understanding,
interpretation and appreciation of the rext.

The peer dialogue response journals together with teacher rescarcher ficld
notes, notes and audiotapes from conferences and interviews with the students, and
written evaluations from the students provided for a detailed analysis of the peer
dialogue response units. The study indicated that grade nine students respond 1o
literature in many different ways and on many different levels (twenty one different
response activitics were identified in this study) and that most of the students move
through a three part responsc process; from immediate impressions, to reflective
connections and finally to distanced insights and evaluations.  The study also found
that peers, by sharing, comparing and questioning, could push their partners o
developing and extending their respenses 1o literature. Peer dialogue response
journals, as implemented in this study, proved to be an effective way 10 accommodare
individual differences, stimulate greater varicety and depth in response, encourage
enjoyment and appreciation of literature, provide practise in writing responsce 1o
literature, and case the incredible reacher workload of extensively responding to

classroom sets of response journals.
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I. AN INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

Personal Context for the Study

Through my teaching experiences I have become convineed that a response-
based literature curriculum allows for increased student interest and mvolvement, and
that student journals can facilitate a better student/teacher relationship. By using
student journals and by focusing on student response T have shaped a betrer learnimg
environment within my own classroom; for students have come 1o realize that thar
own perceptions, whether about litc ature or fife, are important and are 1o be sertously
considered. But, there was a time when [ wasn't always so sure,

When [ started 1eaching I made the same mistakes that many other teachers
made before me. My carliest attempts 1o work in a more student-centred way were
limited to having the students keep personal journals (not response journals), and |
handled that activity quite poorly. T gave journal writing assignments without really
explaining what journal writing was, [ had students do pomtless and often boring
excrcises that were really meant 1o clicit "artistic” and "crinical” responses, and | {onnd
myself in the rather difficult position of marking assignments from students who were
confused because their teacher was confused. Some students wrote very mteresting
stories and critiques; while others used their journal as a forum in which they could
complain about tcachers, parents, peers and siblings and I, their tinnd young 1eacher,
just did not know how to get these students on a more positive tack. Most students
wrote little or nothing at all, partly because they felt they had nothing 1o write abour,
and partly because I had said that their journals would not be marked. Needless o
say, | soon abandoned journal writing altogether.

In the summer of 1985 [ took a course on teaching literature m the
intermediate grades from Michacl Benton and Geoff Fox. Benton and Fox gave me
ideas on how 1o draw out student response, tap into student interests and develop

individualized reader-response projects (not necessarily journals). Over the next few



years my classroom became papered over with student posters, cartoons, and board
gatnces. My shelves and closets were stuffed with scale models, sculprures, and other
exciting creations. And, cach one of these articles had 11s own history. I was amazed
at the kind of cffort «ome students put into their work even when such projects only
constituted a minor portion of their final mark. This is when T really became sold on
reader response; students never put in this kind of effort on worksheets. Benton
and Fox gave me the tools 1o tap into immediate student response (projecting,
prcturing, identifying...} and tum these responses into artistic projects (parallel stories,
colourful posters, toothpick sculptures) (Benton & Fox, 1985). The projects were
sparked by details from the text, but they were not limited to these same details. My
students were often encouraged 10 leave the world of the text and create a world of
their own, and the results of their departures were delighiful. But, while these
activities allowed the students 1o explore their response 1o literature in a creative way,
the resulting projects did little to facilitate a more analytical or critical response to
their texts. Not that 1T minded; it was enough that these students were excited about
what they had read and were ready to share 1t with the rest of the class in all sorts of
Creative ways.

sull, T did think that it was also important 1o push my students 1o re-examine
the 1ext and their response 1o it in order to gain a better understanding of the text
itself and of the effect of the text upon them as readers. This I did through follow-up
discussions and through more traditional teaching activities such as essay assignments
and class debates. Never once did 1 think of returning to journal writing; my carly
attempts at journals had scared me off.

When I returned to university 1o start on my master's program, I started 1o
read the work of Robert Protherongh, Robert Probst, and Jack Thomson. These men
have developed new insights regarding an important goal of reader response: the
cultivation of a critical response. Using what T could learn from these writers, |
cautiously tarned back o that response vehicle that 1 had quietly put away hoping
never to take out again: the journal. But, this time, instead of throwing my students

a duo-tang and a vague topic, | decided 1o lead them slowly into the journalling



process. Students were encouraged 1o react 1o, 1o relare 1o, and 1o respond 1o thie
literature in their own journals. Then, after a dialogue process with me (waitten or
spoken), the students were encouraged 1o re-evaluate and enliarge upen what they had
written before. In other words, these response journals allowed students 1o explore
their own interactions with the rext and also encouraged personal onc-on-one
interactions with their teacher. Students could explore everything from their own
personal associations to critical judgements about the text, percerved themes, and the
author's world view.

But responding to all these journals presented an incredible workload for me.
For a couple of years, Friday was the day thar all my students handed motheir journals.
Many journals had numerous and quite lengthy entrics. | devored every weekend 1o
responding to their ideas and questions; and, even at thar, 1 always feh thae 1 was
doing a hasty and rather superficial job. Then, in the fall of 1990 while | was
continuing my studies at university, 1 rediscovered the benefus of dialogue jonrmals
written between students. In these dialogue journals, students could write lengrhy
entries 1o cach other, thereby getting immediate and exrensive feedback. T owas
involved in teaching an introductory course in sccondary education and 1 deaided 1o
try these peer dialogue journals with this methods class and found the resulis 1o be
quite encouraging; students began to write more and more enrries and became
increasingly more philosophical in therr entries. They gently pulled and tagpeed
cach other's responses by writing meanmgful questions and by writing some of ther
own reflections in the journals of therr partners. Thas type of journal writing wis not
as much of a chore for the teacher; T could listen in on the conversations of iy
students while reading their journals and make a few suggestions 1o extend 1then
thinking or move them on 1o another tack withow feching hike 1 had to respond o
cverything they said. Buar, would this work as well for the reachimg of hrerarare,
especially in a junior high sctiing? Could peer dinlogue response journats be used as o
tool 1o spark mterest in their readings, stunulate crivical thought and mprove ther

reading and writing skills?



Theoretical Context for the Study

In 1938 Louise Rosenblatt wrote:

Fundamentally, the process of understanding a work implies a recreation of
it, an attempt to grasp completely all of the sensations and concepts through
which the author seeks to convey the quality of his sense of life. Each of us
mnust make a new synthesis of these elements with his own nature, but it is
essential that he assimilate those elements of experience which the author has

presented.  (Rosenblatt, 1938 p.133, italics in original)

Rosenblatt's presentation of reading as an individualistic meaning-making process or
transaction between a reader and a text proved to be a strong alternative to the
traditional method of 1eaching literature (viewing the text only from a historical and
cocial context of the author and his or her times) and the New Critical method of
reaching literature (isolating the text from other contexts and searching for the
"perfect” interpretation contained only within the text).  While acknowledging the
integral importance of the
the text and its contexts, Rosenblatt's transactional view of reading also
accommodates  more personal aspects of reading.  Balancing the needs of the reader
and the text has since become a major concern of English educators; theorists and
rescarchers have encouraged a response-based approach by investigating and
Jeseribing student response, by promoting sirategies that enhance the transaction
between reader and text, and by establishing critical standards by which a reader's
response might be judged, and teachers all over North America have experimented
with tesponse-based activities (Farrell & Squire, 1990).

A literature response journal unit is one activity that fits well in a
transactional or reader-response approach to literature. While many teaching

strategies may place too much emphasis on cither the reader or the text, a teaching



strategy using literature response journals can allow students to consider and
reconsider their own feelings, thoughts, perceptions, and worldview while they deal
with the images, emotions, ideas and points of view found in the particular text they
arc reading.  In a summation of the bencefits of literature journals Pantaleo (1994, p.

11-12) states:

Through journal writing, students engage and participate personally
with the text; reflect on evoked emotions and ideas; imagine the
perspectives and experiences of others; take ownership of their reading
as they write about their personal interpreiations; connect and associate
their prior knowledge and experiences with text; express, reflect upon
and clarify their thoughts and understandings; gain self-confidence and
motivation as they realize different interpretations of the text are
acceptable; improve their comprehension, discussion and writing skills;
become emotionally involved with literature; become cognizant ol how
meaning is constructed during reading because attention is directed io
the thought processes revealed in the journal entries; and express
individual interests, needs and concerns as they decide on the content
of their entries (Cox & Many, 1992a; Crowhurst & Kooy, 1985; Fulps
& Young, 1991; Kelly, 1990; Marshall, 1987; Petrosky; 1982; Wollman-
Bonilla, 1989)

Litcrature response journals can promote an individualized recreation of the text,
pushing cach student to be active and accountable.

Dialogue response journals, which establish a correspondence process between
student and teacher, have pushed students 1o be even more active and accountable in
writing their responses (Atwell, 1987; Dionisio, 1991, Fuhler, 1991; @ ancock, 1992).
Teachers who have used a dialogue journal approach have been able 1o help their
students by reinforcing and encouraging their students through written feedback.

Using a dialogue journal format, these reachers could ask the right questions at the

1



right time, thereby encouraging students to re-examine not only the literature read,
but also their reactions 1o it. Dialogue journals have helped 1o establish a more
trusting relationship between the students and the teacher; teachers who revealed
their own personal reactions 1o the literature in these journals often opened the door
for students to do the same.

The strength of dialogue journals (individual and personal interaction with the
reacher) has also proved to be a bit of a weakness. Students have felt obligated to
give exaggerated responses in order to please their teacher (Corcoran, 1988) and
1eachers have felt overwhelmed by the task of thoughtfully and sincercly responding
1o several class sets of journals (Ieath, 1988). A solution to both problems might be
found in having students keep dialogue journals with cach other. In this way the
teacher need not feel so tied down by the tremendous workload of extensively
responding to every student, and the student might come to see their audience as
fellow student and reader and not as teacher and evaluator. Students would become
accountable 1o cach other as they worked together in negotiating interpretations and
evaluations of the text. Although the students, in writing these peer dialogue
response journals (hereafier referred 1o as PDRJs), would miss their open access 1o
the experience and insight of their teacher, they would gain the freedom and

confidence of writing 1o a peer.
An Overview of the Study

This study is an investigation into, a documentation of, and an evaluation of
the use and effect of reader-response journals written and exchanged by students in a
peer dialogue process in two grade nine classroom settings. In an cffort 1o create open
and cffective dialogue abowt literature, 1 asked groups of students to respond to various
picces of literature (a novel, and a number of short stories and poems) using several
different procedures for exchange and discussion.  Student journals were collected,

transcribed on 10 computer and analyzed with consideration of the type, range and



depth of response found in PDRJs. The journals were also analyzed in order 1o judge
the cffect of the dialogue process in promoting a meaningful transaction with the text.
Of key importance 1o a fair evaluation of the PDRJs was the way m which the inc iry

would be structured.  What follows is a summary of the aim and design of my study.

The Rescarch Aim

The central aim of my rescarch was to explore the use of peer dialogue response

journals in the classroom in order to judge their worth as a methodology for the discussion of
literature in a classroom setting.  In order 1o satisfy this aim | examined the PDRJs 1o
determine the type, range, and depth of student response found in the journals, and
investigated the dialogue exchange process and its effects on the meaning making
process of individual students. More specifically the study explored how effective the
dialogue process was in allowing for individual student differences, stimulating a
variety in response, encouraging enjoyment. appreciation, and critical though,
improving reading and writing skills and attitudes, and casing 1cacher workloads
without compromising the education of students.  Factors that might influence the
answering of these questions include: how the activity is set up, what kind of
relationship is nurtured between the correspondents, the quality and range of
selections used, and the expectations set out and cither consciously or unconsciously

implied by the tcacher.

Participants and Preparation

The participants in my study were two grade nine language arts classes which
met regularly (four to five times a week). The grade level is important; | wanted
students who would be able 1o write and communicate clearly and lower levels gl
not be able to so as well. Grade nine is also a point when many teenagers start to see
literature as more than just a few images and a nice plot. It 15 no small comadence

that the grade nine resource list suggests stories and novels that operate at several



levels, whereas the selections for grade seven and cight are not as multi-layered.
Many students are ready for such discussion and it was hoped that the selections
would provide a range of response in the journals and room for a progression of
thought within these journals.

The groups used in my study were one of my own English nine classes and one
class of Grade nines of an experienced colleague, Beverly Hutchens (a pscudonym).
Although cach of these two groups ultimately went through a different dialogue
process, there were important common factors.  Both groups had had some
experience in response journalling and in dialogue journalling with their teacher.
Both groups did the peer dialogue units (my study) as part of their regular class work
and as such their efforts and progress were evaluated.  Every student received an
overview (oral andfor written) of the journalling process and several sheets suggesting
writing starts for their journal entries.  Certain ground rules were sct out and routines
were established in order 10 protect students from mischicvous or mean peers, and to
give students a better understanding of the time frame and expectations.  And, cach
group was led through the process step by step in order to facilitate enough journal
cexchanges and cnough entries on each selection.

Originally the study was intended to be done with only one group of students
and only once with that group; but afier running a preliminary unit on The Hobbit, it
became clear 1o me that the process could be revised and improved. Ultimately,
there were three separate trials (one group went through two units), with each
subsequent trial building on the experience of the previous one.

In the unit on The THobbit, students were simply asked to pass on their
journals to their correspondent after they had finished responding to each reading.
Many students decided that they were finished responding to the reading after only
scribbling a hasty sentence or two into their journal and their pariners did no better
in writing a reply. Other students wrote and wrote and did not allow their partners
time enough to make a meaningful reply. When [ came to the realization that
atlowing the students to circulate their journals whenever they wanted rather than on
a set schedule actually stifled dialogue (there were not enough exchanges going on) 1
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came up with an exchange process that is similar 1o a debate formar, which helped o
define the two different roles students had o take in writing their responses:

The general procedure for cach group of journal writers was as follows:

1. Initial Reading

Students were asked to read or listen closely 1o a sclection of literature (a
scction of the novel, a short story, or a pocm). While reading or Listening students
who felt comfortable doing so could write their immediate reactions 1o the literature.
2. Initial Response (as respondent)

After the reading was finished the stadents were given time to finish writing
their initial response to the selection.  The students may alrcady have had an 1dea of
what to write upon but, if not, students were urged 1o consider some of the writing
starts provided at the beginning of the unit. This step in the process was allotted
anywhere from five to twenty minutes depending on the general effort and interest of
the class. When the students were finished writing, the journals were passed on 1o
correspondents (journal partners).

3. First Reply (as correspondents)

As "correspondents”, the students were asked 1o perform a different role.
Instead of responding to the literature, the students were asked to respond 1o the
journal entry of their partners.  "Correspondence” included attempts to answer
questions, comparisons of response between the students and their pariner's,
observations and commentary on the way in which partners interacted with or
interpreted the text, and questions designed 1o push partners into re-examining the
text or responding to it. Students were 1o assist their partners in responding further,
and they did this by showing interest in what their partner wrote and in responding
to what was written in an open and honest fashion. The co-operating teachers had
alrcady modeled such positive exchanges in carlier dialogue journals.

4. Further Response {as respondents)
The students received their journals back and aficr reading the comments from

their dialogue partners, they were  encouraged to extend their initial response by



answering the questions of their journal partners or by taking their ideas on a whole
new track.
5. Sccond Reply (as correspondents)

As before, the students' tasks were to assist their partners in extending their
response.
6. Group discussion

In small groups the students were 1o discuss some of the issues which arose
from their journals and note these for further discussion with the class. These issues
1ook the form of questions or statements.
7. Class discussion

The students were given the opportunity 1o compare and contrast their
responses (along with their questions and concerns) with the rest of their classmates.
Generally the teacher was expected 1o refrain from dominating the discussion; the
teacher was there merely to give input when the discussion had become sidetracked or
blocked. Often, an appropriate and thought-provoking question from the teacher
would accomplish much more than the teacher's critical analysis of the literature
would.
8. The Final Response

Generally the students were expected to give one last impression or overview

of their reaction to the literature and to the dialogue and discussion that followed.

In order 1o encourage a greater variety in response the students nceded to make their
initial reading and response with little interference from others. The hope was that
they could generate their own line of thought before they might get sidetracked by
peer or 1eacher influence.  After writing some of their thoughts down they would
make the first step in the sharing process, the exchange of journals with a trusted and
hopefully sensitive correspondent. The next step, the group discussion, was there for
a number of reasons. In the group discussions the students helped with some of the
vocabulary problems or most obvious misreadings in a less threatening climate.

Groups of three or four allowed cach student to have input and the keeping of a log
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of insights, concerns and questions allowed cach small group to communicate the
interests and inquiries to the class. The class discussion was meant to give more food

for thought before cach student made his or her final enrry.

Assumptions

One assumption undergirded this research; the asswmption that increased
student interest and a more student-centred approach to the teaching of literature is

not only desirable, it is important.

Delimitations and Limitations

I have chosen to delimit my study in four ways: by choosing to usc only grade
nine classes; by using a time frame of only four to six weeks for cach group; by using
only the journals, student and teacher reaction, and my own obscervations to come to
any conclusions; and by not engaging in a comparative process that would have to be
measured cmpirically.

The study was further limited by my own ability 10 interpret what the students
had written; by the students' previous experience or inexperience with journal writing
and their attitudes toward it before the dialogue process was undertaken; by the
students' previous experiences in English classrooms and the methodology they
experienced (as well as the philosophical underpinnings of their previous and present
English teachers); and by the motivation of the students in response 1o the literature,

the conditions and the task.

Collection, Analysis and Presentation of Response

The journals have provided the bulk of the material 1o be analyzed.  Afrer
they had been typed into the computer [ read them in order 1o look at the type of
initial individual response, the progression of thought through individual and dialoguc
response, and the effect of the dialoguc process on the type of response and on the

depth of response. I also asked for verbal feedback from the cooperating teacher and
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the student participants, especially with respect 1o the relative and perceived worth of
the journal writing process.

General interest, growth in understanding and appreciation, the development
of classroom community, and student comprehension and internalisation through
personal involvement will be discussed. This discussion of the results and
implications of the study will take the form of written observations using excerpts
from the journals as support. As much as possible I will try to let the journals (and
ultimately the students) speak for themselves.

When the students originally wrote the journals they were assured that the
journals were 1o be a friendly and conversational forum and the style and tone of
writing in the PDRJs reflect this. There were numerous instances of spelling mistakes,
punctuation mistakes, unclear pronoun references and the like.  In fairness to the
students and in the interests of clarity, I have chosen to edit many of these "little" but
annoying mistakes in order to ensure greater clarity.  All of the editing done was of
a superficial nature, the presentation of ideas, the sentence structure, and the wording
arc all as they were originally found in the journals.

The names of the participants have been changed in order to save these
people from any unneccessary embarrassment or discomfort.  Participants were allowed
to withdraw from the study at any time; confidentiality was assured; and the proper
channels for permission were all followed. Letters asking for permission were sent to
the two boards involved, 10 the principal of cach school, and to the parents of the
children in the study. The study was also explained as fully as possible to the
students themselves.  In all, sixty-one students were asked to participate and only one

chose not 1o allow her work 1o be used.

This study exploring the use of PDRJs as a methodology for the discussion of
literature in grade nine classrooms, was shaped by personal and professional interests.
While formulating the general aim and specific construction of the study, I drew from
what [ had learned through my own personal experiences and from what I had read in

professsional publications.  And, as the study progressed and it became apparent that



the PDR] process need to be changed, 1 found myself making choices based on
personal and professional insight.  Practice (the realities of the classroom context)
influenced many of the choices [ had 1o make in restructuring and refining the PDR)
process. But, in making these choices, I also had 1o weigh what 1 had learned from
theory and rescarch. In the next chapter I will give an overview of the professional

literature that has shaped this PDR] study.



II. A REVIEW OF PERTINENT LITERATURE

The literature review has been organized into three sections.  In the first
sccrion, an orientation to reader response (more specifically "transactional criticism")
is given in order to establish a philosophical context for the use of response journals.
In the sccond section, an evaluation of a response journal approach to the teaching of
literature is given in order to illustrate the strengths and weaknesses of such an
approach.  In the third section, a careful consideration of the possible benefits and
drawbacks of peer dialogue journals is made.  All three sections are supported by

references to the work of English educator theorists, rescarchers and practitioners.

"Transactional Criticism" and Other Conceptions of

Reader Response

Reader response theory as first expounded by people such as Rosenblatt and
Iser, has spawned a number of different approaches to the teaching of literature.
Probst (1988) identifies at least three different approaches that were born out of the
interest in reader response and out of a reaction to the New Critical movement in
litcrature.  These approaches are: Subjective Criticism, Structuralism, and
Transactional Criticism.  Probst's choice to group the predominant response
approaches to literature into these areas and especially his choice 1o isolate
"ransactional criticism” from the others proves quite useful in explaining my own
philosophy concerning reader response and how this philosophy affected my approach
1o the study.

Rosenblatt wrote:

Through the medium of words, the text brings into the reader's

CONSCIOUSNCSs Certain concepls, certain senstous experiences, ceriain
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images of things, people, actions, scenes. The special meanings and,
more particularly, the submerged associations that these words and
images have for the individual reader will largely determime what the
work communicates to him. The reader brings 1o the work personality
traits, memorics of past events, present needs and occupations, a
particular mood of the moment, and a particular physical condition.
These and many other clements in a never-to-be-duplicared
combination determine his response to the peculiar contribution of the

text.

(1938, p.37).

This fifty six year-old text represents what is at the heart of reader response; whan
now might be more properly termed transactionai criticism.  Reader response s, above
all, about the meceting of reader and text or as Rosenblart (1938) puts it: the
"transaction" between reader and text. The word "transaction” implies that both
rcader and text have something to share in their meaning-making mecting.

English educators who espouse a New Critical approach promote a view th
allows only for an autonomous text, thereby banishing "the anthor and historical
contexts from consideration, as well as the extra-textual experience of the reader”
(Thomson, 1987 p.95) Teachers using this approach arc concerned with reaching a
"near perfect” reading of the text. To come to this near perfect reading, students
must be taught how to respond and more importantly, how not to respond.
Researchers such as Richards, Leavis and even to a certain extent Squire (1964), have
used their studies on student response 1o show not how student response can help 1o
create meaning, but how it can interfere with making the "right" mterprerarion of the
text. Such an approach devalues the student's personal response and leads the staudem
into mistakenly believing that there is only one interpretation of every 1ext.

According 1o Probst (1988), most English teachers have fallen into the same
trap as the New Critics; they have failed 1o realize the self-indulgent natare of the

reading process. By devising literature programs that focus on literary information and



not lierary experience they deprive their students of a fundamental experience with
literature; they encourage them to bypass a crucial self-indulgent step. Probst (1988,

p-7) states:

Litcrature is not the private domain of an intellectual elite. Tr is
instead the reservoir of all mankind's concerns. Although it may be
studied in scholarly and professional ways, that is not its primary
function. In the sccondary school especially, we are not dealing with
an intellectual clite, but with a representative group from the local
community. We must keep clearly in mind that the literary experience
is fundamentally an unmediated, privaie exchange between a text and a
reader, and that literary history and scholarship are supplemental.
Studying them may or may not contribute 1o our understanding of the

private exchange, but i1 cannot be substituted for that immediate

experience.

Subjective Criticism (as promoted by those like Holland and Bleich) allows for

such self-indulgence; bur, as both Thomson and Probst wam, perhaps such as
approach allows for too much self-indulgence. Such an approach isolates the reader.

The text becomes only a stimulus for subjective meditation; for exploring personal

thoughts, emotions and experiences (Probst, 1988). While subjective criticism helps
I

us to see the very personal nature of reading (reinforcing Iser's reception theory
Y1 g g I ry

Thomson (1987) states 1t has

obvious weaknesses that would make it dangerous 10 use as a sole guide
to the teaching of literature in schools. It does not allow for a critical
faculty that can escape its own subjectivity enough to see literary
sipnificance at different levels. In its extreme form of seeing the
literary work as being nothing outside the mental processes of the

reader, and thus identical with the reader's mental state during the act
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of reading, it could be used ro support any kind of self-indulgence or
inental laziness in reading and response, and this would not be helptul
in teaching. Teaching literature means trying 1o help students 1o read
better. We all acknowledge that there are levels of response, and thia
some responses can be readily identified as being more penetrratimg than
others, A theory which mmplies that one response s as good as another
is certainly not going 1o help reachers 1o develop thair students’!

recading. (p.134)

Teaching from a structuralist perspective is concerned less with the mdividut
readers and texts and more with teaching the sysiems that enable readers 1o obram
meaning from the text. Probst (1988) stares: "it can remind us that the mdividualuy
of the reader can be defined only against the background of society, m terms of ar's
neiwork of structures and concepts” (p. 252). According to Thomson (19877, ns
systems and codes can help students to see the deep stricture of literature and can
help them to test their own skills in reading and find ways to strengthen these. Bun,
although structuralism does not romanticise hiterature as Richiards, Leavis and 1the
New Critics do, Thomson warns us that it can lead students 1o see the text and therwr
world as a little 100 neatly constructed. Structuralism can also fead 10 a devaluanion
of the text, when we use a text as only a tool in shaping and developmg readimg skills
and when we fail 1o recognize the text us a separate work of art, something more than
just the sum of its parts.

In contrast with approaches in the teaching of hterature thar keep the rexa a
the centre (New Criticism) or the student at the centre (Subjective Crinicism), or
seck to use the text as only a ool in shaping reading, response and wrining processes,
the transactional approach strikes a balance by recognizing the importance of hoth
text and the reader. In fact, most reader response critics would mamtain thar the
meeting or transaction between reader and text should be at the centre of any
approach to litcrature. By transacting with the text the reader breathes hfe o g

as Rosenblatt (1978) writes: "a novel or poem or play remams merely mkspots on



paper until a reader transforms them into a set of meaningful symbols" (p.25).
Conversely, the text may also breathe life into the reader by opening up a whole new
world, one in which the reader may test his or her own values and perceptions against
those found in the text.

Transactional criticism, as | have already intimated, comes closest 10 how 1
view the reader response process and its necessary influence on an approach 10
teaching literature. Transactional criticism as defined by Rosenblatt (1938) insists
that "The reading of any work of literature is, of necessity, an individual and unique
occurrence, involving the mind and emotions of some particular reader” (p.32).
While the reading of a text is individual and unique it is not completely subjective;
while the reader's personal associations may shape his or her response to the
literature, the literature can also direct the reader's response. Texts have contexts,
historical, social, and philosophical. Texts also have a limited focus dictated by many
of the choices that the author has made, and by the structure and organization of the
texi. And there are such things as confused or mis-readings where readers, duc to a
lack of information, a cognitive failure or a psychological problem, come away with
understandings that have little or nothing to do with the text (Purves & Beach,
1972). Transactions iike these mis-readings are usually imbalanced; the reader has
imposed his or her own preconceptions upon the text and failed to allow for an equal
exchange of deas.

A transactional approach can incorporate the best of all the other approaches.
In secking to maintain an cffective balance between the text and the reader, a
transactional approach can draw on personal associations and stimulate personal
growth (as in subjective criticism). A transactional approach can also allow the
reader 1o test his or her own response against tradivonal and scholarly interpretations
(using the msight of the New Critics).  And at sactional approach should also
push the reader 10 continually re-examine the text, its structures and contexts in
order 10 gain a better understanding of the text and of his or her response to it. As

Rosenblatt (1938) writes:

18



Though a free, uninhibited emotional reaction to a work of ant or
literature is an absolutely necessary condition of sound literary
judgemen, it s not... a sufficient condition... |The reader] can begin o
achieve a sound approach to literature only when he reflects upon his
response to it, when he attempts 1o understand what in the work and
in himself produced that reaction, and when he goes on thoughtfully to

modify, reject, or accept it. (p.88-89)
An Understanding of the Transaction

Rosenblatt (1938) entitled her ground-breaking book Literature as Exploration,

and if we examine the quotation above it is casy to sce that, for Rosenblatt, a reader's
first reaction or first responsc is not the end of the exploration but is really just the
start of it. In writing or expressing an initial response a student establishes a focal
point from which he or she can start excursions into the text and explore reactions to
it.  Written responses (initial and follow-up) also provide teachers and rescarchers
with a window from which to watch and analyze the transaction between reader and
text. When teachers start to recognize certain clements in or factors of response, they
might also come 1o a better understanding of how they can be better guides 1o the
young literature explorers in their classrooms.

One of the first to investigate student response was 1. AL Richards (1929).
Richards completed an extensive study of the written responses of university students
to thirteen poems. From his study Richards concluded that there were ten factors
that appeared to interfere with "correct” understanding and judgement. These
interfering factors ranged from simple comprehension problems 1o problems with
"oversentimentality”, doctrinal adhesions, and critical preconceptions. As a guide for
the exploration of literature, Richards would have proven 1o be very sirict; he was
very concerned about reaching a "correct” interpretation of the text and wanted 1o

keep his students from wandering from already cstablished trails. As such the studenis
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really wouldn't be explorers, they would be partakers of a caravan who were cautioned

10 follow the leader and keep to the path.

Among the many others who endeavoured 1o determine what literature

explorers do was James Squire. In his 1964 study of The Responses of Adolescents

While Reading Four Short_Stories, Squire outlined six sources of difficulty in literary

interpretation (the six sources had much in common with Richards' ten factors).
Obviously the path to a well-considered response is plagued by stones, thorns and
thistles. But Squire's description of the obstacles in response was only a minor part of
his study; he was more concerned with the different ways in which the reader will
respond to the literature or, in keeping with the metaphor of exploration: "What
choices might the reader consider or what paithways might the reader follow in
shaping his or her response to literature?” Building on the work of researchers and
theorists such as Meckel, Taba, and Gunn, and drawing on the transcripts of 52 grade
ninc and ten students verbally responding to short stories, Squire identified seven
different types of response. These seven categories of response included: literary
jndgements, interpretational responses, narrational reactions, associational responses,
self involvement responses, prescriptive judgments, and miscellancous responses
(responses which could not be coded under another heading).

Using an analogy to an iceberg, Purves (1968) convincingly wrote that most
teachers know that response is important but realize that "only a small part [of what
the reader does| will become apparent to the teacher or to the student himself" (p.3).
So, in an cffort to map ow just what a reader does when exploring or transacting with
literature, he too decided 1o construct a model of the elements of response "capable of
describing the statements, paragraphs, and essays of students, teachers and critics in
the United States, Great Britain, Germany, and Belgium" (p.4). Purves, together
with Rippere (1968) came up with a model that included four major categories of
response (engagement, perception, interpretation, and evaluation) and twenty
subcategories describing one hundred and fifteen different elements of response.  All
these elements seemed 10 bear out exactly what Rosenblatt (1938) had suggested, the

reading and response process is an incredibly complex one.
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Others, like Protherough (1972 and 1983), Cooper & Michalak(1981),
Benton & Fox (1985), and Dias & Iayhoe ( 1988), Hancock (1992 and 19934 and
b) and Wolman-Bonilla (1989) came up with similar conceptual frameworks that
describe different types of reader response.  From this research and theory came a
tremendous proliferation of terms and models, but if one reads cach closely enough
one will see parallels. Dias speaks of paraphrasing and problem solving, whereas
Squire speaks of retelling and interpreting; Benton and Fox write about seeing oneself
in the text and anticipating, whereas Squire writes about association, and sclf-
involvement; in short, there is much overlap. Nevertheless, teacher researchers such
Protherough, Dias, Benton and Fox have reinforeed Squire's basic assertion than
readers respond in many different ways and each of these rescarchers has given us new
ideas on how to cultivate and monitor the different kinds of TCSPONSCS.

During the cighties, Thomson also undertook the task of discerning what
readers do as they read and respond, bt he took his theorizing one step further than
those previously mentioned. Building on the work of Blunt (1977), Narding (1977)
and Iser (1980) he developed a loose hicrarchy of the rypes of response observed and
he intimated that the more mature reader often functions on more levels and
higher levels in this hicrarchy. Thomson cautioned thar he was not "rying to make
literary response into a measurable and marketable quantity” (p. 149) and that he did
not sce response as simple or lincar, but while the other theorists were more
concerned about the breadth or variety of response, Thomson was more focussed on
the depth of response. Thomson constructed a model that outlined six developmental
stages as witnessed in teenagers' responses 10 literature. The six stages as proposed by
Thomson are: 1) unreflective interest, Z) empathising, 3) analogising, 4) reflecting on
the significance of events and behaviour, 5) reviewing the whole work as the author's
creation, and 6) arriving at a consciously considered relationship with the awhor,
recognition of textual ideology, and understanding of self and of one's own reading
processes. It is Thomson's hope that we as teachers might help students 1o progress
from stage one readers 1o stage five or six readers by asking the right question ar the

right time and by supplying the right book at the right time 10 nudge our students in
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therr development.

Thomson's model illustrates that in contrast with a timid young scout, a
seasoned, knowledgable, and resourceful literature explorer must "combine emotional
involvement and cool detachment.”  According to Thomson, reflective detachment
is the key to developing maturity.  As Thomson states, it "is a matter of the utmost
importance thar the students be able to examine themselves and their world with
some detachment, to step outside themselves and look at their experiences and
feelings, as well as those of others, from another perspective beyond the immediately
subjective one.” (p.83)

In a similar way Bogdan (1990) and Vandcrgrift (1990) proposed models of
response which illustrate the importance of both engagement with and detachment
from the text. Bogdan's model proposes that a mature rcader, when exploring a
particular picce of literature comes at, transacts, or explores literature on four different
levels:  pre-critical (personal and almost narcissistic emotional reactions), critical
(analytical responses from a spectator stance), posteritical (informed responses
combining feeling and understanding), and autonomous (full undirecied, literary
response) (Gambell, 1986a, p.122-123). As Thomson asks tcachers 10 help their
students to come to a "consciously considered relationship with the text", Bogdan asks
us 1o develop autonomous readers.

Vandergrift dealt with levels of response in a slightly different way. Instead of
examining the different levels of response in light of a long-term development, she
observed a natural progression through levels of response while readers worked
through one text. Vandergrift noted that in writing and discussing their responses to
a short story, her study group of ninth and tenth grade students moved from
expressions of personal ideas 1o observations on a more objective level to combined
objective and subjective responses aimed at interpreting and evaluating the story
(Vandergrift, p.137).

If we as teachers are 1o be effective guides, we need 1o apply much of whar has
been written by reader response rescarchers such as those listed in this section. As

Richards and Squire have taken pains to point out, there are many obstacles
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(comprehension problems, faulty associations, a tendency to romanticise) that can
confusc a reader. When we observe a student becoming "lost" in this way, often one
little question or one relevant tid-bit of information can provide the student with
enough insight to redirect his or her response.

But, while we can give our students a nudge in the right direction from time
to time, our job is not to herd our young travellers along our own predetermined
course of interpretation and cevaluation.  Students need to be placed in an acrive,
experiential role as both readers and responders; coming too quickly with our own
response will push our students 1o become followers instead of individual explorers.
As Squire, Purves, Benton and Fox, and Protherough have proven, there are many
ways to respond to a text and we should allow our students 1o make use of thetrr own
unique backgrounds, knowledge and skills, in order 1o reach their destinations.

And, what is that destination? According to Thomson, readers must come 1o
a consciously considered relationship with the text, its author, the reader's own
identity and his or her own reading processes (p. 360). Such a "consciously
considered relationship” would be very diffcrent from the genceric and completely text-
bound interpretation desired by the New Critics. The very word "relationship”
implies that there will be countless encounters resulting in a great diversity of
meanings and understandings. In order 10 reach that destination, we need 1o help our
students develop into "autonomous" readers; readers who can balance their emotions
and instincts with insights stemming from knowledge and experience. By providing
our students with texts that challenge and excite them, by allowing our students 1o
have personal transactions with the texts, by provoking students 1o examine these
texts from a variety of angles, by stimulating a wide range of response, and by
providing students with interesting and cffective forums for derailing, explaming,
sharing and extending their response, we can help our students move closer to thar

many destinations.



Response Journals

One medium that students can use when detailing, explaining, sharing, and
expanding their response to literature is the literature responsc journal. Parsons, in his

book Response Journals (1990) explains that a response journal is "a notcbook or

folder in which students record their personal reaciions to, questions about, and
reflections on: what they read, view, listen to and discuss; [and] how they actually go
about reading, viewing, listening, and discussing” (p.3). Parsons maintains that a
response journal is not a repository for trite or irrelevant teenage ramblings; it is an
essential learning tool which can aid in the reading process and in the formative and
summative evaluation of student response (both process and product).

Although most of the research that has involved the use of response journals
has been expressly directed toward the definition and explanation of student response,
and not toward the investigation of a response journal methodology, the use of
response journals is generally accepted as a valuable teaching methodology. Perhaps
this is because the use of response journals serves as a natural extension to the
implementation of Rosenblatt's transactional theory by supporting "the expression of
personal thoughts, strong emotions, real-lifc connections, and idiosyncratic meaning
making during encounters with literature” (Hancock, 1993 p.467).

Testimonies of support for the use of response journals are not hard to find.
Teacher researchers like Dionisio (1991), Fuhler (1994), Fulps & Young (1991),
Hancock (1992,1993), and Poc (1988) have all effectively described the benefits of
using journals to clicit and develop student response. A response journal can serve as
a literature explorer's log-book, recording iimages, questions, desires, comparisons,
observations, predictions, theories and evaluations. In short, a response journal is a
place where students can document their explorations and their discoverics.

Such a log-book can prove to be invaluable for most students.  Most
importantly the use of response journals challenges students 1o personally and actively

deseribe and make meaning from their transactions with literature (Iancock 1992a).
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Benton & Fox (1985) maintain that journals allow students 1o write their oun

speculations about how the story will develop, judgements, comparisons
with their own experience, illustrations of characters, reflections on
moments {rom the book, comments on how the author is relling the
story and notes about their own experiences prompted by the book (p.

121).
And as Fuhler (1994) points out,

response journals encourage thoughtful and personal engagement with a
text, give students the responsibility of perpetuating and monitoring
their own learning as they read and react, enable them to have a voice
in their work, and empower readers 1o collaborate with an author as

they create a uniquely personal meaning together (p. 400).

Students do not have to feel pushed into simply memorizing and retelling the
teacher's or a textbook's perspective on any picce of literature; they can come at the
litcrature in their own way and on their own level (Flitterman-King, 1988). Students
doing this kind of writing engage in many different writing and thinking processes,
they are involved in making a multitude of reading and writing connections. While
Ingrid is coming 1o grips with the author's writing style, she might also be developing
aspects of her own style. While Ralph 1s trying to figure out a certain character's
motivation, he might also be gaining important personal insights. And while Patry
writes in response to what she perecives as the author's world view, she might also be
consolidating her own.

Response journals contain recorded impressions, valuable not only 1o students,
who can rercad their entries and trace the development of their own responses, but 1o
teachers as well.  Parsons (1990), in promoting the use of response journals, desceribes

a number of ways in which response journals can help a tcacher in implemeniimg a
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language arts or English program; among other things, response journals provide: a
reference file which assists in the evaluation of individual students, a starting place
from which ro discuss responses in small group and class-sized discussions, material
from which 1o guide studentfteacher conferences, and an instrument for gauging
interest and tracking progress in independent reading. Protherough (1972), Probst

(1988), and Arwell (1985), in commenting on personal teaching experiences using

journal writing, have all given similar testimonies 10 the value of response journals in

the classroom.

But response journals are not always completely successful; there are problems
I J

100, as Corcoran (1988) has made quite clear. Corcoran quotes some students who
have grown to resent reading journals or who see them as one more hoop to jump

through:

J hale writing aboul books. while Jm reading, éecawjeildm'/d&éem/oame, It
Wfaaw%mmwmw—wmm&m&&/.

A jowrnal i1 more of a hindrance than a help as you have to intorrupl youn
thought flow and the continuily of the novel. Offen, afler writing journal entries
you have lo find your place, work sul where you are in the novel. and then
‘warm up' inds the slory again. ) personally cannst think of anything worte
than being interiupled when reading, particularly when engrossed in a
partioulan pard, do eventually 7 become resentful lowand writing the journal
(and the nouel).

Oftens ) feel J tend ts suer exaggerate miy thoughts in ;‘cmnaéd; o make them more
s.'—xc-"&nq la read. D cant /telf; ax/uimq /(»'L the leachen s Ae&wf&f when uuz,afmq«
/MW[J.

(p.40)
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Teachers need to be sensitive to the needs of both the text and the reader and they
nced to be aware of the classroom and cultural contexts in which the (two meet, as
Corcoran wamns:

Without sensitive adaptation to the needs of particular readers or the

demands of particular texts, the literature journal runs the nisk of

becoming yet another school genre, like a book report for the sake of a

book report, or a draft for the sake of drafting.

Sensitivity to the reader and the text might involve varying the type of
journal activity. Journals on novels might need an entirely different forma than
journals on short stories or journals on poetry. In scarching for the most appropriate
journalling activity a teacher may consider double entry journals (obscrvations and
interpretation of observations) (Lindberg, 1987 and Berthoff, 1981), journals buily
upon "key questions and spider plans" (Iamlin & Jackson, 1984), and fictional
journals from a characier's point of view (Tashlik, 1987).

Scnsitivity 1o the reader and the text would also involve careful monioring of
the journal process in an attempt 1o foster exchanges that allow for enjoyment of the
text as well as comprehension and appreciation of it.  In fostering such exchanges a
teacher must be prepared to give feedback.  All too often teachers allow response
journals to become "a book in which studenis write responses that are never read,
never discussed, and never evaluated” or "a compendium of reactions 1o silent reading
that has little conncection with the rest of the language arts or Enghsh program”
(Parsons, p.2). Teachers need 10 read and respond 1o student journals in order 1o

promote interest and further exploration.

Dialogue Response Journals

Written comments from the teacher are of integral importonce: they show that
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the students responses are valued and thereby encourage the student to share more of
their ideas and expressions (Fuhler, 1994).  "Students' attitudes and effoi:s related 10
journal writings scem to have a direat relationship to the frequency and quality of a
teacher's responses in the journals” (Calkins (1986) and Moore et al.(1986) as cited
in Fuhler).

Teachers who realize how important feedback is for their students sometimes
set up "dialogue response journals” in an effort 1o have a "frank opinionated chat”
(Arwell, 1991 p.143) with their students. These joumals between student and
tcacher should be kept informal (Fuhler, 1994; Fulps & Young, 1991) and in order to
bring about a more open discussion, teacher comments "should be responses -- not a
smiley face, a 'GREAT!" or an 'l agree' (Fulps & Young, 1991 p. 113). Teachers need
1o write extensive and thoughtful responses to their students that "affirm ideas and
feelings, provide information, request information related to students' responses, model
claboration, and guide students to examine their ideas as they discover insights”
(Strackbein & Tillman, 1987 and Wollman-Bonilla as cited in Fulps & Young, p.
114) As Fulps and Young point out, while teachers should model effective writing,
teachers should write only in response to ideas and the depth of thinking and not 10
the stadent's "failures 1o approximate adult models of writing" (p.114). Too much
attention to correct punctuation, usage and spelling will intimidate the student and
ultimately cause the student to write less and less.

In encouraging young journal writers, teachers who use dialogue journals
"should encourage expansive exploration into personal response” (IHancock, 1993
p.408). Hancock suggests we consult the work of those who have investigated the
different rypes of response in order 1o develop lines of inquiry for both the student
and the 1eacher: "striving to awaken new modes of response within the reader is the
responsibility of the teacher in the role of facilitator and response guide" (Hancock,
1993, p.470). Once we have assessed the kinds of initial response students write, we
can provide guidelines for response which can help them
extend or elaborate on their initial response. Such guidelines for response might take

the form a sheet of helpful hints and writing starts (such as Flancock provides) or of
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"well-placed nudges" personally written by the teacher for the student. As Arwell
maintains, the role of a reading teacher changes when he or she uses dialogue

response journals in the classroom:

Over the last two years I've had 1o re-leam my role as reading teacher,
I've had to put a stop to teacher talk, to sputing out questions hke a
computer and lecturing my kids about what they're supposed to see and
appreciate in the literature they read. There is no one set of questions
to ask every reader; there are, instead, individual readers with their own
strategies, questions, tastes, and styles. There is no one correat way to
approach or interpret a text; there are, instead, individuial readers with
an incredible range of prior knowledge and experience, Through the
dialogue journals I've discovered aliernative ways a junior high English
teacher can talk to students about literature. The letters 1 write are
personal and contextual. That is, what I say in my half of the dialogue
journal comes from my knowledge of how the student reads and thinks,
of what the student knows. Response grows both from whar ['ve
learned as a reader and how [ hope 10 move the reader's thinking.

(Atwell, 1987 p.178)

The interactive approach of dialogue journals opens up a discussion on liverature
based on genuine interest and inquiry, and helps 1o combat the kind of frustration,
boredom or posturing Corcoran writes about.

But, at a junior or senior high level, dialogue journals between teacher and
student could prove 10 be quite demanding on the teacher, especrally of the 1reacher
has more than one sct of journals to respond 1o, Writing extensive and thoughtful
replies on a regular basis (even once a week) in cach student journal takes 100 much
of a teacher's preparation time. In an cffort 1o lighten their load, 1eachers who use
dialogue journals and know the importance of feedback, have chosen 1o make some

compromises. In responding 1o her cighth graders, Fuhler decided 1o "respond in depth
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1o only one of my three classes cach week, merely reading and recording the current
date on the remaining classes entries” (1994 p.401). Heath (1968) asked her students
1o select one entry a week that she would read and respond to. Other teachers have
sct up teacher-student conferences in order to expand on the brief jottings that they
wrote in a student’s journal. In all of these cases, the teacher is trying hard 10
maintain the kind of iwo-way communication that Awwell, Hancock, Strackbein &
Tillman, and Wollman-Bonilla all sce as crucial in helping students to expand and
claborate on their response and thereby facilitate growth in comprehension and
appreciation.

Another approach that might {acilitate this kind of growth in response is the
use of peer dialogue response journals. Student-to-student discussion about literature
fits well within the transactional approach to literature.  Kletzien and Baloche (1994)
have shown that, in contrast with reacher-to-student discussions which are often
characterized by a teacher's (often subconscious) agenda for instruction and
evaluation, student-to-student discussions promote a more open exchange of ideas and
opinions.  Student-to-student discussions about literature promote a more exploratory
process; students are often pushed 1o clarify their thinking, retum 1o the text for
support, and consider aliernate viewpoints.  In addition, Kletzien and Baloche proved
that student-to-student discussions in smaller groups also help to build a better
classroom climate.  Individual students gain confidence from their face-to-face
interactions.  These same students develop interpersonal skills and experience the
accountability that successfully structured small group discussions impress upon
individuals.  As a group, the students learn positive interdependence in helping cach
other 1o negotiate with the text.

From small discussion groups (in pairs or triples) to peer dialogue response
journals scems a logical and even automatic step, but from the paucity of literature
upon this subject it appears as if only a few have tried it. Perhaps teachers are afraid
that peers, in exchangimg dialogue journals, will not know how to help each other in
the same way that an experienced tcacher may be able to help a young reader.

Fellow students would probably not know the literature as well as the teacher nor
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would they be as adept at encouraging their peers toward a richer varery and qualiy
of response.

Auwell, who has some experience i using student-to-student journals, noted
that students write quite differently when they write to cach other rather than 1o the
teacher (Atwell, 1987). Students writing to cach other "antomatically and
unconsciously adjust handwriting, spelling, and punctuation 1o a different audience's
expectations"(p. 189). But, in spite of the more casual style and the frequent
digressions, student-to-student dialogues do have porential. Anwell maintaims thae the
student-to-student dialogues in her classroom were characterized by more cmotion,
more playfulness, and more trust than student-to-teacher dialogues. Avwell alse noted
that students wrote more and longer entries than when she was their sole andience.

The difference berween Atwell's experience with student-to-teacher dialogue
journals and student-to-student dizlogue journals gives a ghimpse of what to expedt
from the PDR]Js. While the PDRJ units may build upon what we have learned (rom
student-to-teacher dialogues, the PDR] units might not prove to be a better or waorse
activity than units built around student-to-icacher dialogue. The difference m
audience will no doubt shape the correspondence and produce journals thar are quue
different from journals where the teacher takes a more active role. For this reason
this cvaluation of the PDR] units does not focus on how they compare 1o studeni-to-
tcacher dialogues but instead focuses on how a student-to-student dialogue process can
help or hinder students in gaining enjoyment of, understandimg of, and appreciation

for particular texts and their response to them.

From the literature reviewed it 1s casy to sce a PDRJ methodology as o natural
and logical extension of a transactional approach 1o hreratare. Theorenically speaking
then, PDRJs should allow studenis to personally transact wirh thie liserature and
document their initial response before refinmg and further developing therr response
through the peer dialogue forum. A PDR] process should cocourage students to write
many different types of response. A PDR] process should also help to facilivare

growth in enjoyment, understanding and appreciation by providing the students wirh
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a non-threatening forum in which to discuss and debate their own responses to
literature.  But theory can be a long way from practice. Often activities that
teachers might assume 1o be exciting and interesting can fall flat because the students
just don't share their teacher's interests or appreciate their teacher's approach. In the
next chapter "An Analysis of the Peer Dialogue Response Journals”, T will discuss the

reality that sprang from the theoretical framework outlined in this chaprer.



III. AN ANALYSIS OF THE PEER DIALOGUE
RESPONSE JOURNALS

Restatement of the Aim

The central research aim of my study was 1o investigate the use of peer
dialogue response journals in order to evaluate their worth and acceptability as a
methodology for the discussion of literature in a classroom setting.  In order to
properly satisfy this aim I dealt with two major questions: "What types of response are
found in the dialogue journals?" «nd "How does the dialogue process help or hinder
the students in their search for enjoyment, comprehension, appreciation, and criical

thought "
The Range and Depth of Response

The Peer Dialogue Response Journals (PDR]Js) yielded a rich varicty of
response - more than I was initially prepared for. Students jotted down sensory
impressions, asked questions of detail and inference, made personal and rextual
comparisons, and offered insights and analysis. The fact that students kept journals
with cach other instead of with the teacher actually broadened the type of response
found for there was immediate feedback from a less intimidating correspondent than a
teacher might be.  Although the entries the students wrote 10 cach other were more
playful and less carcful than the entries they had written 1o their teacher in carlier
units, the students were quite focussed on their task and there were only a few
instances of idle banter about home, homework, or afterschool pilans.  In fact, most of
the students took these journals quite scriously and used them as a forum to discuss,

analyze and criticize the literatere.



In the student journals, there was a wide range both in breadth and in depth
of response. At first, when sorting through the journals, I attempted to usc the
rerminology and groupings found in Squire's categories of response in order to describe
what 1 found in these journals, but I had 10 abandon this procedure. Squire's seven
categories simply didn't seem to have room enough for many of the responscs | found.
Next, | attempted 10 use Thomson's model as a basis for terms and groupings, but 1
had 1o abandon this model also. While Thomson's six stages allowed for both types
and levels of response, 1 found it rested too heavily on the aspect of long-term
development 1o ke useful for such short units as I had planned. Thomson's levels five
and six were almost unattainable for a grade nine st udent. I needed a terminology
that could deseribe the variety in the types of response I found in the journals and
that could relate the difference between the depths of response I found (from simple
reactions and associations 1o carefully contemplated evaluations). So [ went through
the journals again, this time in order to come up with a "new" classification system
for the types of response that I found in these dialogue journals; but T was unable to
distance myself from what | had already read in Squire, Purves, Dias, Thomson, and
Benton and Fox. In the end, 1 came up with a classification system that works for
this study; it looks suspiciously like a cross between Squire and Thomson with a dash

of the other authors thrown in for good measure:

Elements of Response Found in_the Peer Dialogue Response Journals

of Three Grade Nine Classes

Process Response types Response activitices
A. Immediate Impressions
Primary Response
a) picturing
b) retelling
¢) anticipating

d) literal questioning



Emotional Response
a) liking/disliking
b) empathising/disdaining
<) hoping/desiring

d) other reactions

B. Reflective Connections
Comparative Response
a) personal comparisons
b) texuual comparisons
¢) character comparisons
d) other comparisons
Analytic Response
a) interrogating the ext
b) observations
¢) putting it together
C. Insights and Evaluations
Interpretive Response
a) predicting
b) theorizing
Summative Response
a) recognizing deeper strncrures
b) presenting conclusions

(personal and criteal)

Although, as [ have already said, the model above has quite a bit in conimon with

Thomson's model there are significant differences.

1. Thomson's model focussed on stages of development over a longer
period of time (reminiscent of Piaget's sieps in cognitive development),
while my model is just meant 10 classify the different types of response.

My study centres on the response processes of groups over just a four 1o

35



six week period; this time constraint would most certainly hinder a
study of development as Thomson sees it.

2. My model differentiates between three main parts of the response
process: immediate, reflective, and evaluative.  From reading the
journals it became apparent that many students do these three kinds of
response and they usually do them in the order that 1 have given,
although a re-reading of the literature might spark the cycle anew. For
instance, in responding to Frost's poem "The Road Not Taken" a
number of students first engaged in visualising the two roads and the
wooded surroundings and some made remarks about places they had
been before. Then, after reading most, if not all, of the poem these
same students realised that Frost could be speaking metaphorically, and
that the roads might also represent choices.  As they struggled to make
sense of a deeper meaning they made personal comparisons and they re-
examined the text for further clues 1o test some of the ideas they or
their journal partner had about the poem. Finally, when it came to
writing what they knew would be their last journal entry about the
poem, these same students often gave some type of evaluation or
judgement based on what they experienced in reading and responding
to the poem.

Not all of the students went through such a straight-forward
process, but many did.  Some students, however, could not give more
reflective or evaluative responses by the end of cach exchange cycle;
they were still wrestling with literal meaning or were still wrapped up
in the emotions provoked by the poem or story.  Other students
apparently jumped straight from reading to reflection and evaluation,
bat, in follow-up discussions it became apparent that these students did
have immediate responses; they just felt that these immediate
impressions were not worth noting and that what was really important

was analysis and judgement.
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Obviously the dialogue journal exchange process did much 10
influence this progression from spontancous 1o carefully considered
thought, but there is also reason to believe that this process from
immediate to reflective to evaluative response is something that
students do all the time and that in jumping immediately 1o evaluative
type questions, we teachers often short-circuit the students' meaning-
making process and instead unintentionally force them 1o sitply accepr

our own analysis and evaluation.

But perhaps I am stealing some of my own thunder; suffice it to say that the
model that I eventually settled on could convey the tremendous varict y of response
and show some of the development in response that | evidenced in these journals. In
order to properly discuss the importance of cach type of response to the meaning
making process, [ will give a more detailed explanation of the range of response found
in the PDR]Js using the terminology model as an organizational guide.  In order 16
provide clarity and focus, most of the examples used in clarifying these terms have
been taken from the fimst set of journals; the ones on The Hobbit. Please note, many
of the examples used in this discussion of the different types of FCSPONSe Contain more
than one kind of response activity. The fact is that the students moved very quickly
and easily from one type of response activity 10 another.  In an cffort 1o give a more
complete picture of the students and their responses, 1 have chosen not to break up

the responses into little fragments.

Immediate Impressions

Included in "immediate impressions” are the kinds of activitics the readers did
almost unconsciously. While only some students chose 1o relate these immedinne
impressions in their journals and many others did not, it was nevertheless, still very
evident that all of the students had an immediate response of one sort or another.

(This came out in later interviews.)
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Primary Response

There were a number of different response activities that | eventually grouped
under the heading of primary response activities. These activities (picturing, retelling,
anticipating, and literal questioning) were all essential to the process of "getting into
the story"; they allowed cach reader 10 comprehend or self-clarify the basic details of
plot, sctting and character. They were a kind of "first siep” in the enjoyment and
comprehension process. The journal entries which displayed these kinds of response
activities were often nothing more than a scries of noted impressions or questions that
occurred 1o readers as they read the selection or more often, as they heard the
sclection read 1o them. As I have already said, not all of the student journals
contained such entries; some students could not be bothered with writing in their
journals until they had finished reading (or hearing) the selection and had time to
think about it, but in the subsequent interviews it became apparent that nearly all of
the students engaged in some or all of these activities.

a) picturing

When J read I see this all happen. ) make a litlle movie and picture
Miniam

D think Lakelswn it a small willage. Il is swvsunded by lall and jagged
movndains and odiffs. The font of i is long lake cwpstal clear a deep blue.
It is a perfect pictuwre.

Ardiyth

When a student related some type of visualization relating to the story or

poem, | classified it as "picturing” (borrowing a term used by Benton and Fox). This

kind of response activity might include relating prominent colours,
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What i1 that red glow? Ji it Smang? It probadly i1, then Smang will wake
up very grumpy and then Bills will have o [ight him. Smaug laows lite the
dragon you dee in carloons. He it green [bright green) and scaly with a
dull yellow belly, he has an avisw lype lad, and red fiery eyes, he has Little
dly, bitly wings. He hat an alligabor lype month and when he slecps bhe
dnanes and bneathes smoke.

Leila

describing the setting or the characters,

The foresd i1 made of moslly huge saks. There it a canopy of leaues cbave
them wines and leaves are everqwhere. Here and lhene a snake can he seen
slithering in the beed. Cuerylhing it dark il it somelhing libe the [presd in
the Princess Bride. J) it it 16 dark how can they slay on the palh?

Andyth

9 Uik the Qaé&nd are «qlq grece Z/unq/J with 4 Mm/j‘ and clawrs, red edged,
Z(.ée cadéi @ /t«nc/z, éa‘cé and Mne&ufowd&/ &g MA and /mga leell
Leila

or even making rough drawings or maps.

Making "movies and pictures in your mind", as Miriam puts 11, was very
important for understanding and enjoying the text. Picturing was also a very personal
activity, for there were significant differences between the students as 1o how they
visualized certain characters and settings. Early in the unit some of the students had
appealed to me, as an "authority" on the text in order to come to a consensus on
exactly what Bilbo or Gandalf looked like; but eventually, with a little coaxing, these
same students became a little more confident in their own abilitics 1o picture. Soon

The IHobbit journals became a forum where students fought about whether or not
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Goblins looked human, or whether Elrond's house was just a cottage or a big hall. In
arguing, these students appealed to the text and 10 a number of Tolkien calendars
displayed around the classroom; but the text details were not always as concrete as
they would have liked it to be and different artists had drawn the same events and
characters in completely different ways. The only time the students agreed was when
they viewed the film; then they all agreed that the film was nothing like how they

had imagined the book.

b) retelling

The hobbit it gaing ander the dragon spell when Rilbo thinks the dwarves
are going s leave and lake the gold without him. The dragon's influence i
1l working on Bilbo, he can'l seem ls shake the fecling thal the dwanves are
going o b bim. Bibo almost always it right. Tl bet Bilbo is going ts come
wp with a fantastic plan. He will probably end up billing Smang himsel.
Ayl

7 Uhink the dream he had in the cave was whal happened. The crack in the
wall opened so the goblins could lake the ponies away. To gel sut of the
mounizin they will have go guile @ ways. Maybe when they gel back s the
onlide they will have gone patt the Misly Mountains.

Aadyih

Students who repeat the details of the story with little commentary or reaction
are "retelling”. Some students needed 10 recap the details of the story, especially in
their first entry, presumably to make sure that they didn't miss anything.  If they did
miss an clement or two, or if they confused the order of events or misunderstood
words or actions, their partner would often point this out.  Other students, like
Ardyth in the two entries above, retold the story in order to lead up to a prediction

or insight.  But most of the students who rewrote the story were simply filling in
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space because they were stuck for things 1o write; they hoped that their rewriting of

the story might spark a topic. Sometimes it did.

¢) anticipating

Will Smang get Bilho? Will Bilba hide the golden cup? Will Bombunr and

Bofur be saued? Wil they gel the ponies back? or will they be billed? Min,

Smang it mean! J buew he would be mean but not thal mean!! ) wonder i

be's Ggoing lo become Bilbo's M I doubd i becanse then how will Z/ta/ (;e}

the heasure?

Leila
This kind of looking forward, also found in earlier passages quoted from Ardyth's
journal and from Leila's journal, was more predominantly found in The Hobbi
journals because the students had time 10 become attached to Bilbo and the dwarves.
This sense of anticipation was further heighiened by the fact that carly in the novel
various songs are sung and legends are revealed that hint or even explain whar will
happen. We know that Thorin will claim his position of "King under the Mountain®™;
we just don't know how. Anticipating was not found as much in the journals on
short stories and poems (the last three sets) for most of the students chose 1o write
their responses only after they had finished the whole picce of literarure.

The PDRJs contained many more examples of anticipation than student-to-
teacher journals. Students were more comfortable sounding ouwt these questions 10 a
peer who was just as far in the text as they were rather than to a teacher who had
read the text many times before. They were interested in comparing their

anticipatory reactions with those of their peer.

d) questioning

For some students language was a real barricr. These readers often asked for
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help in their journals so that their partner might clarify words or even details of the

pl()l .

7@@%&4MM¢¢WWMWMWW&MWW

/%uut!&éeq?
Elles.

Bats aren't very noisy. Only when you arouse them. Usually they fly
silently and you never hear them.

Toby

Whether or not these questions were answered depended to quite an extent on who
the student had as correspondent. Some siudents continually asked and answered
questions in cach other's journals, scribbling in answers in the margins, in between
lines, or as numbered responses in their journal entries. These students began to

write longer and more involved journal entries as the process went on. Other
students, who saw themsclves as teacher (asking questions like: "What do you think of
Tolkien's use of language!"), often glossed over their correspondents more basic
questions and in so doing left them even more bewildered than before. And some
students simply ignored the questions of their partner and wrote vague replies like
"Good entry Danny!"  Earl, when asked by Janet why he had net responded to her
questions, simply answered "because your questions are stupid" {even though most
were quite good). Students like Oscar, with their apparent lack of interest, missed the
opportunity to start on a meaningful dialogue and the result was shorter and less
imaginative entries from their partners.  Obviously not all students are as sensitive
and helpful as their 1eachers, and, some students might add, "Why should I be... it's

not my job!"
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Emotional Responsc

It seemed to me that an immediate response concerned only with the
comprehension of detail was different from those that were coloured by emotional
reactions. In an emotional reaction the readers gave evidence that they had reached
some level of comprehension and that what they had read had affected them.  Suill,
these emotional responses could not be seen as anything more than immediate i that
they came unsolicited, often in response to nothing more than a well-placed word by

the author.
a) liking/ disliking

The things the dwarves say are 40 neal; libe little bids. ) neally like them.
They are s6 stubborn and somelimes sarcastic. s really neal

Maureen

When a customer in a bookshop picks up a recent novel and skims the
dust-jacket and the first few paragraphs in order to make a quick cvaluation, he bases
his decision about whether 1o read it on little more than whether or not the book has
caught his attention. Students parnticipating in this study were seldom allowed 1o
make that kind of choice but that didn't stop ther: from giving their quick
judgements. Phrases like "that was cool", "this is a stupid story" or "why do we have
to read this stuff? with little else 1o clarify them were found in more than a few
journals. Most often (in the Poplar Ridge journals anyway) these kinds of comments
were found in the journals of those who had a limited range of reading interests and
were unwilling 1o read a different type of story.

Still, the aspect of liking or disliking the text, a character in the text, or an
aspect regarding the text proved 1o be an integral part of the whole meaning-making

process for some students. Take for instance this response 1o characierization:
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J don't like Thorin. He seems libe los much of a bnsw id-all and i always
bing bs lake leadership. ) think Bdbs does a much beller jobs then Thorin.
Thorin it alio a wimp. He always makes Bilbs lake the ritks inslead of

doing the dangensus. stuff himsel]. There wat no greal lais when he died.

-

Dan

Towards the end of his journal Dan started 1o move from more immediate affective
responses to appraisals of Tolkien's use of characterization and discussions on Thorin's
character transformation on his deathbed. Generally liking or disliking a character
often led 1o questions as 1o why and then to insights regarding the author's intentions
and craft.

Most of the negative comments came in the journals on short stories and
poems.  Often the negative comments revealed something more than dissatisfaction;
they revealed frustration and confusion. Some of the teacher-chosen shont stories and
pocms were difficult for students because the philosophic thrust was too subtle.
Students complained that the story was dumb because it didn't seem to have an
ending or because it was too confusing.  Some, but by no means all, of these students
changed theirr minds after a few exchanges with their partners or after a class
discussion. These "negative responses” proved to be quite enlightening; from them [
discovered some of the hidden obstacles that hindered studenis from appreciating or
even enjoying some of the sclections.

While "Liking/Disliking" is an immediate type of evaluation, it is not
necessarily valuing. Many students did not like the story "On The Sidewalk
Bleeding" because of the unwillingness of the passersby to help the fallen gang
member angered and frustrated them, but they valued the story quite highly for they

felt it had a lot to say about identny and bigotry.
b) cmpathising/disdaining

Readers who projecied themselves into the story soon found themselves
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empathising with one character or another.

Paar Bilba J think I would be lined of adueniure o J had to go rraugh ull
this. ) wonder i he will ever get resdless and wish himiclf an analier sae.
How will the Shine be? Wil i have changed? Wl hus relabet e bk
i suen on will i be silent and dusly? Wil the fisd thing he docs & 4o loss
Jor pechel handherchiofs? Or will he ahready have a jupply of them
provided by the dwarves? AU kit fsod will be spoded. Unlers d was Wl
ealen by the dwanves o lea and supper and breakfait  Thal teems long
aga. Wil his riends accept him at before? Wl he sbdl be i respeclublde
hobbit? On will be be considered gqueen like the lSrandybhucks wenass the
Brandyuine riven? Will his old Lije after aduentune scem dall ind larmg?

Andyth

In this last entry Ardyth imagines what it would be like 1o be Bilbo retarnmg afier
his long adventure with the dwarves. It 1s not the fimt time that she cmpathises wirh
the characters. Some of her other entries started with similar phrases: "son Hombar he
must be so dguashed..." or ") piy the lwelve dwanves. " Oddly enough, cven though The
Hobbit was an incredibly popular book with these students, Ardyth was one of the
few who came so far as to empathize with characters on a regular basts. Perhaps the
fantastic setting and characters were difficult for most of the students 1o relate vo.
Several of the short stories, though, produced quite different results. "On The
Sidewalk Bleeding” and "Golden Girl", two stories with teenage characters in difficah
circumstances, clicited journal entries that were quite introspective. This does not
mean that the literature with "teenage themes" was found 1o be more engagimg and
therefore more successful than the other selections, but teen stories did bring abou
more of a personal and emotional type of response.

Sometimes students conveyed less empathy and more disdain. "When Bilbo

thinks of his little hobbit hole T feel that 1 should grab him and rning his neck om
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until he forgets about his hole™ was just one of the responses from a number of boys
and girls who thought Bilbo should stop mooning over his hobbit hole, his
handkerchief, and his tea and cakes.

When partners discovered that they had experienced the same reactions 1o the text
and the characters, it often led them 1o discuss whether or nov the author had

intended for them to react in the way that they did, and if so, why.

¢) hoping/ desiring

7 think Bdbo should have received more of a rewand for all hit work. He
did a lod of things fpr Thorin and he didn'? get much in relunn. In all the
adventunes they had. Bills seemed ts be the leaden. He wai the ene whe gl
them sud of a lod of twable. I i wasnl for Bilbs they wonldnl of got ts the
mouniam and Thorin wonldnl have become the new hing under the

Tharin i going o die. ) hasw he it he will nsd recoven. He called Bilks
and stayed ale Jor bim ls ash bhim (o1 his forgivencts of whal he said b
bim. Ib's nel fain, be deserved the batlle but not ts die. Bilbe ories, thats
nice... well wot nice bt moit pesple and heirs and warrions wounld not be
suercome by 1adness. J| ) woald have read the book by mysel] J would be

(}74/4419‘, f(u(n,
/Wmmm

Some students communicared their emotions by expressing wishes. The two
most common wishes were that Bilbo would slay the dragon in The Hobbit (he

Jidn't), and that Andy would not die in "On the Sidewalk Bleeding” (he did).

Squire would call such responses "Happiness Binding” and would maintain that these

responses display an "unwillingness to face the realities of unpleasant interpretations”

and a "demand for fairy tale solutions.” These wishes would be seen as sources of

Jifficulty in literary interpretation. But, after reading entries like these T came 1o a
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different conclusion. For the students who had not expected and certainly not
prepared for the death of so many dwarves, and who expressed their wish that e had
not been so, the loss of the dwarves was greater and so was impact of that passage of
the book. Justifying the deaths in literary and artistic terms (as so many teachers
have learned 10 do with Romeo and Juliet) may, in fact, take away from the
experience and enjoyment of the text.

Many of the wishes the students made had to do with the choices the author

made in writing the text:

7 think i wounld have been mone exciting i Tolhien would have bepd lilking
about the batlle. Jnitead of slspping when Bills gol hit. Aad conlinuing
laten.

Cllis

Slap cfe/.imd-mq 9 want ts hear whai the dwanves and Lillo day. 9 dontd
wand il old & me, ) want them, the characlerd, lo day damej/u'ﬂg,

WMiniam

These wishes provided an excellent opportunity to discuss the craft of writing and the

differences found in individual reading styles.

d) other reactions

The pesple must have seen the dragon coming. Ssmelbing i tlowing. Ok na
i it the dragon. he it come lo hill them; the helnlets, defenceless, wnawane,
poon pesple. That's nol fain, the pesple didnl upsel the dragon. Ibs nol
Jain, ds not fain. I wish I conld lell the pesple ls nun for shellen Jom all
Yhe evil and death Maybe the pesple will injue him making him weak .
maybe the pesple will bill bim. Rilbs must see this from bhe lavksald of i was
libe finewonhs. The dragon it mighly and powerful.  There will be ws HHary

47



Jor Bilba buk dreadjully hatred by the people. The hollow o i o shot in he
(the. dnagon) will die or be sorvusly hund. The blash arow would hit him
W war “lucky' Jdid! The dragon died or mahe he still is alive. They
showld cad him wp ls make tare he i dead. Bard will become sery great
Mo will be honsred,

Miniam

Some of the more emotional responses were hard to describe or label as Miriam's
rather spontancous entry above illustrates. In this entry she expresses empathics,
concerns, and wishes which could be put under one of the other headings. But she
also expresses her horror, grief, and joy, and a host of other emotions.  Entries like
Miriam's were few; in order not to have too many groupings I have lumped all of

them togethier in spite of the obvious range of response.

The Lobbit journals proved to have more of the immediate type of response
and after reading the journals the reasons became very apparent:
I.  Short stories and poems are read quickly; it was more convenient for the students
to wait until a story was finished and then write a more reflective response than it
was to write immediate impressions while they were reading it.
2. The Hobbit in comparison to most of the stories and poems used in the other
response units, was not as "deep” a read.  Most of the stories and pocms built upon
characterization in order to emphasize an important theme or idea. Students soon
became involved in interpreting the story rather than reacting to it and so many of
the first entries started with the phrase: "The meaning of this story is...".
3. Since it is a fantasy novel, The Iobbit contains significant amounts of
description.  In order 1o "get into the novel” students were forced to try and picture

the strange little inhabitants of Middle Earth and their surroundings.

But while The 1obbit journals may have contained more examples of "primary
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responsc” the journals on short stories and poems also contained a significant mumber

of instances.

Reflective Connections

Most of the response activities in the first section, Immediate Tmpressions,
have to do with comprehension and reaction; both of which are essential 1o the
process of getting into the story. The focus of this second section has more to do
with connections and realisations: activities with come from a sustamed transaction or
involvement with the story.

Comparative Responsce

Jack Thomson would call this particular type of response analogising; | prefer
the broader term: "comparison" This term gives room for some responses that could

not be described or classified elsewhere.

a) personal comparisons

deaq hat a lall bune hat with while 1lans on it with a mal('/u'nq- cloak.
He hat ﬁ(;mfed, eand. libe 5fzcwé and hat a /cmq white beard dnd he i “enig
thin, Dad wil lock like that when he it old [euen without the cotdume)

Miniam

In some respects this type of response activity is an extension of empathising; students
might empathize with certain characters because they have experienced some of the
same feelings, and have run into some of the same problems.  But the kinds of
responses that I eventually came to sce as personal comparisons were characterised by
more than feelings of sympathy or disdain, these responses showed that connections

were being made, and with these connections often came realisations.
The elues are extremely amuting. They are ;awa[ happy, and, ﬁwnd&/
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They are sancastically friendly and J really liked thein song. They always
el like they have one up on cverysne. ) can tee in the fulwe the dwarves
compelitive. The elues are petly and annsying and remind me of miy brsther.
They shoisusly get on the nerves. of contervative Thorin and his dwanves.
Thorin it a little loa senisus. He could lighten up a bil. The elues are
omilating and ebuorivus bul in a cule way. My mom might call them real
“sdinkers”.

Maureen

b) textual comparisons

We as teachers often select stories and poems that have similar themes or
conflicts in order to spark discussion on style or philosophical direction. Sometimes

the students made similar connections.

The dragon i probably big and breathes fne. Maybe he can g6 ts other
places by lhought (like bosks Jue read Dragon Sword by Anne MeCaffrey).
Maylbe he lives near Magma 16 it will lock like hell with all the darkness. It
wouid nol be surpriting.

Minicen

In one journal eniry Henry voiced his disgust at the seemingly cliche story line
in "The Sniper.” He fele that the street fight where a soldier ends up killing his
brother was just too overworked.  IHenry's background in reading many war stories
gave him a different perception than the rest of his class, most of whom were quite
surprised by the ending. Some of the students who were quite interested in
fantasy kept citing how The Hobbit had much in common with other series they had

read, and hinted that they thought Tolkien might have stolen some of his idecas from

Terry Brooks. When they haier found out that Tolkien was one of the very first
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fantasy writers of this sont they became more interested and some even attempted 1o

read The Silmarillion, Tolkien's history of Middle Earth (a very difficuli read), in

order to find out more about Tolkien's ideas and how they influenced later writers.

¢) character comparisons

There were numerous instances in The Hobbit journals where dialogue
partners chose to discuss and compare pairings of characters. Many students chose o
compare Beorn and Gandalf, citing the fact that both characters could work powerful
magic and that both seemed too mysterious to be completely trusted. Closely linked
to these character comparisons were character contrasts.  In the unit on The 1obbit
many of the students singled out Bilbo and Thorin as characier foils.  In contrasting
the two characters most of the dialogue pairings came 10 the consensus that Thorim
was 100 greedy, too conceited, and too bossy while Bilbo was too content (not ar all
adventurous), too timid, and oo polite.  Readers who were able 1o make these kinds
of comparisons came closer 1o understanding their own emotional reactions and the

text.

Analytic Responsce

Students who learned 10 look for the author's perspective or who liked 1o
criticize stories in accordance with their own philosophical slant first needed to see of
they could find any patterns and try 1o pui the pieces together. 1 like 1o think of
this particular type of response as being the huh!? (interrogating), oh! (observing) and

aha! (putting it all together) part of response.

Sometimesr J analyge the characlens by saying lhat was  good idea o thal
wat a dumb thing lo do. J walched the change of Bills in this book. He
grew up and became a guick thinker. And al the end when Libs said his
priends csuld drop in al any lime; i the beginning [(of the book) he would
have been angry ¢ they had come unannsanced.
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a) interrogating the text
In responding to "The Weapon", many students wrote questions like:
I g I q

What exactly i "the weapsn' meand by the title?

Why did the aulhon include a reference lo Chicken Litlle?

What is the significance of the last line? ["snly a madman wonld give a
loaded revslver ts an idist.")

These students were involved in a process Thomson called "interrogating the text."
The questions they asked (and ultimately tried 10 answer) were more than the low
level comprehension questions T have classified carlier under primary response; they
were questions that moved the students closer to a central theme.  Obviously, an

adventure novel or quest like The Hobbit led to fewer of these deeper quesiions than

the more loaded short stories.

bh) Obscrvations

9 like the loosk 16 far. The tlory is enbremely desoriptive. ) like Bilbs. He
wants la be aduventurons bul holds back 16 he won't be cl%/mené %zam /)
habbits. He really i dealing with a shuggle within himself. Part of him
seems inbrigued with the idea of adventure while ansther part seems. feanful
of i and holds back. Deicriplion is uted well eq. UYsu busw Gandalf is a
wigard before it i3 slated [lal sut that he is. Therin it a litlle loo sl
canfident. I hink o he gels ints any siduction he will suen estimale his
abilities and gel inds more buoulde, although his bains could be uteful for
planning and shalegy ahead of time.



Mameen

In this excerpt Maureen gives an observation about Bilbo and his struggle within.
She has noticed two different sides 1o Bilbo: an adventurous one and a timid one.
Later on she discusses how Bilbo's struggle is a common one; so Maurcen's
observations led to a conclusion about Tolkien's craft and purpose in constructing
Bilbo's character. Many of the observations students made were coupled with
questions such as "Andy seems awfully concerned with removing Lis jacket, | wonder
why?" In The Hobbit journals most of the observations were about Tolkien's wriiing

style or his use of characterization:

Qaa can tell the ddorey i going & go W a Zcmq lime. hecaute the aulhar éw:/u
daying Lilbe withed /(VL bit hame nold /CM— the lasl lime.
Cllis

Tolleien says things differently when he wrole “just when the dwarves hapes
were lowetd” Uinally wridens write "just when they wene aboud lo give up” )
like Tolbien's way a lot beller,

Cllis

¢) putting it together

Closely linked to the interrogative process is what | call "putting i1 together.”
Y a4 I ] 3 £

"once the students had

For instance, in the case of the response on "The Weapon,'
decided that the reference to Chicken Little was important, that the weapon wis
more than just the gun mentioned in the story, and that the last line carried the
central message in the story, they were ready to put together some of the more
important picces of the story. This "putting it together” eventually led to a few
informal conclusions abom what the story was intended 1o present, what the story

meant 1o them and whether or not it had been an interesting and entertaining read.
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In The Hobbit journals most of the analysis came in the later entrics. By then
the students had the opportunity to stand back and see how all of the adventures

added up for Gandalf, Bilbo, and the Dwarves.

Rillo, thnsughout the tharsy has orsmed more and mare the bust and
admiralion of the duarses. Al the duarses have thounghout the sluy
bocome irdebded ls Bilbs sne way or ansther. Caen Thorin with the spiders
web. When Tharin was s thraw Bilbs sser the wall, Bills was hardly
gelting a Jitting reward for all that he had done. Fon without Bilbs Thorin
wondd not be alive lo have the heature or Us 1ee lhe Fhkentlone.

Ayl

9 think thal all the aduentures. that they are having are nst by accident, but
ane meant ls he lhere. ) think that even since lhe duwanves. came with thein
song, that il spoke about these adventwnes. Jm sure Gandaly busws thal.
He prabably bnew what ts expect on thein jowrney, thal might be the reaton
whiy he was there far the dwarves and Bilbs jusd in the nick of lime.
Wendy

One of Wendy's observations gave her quite a shock:

It was like a mouie where you tee and hean everything and. just want lo
jump inds d because i it a good movie. The vsices given ls the charaolers
give you an idea whal lype of perton, dwar], elf, lakeman, goblin, hobbit,
elo. e i1, Hey waid a minute, ) jusd realited everybody in thit bock wai a
guy! No gids whatssesen! Just hecause ginds aren't shung doetnt mean
there cannod be female characler!

I3 Tolhien a male chanuinisl? Aecording s some of the guys i sun
class females are weah, unimportant, and posiessions of men. Well J think
that's Bullshit!! Serry for my language there, bul you did say write down

54



what you feel. The Jact that Talbien did not haue any female characlers, o
dumd, becante females are impartant, where else did Al the male clues,
dwarves, ele...come fram. Ardyih said this exaotly wght! No Jurthe:
commentd.

Wendy

Distanced Insights and Evaluations

Interpretive Response

Each student may have formulated his or her own interpretation of the text
based on reading, response, peer dialogue process, and group conversations. With
their "insights and cvaluations" the students revealed the fact that there is quie a
range of ability and aptitude at a grade nine level. Some students made very hasty or
confused interpretations based on hittle more than a fecling. (There were some really
strange ideas about who killed whom in the responses 1o "Night Drive")  Others did
a great deal of interrogation and put together quite a solid hypothesis (as many of the
students from Poplar Ridge did when they responded to "the Weapon® or "On the

Sidewalk Bleeding" in their seccond PDR] unit).

a) predicting

Billis will go home. Mashe he will have somesue. come lise. with him. Maghe
b will be called Thorin's spinid ls ansther youngen and Thoren will wsbact
Bilbs and Bilbs will be able ts 100 him. Libe ol the cnd o the Stan Wins
trilsgy when he sau OB henshe, UYoda and his father and Tharin will que
inspination s Bille s OB) did s Lhe whon ho wat in the sumps in
Redurn of the Jed

Miniam
Thorin will die J think. He i loa tinbborn. He will neven agree s the
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lerms. he i1 lao groedy.  The lust of gold is s great in bum. Tharin i wrsng.
rhdyth

Predicting, as I have used the term, is a different activity than anticipating. In
predicting, the student draws upon clues found in the story and in his carlier
responses and uses these clues to draw a conclusion; anticipating is merely looking
forward with interest.  Predictions were basically the applications of what the students
had alrcady "put together. When Ardyth, after hearing the first section of "The
Battle of Five Armies" in The 1obbit, decided that Thorin would undoubtedly dic in
order to pay for his greed and stubbornness, she made a prediction based upon her
knowledge of Thorin and her general assessment of him, and upon her understanding
of literary conventions.

There were a lot of predictions made in The Hobbit journals; students were
continually looking forward and in a sense they were writing the story just as Tolkien
had forty-five or so years carlier. They made their assumptions based on their own
idcas about how things should be and when they were different from how the book

turned out they had the opportunity to ask themscelves why:

The novel is nol at all lurning sud as J expected. I thought that Rilbs wounld
sl leaue lhe hauellers party and go back to hit "warm casy hebbit hole
which he missed 46 much. When Bilbs agreed ts go along, I bunew he wonld
cande dome problems. ) bnew he wonld miss his hobbit hole ol sne point in
time, 7 just didnl bnow he wonld miss. it that much. Jn the end when they
have the ballle ) bnew tomething was going bs happen ts Thorin, bud I didu'
bnou he wat going lo die J thought that Thorin would be lying sn his bed,
and%pﬂgzﬁaamﬂmmw/eeléa{adﬂwné@w&lqdﬂw
arkentlone back for Thwrin. The only magor difference in the book was that )
thaught Smang would be lying al the entrance of the mountain and Rilbs
would wie the ring lo gel in, but he didn'l and Smang was not at the
entrance of the mountain, he was rather in the middle. ) think wow that the
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adueniwne it vuer. Billo will go home but he will prababdy get ina anathes
Lithle aduventwne on the way. I Gandal going home with him? Because o he
14, 9 dow't think they'll meet tas muck on the way, I don't hoows, 9 thank i3
st Gandal]'s presence thal mahes me think thal

Leila

b) theorising

Rills meets Gandall. ) wonder i Gandalf had been jollowing the duscracs
and Bilbs all along. ) have a [eeling he has been jusl lo see whal Rilbn und
lne dwanves wounld do without him. 7 like the way Tolbics puts all the
Ellia

Predicting might be considered 1o be one clement of theorizing bat theornzimg
could also be general statements about what the author intends 10 say with the
poem, whether or not the author has based his story on a true life experience and the
like. There were more examples of theorising in the journals on short stories and
poems than there were on The Lobbit. Ofien the students would base an claborate
theory on a few small details found in the text. In the foliowing entry Wendy tries 1o

read a little more into Ted Hughes' poem "The Stag™:

9 think the aunthor might be buging lo lell bis readens about sur world. (uerse
5, last line) When the slag went inds a shange world i weemed like lhe
hees and, brambles were allacking i as if it wainl wanted. Nowadays thene
wne a lol of pesple whs come from a conntry of their swn fo lue w o shunge
land, bul just like the tlag lhey ane nol wanted. (raciim) Whe knows!
Wendy

"The Stag" provoked quite a few interesting theories on what the author was trying 1o
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say and whether or not the stag represented something more than an animal in flight.
Wendy volunteered her theory about "The Stag" in her first reply 1o Ian, but lan

quickly dismissed it:

Z{/&#dy.
9 don't think this paom it chout raciim. The ttag was chased. ints the
sbrange land, he didn't go thore becanse he wanted bs. The stag didn't want
lo loaue hit farest. He was furced bo locue by the huntors

Soalt

Exchanges like these often helped students 1o test, reinforce or dismiss their theories
and provided much of the material needed 1o make personal and critical conclusions

about the literature they discussed.

Summative Response

The third part of the process that the students seemed to follow while
responding in their PDRJs was the formulation of a summative or distanced response.
In such a response the student often drew upon his or her own immediate impressions
and reflective connections and upon the feedback from correspondence and class
discussions in order to make a more distanced analysis and evaluation of the
literature.  Evaluations based on a quick reading and a few negative or positive
HAOPTESSIONS were Not seen as summative responses. Statements such as: "I thought it
was boring” or "This story sucks; it didn't have enough action," neceded 10 be
substantiated with more information; otherwise they were interpreted as immediate

and cmotional responses.
a) recognizing deeper structures
Many students, in writing about the literature, discovered some of the
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underlying devices that the author used in building and shaping hus or her work of
fiction. Students who were conscious of the role that uniry and cconomy play in
making an effective poem or short story often picced together themes using therr
knowledge of devices like literary patterns, allustons, and metaphors. A good example
of this "piccing together” of structure was found in Maurcen's very first response 1o

"On The Sidewalk Bleeding".

The boy lost his swn identily becanse of the group or gang Ac dolenyed o
He was ne longer secis a1 a perdon or at Audy, just i royal  “The persan
who billed him did not bnsw hine ensugh lo like ham o1 hale han, he pusi
hated Royals. The boy was labelled becante of the gang he wat wi. Whal
shschs me i how Greddie and Fngela leauve bim in the alley.  “They kuow he
i dying. How can they live with themselues buouing bhey condd bave sued
bim and yel chesse nal lo becante they wene worried about themselues? )
would have gotlon some help even if i was only by an anonymons phane ol
Jor an ambulance o police. They could have made thes phane call bul they
chode nst lo. In a way what they did is no bellen than the person who
sabbed Andy. He bnew he was hilling Andy and Greddic and Augels bunow
they wenre leauing him lo die. It seems like i laok Andy's dealh lo covs make
bimsel] see that he i Andy nol jusl a Reyal. He does nol coen lhwmb he's
dying i the beginming. He musd have seen o lol and had a raugh Lje b
accepd this as vwwmal. Cuen though Andy i3 a gang. he i3 o peison. Wi
can dee this when he lalks aboni Lawra.

After using her knowledge of decper structures, and suggesting a central theme
dealing with identity, Maurcen went one step further and saggested one possible view

of the story as an allusion to Christ's sacrifice on the cross.

When rdncfgc dies Lowia lso tecs bim at a perdon. The s prdd 2ees bt it
@W, @ gang death bul he dses sl seem lo think of Andy ot @ person.



Whal could the names Royals and Guardians mean? This might be a lLitile
Jar fetohed bul Andy could symbslize Chrisd in bis purple(rsyal) jackel
Greddie and Angela remind me of Ponting Pilale. They know what they are
doing it wrsng bul they do il becanse they are afpraid of gelling ints houble.
They snly think of themselves. Pontins was alio willing ls saerifice a
‘penson s’ life for bis cwn benefil. Aady alis feld the need to lake off hit
jackel becante he wanled lo be kuswan at bimielf nst a royal  How royal it
Audy? He died in o deep dark alley, this it st how rwyally lives o1 dies.
What kind of Guardian it the person who billed Andy? A guardian it
suppoted lo puwlect dul he?

Mameen

Although Maurcen's suggestion that Andy is a Christ figure is a little far-fetched, the
fact that Maurcen is able to make such an application shows that she has paid close
attenion to many of the factors that have shaped the construction of the story.
Muaurcen recognizes that Andy's jacket, the names of the rival gangs, and the actions
of the passersby all add up to a more important message about identity and personal

responsibility.
b) presenting conclusions

Some students, after a wrestling with the literature came to some very personal
insights or conclusions.  These personal statements might take the form of
realisations, applications or evaluations.

In her last entry on "The Sniper" Paula shared three important personal
realisations (about snipers, about Ireland and about sharing response) with her

dialogue partners and her teacher.

Wl now Jue learned what a real iniper i, bejore J didn'l really bnsw.
Jes samedody who lay: (lal, high on a o], during a wan, aud thosts athen
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peaple. He has @ good chance of gelling lne pesple ba, becaute he can ee
them. U agnee with Loaite, ls. Somebody who shaols innocent people s a
paychs. Anyways, Jue learned @ lol chout Dreland, and now gully
wnderstand what the whole 1lary was ahoud, now thal you ve explained i )
wrsle the tame ting mainly for Hemy and Lowise becanse ) wanted & see
how hey retponded in different ways. That made for aery inderesting
comments. As ) abready said, ) apreed with a ol of what Louise said. And
what Henry 1aid, that was. inderesting. He found what J wrale inleresting.
J libe writing things thal really make pesple think, lall about different
spiniond. Anguways ) enjoyed reading "The Sniper”, and am lsaking forawand
ls neading the nexd selections alts.

Panla

Other students applied lessons from the literature to their own lives as Beatrice did in

her response 1o "The Road Not Taken" by Robert Frost.

This poem it really well wrillen. It explains the sisy of Ufe. Meaning thal
i tells us that there's bws paths in life the palh less bhavelled and the palh
that it well havelled. ) think pesple should lake the path lets hauelled
becante then they are doing what they want ls ds inslead of whal semesn.
elie wants you s do. ) think that the ones whs lake the well bhavelled palh
@re follswens and they don't really busw what they wand lo do wilh there
lives. Alss it tells me in the poem thal you can't twm back. So snce you ve.
chote the path you want lo lake and you e started b lake thal palh you
can't twm back. It shows thal you have ls make up your mind. in whal you
wand s do and et what tomesne elie wants you lo do. I thitk thal the khey
word i1 "you'. I1 whal you wand. Jf you chosse the path mosl bauelled
f/zenwaw[el&hqdmnee&ecﬁwuew&%ew«iwémwkée%eﬁ%
less havelled then you are making decitisns for yowelf Well ol leas! thals
wiy cpinisn of the 1dory.
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Reatrice

In extending this application Beatrice and her partners, Cole and Melanie, wrote
about numerous decisions that teens must make. Through their PDR]Js entrics on this
story the trio discussed drugs, alcohol, designated driver programs, and suicide and
stressed the need for teens not 1o be unthinking followers.

Most of the personal conclusions made by the students were retrospective

statements  about what they observed, learned and liked about the text.

Yes, I definilely would wani s read msre from Tolbien. Becaunse ) libe the
way he desoribes cverylhing to it's last detail. And the way he plays with
his words, be dsesn't ramble on and an but keeps you inlercsled. What
neally inderesled me in his writing, wat the way he lalks to his readers. JIts
like be's there with you and lelling you a slory bal goes back o lalk s you.
9 really enjoyed lhis bosk. Which J find amaging!

Wendy

The Hobbid was a very enlertaining bosk. J normally didnt like janiaty but
this was very inderesting.  Tolkien made you gel inds the book by the way he
wniles. He hat a very ipecial way of wriling, he plays with the words, and
he Likes uting beals or rbuygming.

Tnlhicn alis likes ls ase bumowr, " The buulls just conldnt decide what bs ds
with the dwarves. bs wince them, ls 10asl them and eal them laler or bs 4it
an them and lwrn them inle jelly'. He also wtes lists, "and he jumped and
he bopped and he skipped’.

Leila

Like Wendy and ieila, many students gave specifics from the poems and stories to
support personal evaluations. As such it would not be hard 1o call such evaluations

critical conclusions as well as personal conclusions.  But sometimes there were
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students who made a clear distinction between what they thought of a text personally
and what they thought of it critically.  For example, several students thought that
"On The Sidewalk Bleeding" was a well-written story with an important message, b

they really didn't like the story because of the violence and the unhappy ending.

Once again it must be stressed that the response process, as shown through
student writings in the PDR]Js, is not a lock-step process. When responding to the
novel or to the short stories and poems, the students did not always experience an
casy and automatic progression from immediate impressions, to reflective connections
and finally to distanced insights and cevaluations. Some students hardly moved past
immediate impressions while others jumped straight into insights and evaluations
when they wrote their mitial response. But, for most of the students most of the
time, there was a general progression that began with trying to ger into the literature
{(immediate impressions) and followed with becoming immersed in the literature
(reflective connections) and ended with standing back and viewing the literature and

the experience of reading the literature from a distance (insights and cvalua tons).

The Influence of the Dialogue Exchange Process

In this next section I will discuss the effects of the dialogue exchange process
on the range, quality and depth of response. But before [ can describe the
circumstances of each of the individual groups, I must first explain what is meant by

"growth" in responsc.
g

Growth in Response

Consider the following three responses 1o "The Rockinghorse Winner" by 1.1

[.awrence:
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J libed the general idea thal the anlthor wat working with but the
actual sony wasnl all that gread. ] thought i dragged loo much ot limes
and, could have had more & i

My favsarile pard was the end when the boy died. ) bnew i was
going lo happen but J sl libed 4.

Oican

The molher came acnsis ad 401l of a bag, becanse she had a cold
place in her heart. ) lhought thal this place in her heart was the place that
the feels muney it mone important. She was alse very indecure. She had
dark longish hain, and. [ seme reaton, sthe was clways wearing light blue o1
green. Her face was creamy smosth, with thin lips and dark eyes. The
rochinghorse was almotd ewil loshing, with dark paint and fierce eyes. The
house idself was huge, with a yard and many brees.

The rackingharte wat almosl an sbsession with the boy. He only
wanded b prove his mother wwong, and, show her that he wat very lucky.
The usices. in the houte was becanse the monre money the molthenr received, the
mane she wanled and desined money. The children picked up on these voices
becaunse bids have always. been receplive lo things adulls neuer see and, lake
Jor granded.  The childron sauw thal money was tlouly becoming more
important ls their narents than they were.

J didn't put myself in the stary, J never do. Jm always an onlssker
and observen, but newer a parlicipant. The thing ) didun't undensland it why
the boy got his inspiration fom the rokinghorte. The snly reaton J can
bhink of i1 becawse lhe boy used the horde as an excase. He actually found
the answen aud himael], cven & il was unconscivus. He was driven by the
need o have more money lo please his mother, 16 he would rock on the horse
wndid he bnew the answen.

Patrcia
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There was a mesiage bought oul to me while ) read the stany. U [eld libe i
bad somelhing ls do with Salanism, not luck. Al the end, lhere was this loy
o G bonte yelling oul "Malabar'. J¢ doesnl sound libe he's 1aying i bul
damething euwil was coming thsugh bim. He claimed thal God was lalking lo
bim, ) did not believe that but ) did belicve thal somesne is doing so.

The stary reminded me of a game where you conlact spinds lo answer
your gqueslions. The game called Ouia board.

Since this bid had problems undensianding whal luck s really all
alout and his parents didn't really have the love los give him. Alio the
gambling habil ran in the amily. Ji [ell like somesne whs died s a gambler
wad condaclted by him.

c—gM @t

It would be impossible 1o classify cach of these responses as only in one category, s
cach has in it clements of many different type of response, but if you had 1o make a
general classification Oscar's response can be seen as an evaluative judgement,
whereas Patricia's and Susan's responses would seen as impressions or mental tmages.
Does this make Oscar's response more valuable or worthwhile than the other rwo!
Certainly not, for Oscar has given us little reason to believe that he has done any
thinking about the story, whereas Patricia’s and Susan's responses show a definite
scarch to make sensc of the story.

This difference between Oscar's, Patricia’s and Susan's responses itlusirates one
of the reasons why I decided to stay away from an cmpirical study where cach
response is classified and then charted. Instead I decided 1o look at how studenis
extend and question their own responses while helping others 1o do the same. The
thrust then is not in achievement in comparison to some type of external rule or
measure, but on personal growth in making sense of cach sclection, m making sense
of their own reactions to the selections and in coming to use their own responsc
processes in order to enhance their enjoyment and critical appreciation of lierature.

A key to this growth is the dialogue process. In a studentficacher dialogue 4
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student may soon grow to appreciate the teacher's comments be they personal
response, gentle prodding with a few well-placed questions, or reasoned and sincere
encouragement. A student/student dialogue may scem less restrictive because the
writer may not feel the constant eye of an evaluative audience, but it could in fact be
more restrictive. Students often are stuck for words and may open up more to a
trusted adult than to a peer with whom they could lose face. Respondents may not
see the opportunities 1o question as an experienced teacher might. These respondents
might not think of asking Oscar 10 explain what he thought Lawrence's general idea
was, or 1o pinpoint parts of the story that dragged and suggest improvements. So, in
order for this project 1o have had a chance at success, correspondents needed 1o be
taught about dialoguing; not so that they all learn to write and respond in exactly the
same way, but in order that they may be able to have a chance 10 effectively
encourage a more sophisticated response; one that shows growth in enjoyment,
comprehension, appreciation, and/or critical thinking.

Growth might be evidenced in a number of different ways:

1. A student may grow or develop in onc particular type of response. For
example, he may get better at relating the images that come to mind while he
is reading and may even get better at paying attention to description and
better at visualizing the characters and the setting by the end of the unit.

2. A student may begin to look at the story in different ways and may end up
writing different kinds of responses rather than always the same kind of
response. For example, the student who usually writes quick judgements ("]
didn't like that story... there wasn't enough action") might be pulled into
conversations about characterization and meaning. In the end this student
might actually start his journal entries with observations on these clements.

3. A student may learn to use his reading and response to come closer 1o
what Thomson calls a "consciously considered relationship with the text.”
Students who have previously complained about not understanding stories,

may, with the help of their dialogue partner, learn to put the pieces together
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and make a more informed responsce 1o the story. This student would

momentarily be moving up a siage or two on Thomson's model.

Keeping in mind these three different types of growth in pemsonal and critical
response, we will now take a closer look at cach of the journal contexts in this

rescarch.

The Three Trials

As I have said already, I have observed and/or conducted three separate PDR]J

units. Each of these units was significant in its own right and cach was instrumental
in developing a workable approach 1o journalling in PDRJs.  But, two studies, done
with the same fiftcen students, gave the clearest evidence of the successes and failures
of a PDR] approach to the teaching of literature. It is for this reason that I have
chosen 1o focus on the two Poplar Ridge 1992 studices in summarizing the results of
my inquiry. The other study, Willowdale 1992, will be described only in as much as

it shaped and refined the dialogue process.

Poplar Ridge '92, "The Hobbit" (January 16 - March 6)

[ attemptred the first of the peer-dialogue journal units in my own classroomn.
Instead of focusing on shorter picces of literature (as was the original intention for my
study) [ decided to focus on one major work of fiction, The Hobbit by J.R.R.
Tolkien. This book was onc of the most influential in my own adolescent reading
experience; by it and through it I became "hooked on reading” and [ hoped 1o do the
same for my class.

As it was already close to the third and final 1erm of the year and as our
budget had most certainly all been spent, ' could not afford 1o buy a class set of this
novel. Instead I chose to work on my class's listening skills by reading the novel

aloud. My grade six teacher, Mrs. Kelsey, had done the same, and had kept her class
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spellbound while she read using various voices and accents. Her reading not only
made the characters come alive but also brought out the rhythms and the gentle
humour found in Tolkien's writing. 1 could only hope 1o do the same.

In 1992 my grade nine English class numbered 15, and it was a joy to teach
this small and ralkative class. The class consisted of nine boys and six girls of various
interests and abilities. Some of the students were top-notch readers and writers, while
others hated to read, or confined themselves 10 reading material that was heavy on
plot and little else. The same range could also be evidenced in their writing
preferences. As we will see later on, the differences in the students were mirrored in
the differences found in their responses.

Afier outlining some of the choices available for this unit, I let the students
choose their own groups and their own system of dialoguing. It would be their first
experience with dialogue journals and I wanted them to be comfortable with their
immediate audience. The six girls broke into three groups of two, using a simple back
and forth method of exchange.

The nine boys broke into three groups of three and followed a similar process,
but the journals were passed in more of a triangular fashion. For example: Peter wrote
to Dennis, Dennis wrote to Dan, and Dan wrote to Peter. This exchange process also
added perspectives; what Dennis read in Peter's journal could give him something to
write about in his own journal to Dan.

My original intention was 10 read 1o my class for only a period or two a wecek
while continuing on with the regular program I was tcaching. This practice soon fell
away though, as the students became so interested that they begged for more "Hobbit
periods", and I bowed to their pressure. In gencral we fell into this pattern: 1 would
read aloud for the first {ifteen to twenty-five minutes of cach forty minute class.
While 1 was reading students could doodle, jot rough notes, or write full fledged
journal entries. Most chose to just listen, because they found that they missed parts if
they started to write. After 1 finished the reading for the day the students would start
on the journalling process in carnest. [ set only one rule: that there would be little

talk and that whispering would only be allowed if it was to explain something in the
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joural to a partner. It was our intention to have the journals go back and forth
twice after cach reading but this didn't always happen. Some students wrote quite
lengthy responses and so had only one or two entries written before we moved on to
the next round of reading and response. Others rushed their writing and it showed.
And still others just simply did not know what 10 write. A few of the students
(usually the ones who wrote lengthy entries to stant with) took their journals home,
but most did not. The unit, from start 10 finish using anywhere from two 1o five
periods a weck, lasted six weeks (mid-January to carly March)

While the students were writing | had hoped 1o keep up my own journal,
reflecting on the reading of the day, noting the interest levels of the students, and
remarking on what I read in the student journals. Very soon though it became
apparent that I would have to write in my journal outside of class time, as I was
nceded to wander the classroom in order 1o help students in writing. Three or four
students were always stuck and constantly complained about not knowing what 1o
write. For at least one of these "blocked writers" the complaining was an attention
grabber; this student had lots 1o say if you spoke to her but was somewhat insccure
and wanted to write the "right" things. Scveral other "blocked writers" very simply
had little 1o say; this was also borne out by their regular class work. It was difficult 1o
coax more than a paragraph from cach at the best of times.

In faimess to the students, I must say that [ had given them little 1o work with
other than the text. 1 expecred that all of the students would be able 1o listen to a
reading of the text and then immediately and very spontancously write a response to
it. I found that some students were incredibly uncomfortable with this kind of
freedom and wanted some kind of hint or help o get them going.  In the next PDR]J
unit with this class the students would receive sheers with writing starts on them such

as:

| really like/dislike this part because..
The character | most admire is...

If | could talk to (name of character) at this point in the story, | would tell
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him/her...

For most of the PDR] unit on The Hobbit, the students were given a few suggestions
only when they specifically asked for help. It was only when we came 10 the second
last reading that 1 gave the students a handout with specific questions and specific

cxpectations:

The Hobbit: Final Assignment

Tonight | expect you to write at least severa! pages as a cumulative assignment.

Here are some questions to work with if you are stuck for things to write about:

1. Is the novel turning out as you expected it would? What are the differences and
similarities between your expectations and reality?

2. What parts of the book did you like best and why?

Would you read more from this author?

S

4. If you are presently reading The Lord of The Rings tell me which of the two books

you like best and why.

5. What do you think of Baiin, Beorn, Thorin, Gandalf and/ or Bilbo?
What did you like best about Tolkien's writing: word play, story line,
characterization, description, humor, or action? Explain.

7. How will the story end?

&. Are you reading more or less this year? Why?

9. lid you enjoy journalling?
How could the journalling process be improved?
What should | do for next year?

10. Did the readings help or impede you in getting into the story and in getting
something out of the story?

1. What kinds of things did you do (picture, predict, analyze...) when you were
listening to the novel and when you were writing about the novel?

1. What kind of major project are you prepared to do on this book?
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As | have already said, there were really two different exchange processes
going on in the classroom at the same time; the girls opted for a straghn back and
forth exchange between two, while the boys used the more complicated three-way
exchange. What follows is a more thorough description of just what happened in

cach of these two types of groups.

The Pairs

The three pairings of girls writing 10 cach other were Ardyth and Wendy,
Miriam and Maureen, and Leila and Nancy. These girls had all been i the same
class for some time and had built up close friecndships, so all of their journals are
marked by an casy confidence. The girls had open and frank discussions m thew
journals; they were not afraid to write nor were they trying to impress cach other.
But, while all of the PDRJs shared between the pairs were characterized by honest anc
lengthy dialogues, it does not follow that they were all quite sunilar. In fact cach
pairing scemed to establish its own focus and its own tone. For this reason | have
chosen to relate some of the most important similarities and differences between the

pairings by giving a brief description of cach pairing.

Ardyth and Wendy

Ardyth and Wendy were most concerned with the world of the dwarves and
the hobbit and with the progress of the adventure. Like almost all of the "hobbit”
groups, much of the dialogue between these two girls was limited to "mmediane
impressions.” In the carly entries both Ardyth and Wendy strove to make sense of
"Middle Earth" (Tolkien's setting). Once they had come to terms with such a
fantastic world and allowed themselves 10 flee into the novel, Ardyth and Wendy
turned their attention to the plot of the novel, asking questions abour what happens
next and making predictions about how the novel might end. Here s an example of

an entry which shows the girls” interest in both the world of and the adventore of

Bilbo and the dwarves:
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) wonden whal aduventunes awail them in the foresd. FAhre Hsbgobling the
same as goblins? Jts the Necrsmancer Sawnsn? Gandalf dsesnt seem o think
there it much of a chance fw. the panty ls go thwugh the srest alive. The
Jorest w mostly made of huge oaks. There it a canopy of leaues aboue them
vines and leaues ane cuerywhere. Hene and there a tnake can be seen
slithering in the hees. Cuerylhing is dank,: i it something like the fwrest in
The Princess Lride. I i it so dank how can they itay on the path? The big
eyes. I think are Gollum's eyes. What are the spider webs made from? Will
they encownden il? It musd be huge o i is a spider. Will the web evenr get an
the path? They are coming toward, the end of Mikwood. Why it the wind
1ad? Js the langhlen elues?

Andylh

| think this group is already off the path ever since croseing the

otream. The laughter could be elves, but | can only see the trees
haunting them, with their laughter. I'm sure they will encounter the
opiders because they have to have some sort of adventure in Mirkwood,
plus look at the title,"Spiders and flies". FPrincess Bride does remind
about the Mirkwood forest, but | can relate to more movies or books
with each adventure.

Wendy

In this excerpt both Ardyth and Wendy move easily and quickly from one type of
response to another. In her response to the text Ardyth anticipates, questions,
observes, pictures, and makes textual comparisons.  Wendy does her best 1o try and
answer some of Ardyth's questions, but since she is only as far in the novel as Ardyth
she can only guess too. Wendy does make a very astute observation about the title
of the chapter, though.

Both Wendy and Ardyth were hearing The Hobbit for the first time (although

by this point Ardyth started 1o read The Lord Of The Rings) and gives the dialogue a

Jdifferent feel than if the dialogue were between teacher and student.  As miich as we
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teachers might try, we cannot converse as these two girls have done. Students would
be hesitant to ask their teacher questions about how the adventure will turn ont, for
they don't really want 10 find out... at lcast not in that way. And the teacher's
knowledge of the text and of the students, as well as the ever-present shadow of
evaluation would serve only 1o stiffen the conversation. Towards the end of
their respective journals, both Ardyth and Wendy started to compare and analyze
more.  Observations on the maturational growth of Bilbo and on the pride and
arrogance of Thorin, led to predictions on how the story will end and on just what
the best ending would be.  Although the book didn't end quite the way they wanted
it 10, they could reconcile themselves to Tolkien's ending and in explaming how they
were reconciled to it they used their skills of analysis (in judging characters and therr
motivations) and interpretation (in determining Tolkien's creative purpose).

This pairing's progress through the different types of response was by no means
atypical. Maost of the "hobbit" groups followed a similar pattern. The progress m the
"hobbit" journals looscly follows the model that 1 have faid out iy the previows
chapter. Generally speaking, the first few responses in almost cvery journal contamned
a cache of immediate impressions (making sense of the novel, s setimg and s
characters) with only a few connections and insights. By the fourth or fifth entries
though, the emphasis had changed. By this point most of the students were
sufficiently involved 1o start pulling for Bilbo and the dwarves, 5o the journal eniries
contained more comparisons and predictions. And, when the novel began drawimg to
a close, the students began to examine the novel as a whole and they presented tharr
conclusiors and insights in their journal entries.

Where Ardyth and Wendy differed from many of the other groupmgs
(especially from the boys) was in how they connected with cach other. Both of these
girls made sure that they at least acknowledged cach other's guestions even if they

were not in a position 16 answer them.

j @g/%’e [22 2 W (J(W aéawl /./faqq{nd.. j Z/Mﬂé d w/u{,zr/f /Lé; mf/u/ (,/t/uz,/ﬂ{, &i aiid
bLim. 7/1@;/ m{qﬁl bhave gfep/mnfxf w thid Hony, J mean, theyoe alweracty V)
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bwlls and Goblins and Hobbits. This story i very wnprediclable. ) don't
believe Rilbs o1 cul vul for his lask eidher, he't nol a very good thief at all.
Magbe bhe'll change laler in the story. ) think the Toskisth blosd will come
oul o somelhing happent. ls one of his. companisns. J dsnt teink the song i
lelling ahoal the adventue bec.nte there i ns way that they conld figuwre cut
whal it going lo happen ls bim wnless Gandalf can losk ints the future. J
don § think Gandal] i1 a rneal wisard, sne reaton for this it exactly what you
said; i he it a real wigarnd why csuldnt he gel them thene (asien?
Wendy responding to Frdyth

In this entry Wendy shows what it really means to be a "co"respondent.  As Ardyth's
rcacher T would have a tough time with some of her questions for I couldn't pretend
to have read only as much of the story as she had. I couldn't expericnce those same
first-time feelings of curiosity and anticipation; instead, about the only things I could
write back would be comments like "Oh, you think so, eh?" or "Excellent
observation.”  In my experience, students often find the smug little comments the
teacher has made in their journal to be more patronizing than up-building.

Ardyth and Wendy sometimes kept a dialogue going for several passes as in

the fellowing sequence:

Waddd Bilho gel bypathermia? Wil somesne. dee him? Jf they did ) don't
Lhink f/ta/ wanld dee much. He p/wéafuft/ loaks Libe o drswned u/ag, 7 tind
he 38l hat bis ving on. Thal would lock funny secing fsstiteps appean sn
the floor and draps of water jalling off of thin ain. Door Bembunr, he musi be
la Jgaadéaff i the barel! He muii be ﬁomqm/,. J wonder 1% e even will gel
hungry envugh o eat whaleser was wted & pack bim in. Weuld they run
sul of acr i the barel? i thene it a hole i the banvel? Weald waler
draurn lhem before they reash e end of thein read? Fhe the meunlaing
‘housting” a premonidion o danger and perdd uel lo come? Can Bilbs sleer

Lo darreds? How wldl Rilbe aund the dauarved gei pati the men? I think
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Tharin i1 back ls it old self. 7 think the dragon will come lo Lakelows.
What does the leaden loak like? The gold in the song must be the drigon's
hoard that they came ta rab.  What ahout the other duaraes? The hadied
has begun ls be thanked by the other dwarves. ) think Lakeiown o a small
willage. It it sumvnnded by lall and jagged swuniains and oliffs. “The frand
of it i3 longg labe ougstal clear @ deop blue. Jb it a perfect pictare. I dhank
they will find the secnet gate and will enter the passage. This i3 the safes!
way because Smang can 't neach them Uhis. way. J think Bt will go Lowa
inds bis hoard, I is a dimby lit hage hall. The Jloor is cosored with gold
coins and. jewels. These are 4o plentiful you cannst count them. fJewels of
red, blue, green, purple and counlless. sthen colouns.  There it alia an
ahundance of pearls. Mest of these jewels are sed in gold an siluen 1dngs
chaind, or bracelet.. There are many chests [illed with olher beasure thal
sy have o maderial value bat hae a significant place in the history of
Middle Sarth. Bilbas will stand i the middle of lhis aast heasure house of
Jorgotton beasuncs. He will be daged from lhe sight of them. Smaung will
come when he i i the middle of i, Bilbs will have ns choice bul the fighi
with bis eluen sword sling. He will tlay the dragon or ijune i and e
dscraes will come to help. One might dic but 9 think somothing will hippen
& Thorin. The dragon will die, they will lake his beatures and Lakelswa
will find 24 songs have come bue. Thonin will hecome the king of the
wmssniain and, will bhave riches and honsur. He will reign ai the peaple sadd
and the Helbit will go bome with tome beaswre. And thal will bhe the end of
bis aduenianes andil Grodo comes along.  Thal o whal J think widl happen.
Andyi
You know, that sounds like a Teddy Rugpin scenel | think that when
they get into the mountain Smog will be there ot the entrance, then if
they can sneak past him there is a moveable rock and if they push it
they will enter this room and then there's a Teddy Ruxpin suene.

Viendy



9 think gou're wisng. In the sty i said they would go by a secret entrance
wod by the fpund down. ) think the only other cnbry i the bop of the
ground they would be {latlor than @ pancake when they reached the ground,
ullingy o umping. from dhad. gl

Andylth
Oh.well S0, RLR.YHTHIH

Wendy

While the interplay between the two girls might not scem all that sensitive or even
all that "deep," the girls did engage in open and frank discussion in their journals.
Such discussion led to longer and more involved entries; cach girl knew that the
other was reading what she was writing and that she was willing to respond to the
other. By the end of the unit (by the end of the novel) both girls could write

extensive entries if given enough time to do so.

Maurcen and Miriam

Maurcen and Miriam have been good friends since childhood and have been
known to spend hours on the phone with one another, so it was no surprise when
their journals turned out 1o be among the longest in this class. But although
Maurcen and Miriam share many inierests, they are quite different from one another.
Muaurcen has always been a straight A student; Miriam struggles to get 3=, Maurcen
writes stoothly and clearly; Miriam has always struggled with spelling, punctuation,
and capitalization and so her writing is almost indecipherable. Maurcen hadn't really
read much fantasy literature before this unit; Mirtam had read quite a bit.

The differences in ability and interest provided {or some very interesting
discussions between the two. Maurcen was mostly interested in the characters and
how they developed throughout the story. ler interest is very apparent in her very

first entry:
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J like the losk to far. The sdony is extremely deicriptive. ) libe Rilda. He
wanls lo be aduentursus bul bolds back so he won t be differcnd from alhes
bobbits. He really it dealing with a shuggle within himsel] [urt of him
seems. inbrigued with the idea of aduentine while ansther parl seems Joarful
of & and holds back. Descriplion is used well  eg. lYeu bnow Gundal] it
wizand before i i slated [lat sul thal he 1. Thorin s a Litdle b self
confident. ) think i he gels inls any silualion he will suen eilimide his
Glilities and gel ints more houble although his brains could be wieful for
planning and shalegy ahead of time.

/I// @t1eesr

In this initial entry Maureen shows just what a perceptive reader she is. She has
alrcady identified Bilbo's inner conflict, she has found Thorin's "tragic flaw" and she
has noticed Tolkien's rich use of description. While Wendy, Ardyth, Nancy and a
few others were suspicious of Gandalf (choosing 1o sce him through Bilbo's eyes)
Maureen could step back from the literature and sce that Gandalf was a 1rue wizard
and that Tolkicn has chosen 1o present him this way in order te create a little
mystery. In terms of her maturity as a recader, Maurcen would be further along in
Thomson's response model than most of her classmates.  In later eniries Maureen

would continue her analysis of Thorin, Bilbo and Gandalf and their relationships wirh

onc another as in this entry (her fourteenth):

Whe will take control of the msuntain? Do the clues and goblions wand the
monniain on fust the riches? The nuth it an important bey e helps
them and those in lakelown by warning them. The thath gels u vaven s
they can undentland tim. Thorin i greedy. He should make peace bui vie
nefuses. How can he wie all thal gold anypway? They tuppond then
monniain and fill a moal and by b secune thein rches. bonl the duwarves

/ea[ W /a/; e pain and, loss d;ﬁ///mcf /u/ the pzap[e (nf Libelswn? I
would. [Psor Belbo did nod want them b fight. Those pesple(al leatd some sf



them) helped the dwarves on thein jswrney. Bard is right. He shows Thorin
that he fwrgol everyone who helped bim. Thorin and the dwarves should nol
be 16 greedy. Thorin it a jork at the end. He it el and greedy. He

rew inds me of Sorsage. He it 16 wealthy and he ignores those who help him.
Bilbs it wice bud he shsuld return the lange jewel or arkenslsnc he took. J

hink he will gue the arkenslsne lo the elues and Bard 10 they can bargain
with Thorin ls get thein thare.

Manneen

This excerpt shows the wide range of response a student cau go through when writing
to a peer about literature. In this excerpt Maurcen anticipates the coming battle,
questions the motives of the elves and goblins, retells a few key details, empathizes
with Bilbo, Bard and the people of Laketown, disdains the conduct of Thorin,
compares Thorin to Scrooge, and predicts that Bilbo will "do the right thing" on the
basis of her knowledge of Bilbo to this point in the novel.

Although Maurcen was quite frustrated with Thorin she could forgive him, as

this excerpt from her {inal journal entry shows:

Thorin  he wat an ideresting duwarf. I libed him becante he was 101t of
Junny. He acled o1 of snslbby and betler than everysne else bul when there
wat a tlichy tiaation like with the bislls he conld not help the situatisn bul
peorhaps made i worse. I thoaght it was really funny how he constanily
proclaimed his Litle as hing of the mountain. Did he really expect the bulls
ls busw or care about what he wai lalbing aloal? J like bim becante he did
ol with a cerlain amount of dignity and he was proud of himsel and. his
Jonefathens and thein achicsements. ) was disappointed in the end when
Thorien wonld nod give the pesple of Lahelswn thein share of the grld.
Especially hecaute they had laken in Thorin and the dwarves and helped
them. I wonld have at leust hied b make up. for the losses they suffered
due lo Smang and reimburse them for everylthing they gave ls the dwanues
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an thein way lo the moundzin. ) did nol wand bim b die becante i was his
dream s again live in peace i the mountain and he never gol lo tee i
happer.. ] think he placed [an loo much emphaiis on the arkenstone. It was
wly a jewel and he should put i in perspeclive.

Miriam's journal was quite different from Maurcen's, her responses are more
disjointed and contain more immediate impressions of not only the story but also of

the reading of the story. Compare her first entry 1o that of Maurcen's:

It takes /(weaw lo 4dand. ﬂnfm&flmq words, 7 like il 7 paind the picture in
ny head alout the peaple look in the dedling. 9 libe all /ané@ja’/i 9J«pem‘a//4/
suned chout dquam oL W(IZ

Maurcen preferred to write after cach reading so her responses were written in more
coherent paragraph style. Even though Maureen's responses did contain immediae
impressions of anticipation, empathy and hope, her carly entries v re -uch more
reflective than Miriam's were. Miriam chose 1o relate her thoug. s while she lisiened
to the narrative, so her responses were characterised by spontancity. She pictured,

retold, questioned, and reacted as these three excerpts reveal:

ﬂw dfu'(fmJ-/ Hah!  The treed are alive libe we are can wmoue, litlen, /(fxi,
eat ﬂeyj/i. Coil was around them. Cyes?! ﬂm‘w&i&;«u;. What ane they?

The dragon buew. somesne was there av. tole some beatwre.  Thorin and
company were afpaid. Smang haew aboud his wmisting heaswne() st of
7,000). like somesne siealing a shink from youn closet. Wil he find lhem,
bope nel. He it a (e brealhing dragon. Bilbs puts on hit ring.  They hide.
i @ tunnel. Smaung, what a name. Can the “agon change cslonn? hid
anybody die? I hope not. Only the ponies. died.  Dragon swend. o serdes Jue
read about draguens, the dragon losks the same. The "company’ can nol be



fearful farever. It is nol a wery planned sud journey i d. Bibs should put
on his ning on. Good, he did. Bilbs bied & flatter the dragon saying how
great he 1. ) lose that wice for Smang. Did he come fom England? Ne,
Germany.

@W%aaump. Jeéadémm&@la&uﬂqf/ww/wleh&p Somesne 1but
/u’ntuf;/

What was most interesting about this pairing was how they influenced cach other.
Although [ made it clear that the journal writing would be informal writing I also
made it clear that 1 expected this to be a learning process in both careful reading
(listening) and careful writing. Since many of the journal entries were filled with
bricf jotting and questions it would be pointless for me to ask the students to help
cach other with paragraphing and general organization, but 1 did ask students to help
cach other with more clementary mistakes like punctuation, spelling and grammar.
My suggestion was that they take a pencil and circle or underline parts they found
confusing or incorrect, but I also emphasized that this was not to be the primary
function of the journalling process. "If you sce yourself as a writing policeman, you
make your partner feel like & criminal," I said. For most of the students this kind of
peer editing was not threatening; in fact, most dialogue partners hardly paid attention
to it. For the pairing of Maurcen and Miriam though, the editing process was
extremely important. Miriam, who loves to tatk about literature, has had difficulty in
writing about it because of problems with spelling and punciuation.  In fact, Miriam's
problems were even more basic than spelling and punctuation; she had problems in
printing (Miriam did not use cursive script). Miriam often reversed letters so that b's
and d' and g and g's were mixed up and she used capitals and punctuation marks
like scasoning: sprinkle generously.  No other journal required the kind of revision
for clarity that Miriam's did.

Maureen, as [ have said before, was an extremely precise and successful writer.

Maureen writes neat, clear and organized compositions; she had learned 1o figure out
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what the teacher wants and just how to say it. In many ways, Maurcen was the right
person to deal with Miriam's often confused writing. Maureen could read Miriam's
broken prose, make a few suggestions and model more polished writing. By the end of
the unit there was a noticeable improvement in Mirtam's writing and in her efforts 1o
be more careful. But, even Maurcen was hesitant in cditing out spelling or
grammatical mistakes; she left most of them alone. It was only when the journal
reached my desk that it reccived a good going over as far as mechanics is concerned.
Never-the-less this editing arrangement turned out 10 be a good solution, for as
Miriam's journal progressed her confidence increased. Miriam wrote longer and longer
entrics until she was writing pages rather than just a few sentences. Miriam's interest
in the story was growing in part because of Maurcen's helpful and supportive
comments. Miriam also realised her weakness in writing and welcomed the editing
suggestions from her teacher.

Sometimes Maurcen sounded much like a 1eacher in her correspondence with
Miriam (commenting on rather than responding with or 10), as the following example

illustrates:

Tuwice you poind sut the black blosd of the spidens. Does all this black and
darkness point ls lotal eud? UYsu call the dwanves anmsying snce. “bo you
sl think they heal Bilbs with ensugh respect? ) naliced the. same lhig .1 )
read.  They lake bim (o1 granted and they never wslice i-al lhey themielues
gel inty the bad siluatiens only by bave Bills retcue them again. They lhen
thank him and bow. constanily bud by the neal lime they are in houble they
wlame bim and stant complaining again. UYou clis wonder about whal i nol
daid like what happened ts Thorin. UYsu read lhe slory very well

Maurceen's tone was a little on the patronizing side. Comisnents like these as well as
some of the comments found in Maurcen's own journal illustrate Mausr  n's concern
with performance and evaluation. While Miriam responded in an off-the-cuff, honest

and blunt way (often criticising the way I read sclections or the way Tolkien wrote
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certain passages), Maureen, from time to time, would slip in comments that seemed tc
be designed 1o impress the teacher rather than to genuinely react to the text or to
Miriam's comments. Afier a while though Maureen gained a more natural voice,

probably because her most important audience was not her teacher but her close

friend.

[.cila and Nancy

Lcila and Nancy asked far more questions than any other pairing, sometimes
coming back to questions three or four times. One of the reasons for so many
questions might have to do with the way they strove to answer cach other's questions.
While the other girls wrote in paragraphs both to respond and to correspond, Leila
and Nancy wrote their initial responses in point form (Wendy often did 100) and
wrote their correspondence all over cach other's work.  In some of the other journals,
correspondents often seemed to ignore or forget about many of the questions of their
partner but this was not the case with Leila and Nancy: both girls felt that the answe
should be beside the question and a reaction to a response must be written beside the
response.  Arrows and numbers let the reader know exactly what the other is reacting
to. In transcribing these journals [ have inserted the correspondents comments
beside the respondents. Tere is one example from Nancy's journal (Leila's comments
arc indented and printed) that illustrates the conversational style that both girls

adopred in journalling.

Enry #79, Gel 10,
Lambun hat just woken up. He can't remember anylhing afler the parly al
Bilde s

Why that far back, aoes he remember

the advenuure farther on?
Tharin is uery mad at Bembur for sleeping for 46 long. Cuven though he hat
been. Meeping 10 by he it sldll tined.

That's probably from the Mirk water.
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They tee a feast going on. They are arguing i they should go lo the lights
wr nold. (Cuen though they were ueny harshly warned nal b leue the path /.
By Beorn right?
Was. Bombur knscked inls the river on parpose so that they bnews id wanld be
shay ls go there? Now that they ve gone off the palh lhey are losd
It figures.
Again they tee light
Why? Were they knocked out?
Drom thein finst expenionce with the light you would think that they weuldn 't
go s the light again.
| don't know who is thinking.
Baut of connte they went ta the lights.
Oh? Really?
Why i everybody dreaming absut dinner and. food?
Because their food ran out and
they're hungry.
Does the foresl do i ts them? or are they jusl going cragy becanse they wne
do hungry? Bilbs it all by bimsel], now he i dreaming aboul fsod. When he
woke up he wad tied up by massive ipiden wels.

Part of the cause for so many questions in these two journals is thar both girls chose

to write as the story was read 1o them, so the questions that were written remained in

the journal even though these same questions might be answered as the reading

continued.  Another reason for so many questions can be found in the nature of both

girls, especially Nancy  Nancy was suspicious of almost all the characters, and she

was especially suspicious of Gandalf; in fact she makes at least six or seven separate

references (in her own and in Leila's journal) in which she questions Gandalf's

motives. The following excerpt shows Nancy's belief that Gandalf is just 100

mysterious:
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The havelling party i caught in an incredible sisrm. They found a cauve,
where gobling live, goblins scem s be extremely cruel. They make bortwre
aoparaduter. Gandall ot jnst 9 thought he was. bricky o1 mean becaute he
bicked Lilbo inls joining this jowmey. Now he teems more caning; he resoned
How does he seem los Lirappean then suddenly reappean jusl as the dwanves
gel inds boable?
He's a wizard.
Maybe Gandalf is using them & get the heature, then he will 1leal i and
Why do you think that? Is he that mystericus?

Nancy's journal was one of the most fascinating for me 1o read, for it showed much of
just how Nancy makes meaning from the text.  The fact that her audience is her
trusted friend Leila allows Nancy 1o take risks in her response by suggesting
interpretations of the text that she might not feel comfortabie making if she were

keeping a journal in which she only corresponds with the teacher.

The Trios:

The journals that the boys wrote using their three-way exchange had much in
common with the PDRJs of the girls. The journals contained a wide range of
response and the exchanges often helped 1o extend and develop the response. But, in
some respects, the journals that the boys of Poplar Ridge wrote for The Hobbit were
quite different from the ones the girls wrote. One of the most significant differences
was that, in general, the boys wrote quite 4 bit less than the girls.  This difference
might be artributed to gender difference, or it might be attributed to something a
little less controversial: the differences between the exchange processes. The hoys
were keeping up dialogues with two different partners, so they may have had more

difficulty in reaching a comfort level in their exchanges. Trying to understand and
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relate to two different partners might have been a little more difficult than
understanding and relating to only one partner.  In order to better explain some of
these differences, I have chosen to give a more detailed description of two of the

three groups.
Peter, Dennis and Dan

Peter, Dennis and Dan were close friends. They worked well together on the
volleyball court and on the basketball court, but their efforts in dialogue journalling
were a litile less successful.  Perhaps, as they suggested themselves, they were a lintde
unsurc about the assignment. Or perhaps they were a ludle insecure about opening up
to a close friend; it is sometimes casier to respond 1o someone who doesn't really have
any preconceptions about you.

Peter was one of those students who likes 1o be heard in class, bt not
necessarily because he always knows the answer. In class he liked 1o discuss litermure,
but he hated the work of reading it or writing aboui . The aspect of writing »
personal response then, must have been a daunting one for Peter, for most of his
previous writing was limited 1o skimpily writien assignments which were hastily
handed in.  In the first few entries of his journal Perer showed that he was havir

difficulty in knowing what he should write.

Cntry #.2
Ahe the swords that Gandal] and Thorin have magical?
9 think that the wrilen i very good. He heeps me wanting e buous whed
happend nerd.
9 still think that Bilbs s a wimp lo have lea and. the dwarves are swmall wnd
thong.  The words that he nies ane gosd.

Peden



Although this entry contains a few judgements, Peter failed to give enough detail and
support in developing these judgements.  In fact, Peter might just have been echoing
sentiments expressed by other classtnates or by his teacher without fully understanding
what these sentiments really meant. It was really up to Dennis, Peter’s correspondent,
to open up an honest dialogue that would allow Peter the opportunity 1o clarify and
support some of his judgements, but Dennis was just not the right person to do this.
Dennis, was a happ; but very quiet student; he said very little and wrote even
fess. Dennis was also one of Peter's best friends and was, in certain respects, a Peter
follower. In his correspondence with Peter, Dennis often just echoed Peter's
comments or wrote what he thought were teacher-type comments as this typical

exchange shows:

Tollicn wtes rhyming and rbuythm. Some af the. desoriplisns are G614, ﬁM that
he (the wrilen) wses uniting that i nol really whet it should be. He beeps his
audience in dudpende. AHe it ueny c/ejmépﬁae in hid writing.

Peter

I agree with this all the way but there is more to write than that.

Dennis

Commeats like these did little in getting Peter to write more, but in spite of these
poor exchanges (and perhi; o because of the better exchanges he had in corresponding
with Dan), Pcrer did start 1o "loosen-up" in his journal as one of his later entries

shows:

Cntry 9

What woke the dragon? Tolkien gives the dragon pertonalily like he
ot dmard and gels mad al pesple. Aad I did nol bnow thal the dragon can
talk! 7 see that dumb dragon a1 a relarded French dude thail shuwld be
1haé. I the dragan would bnow his name, how would that be dangersns?
The lannel that they had been in it a dark lunnel thal smells Like sulphiun.
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The board of beasure I see is far more precius than 3l the gold wt Gasé
Kooz, The dragon it going ta g ta Lke Toasse and thess dusres cond 4l
eueryone there and s casl,

Peter

Although Peter continued his posturing in order to rnpress Dennis with his tough
talk ("retarded french dude") and kept his focus on the porier side of the story-line
(the destruction of Lake Town), his response is his own, Peter's journal wasn't one of
the best of the class, in fact it was one of the poorest; but Peter did work - hrough g
few ideas in this unit and even began to read one of Tolkien's much more Qifficuls

works, The Lord of The Rings.

In his own journal, Dennis often wrote even loss than he wrote 1o Peter 1
Peter's journal. Many of Dennis's entries consisted of just a lme or 1wo of retold plos

derails:

cg.&///u; J
When the g(né&hd: daw the jwonds thal &rmd’al/ and Thorin beid Z/u.v/ uic- o

ZMAM what the bolls did sl have been sa donnidie and /7(‘(,’/1&!;401(, bevenst 1o wbrost
the qaéé'{'nd. daw the twords c’/wx/, weni 16 3.

Desiris

Dan (Dennis's correspondent) tried 1o get Dennis wriing a lintle more, bar it seemed
that he eventually gave up, for Dennis had left him hule 1o build upon as this

exchange shows:

Cnitriy §:

J wender how they (il Bowbun ints the bamel.
Dennis

I onder teo.

Dan



Dennis's was the weakest of all the journals, for not only was it the briefest, it also
had very few instances of comparison, analysis, insight or evaluation. Dennis realised
this himself when he wrote: "I didn't really enjoy journalling much becanse 1 often
found myself stuck, not knowing what 1o write... ." Dennis, like a fow others in Class,
expressed the need for a more concrete assignment, so he could inswer questions. 1 s
request was a valid one; many students, like Peter and Dennis, are just not
comfortable with open-ended assignments.

For Dan, it was a different story altogether. Dan gave journalling a real
workman-like effort, writing paragraphs while Peter and Dennis were writing only
sentences.  Dan, like Peter and Dennis, spent much of his time relating imunedsare
impressions (picturing, retelling, anticipating, questioning, cmpathising and simply
reacting), but unlike Peter and Dennis's responses, Dan's were rich in support and
detail. When he retold a section of the novel, Dan often followed this retelling with

a rcaction or a response as he does in this excerpt from his fourth entry:

The. gobling fnew the anea weny well and. they really wanled fo gol thase
nasty dwarves. They ran guickly after them. It seemed hind of like o /1
thow.  The bad guys chating the good guuys.

Then when Bdbe wat being camied by Dori the goblins gl hold of hore wrd
Bilbs (ell off and bamped bis bhead. He finds a ving, mecls (ollum, escaped
prom the Gobling and finds his way back & lhe dwarves.  They wll wenre
angry thal they had laken Blbs alsng. They wene just aboul ls lsok fon hom
when he losk off hit ring and lhey were all weny sunprised. The lank v
their faced muti have been guile bhumorsas. I fsund i quile indenosbing thid
Bills did nst show them the ring. He must haue beon proud of o

At one point in the process Peter complained to the rest of the class thar his partner
was writing too much; poor Peter often had 1o read three or four paragraphs of work
and then think of something to write back. So, just like his own carly responses,

Peter's early correspondence with Dan was Limired to vague comments:



Thad it werny good you see thom and lell how gou deo them and compane wilh
Ml&l{d» yout deen ﬁe/fm& [/)M _(])am»u/.

Aficr a bit of a scolding from his teacher and afier some encouragement from Dan,
Peter started 1o write more natural and more appropriate responses as he does in this

response to one of Dan's shorter entries:

Rilhs gaint a lol of courage wihen he kills the spiden all by /14};4.494. Teslbicn
daesn  ute much descriplion of the place whenre the dwarves were seing held.
I pictared if a1 a ring of beed with a big weh hanging between lhe heed.
Bilbo ¢ pretly imant in the way he lwed the spiders auway. When the
ipidens came back Bills scemed o take a leadeorship nole. He leads lhe batile
and (4 respontible o1 lelling the dwarves escape.  The dwanrves had a highen
nespect for Rilho when they etcaped. U haven'l heard much absui Thoru
lately. Where it he? Tolbien finally stales thal Therin i gone! He had
bees caplared by the wosd elves when lhey were allacked by the spiders. )
pretared the elf king as a big (at elf with a long psinty hat, and carled
thoees.  The (/mqeawt which Thoren i W w it a dark d’eep cave with a
salid cak door wih a boed window in the log:

Dan
In the killing the spider | think that Bilbo was more scared than
courageous. | think that Jolkien does describe very well where the
dwarves were. Don't you think that it would have been funny to see
them dangling there? Bilbo had ne other choice to take a leadership
role in the escape because he was the only free one the others were
tied up. | see the elf king as fatter and more drunk than you see him.
He reminds me of our neighbour down the road. | see the dungeon that
Thorin is in as a place that is very low in the ground and is fuil of water
and dark and stinky.

et pr



As the book unfolded Dan continued 1o relste immediate impressions, espectally
anticipation-iype quesiions, but he also started 1o floac out his own predictions and
theories on how the novel would turmn our. The kind of effort that Dan pat inon thas

“Rit was quite a bit above what he put in on other units throughow the year.

L. try, Douglas and lan

Gerry, Douglas and lan were the three boys who found themselves together
because there really was no room in the other groups. Although they had been o the
same class with each other since kindergarten, they had never been the best of
friends. These three boys cach had different interests, capabilities and learning styles
and these differences were reflected in their respective journals.

Gerry's suc-ass in school rested upon his achievements in math and science;
Gerry was a whiz-kid at figuring out problems.  In Marh and Science Gerry seldom
had to work hard, but in language ans it was a different story. Gerry had trouble
seeing past the most immediare or concrete level in hiterature. e had difficoliy an
suggesting that a story or a novel might have some kind of underlying message or
theme, and when he made a stab at some kind of interpretation, 11 often came off as
farfetched or even ludicrous. Like Peter and Dennis, Gierry wrote very hirtde unul he
was forced to (in the last writing assignment on The Tobbit Tassigned a mintmuam
word count requirement).  One thing that Gerry did like 1o do though was to draw,
so il a picture represents a thousand words then Gerry's journal surely muost have been
one of the longest. Gerry drew pictures of the scenery, of the THouse of Elrond, of
Bilbo and the dwarves and of Gandalf and Thorin's magical swords.

But, as I have already said, apart from his drawings, Gerry's journal wis less
than impressive and part of the reason for this lacklusire offort can be traced 1o the
well-meaning but inappropriate correspondence he reccived from his correspondem
Douglas. Douglas's replies 10 Gerry's responses were much like Dennis’s were to Peter;
Douglas feli that in order 10 be a good correspondent hie should wrine 1eacher-hke

comments, but these comments were hardly helpful.
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Cntry 5

J think that they will all make o lo Lakelswn withoud incident and thew go guickly
s the msudain b ilay the dragon and recsuen the gold but afleruards the bumans
will bug the dwarves fon gold because the tong 1aid the vivens would flow with gold
and ) don'l hink the dwarves would give auway any gold.

Gerry

This is right but you should write a little more than this.
Douglas

Cnby 6

The stsry al this poinl seens. ls be getling hind of drearny with ns bees, hardly any
grads, dark crags of wck and crsws. It seems like the long descriplive senlences are
ending and shurl 1ubly senlences describing the suvsunding arc ‘deak and dark,
Mack and grey. UYou almost might think the grass en the ‘dosnslen” i grey.
) think that the thrush it aclually Gandal.

Gerry
Talk some more about the writer of this story J.R. Tekien. | think he is an
ineresting type of guy.

Douglas

In these last two instances Gerry does make a couple of interesting comments which
might lead 1o a thoughtful discussion, but Douglas shuts the discussion down.
Awkward exchanges like these showed me that the students needed more practice in
reading and responding 1o other people's work.

Douglas wrote a lot more in his own journal (much more than Peter, Gerry or
Dennis), but almost all of his writings were attempts to picture. e described what
he thought various characters looked like and made a few predictions about the
ourcome of the adventure. Douglas received little or no help from his correspondent
lan. For the most part lan only wrote a few comments in Douglas's journal, and lan's
comments were ustally ones in which he "corrected" Douglas's comments or
predictions.
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[an's journal, in comparizon with his two partners, was quite extensive;  fan's
journal included a significant number of predictions, and numcerous comparisons to
other fantasy writers (most often to Terry Brooks). Although lan did not get a whole

lot of feedback from his partner he did write an impressive PDR]J.

Ellis, Toby, Gordon.

The third group of boys, Ellis, Toby, and Gordon did a betier job of
corresponding than the first two. One of the reasons for this was that both Toby and
Gordon proved to be interested readers who wrote extensive entries. The pressure of
two very serious correspondents forced Ellis into writing more than he was used to.
With respect to opening up a free and extensive correspondence, the group of Elhs,
Toby and Gordon had more in common with the pairings of girls than 1 did with the

other two groups of boys.

An Overview

The journals provided interesting reading; they allowed me a short glinpse
into how cach of these students responded 1o the fantasy novel The Tlobbu. The
journals gave evidence of the wide range in type and depth of response found m a
grade nine classroom, and provided the basis for the model of the clements of
response that [ spelled out carlier in this work. The journals also showed than
differences in ability and in learning styles could be accommodated, espeaially m
journals such as the ones shared between Miriam and Maurcen or between Toby and
Ellis.

In the beginning of the unit, four or five of the students were sull very much
aware that their teacher was going to read and cvaluate their journals, and therefore
many of their comments were directed more rowards me than 1o cach other. B,
soon these same students lost their need to impress the reacher and started 1o talk 10
their more immediate audience, their dialogue correspondent. The comfort of writing
1o an old friend allowed many of the students (at least ten) 10 write casily and frecly;

it allowed them to conjecture about aspects of characterization and plov that they
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might not discuss with their teacher.  Seven or eight of the students wrote quite
extensive journals, and for at ieast five of them (Toby, Dan, Nancy, Leila, and
Wendy) 1he work they put into the "hobbit" unit was significantly more than they
had put mto any other unit of the year. Even now, as the students are entering grade
twelve, most of the fificen students refer 1o The [lobbit as the most interesting and
memorable unit they have studied with me  in junior and senior high English. (I have
taught them English 9, 20, and 30).

But, for a teacher trying to decide if peer dialoguce response journals were an
cffective teaching methodology, the unit was somewhat disappointing.  Even though
the journals were frequently passed and read, only the six girls and two of the nine
boys made a significant effort 1o try and open any real dialogue about the readings.
The orther seven boys were either unsure about what to say or simply chosc to
correspond in a very limited way.

Perhaps pant of the student difficulty lay in the set-up and organization of the
unit.  Fearing that I might impose too much of my own expectations on the students,
I gave them instead toe little direction. Often the students (especially Peter, Gerry,
Dennis and Wendy) complained that they did not know what 1o write about. Gerry,
Peter, Dennis, and Douglas seldom wrote over a paragraph until they had to in the
{inal assignment and at that point they welcomed the more stringent requirements
and the clear questions. These boys were just not comfortable with the freedom of
simply responding.

Another problem in the set-up were the exchanges themselves. Often there
simply wasn't time for an exchange. In response to student pleas I read until a
significant break in the action which sometimes left insufficient time for writing and
sharing responses.  When exchanges were made, especially within the groups of three
boys, it was a messy process: some students wanted 10 exchange right away (Dennis
and Perer) while others (Dan, lan, and Toby) wanted to {inish their thoughts without
being pestered by their partners. Students were not forced 1o take the journals home
even if they wrote little or nothing for I believed that the students' choice 1o do

homework or not would prove how well or how poorly the unit was working; all it
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really proved was that some students will avoid homework no matter whar the
assignment may be.

Although certain issues came up time and time again, very few students
continued to discuss a topic or issue for several consecutive passes of the journal.
Only Nancy and Leila, in their scribble-in-the-margin, draw-arrows-cverywhere
fashion of correspondence, made a significant offort to resolve some of therr concerns.
Usually a journal was passed to the correspondent only once after cach reading and
very seldom did the correspondent's entry reccive any kind of feedback from the
initizl respondent.

Some journals, as [ have already pointed out i the discussion of particular
groupirgs, hardly contained any attempts at a connected dialogue. These joumnals
were filled with what 1 call "isolated entries".  The corresponderit wrote entries tha
failed 1o link-up with anything their partner had written. Tnstead, these "dis-
connected correspondents” simply wrote more of their own impeessions or asked
teacher type questions that had nothmg to do with what their partner had been
writing about.

Although the "hobbit" journals revealed many important aspects of response
journalling and the role of an audience in this journalling, they had failed to give an
accurate reflection of whether or not Peer DIALOGUE Response Journals would be

useful in the teaching of English. It was time for another rescarch project.

Willowdale 1992 (March 9-April 24)

As [ have already said, the PDR] unit on The THobbit was originally mtended
as only a preliminary study for a journalling unit that was 1o be run by Beverly
[lutchens in one of her grade nine classrooms in the Edmonton arca. As [ continued
my study, I began to realize that the class from Poplar Ridge, with its limied
numbers, would provide a much more focused discussion of what happened. The fac

that this class from Poplar Ridge would eventually be involved in two different units
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would also give me more to compare and assess. But this choice to focus most heavily
upon the two Poplar Ridge studies does not mean that the study in Willowdale was
insignificant or unimportant. On the contrary, the study in Willowdale involved
extensive planning (between Beverly and me), intensive journalling (by the students)
and quite a significant amount of data collection which included journals by the
students, the teacher and the researcher, videotapes of the students, self-evaluation
work by the students, and taped interviews with selected students.

What follows is an overview of the Willowdale study. In the interests of
cconomy and unity I have decided not 1o refer to particular students in this section.
Introdicing thirty new students, cach having their own particular modes of response
would only serve 1o confuse the reader. Instead, the focus of this section will be on
how the Willowdale anit helped in refining and reshaping the journal process and its
relation to the last Poplar Ridge unit.

In the Willowdale study the students were to go through a more structured
dialogue process in which they were 1o discuss a number of short stories, poems and
even videos, all having 1o do with the rather loose theme of "change". 1 felt it was
necessary to deal with shorter picces of literature in order to facilitate more
interpretive and summative responses.  For the purposes of this study I wanted to the
students 1o read and respond 10 a number of pieces of literature in order to sec if they
would go through a type of response process. Beverly and 1 discussed some of the
material that we thought might stimulate a good range of discussion in the journals
and then she chose over ten separ » works to use in the classroom.

The class that Beverly tau, it was significantly larger than the one T used in
my previous study; there were a total of thirty-one students. By this point in her
school year Beverly knew her class as well as a teacher can in a relatively large junior
high school and she used this knowledge in grouping students into peer-dialogue

triads:

[ looked at putting students together that would be able to relate and

connect. It wasn't so important that they had common interests, but
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that they would be able to connect. | tried 1o find challenges for the

"bright" or "academic" students, respect for students of other cultures or
limited ability, not to put three nen-verbal types together, or three very
verbal types together, or three very judgemental types together (of cach
other). I didn't pay much attention 1o sex -- girls and boys were mixed
and I didn't worry too much abcut that aspect. 1 also looked at putting
students together that may not have had much opportunity to talk 1o

cach other in the past.

While my students all knew cach other quite well, Beverly's students were not as
familiar with each other and so the journalling unit would provide an opportunity 1o
open up new friendships.

Beverly's groupings worked out fairly well. With the exception of one student
who proved to be a little antagonistic and had 1o be removed for the study and
another who scemed to be gone quite a bit of the time, most students worked well
within their groups. There were some interesting instances of group dynamics though.
Some groups scemed to be defined by the viewpoints of only one of the three
students.  Students who were well respected by their peers could effectively stifle any
new dialogue by writing responses that were so well thought-ou that they intimidared
other students who would not risk putting forth their own views.  Another studemn
did little 1o mask her dislike for a boy in her group.  Even though this girl devalued
and even ignored his entries, the boy continued to write meaningful and cffective
responses and by the end of the unit he received grudging respect and an apology
from her ir his journal.

As with the groupings on The liobbit there were some groups that worked
tremendously well and others which wrote little and complamned a lot. In the few
groups which wrote very little there scemed to be some common denominators,
Usually the group was influenced by one or two students. One rather bright b
"cool" student thought that the activity was "dumb" and it was quite noticeable 1in his

group's journals how he influenced the others 1o think the way he did. Ofien
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students in the two or three groups which wrote very little, wrote blunt judgements of
the texts ("this is a stupid story"), criticisms that more often than not showed a lack
of comprehension.  Beverly discussed this problem with her class telling them to
come up with specifics; if they felt that a story was "stupid” they should be able 10
relate specific examples of stupidity.  After Beverly's little ralk with her students both
she and I noticed a difference in the way the students journalled.

In order to facilitate a greater dialogue between the students, I decided that
cach journal should have no less than five entries on cach story or poem. For the
first five or six selections the exchange process looked like this:

A's Journal

1. Initial response (written 1o B)

2. B reply

3. Return response {written to )

4. s reply

5. Sumimative response (by A)

In essencee, since there were in fact three voices in every joumal, this exchange
process created peer trialogue journals rather than peer dialogue journals. We
believed that such an exchange might allow cach student 1o consider two different
VICWPOInis.

For the students the exchange process proved to be quite confusing. The
students weren't sure which partner to pass their journal to, or cven what to write
when they wrote their retarn response. There was a lot of overlap in the journals
hecause some students chose to write the same questions, concerns and observation in
their return response as they did in their initial response.  Apparently they wanted 1o
compare their partners' replies. Some students saved themselves the extra work of
copying out the first response; they simply wrote: "Read my first response to B".
These "trialogue” journals did not promote all that many "extended" responses for 1
guess it ix hard 1o follow a particular pathway of thought if you have to walk with two

partners who might choose to go in opposing directions.
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At this point Beverly and 1 decided that two is company but three s a crowd,
and so we decided to use a format like the one the groups of three used 1 the unn
on The Hobbit. The students would be involved in keeping two different dialogues,
one as respondent and the other as correspondent. The exchange process looked
something like this:

A's journal

1. Iuital response (writien 1o B)

B's reply

Further response (written to B)

el

B's sccond reply

Summative response

~ AN

B would keep a journal with C and C would keep a journal wuh A)

This new process allowed the students 1o 1ake their correspondence 1o one more level
by secking further clarification from cach other before writing a sammative response.
The new process also allowed cach pairing to establish a comfortable rapport based on
regular and consistent feedback.  And the new process lessened the chance of one
student becoming a dominating influcence.

One aspect that Beverly and [ hadn't counted on though, was that of dialogue
happening outside of the journals. In my unit on The Tobbit the students were
scated apart from cach other in separate desks. When they wrote in their journals,
the Poplar Ridge students did very littdle talking.  In the Willowdale classroom there
was much more talk. Students were scared very closely i their groups of three and so
they sometimes short-circuited their own jottings by musing and questioning aloud.
The discussions resulting from these littie talks were not documented in the journals
and as such many instances of student connecting with studemt were lost. The
Willowdale classroom was also much more tightly packed with stadenis than the
Poplar Ridge classroom was.  This lack of space meant that groups of students
discussing amongst themselves were overheard by neighbouring groups. The resalt of
these cavesdropping were both positive and negative. Sometimes groups fearned a

great deal from each other and other times they just interfered with the process by
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making groups and individuals self-conscious about their interpretations and or
questions.

The Willowdale journals revealed more than just a range of student insight
and opinion, they also revealed some of the problems that students have in
comprehension. For example there were some very strange entrics in response to The
Sniper, entries in which the students struggled to reconcile the story as a whole and
its impact without having the necessary knowledge 1o do so. For quite a number of
students the word "sniper” (at ‘zast ten of thirty respondents did not know what one
was), the irish setting and the military detail and subtle character description led 1o
very confusing entries.  One girl wasn't sure just what a "snipper" (sic) was, or even if
it were human or not. The dialogue journals allowed the students to deal with each
others' questions in a non-threatening forum. The student journals also reminded
Beverly and me of the differences between the teacher's reading ability and
background knowledge and the ability and background knowledge of the students.
After reading some of the journal entries on "The Sniper” Beverly decided to give a
mini-lecture explaining just what a sniper is and what he does and giving some
background information on the Irish Civil War.

While observing the Willowdale unu, I came to realize that the PDRJ units
could casily be improved. The system for exchanging journals needed to be reworked;
having three correspondents all writing in the same journal brought abou too much
repetition and confusion.  Some opportunity to verbally discuss the stories in small
group settings needed 1o be incorporated into the unit; too many Willowdale students
were (rustrated by the tedious process writing and responding 1o writing, They
wanted the free flow of ideas that can only be shared while talking.  Some
opportunity for the teacher 1o find ont about misrcadings and misunderstandings also
needed to be built mto the process; oo many Willowdale students were frustrated
because the stories or poems presented difficult language or invelved scttings that the
students could not relate 1o, These three realisations heavily influenced the

construction of the second Poplar Ridge unit.
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Poplar Ridge '92, Two Stories and 4 Doem (April 6- April 24)

Building on what I learned from the other two journal expericnces T decrded 1o
run one more very focussed PDRJ unit in my own classroom.  Ulsig the same cliss s
I did in The 1obbit journals, I sclected two short stories and one poct and ran g
peer dialogue response journal unit of cight 40 mumute periods. The stories used were:
"The Weapon" by Frederick Brown and "On The Sidewalk Bleeding® by Evan Huner.
The poem used was Ted THughes' "The Stag". These selections were made partly o
of personal preference and partly because 1 thought thar students might be able ro
come at these selections on a number of different levels. Itwas hoped that these
selections would allow the students 10 do more analyzing, interpretig and evaluating.

In order to focus on the dialogue clement, | stressed that, like the stadents
Willowdale, the Poplar Ridge stadents would have 1o write about cach selection o
less than five times and in order 1o eliminate confusion during exchanges 1 wrore up o
hand-out outlining the process that 1 expected cach croup 1o follow. In an offor 1o
lend clarity to the handout, I stayed away from confusing pronouns and mstend Chose
to illustrate the exchange process as it would be experienced by 1wo fictional studente.,

Bob and Brenda.

Our Journal Process

1. INITIAL READING  (Brenda)

Read or listen closely. You might need to write continuousty ao you red, or Lo
i N £ > ot For -|"/z e oo
jot down only a few prompts for your later responoes.

2. INITIAL RESPONSE (Brenda)

Start each response with a heading and a date. Virite down your immodiate
impressions and if you find a lot to write about.. just keep writing. If o
would like to respond in a different way than vou usually do coneilt bandote
dj 2,2, or 4. You may also choose to respond Lo the selection with a ahort,
story or poem of your own.
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TO write ap0ut.. Cconsult The handout on

gt are L
Cre welectior arg choose a varticuiar guesticn Lo arewer or Topic to write

P
At Thine apout Tre Toplo oF guestion you selected and Jot down a few
0

Carefully read and re-read jour pariness responise and perhaps the selection
betore otarting your regiy. Lompare her response Lo the story with yours. [F
u

Lrers are major probiems in logic, grammar or speling in the response o
e ide it

reading, use a pencll 1o guggest cnanaes in th

Fleaos don't aet carried away with editing though: these are only journal

entries Gnd are not final drafts.

Betore you write your reply take rote of any auestions your partner mignt have
dsked i ner jounal and rote or higrlight some aspects of her work that you

wonild like Lo epeak about. I your partner has started a poem or story,
diccuns ber choices, ask guestions or maxke

Vil
Suaa 491/)0’"‘6. or write your own

poem or stary in repls.,
! Y ,

Fledeoe ”r‘/ noL Lo be too

-
Jartner to extend or :“'u:.‘a‘ on hiE» reSDONGE
} ;

Vo't forget to address your reply (Dear Brenda?:, date it and sign it at the

botrom.

A0 PURTHER RESPONSE (Brenda)

Head your partner's reply and f he makes eome corncrete references to the
i%re.(xw ire.. re-read those parte of the selection he refers to, If you find that
i rreopondent hao giver you littie to write about, you may just continue
where you ettt off on your firet entry, you may choose to bring in information
from your Sther glalbaue partrer, or you may start on a whole new train of
tThosant




6. GROUP DISCUSSION (Brenda, Bob and Sam)

Here's your chance to openly and animatedly discuss your impreosions of the

selection with the other two members of the group. If, Ao a aroup, you are
stucs for things to talk about, you can just read aioud the parto of cach
others journals that yo. rourd to be especially entertaining, insight ful or

)

puzzling. Throughout your discussion try to isolate 1 or 2 gueotionn or topicy
you would like to bring before the whole classo.

7. CLASS DISCUSSION

This is your last chance to compare and contrast your response to the otory
to the response of your classmates. This discussion could end up claritying a
few things for you, or it might just give you more questions: at any rate there
will be much to talk and write about.

&. FINAL RESPOMSE (Brenda)

This response can be a continuation of your other responses, a summary of
your conclusions, or an overview of what you experienced during the process.

The hand-out built upon routines that the class and 1 had already established
in the "hobbit" unit, and added some new clements as well. T hoped tha the students
would use this guide in order to become betier correspondents; that they might begin
1o have some sustained and meaning{ul dialogue in their journals. In respense to
what I saw happening in my own classroom and in Beverly Huchen's classroom, |
also saw the need for some sort of group and class discussion and this T butlt mto the
exchange process. Along with the hand-out on the exchange process I made a chan
of the exchange process for cach individual group and | pinned it 10 one of my
bulletin boards. In Beverly's classroom there was some confusion about the exchange
process, so I thought 1 had better spell it out and lead the class through 1.

In addition to the hand-out outhning the exchange process, I gave ot three
more hand-outs intended to help students who had difficulty m o gerning therr journal
entries started. | also gave out selection-specific hand-outs on cach story; these
students were going to have no excuse for not writing.

The peer groupings for this unit were chosen by me, with an cyc to gatmg at
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[cast one strong journalist in cach group. Some students realised that [ had an agenda
for grouping and they protested a little, but T admitted that I had stacked the groups
and explained 10 them that this was all part of the study and then they went along

with the groupings with little or no fuss at all.  The groupings were as follows:

Nancy>Toby, Toby>Douglas, and Douglas>Nancy;
Ieila>Peter, Peter>Gerry, and Gerry>Leila;
Wendy>Dennis, Dennis>lan, and lan>Wendy;
Maurcen>Dan, Dan>Miriam, and Miriam>Maurcen; and

Gordon>Ardyth, Ardyth>Ellis, and Ellis>Gordon.

[ also took the time to explain why I wanted 10 do this unit and went over the
best and the weakest aspects of their "hobbit" unit. Then I went over the tasks of the
correspondent: 1o build on the partner's response, to select details in it 10 discuss and
to get their partner to claborate and expand. This little talk, along with the
preparations made for this unit, left a pretty strong impression on the students for
they took the unit very seriously.  While students were responding or corresponding
there was very little noise in the classroom.  Once again, in an cffort 10 avoid
"lloggimyg the material 1o death” as my students have so aptly put it, I have decided to

focus only on the PDRJs of the first three groups of students.

Nancy, Toby and Douglas

Since Nancy and Toby both wrote extensive and imaginative journals in
response 10 The Hobbit, I wanted 1o see what kinds of insight they could come up
with together. These two did not disappoint me; both students wrote lengthy entries
which displayed a wide range of comparative, analytic, interpretive and summative
response. In response to "The Weapon", Frederick Brown's short story about a
scientist involved in making an ultimate weapon and the strange visitor he received
at his home, Nancy and Toby showed how two students can effectively work together

in coming to a richer understanding of the story:
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The Weapon
Ginst, Aprdl 7,

When Graham finid opens the dovr he thinks la himsel] thal Nemand
i “sbuisasly hawmless’. His (Graham) thoughts draitically change al the
end when he finds sut that Nemand gave his son a gun. He alia calls b
@ madman. J think that Niemand on some level i1 "shange' becansc he
comed inds Graham s honse and he hints al bim thal the weapan he is
working wn i whuman and immoral.  Then he borns aronnd and Nimeand
giwed Graham 4 don a loaded revalver. Now thal, in my apinion, & inhaman
and immoral.

It scems. that Dr. Graham has lws conflioling sides ideas. st of
all, Dr. Graham i working su the Ultinale weapon which, as Nemand puts
&, could "end the human race’s chance for survival’. So thit makes Griham
. a dende deem [ince. Then secondly Graham has compassion. He shaiusly
loves bis "mendally amested” son and i it said. thal Graham disliked boing
wade. Alss the fact thal he lLiked ls 1il alone and think made him scom
peacefud. (A1 spposed lo bim seemingly boing fierce, by working on the.
altimate weapon) When Niemand, said ') hope whal youre geing ls read
lims will always be bue'. This is what J think he meand

Chicken Litlle thought the shy was (alling. With the wllimale
weapon that alss could caunse the "shy lo fall'. Bul Chicken Little wes
wiong. They sby didn't fall. 7 think thal Niemand hoped thal the weapon
would nevenr have the chance ls operate. (make lhe 1hy fall)

J think that this was Niemand s way of lelling Graham thal he
lotally disapproved of Graham s work en the weapsn.

Nasncy

In this entry Nancy shows that she pays a lot of attention 10 both the events and 1o

the characters, and from her observations on these two clements Nancy fashions a
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pretty good analysis of the two different roles of Dr. Graham (father and scientist)
and of the motives of Mr. Niemand. Nancy's entry was very perceptive and it sparks

a meaningful dialogue with Toby.

Nancy, Apni 8,

D don't think that Graham was the only one whs was fssled. by
Niomand, 9 think that caeryose who read this. slsry thought that Nemand
was jusd what Guabam called him, @ madman. ) libe the way you naticed
ncham's persanalibics. I think that there i mwre ls Graham than the sty
predends bim as. UYou said thal Niemand didnt wani the weapsn s 4o
Uosagh. J think thats why he gave Havy a gun. Niemand bnew that
Harny's death would hase o defindde inpact on Graham. Ghraham would be
aeny hurd o he loat hit snly son. His grief wonld lake him away from his
wonk, and he might even guil werking all togelthen.

Taby
Toby, April 9,

Do you think the author wanted the reader to think this? |
think he did because the ending then would shock you more. It came
very unexpectedly. What kind of weapon is Graham working on? From
the picture of the atom on the first page you might think that the
weapon is an atomic one or a nuclear warhead.

| also wonder if Graham is conscientiously affected by working cn
the weapor. Did he feel guilty for working on a weapon that could end
"hurnanity"?

| thought the same thing. But I'm finding out that a lot of
people are thinking that the gun was to kill Graham. Why would a
person with a mental age of four want to kill his loving father? i also
think that it was possible that Niemand wanted Harry dead.

Nancy
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Apri 9,

J thoughi that the endung came very uncapectedly mysel] I bind of
bad a fecling that Niemand wainl as imacent a3 the itary presented hom,
bt J didn't think that he would go &s the ertreme.

J don't think the type of weapon mallers in the story. ) tund lhul
the whole idea of the weapon is ts show Graham different pensonaliios.
There is a definile clash hetween Graham's wank and the life he had widh hes
menially avesled son.

One way a1 ansther. Niemand wanted. the weapon project o fall
tnsugh. I Havy jutt billed bimsell Graham would ke so depressed thal he
might quit warking on the gun or he might even hill bimsel]. I Harry taok
cut bimaelf and Graham, the weapon project would (all thnough becanse
there would be ns sne s work on the prsject. This way, Niemand had o

perfect plan.
Tsbiy

In these entries Nancy and Toby show that they can "connect” and carry on a
meaningful discussion about the story. Specific questions and remarks are comment ed
on and through their inquiry Nancy and Toby come closer 1o resolving one central
question for themselves: "Why did Niemand give the revolver 1o the child?” In her

summative entry (after group and class discussions) Nancy stated:

Tobyg, April 10,

J think the uneapected ending ii appropriate. Ss thenofone J think
the tisry i complete and ends. the right way. His ending really drsue in the
point aboul Nemand's characler. ) think J wenld have hated ls be Grabam
whren he found his son wilh the gun!! Mayhe he wasn'l meand ls hill
anyone.

Nasncy
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So instead of sitting back and passively waiting for their teacher to suggest his
interpretation of the story, Nancy and Toby, with the help of a few of their class
mates, have quite actively made a scarch for meaning. Their dialogue shows some of
the promise that 1 found in using dialogue journals: the journals can provide an
effective forum for discussion and debate leading 1o a more personal identification
with and internalisation of the story.

The third person in this group of three was Douglas. Douglas was put into this
group for several reasons: his "hobbit" journal had little 10 say and was not very
imaginative and his replies in Gerry's journal failed 1o have the kind of connectedness
which might spark further discussion. Another important consideration is that some
of the other students treated Douglas rather unkindly; he needed 1o be with a couple
of students who would read and consider his writings.

But, even after being paired with a couple of very motivated journalists,
Douglas showed only a little improvement. He was stuck for things to write and

often just tried to answer some of the open-ended questions on the response handouts.

The Weapon
/Va;wx;, foJA(ZZ'

This. story made me feel a litlle mad becanse the [ather kept giving
his son names thal were not nice, but they may have been bue, bul he does
nol have lo Wink or day them in Jroul of his don.

This slery i really about @ man that may be somesne wanted biy
police or that has heen already with the police but has escaped and i giving
this boy a gun ls 16 that he could become bad like be was and maybe even
bill it [athen.

The construction of thid 1lory wad el that bad.

There was this man we did ned kuow who came kunsching at my door
he came (o1 @ while and left by giving vy don a gun.

Douglas



In his initial entry on "The Weapon" Douglas shows some of the comprehension
problems that make it difficult for him to appreciate the story the way that Nancy
and Toby do. Douglas was angered by the way that Graham treated his child; he
belicved that Graham's thoughts describing his son as "mentally arrested” were meant
as some sort of put-down. Immediately Douglas has a much more negative view of
Graham's role as a father than his two correspondents do.  Adding 1o Douglas's
confusion were some of his own text-free associations.  Douglas assumes that since
Mr. Niemand carried a gun and gave that gun to Harry, that Mr. Niemand could only
be some kind of evil character with a history of crime. Douglas's last 1wo sentences
show his need to try and write what he thinks the teacher would like 1o read. 1hs
effort to discuss the construction of the story was in response to one of the writing
starts, and it is a good example of how teacher terminology and teacher questions
often miss the mark with students like Douglas. Douglas is simply not ready for a
question on the construction of the story; he needs help with the more immediate
problem of comprehending and understanding many of the minor details before he
can make any sort of literary evaluation. Nancy trics to give him some of this help:

To Douglas, April &:

Your impression of the father was totally different from what |

thought. It says halfway through the second paragraph that the

father's thoughts were loving thoughts. To me it seemed as if the

father cared for his son, and most importantly | don't think he was

ashamed of his son in any least way.

In your second response paragraph you said that Graham was

"bad". Tell me more about thatll Where did you pick up that idea? You

sald that Niemand gave Harry the gun to kill his father. Maybe in a

way Niemand wanted to have Dr.Graham killed for his working on the

weapon. But why would Niemand give the gun to the boy? | think it

would be more likely that Niemand wanted him to stop working. At

least that's what | sort of think!ll

Nancy

108



While Nancy could have raised a number of different issucs, she chose to focus on
only two: the real nature of Dr. Graham and the reason for Niemand leaving a gun
with the mentally arrested son. Nancy has done a good job; these two issues really
arc at the heant of Douglas's confusion and through comparisons to her ewn response
and through references to the text, she challenges Douglas to support his view of both
Graham and Niemand. Unfortunately, Douglas fails to reply to Nancy's challenge
and instead cheoses to write an entry that has little to do with Nancy's attempt at

dialogue.

Ta Nancy, April 9:

The character J motl admine it Harry besante be it bind s his
Jather and becante in o way he it mentally handicapped. Rlthsugh i the
beginning J thoughi his. jalher was nice ts Havy and then mean (1) lo his
don bul nean the end he changes. (2) Harry was ckay the whole way
Unough and when he got the gan fuom Niemand he should have jutt given i
bick and nol accepld i, Pul intlead he just kept the guic and, then his [ather
came in. (3)

W I were Harry at this point J weunld have gaue the gun back ls him
bud if e gave it to me again J wonld ath bim ls tlay where be wat and call
the police to come and arnest bim. (4) Because he it giving a lsaded revslucn
lo shoot muysel] and or my [athen.

I D could talk o the doctor J would lell bim ls lake the Gun where
the sun don't shine and then oull the biggen.

Douglas

(Numbers in brackets are points that Nancy had singled out for response)

Once again Nancy attempts to pull Douglas into a dialogue:

To Douglas, April 9,
. Tell me why you thought Graham was mean lo his son! (I find that
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tlalement inleresling)
2. Where do you think he changes from good la bad la good again? When
you daid thal Graham changes.
3. Hany had a mental age of fsur thal meant that he was al the same
lhinking leuel at a foun yean old. I think that Harry would have been
confused, and not really busw what the weapon was. Alia w the stary i
taid that Hamy felt safe ecnough ts climb onts Niemand's lap. Niemand also
said that he liked Hanry. So why wouldn'l Harry accept o “gift" Jram
WNiemand, i Niemand scemed lLibe a nice person?
4. Do you think that Niemand wanied Harry b shool himself or the [athen?
Why? What did you think of Niemand? Did he seem nice al finsd, or
shange right off the bat?

Nancy

Nancy has again identified some of the principal misreadings and illogical associations
that Douglas has made. Douglas's entry must be quite confusing for her (as it is for
us), for nowhere in the text is the slightest hint thar Dr. Graham has anything but
love for his child. Douglas is also very confused when he evaluates Harry's actions on
the basis of what he (Douglas) might do in the same situation.  All four of Nanc,'s
points might facilitate a good discussion and a subscquent leap in comprehension for
Douglas, but instead he chose, once again, 1o ignore her comments.

Douglas did pick up a few details afier his group discussion and after the class
discussion, but his level of enjoyment was seriously hampered by his struggles with

minor and major details of comprchension:

Summative Responte, Apnid 10:

J neally ditlibe the idea of Graham making the weapsn becante i i
wene sun timed pesple would be getting hilled all the lime and we would et
want that ts happen becantse this world became such o honible place lo live
s, The part of Chicken Little finally came ids me aflen the group
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discutsion and the class discuisisn. I do think that D Niemand's plan will
/aduée%aa@éfdwz#mw&wéamaﬂdﬂm/qdw%’%e
gun.

ﬂémcéam;eelm«/mmdégawl/md&m/:uc&wﬂwidd
shay, bul J found that this stry gues a litlle tus fast and dscs ot hazve
ensugh wrillen about it and has ns good end. That i the snly problem of
the 1lo2y. 7 feel that Frederick Brswn should have made this stwry i a
W&ngwwa/wﬁwzmwmmz@ma
&MW,@JWW&MMW@WWJWMW/{%A&
plan worked) And if Graham changed his Life tatally by stpring the
project of the weapon. The thiry dses nol end,

Douglas’s profession that he found the story 1o be "okay" is not all that convincing,
for immediately after he voices some of his discontent. Cont rary 1o his first entry
Douglas is not at all pleased with "the consiruction of the story." Douglas felt, like
several other students in the class, that the story remains incomplete; he needs a tie-
it-up television drama-type ending. Douglas fails to realize that Niemand's plan may
have succeeded even if their weren't any dead bodics lying on the floor as the story
concluded.

The response exchange between Douglas and Nancy did improve a litde
though when the two wrote abowt "The Stag" and about "On The Sidewalk
Bleeding." In his journal Douglas began 1o write one-sentence answers to Nancy's
very direet questions. The resultant exchanges between these two weren't among the
most imaginative and insight{ul, but they did show some connectedness and an
attempt at sustained inquiry.

As a correspondent Douglas showed little or no growth from the 'hobbit" unit
to this unit.  Douglas's replies in Gerry's "hobbit" journal were littie more than vague
teacher-type questions that had little or no connection 1o what Gerry had written.
Douglas wrote the same kind of comments to Toby. In fact, it almost scemed as if

Douglas didn't even read Toby's entries for many of the very issues that came up in
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Douglas's journal with Nancy also came up in Toby's journal with Douglas.  What
follows is the complete text of the journal exchange between Toby and Douglas on

"The Weapon™

The Weapon
Apnil 7,

The beginning of the slory is actucliy quile indmesting. It s the lype
of beginmung thal pulls you ints the sdony. I wses a lal of wards that gee
you a real pictwe of the almosphere in your mind.

Ssme different characiers have already come w i the beguning of
the dlony. Graham i quile a noamal person. but he has a rare b thal nal
many pesple haue, key tcientisd of an importand progect.  This jole maked lrim
different from everysne else. Hit son i allsgether latally different [rom
eueryone elte. He it mendally anested. I think that bis disabiily i gowy
lo make quile an inleresting characler. Niemand is alio different [rom
cueryone elte. Hit name it different. The desoriplivn of bimself reminds me
of M. Kanty, a small, harmless man.

(raham tcems. like a wery busy man. He seems like he wanld anly
cane ahonl hit work, but Jm sure thal's nel bue if his son i1 mendally
avetled. Tm aclually suwprised that Graham held ents his son. ‘M.
Graham chuisusly gels hit shane of repwrdens and olthen pesple libe lthem. )
can dee this when ) see his allilude lswards Niemand.

J think that Hanry i a very wdenesting characten. I don'l b why
J think ts, maybe becanse J think that all pesple with disabdilios wie special.

J wonden whai the secnel weapsn is? Maybe id's nal importand.
Maybe the whole point al the tlsry it lo show thal Graham: spend: lsn much

I dsset busw i I rasd Do, Niemand. Jue gol o feeling thal he's nnl
tuch a simple man like the book desoribes bim. I kind of gul the fecling lhal
Niemand was up lo somelhing when be athed o o dnink, and then had lwa

112



) was aclually swiprited ol the ending of the tésny. ) bnow thal
Neemand wat sutpicions, but ) didet think that be wounld give Hany a gun.

J wonder why Niemand wanted Hanvy o bill himsel], Maybe he feli
somy o Havy, Magbe Niemand was a madman. ) liked this stary because
i was mysienions. It was almost a Unidler, and i had a lot of neal

The end of the stsry was kind of different I thought. 5 didnt think
thal this slsry was veny predictable at all. I thoughi the ending was uery
sunprising. ) thoughl thal the ending was the best part of the lery.

sy

April &

This responee is a very gocd one but | thought that when the
title was "The Weapon" and that Dr. Niemand came in | could see that
he was up to no good and would either kill Harry's father or Harry, |
didn't know he would give the loaded gun to Harry so that he would kill
himself and his father. You should also talk about what this story was
all about. | aiso found this story kind of boring in a sense but then |
changed my mind. | would talk about why the author picks such big
interesting words.

Pouglas

Aprid 9,

Grednick [rown doesn i really use that many biz, inleresting werds.
J thought that the slory was actaally very basic. Bul thal dsesn'l mean that
J dida'l Like i T had o [eeling thal Nimand was up o ne goeod tss. )
thought that he was very suipicious when he atked jor a drink and had luws.
J didat find this story boring at oll. ) jsund if exciting.

J think that Nemand gave Harvy the gan to make Graham's death
like an accident. lfou cant hold an idist responsible (on o murden. I don't
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hink thai Grabham i3 tuch an auul//‘d Gutly, eaecn Srough e o8 daddarg
weapon thal could destroy cueryining. 7 naitoed s w e sccond
paragraph when o said that (rabam s mnd wil nad an bl wons fnad vaghd
bt on bit menéa[[;/ ameiled san. Jn the nerd lendence o tuid Grié fas
lhoughis wene lowng thoughts aboul ait soa. Thet blf we ui (jruim
waint rea i pa'bé a% it wsrk.

9 lLibe what /chna/ iaid i hen ;cmfm&/ ddaud Chickess Litle. 7 necen
neticed i ée/,aae bird Chicken Little hat a L/u'q connecian wdh Ay
Niemand said that Chicken Litlle a[mm,l,d. waorvied ahoul the J/t«/. g/u/{'«m, ot
his head. He alis said thal this may jomeday come bae. Whacn Newand
daid this he was referving lo Hary and (raham and the weapion. Niemand
bnew thal i Harvy killed Gratam and himsel], the weapon propecd would
/aﬂ K‘/Vufutqﬁ the déq would /ad an chicken Liltle's bead  Hiemand s {J/;u{
wad perfect becanse i was almaid unbaceable. Like I taid dofare, w menladly
annested bid can't be held Jor munden, especially if he's deud, wad Newawad
bnew that.

Toiy
Toby,

This is an excellent response because | actually think that it.
may happen, but a long time from row. | would talk about how yous think
each character is and what his thoughte may be and it Lthat refero to
our time.

What did Dr. Graham mean when he said "but may Chicken Little
always be wrong about the sky falling down'?

Douglas
Summative Respunte, Aprid 10,

9 ihink that the main characler w the sy was (puibam. (frubam
wat a characlen thit had many different personalitios J coalderé nendly
We bim ot One minale he weid a head 1cientisd Wl wet /I«JJMI, 7
wieansst thal could ﬁaxjd{/}&/ J(J/Jfﬁ[u/ all (;-/ Wlm&/ and the snend minale b
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wat a lowing and caring lather lo his mentally avetled ton.

J thoughi that the weapon i this slsry was Hanny. At leasé &
Viemand anyway. Niemand bnew thai a mentally avesled bid and a
neuslver doit niin. He hmew that o Havy killed bimtel], Grabam might
guile the project o hi mighi even kil himsel] becante of the loss of hit ton.
Betten yel, o Hamy billed Graham, the weapsn project would Ul thrsugh
becaute thene was ne one & build the weapon.

When Niemand said, "but may Chichen Litile always be wisng cbout
the shy (alling down,” J theught he meant that someday the weapsn project
would Jall thraugh, and that wery day was the day that Niemand was going
b cary eul hit plal against Graham he was. going bs make the shy Jall on
Clricken Litlle’s head.

D thought that lhis stery was long ensugh. J think that the ending
made is point. ) donl think thal Nemand s plan had ls work [or the tisry
lo end. J think that the purpsie of the story wat to show that you can't
brid anggone, nol even pesple whe appean to be havmless like Dn. Niemand.

J thoaght thal this stary was very exciting. Some pesple tay that i
wat blund. Theyne probably right, bal, thal's whal this slory should be.
This sdevy had e raw batics. It didun i need emotisns and everylthing elie
libe that secante i wat diffenent. It was the lype of stary thal you don?
wad wuch. U thought that it was a pretly gosd thnillen.

Tadsy

In this exchange Toby continues where he left off in his "hobbit" journal, by writing
lengthy entries displaying his own very personal brand of response.  In his initial
entry, Toby documents his reactions 1o the chare o s and their circumstances while
reading through the story. Toby was one of the 1ew who kept these kinds of running
notes as he read these short selections. Toby's response should have provided Douglas
with a lot to write about, as 1 have said already. It didn't; Douglas simply responded

with questions that have hitle 1o do with Toby's response. Undaunted, Toby tried to
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start a dialogue by answering Douglas's questions, but Douglas failed 10 continue his
line of inquiry and shifted his focus again to a question about Nicmand's allusion 1o
Chicken Little. “voie the difference between Toby's summative response and
Douglas's.

For the other two selections in this unit the pattern remained the same: m one
journal Nancy and Toby engaged in an active and connected dialogue, in another
Nancy struggled in trying to get Douglas to re-examine the texts, and in the last Toby
wrote extensive entries (which gradually became shorter) that wouldn't really get
responded to (at least not by Douglas).  But, this grouping of Nancy, Douglas, and
Toby, more than any other grouping, accurately illustrated both the potential and the
limitations of the PDRJ's.  When two partners can write to each other, answering
specific questions and remarking on particular reactions or insights, the resulis can be
quite positive; students learn best when they are actively and personally involved.

But when one partner does not make an attempt to connect with, or simply doesn'
have the ability to connect with the other the results can be frustrating for both

pariners.

Leila, Peter and Gerry

In working with Nancy on The Hobbit, Leila had proven to be an cffective
co-respondant; her replies to Nancy were direct and honest. For the purposes of this
unit Leila was paired with two of the boys (Peter and Gerry) who showed some
potential, but really didn't put a whole lot of work into their journals. 1 had hoped
that the new format and its clearer expectations might bring about a change in the
way that these two approached the task of writing in their journals.

Just like the last group 1 discussed, this grouping worked and then again 1
didn't. In Leila's journal, Leila and Peter did a good job of responding 1o the texi and

of responding 1o cach other, as their first exchange on The Weapon shows:

"The W -apon
9 think DrGraham & a very logical and understanding person, ok jnad he
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widdn'l ooopd that his ton was "brain damaged, but then later on he did,
which shows he can accepd human weakneisos.
The weapon i i the rewsluen or the weapon D Graham i working en?" )
think i it the reusluen in a way, because the slory 1lants when Dr. Graham
i Uinking aboul bis son, whe it menlally relorded(a humant weakness),
and, then this shanger[Niemand) gave the boy a rewsluen, which alis thows
some bind of madness. This slory i sl alout a weapon, ad we think of a
Niemand in Dutoh means. "wabsdy', and i shows whal kind of perssn
would Give a é(u// i mind) a reusluen!
Leila

Leila,

-| think that Dr.Graham did accept that his child was mentally disabled
in the beginning of the story. Harry(his son) wanted a story read to
him and he wanted a childish story, he was 15.
-Yesterday | was wondering what weapon the title was talking about
and | thought about it and | think that it is a revolver.

-The human mind is a weapon if used the wrong way
-Maybe the author meant to call the stranger Niemand that name
because it meant "nobody" in Dutch. That would keep the story
interesting because of the meaning of his name.
-| think that Niemand was a peace activist and wanted to kill
Dr.Graham so the big weapon would not be built. By giving the gun to
Harry he would shoot Dr.Graham without knowing it was wrong. You
might say if he was a peace activist why would he kill Dr.Graham that

is not peaceful. Well, those guys are nuts.

In this first exchange Leila and Peter show the flexibility of the PDRJs. Students ai

free to make their own observations and carry on very different conversations.  Like
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many of her fellow classmates, Leila starts her mitial entry with an observation about
the character of Dr. Graham. But, Leila's appraisal of Dr. Graham 1s different from
the appraisals Nancy, Toby and Douglas gave. While Nancy and Toby said that the
doctor showed only unconditional love for his son, and while Douglas voiced
concerns that the doctor vas mean to his son, Leila comes up somewhere in the
middle; she feels that within himself the doctor has struggled and might still be
struggling to accept his son's condition. Leila's appraisal of the doctor is supported by

a passage from the text:

Mostly he thought about his mentally arrested son -- his only son -- in
the next room. The thoughts were loving thoughts, not the bitter
anguish he had felt when he had first learned of the boy's condition.
The boy was happy; wasn't that the main thing! And 1o how many
men is given a child who will always be a child, who will not grow up

to leave him!?

The PDRJs allowed Nancy, Toby, Douglas, Leila and Peter to make their own
evaluations of the characters in the story and to discuss and test these evaluations
before getting input from the teacher and the rest of the class. The process of
inquiry they experienced has two of the most important ingredicnus for the best recipe
for learning: it is an active process and it is an individualized process. Reading,
writing about and discussing stories in a small forum allows studerus 10 fecl
comfortable with the text and allows these students to take ownership of their
response and interpretation of the text.

In her initial entry Leila also raises a point that the whole class struggled with:
"Just what is The Weapon' that the title refers 10" Some of the answers that
students gave to Leila's question included the gun, the device that Dr. Giraham was
building, Harry (used as a weapon against his dad), and, as [eila and Peter suggest,
the human mind.  Some of the students looked to me for an answer, waiting for the

"right" interpretation. I told them that they were as close or as far from the "right”
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interpretation as I was. The fact that the class could not agree on an answer was an
important learning experience; the students came to understand that while there can
be misreadings (comprehension problems brought about by misunderstanding key
words, by making illogical associations, or by simply skipping over significant and
revealing passages) there can also be room for differences in interpretation.

Leila's little quip about "niemand" meaning "nobody" in Dutch, also provided
some discussion material for the class later on. Leila used her understanding of the
word to sce Niemand as a "no-mind", as some of her classmates put it.  One st udent
cven described him as a "psycho killer" (psychotic murderer?). Other students used
their new knowledge of this Dutch term in order to re-examine the text and they
pointed out that Frederick Brown must have taken some time in sclecting the names
of characters. Niemand was a "small man, nondescript, obviously harmless" in the
eyes of Dr. Graham, in short, a "nobody." Graham's name reminded the students of
Alexander Graham Bell and Harry had a simple, down-to-carth name.  This little
aside in Leila's journal sparked an interesting discussion on the choices an author
might make in constructing a story, a discussion that showed that these students could
come 1o some kind of "consciously considered relationship with the text" as Jack
Thomson puts it.

In his response to Leila, Peter showed what he was capable of (unlike his
correspondence in The Tlobbit unit). e responded to cach of Leila's comments

which was cnough to keep Leila writing:

Peder:

J feel s0rry for Harry, he docsn 't buswn what's geing on when he's holding
the gun, he doesn't cven bnow whal i is.

9 don't think Niemand wanted ts kill Dr.Grabam, J think he was just
bying Is make a poind Y a hid (in mind) isni ready fon the reusluen, how
can the haman race be ready for the uwllimale weapon?

Yosiu're u‘q/téaéouél/te/ummnmdtd&aﬂqaweap&ni/g@umddmzﬁe
wrong way. Bul i can alio be a weapon i wied the right way.
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Dr.Graham's. mind it a weapon, i a way, becanse he hai the drains o
What do you think the 'allimale weapon’ 47 becaute J have na idea.
- The weapon the lille i1 lalking about is the revoluer in a round aloul way
It i the reusluen that proves this. poind.

Leila

JHere, in response to Peter's assertion that Niemand was a "nut” and wanted Harry to
kill his father, Leila offers another view of Nicmand's motives. In their first few
journal entries, most of the students saw Nicemand the way Peter did, as a bit of &
crackpot who was ready to kill in order to get his way and not as crusader of good
who makes one final gamble, albeit a deadly one, in order to save the world. Most
students did not see that Niemand might be able 10 stop the building of the weapon
without killing anyonc; all he needed was for Dr. Graham 1o realize that "..only a
madman would give a loaded revolver to an idiot." By the end of our study on "The
Weapon" most of the students shared Leila's view.

In his next entry Peter moves away from the text for a moment to make a

commentary on what he sees as the major source of grief in society today:

Leila,

J Like your wiew of the shuny excepl fon sne thing. ] think the world. is ready
Jor the "wltimate weapon’ but the guestisn i, When would i be wied? With all the
tealies and the bneahing up of Commanitm J see no need ls ute an "ultimale
weapsn'. The problem is Hamy dses not bnsw what the newsloen i1. I thene was
an "wl&'m@fem"ﬂmdwéﬁdwwﬂm‘wﬁdda(%;/m daw .7
think that the "ullimale weapon' hat been made abeady, I would call id money
although I don't think that is the weapsn wi the tlury.

Meney it the mosl dangersus thing, i cautes fights, deaths, and wars. The
Mméeweapanmféedau/wwéaélyaéﬁéamémwwm%dwl
cblidonate the mson in one thal. Ssunds libe tome thing sul of a science ficlisn bosk.
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Perer's response shows a great deal of reflection. e has used the story as we might
hope him to, as a springboard for examining the nature and condition of the society
around him.

In her summative entry, Leila wraps up a few of her burning questions and

deals with a few of the questions that came out of the class discussion:

Binal Cntry,

Story complete?

Story end 1ight?

Hary weanon?

What i weapon?

Niemand mean about sky (alling?

Where's mom?

(noles from the clats ditcussion)

After the class discussion we had yetterday, ) changed my mind
aloud the stwiy noi being complelte. ) think the tlory i complele and i had
the right ending. "Only a madman would give o lsaded revsluer s an idist.”
With an ending like thal the aulthor gives you something lo think about, i
leaues you thinking aboul the slony. The slony it open ended; i leaves you ls
think yoar cun thingd on bhe slany duch ad: It Hawy the weapsn? Jn a
way ) think he might be. Niemand wsed Harrg and the revsluer to get a
paind aorsss.  The weapon might ke the mind loo becanse i you dsn't have a
developed mind you haue almnil nothing. I the "wllimale weapsn' i1 an
alomic bamb or something, ) would say that Niemand meant that the thy wai
literally Guing to Jall. T somesne drops an alomic bomb, its almost like the
shy i Jalling. Where's Harny: mom? I don't think that quesiion it very
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mzpaaw W 7 issh: d/te ma;/uf /awe died g{u.wg dirdh i /u'm, wthich
cansed bim & be mem‘a/&/ aviesled,

Leila's summative entry shows personal growth in several ways. She has reconciled
the "hint” ending Frederick Brown chose and put away her need for "happiness
binding" as Squire might put it.  She has learned that cach reader is entitled to have
a unique and personal response to a work of literature. And, in her response to the
question about the missing mother, she has shown appreciation for the cconomy and
artistic unity of Brown's story.  All three of these aspects could have been tanght in a
teacher lecture 1o the class shorly afier reading the story together, but would these
aspects have been caught by the students in the way that Leila has understood them?
Leila and Peter proved 1o be quite an effective pairing; Peter and Gerry were

not as successful, as this hurried series on "The Siag" would show:

Gerry,
J hate this. poem. It i L/zmwzq Makes me wand o g la J/m’f} becanse

i it nol full of action. It may have a lol of meaning but I think id is dumibh,
Some pesple conld pull meanings sut of a poem.  The anly thing I pull sul
i that he it againtl hunling.

Peler

Big meaning response. No meaning reply. 'Cept where did you get.
this part that's against hunting? ¢ ¢ 727 ¢¢ 729272 7¢

Gerry
Germry,

Where ds I get that he s against hunking? I BONT KNI 91
wat ooe of bhe wery few Uhings I lhsughl of whon 9 sead the pocm. 91 i1
dumbs poem.

Peter

Peter
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I agree! Good ldea! Vhatever!

Gerry
Gerry,

Gerry. ﬂml&d@m%emwmmdﬂm&lwp@&
evenylhing you said. ﬂqd!/»epw&weg;auc&d’mlqelm/zwa{#wifmm
eihen.

Peden

I T circulated this response around 1o try and convince others that PDRJs are a
worthwhile and effective methodology for the teaching of literature I would get a few
rather nasty looks. T imagine. But even an exchange like this last one can tell a
classroom teacher a number of things. One thing it tells us is that just because the
teacher happens 10 like a poem, it does not necessarily follow that his students will.
Another thing it tells us is that pairings are very important.  Although quitc a
number of students voiced their dislike of the poem, very few pairings wrote as little
as this one did. But, perhaps, more than anything, an exchange like this tells us that
some students might just find some poems just a little too difficult and may need help
in making it more accessible.  In his correspondence with Leila, Peter confessed that
the poem left him a little bewildered and frustrated:
Jowm/@awwwwﬂww%wm? D nead, it

und nothing comes oul of i lo me. ) don'l busw wiry but i i libe lhat in

s paem. New that you show me somelhing youn are moil likely right he

probably dees feel safe in his "private foresd’. Auimals. haue loritsny and ¢

lhis deer was a buck or dtag he would have a cerlain area that we ather male

deen should come wmits, Meyhe the dlag was driven inls anclther adag 4

lerrilony.

Maybe i conld be compared ts a nerdy bid in a schosl yard and lhe
hanlers are the popalan group.  They are always Onging b gel rid of the

HE ’Idl .



With this last entry we can sce the benefit of having two journalling partners. With
Gerry Peter simply blew-off the poem, but after reading Leila's intial response, and
after expressing his own frustration, Peter started to make insighiful statements in
Lcila's journal.

In all fairness to Peter and Gerry, the exchanges they made on The Weapon
and on "On The Sidewalk Bleeding" were much better than this last one. In facr, on
one exchange on "On The Sidewalk Bleeding” Peter and Gerry started to play around

with poctic response:

Gerry,
Thit werlds a crel leace

It wonld be beller in suler space

With the calm all arsund

And nobody raites a sound

Andy's about ts die

Before he lakes hit last sigh

He wants s kisa his gind riend good. bye

She sees bim and 1tarts ls oy

Guandians. make his. blood boil

No ane helped bim becanse he was a Royal
Peder

Peler,
This. is. such a cosl retponte
So J write back loday
J /taf,e this does commence
It should be bere lo slay
Sonte guy gelt. cigarelled
Gets stabled in an alley chate
Some bids come and kiss
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He wants. bis. giljpiends face

His jacked sianted the mess
s the end. of Andiy's race.
Gerry

On one level it may seem that the two boys tried to avoid the more "meaty" and
scrious discussions of their classmates and chose instead to have a little fun and play
with some rhyming words, but, if we look a little closer we can see that both boys

have isolated some of the ideas and events that best represent the artistic thrust of

the story.

Dennis, lan and Wendy

The third group, Dennis, lan and Wendy, was made up of three quite different
personalities. Dennis was a student who found language ans class 1o be quite
frustrating; especially when it came to discussions on literature.  He read very little
on his own and was more interested in physical activitics. To me Dennis was a bit of
an cnigma, for he was a student of very few words. Seldom did he write or say more
than a few sentences, so | often wasn't sure if Dennis had a comprehension problem
or just a problem in communicating. I decided to put Dennis in a group with Ian
and Wendy because they both wrote easily and confidently. The differences among
the three students was quite evident already in the very first entry in cach of their
respective journals. In Dennis's first entry he voices some of his frustration with
Brown's story and shows no sign of realising that Brown may have been using the

three characters to reveal a "deeper” message:

Jan,

I did nal enjoy this story becante J fpund i b be very boring because
nolthing happened. Jn a sense this story was kind of stapid. I kind of doubt
thal a person would give a mendally handicapped boy a gun. What kind of
weapon was Dr.Ghraham building? ) think thatl Dr.Graham should lake the
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Desnnid

In the next few entries fan does his best 1o explain 10 Dennis that the characters and

the events have a greater significance:

Dennis,

) think thal Niemand gave Harry a gun lo gel his point aorass. He
had ts shock Graham inds realizing what he wat doing by buddding a hanrible
weapon. The weapon wai pobably a nuclear or hydrogen bomd, becaute
Graham 1aid he was building the bomb s help scicnce. Chemical weapons
and, things like that would net help science, bud nuclear bombs led lo nuclean
neactans and olher energy dources for human ate.

I didn't really find the slory boring. Things did happen. There wai
o fighting e anylhing but Niemand gaue the boy the gun. Why did you
Uhink this slery was stapid?

Jan

If Dennis had been grouped with another of his close friends (Peter, Ellis, Gerry, or
Douglas), the reply to his first response would have simply cchoed Dennis's thoughts.
("Ycah, I thought it was dumb too...") But lan does not take the casy way ou. lan
confronts Deanis with a different point of view; he feels therd is @ point 1o the story
and that the story wasn't all that boring or stupid.  Dennis's second response shows

that he followed Ian's argument and cven considered it:
Jan,

9 bind of thought he wat buidding a nuclean bomb. ) thoughl i was
sinpid that Niemand gaue the gun lo Hany. I he wanled by gel bis poind
acrsdd be thould have come sut and tsld Dr.Graham how levible the weapon
would be and by b convince him lo stap buiding the weapsn.

Devnis
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By the end of the exchange process, Dennis has changed his view of the story, and
although he doesn't say whether or not he still believes the story is boring or stupid,
he does show that he has a better understanding of Niemand's motive for giving

Harry the gun:

Final Response

Antwening the queslion whs or what i the weapon, J think the
weapon psbably was Havy. When Niemand gave the gun lo Harvy i
made Dr Graham realige thal building a bomb i the wisng thing ls do.
Niemand was alia huing lo gel his point aorsis when he gaue Harny the
gusn.

Although the exchanges on the next two texts ("The Stag" and "On The Sidewalk
Bleeding") were not as impressive as this one (Dennis would still only write a few
lines), they did show that fan could help his partner to re-examine the text and re-
cvaluate his response to it

In his own journal lan leap-frogs some of the more immediate types of
response and proceeds into a thoughtful critique of what he perceived as Brown's

purpose in writing the story:

Wendy,

Brswn's use of characlers iz both fain and anjain. J2 it unjain o call
all bumans Hanry and all scientists as Dr.Graham, but genmally J think
the example it a geod sne. Most scientists would be the last ones &o
recommend the wie of such a devaslating weapon ad a nuclear bomb, while
maisl of the general public sees the weapsn at dethsying enamies, nst pesple.
Most pesple are ignorant of the actual effects of a nuclean bomb besides the
caplosion. Harvy, whe cannol think things voagh all the way it a good
cxample of this ignsrance.

What 1druck me in it o1y was the way thal Mr Niemand mahes
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/u’a‘. p-oad Z{//tw /Vt’emand daigd, “betd waiy Shvicken L tile a‘[wm;f e e NG
chont the shy [alling down’, he makes a dtané slalement af it foclumg s Lloud
Yhe weapan b Du.Graham. Cven mare LW} ‘e Geoe! e loaded rwaalues &
Harvy.  Then Dn.Graham realiges the danger of the weapon when fe suys i
We[/ "04&; a madman would Grue a loaded revalaer o an idwi’

Jan

Ian, after reading a couple of "leading” questions, had already made the
: he ' storv is 4 thinlv-vei il icie : .
assumption that Brown's story is a thinly-veiled attempt to criticize the scicnnfic
community for giving an ignorant populace weapons of mass destruction. At first,

[an's interpretive "leap” was a little hard for Wendy o follow:

Jan,

Where did you gel the Nuclear Bomb from? What J read wr the sénry
was that id wai cboul a 15 year old boy wha i 14l a chdd, whde you e
lalking aboul nuclean bombs. Aad the itory says nolhing aboul the gesnenal
pubdic unless your lalhing aboul the [act thal Niemand s lulbing aland the
chance of human race’s suival. Now J undenstund more of your wndding.
Becaute o the nuclear bomb s the weapsn that (haham i workng on, then
of courte & will bill lsts of people. I like ysur poind aboud Chicken Leille. i
makes a lof of sene,

Wendy

After reading Wendy's reply lan realized that he had 10 do a hitde more explaming in
order to clarify his critique; it is an imporiant lesson for a student for whorm things

come rather casily.

WM/,
J ’a{;Z the fea (nf @ nuclean bomh J//wm @ rxw;[e a/ ZJ’LM//A. 7/ A
weapon of wltimale deshuctive power 2) Dr Graham said, Yes, & i1 publa:
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buswledge thal J am warking on a weapsn. a rather ullimale sne. Bud, for
me perssnally, thal i only a by prodact of the fact that 7 am aduancing
tcwnce.” But nuclear bombs led to the jnsl nuclean reaclsrs.

9 don't think thal Harry i the main characlter in thit slsry. ) think
be it there 46 Niemand can make his poind ta Dr.Grabam. J think that this
Hony i basically o plea by nedrick [rown againit weapons of mass
destruclion.

The general public i in the 1ény indinectly. VWhen Niemand gives
U gun lo Harny, be makes his wiews. bnown. "Only a madman wonld give
z loaded revwsluven ts an idisl " Niemand here makes Dr.Graham reason thal
by gising the weapon s the gouernment, he ullimalely gives it lo the general
pudblic. The genenal public are ignorant pesple who conld pressure
politicians(pesple who are concerned about thein approual rating) inds uting
the weapon.

Why did you think the slory was about a 15 yeanr old boy?

ﬂdﬂ-

lan's second response is much clearer than the first; it is alinost like a second-draft or
revision.  In this exchange l[an and Wendy have unwittingly proved another of the
valuable by-products in the PDR] process.  Although Wendy may not have given lan
anything new to think about, she has forced him 1o think about how he must express
himsell and how he needs to give supportive examples when making beth general and
specific evaluations.

In his summative response to Wendy, lan showed that he is a very perceptive
reader; he has gained an appreciation for the artistic construction of the story. lan
has also shown that he is a mature reader; he has reflected on the significance of the
events, reviewed the whole work as the author's creation. Ian is very close 1o what
Thomson would call a "consciously considered relationship with the text." Tan has
"

also shown that he hasn't let his own "search for certainiy” (as Squire calls it)

interfere with his appreciation of the story. Ian feels that the story was complete
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cven though he wasn't sure who was the real villain of the story:

Hinal Responte

"The Weapon" i a good story. It had euerylhing bic inls the main
idea, and was well writlen. Some people thought the stary was incomplete.,
that it didn't end. J think that the story is finished, and lots you draw your
own conclusion ahout Dr.Graham 1 opinions. Jnslead of the author giving
you his ideas of what happened ts Dr.Graham. I think that Dr.Graham
realiged that he was lying ls bimsel] aboul the scientific value of the bomb. I
bhink that he will tlop jurtifying his work on lhe weapon and Guil hit work
on the weapon. Affen Niemand shocked him ints seeing what he really was
doing, J dont think the Graham could live wilh himself anymare.

Wha i1 the uillain in this story? Js if Niemand, who gives lhe loaded
nevolven lo Havy, or Graham whs it working an the weapon?

In their written dialogue about "The Weapon" Wendy and Dennis sorted out
many of their confusions but in a much different manner than they did with lan.
Wendy starts the process with an entry that reveals a failure 10 grasp some of the
implications of the details and events in the context of the story, and a need for "rhe

right kind of ending" ("happiness binding"):

"The Weapon"
Devnis,

In the beginning Graham thoughts were aboul how he loved his
menlally avested son, bul then in the losl paragraph he taw his son at an
idist. Why would he (inst 1ay he loved his son and then call bim an disl?

He definitely misjudged Niemand for being harmless. Does il mean
that hes had harmiul pesple, ts his son, come lo him before?

J think the anthsn should have continued with the slany becanse you
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dont basw whal happens, you dont busw Nemand's purpote for being there,
16 i deems incomplele.

It it symbolic how the title it " The Weapon' and Graham is working
o a weapsn while an innscent "child’ it given a dangersus weapsn.

Do you think the lsaded revsluen is the weapsn Graham it working
an’?

Aflen neading the stary J gol the feeling thal Niemand was somesne
who wat againtt cll binds of weapons, and anylhing else ls do with them.
That might be whiy be gave a loaded revsluenr to Harry, ls thow his angen or
hale, ls gel acrots a poind(whe bnows)

Niemand 1aid that Grahams work was semelhing that weuld end the
human race’s chance for survival. He might be refenring ls all the wislence
i the world, the wani which are uwnnecessany, the bunlal hilling, and all the
people who have been hilled by weapons, such as the revaluen.

Wendy

Just like Wendy, Dennis 1s confused by his own understanding of the term "idiot" (the
connotation of the word was interfering with the denotation), but Dennis is helpful

on 1wo other points:

Uendy,

J have no idea why Dr.Graham lsved his son at the beginming and
then thoughl he was an idist! Did you enjoy the sisy becanse J thought the
sory wat kind of boring and slupid. Coming back lo the second guestion, J
think that Dr.Graham had hawmful people coming lo bim. I he didn 'l have
harmiul peaple coming o bim then he wonldn 'l have thought abont whether
Niemand was harmfal or harmless.  Coming s the thind questisn, I ds not
bnows . ) thought Dr.Graham was bailding a weapsn for wan.

DNesoris
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Even though Dennis could not help Wendy in the way that lan might be able or a
teacher might be able, he did provide an effective "listener” (reader). Dennis'
admission that he found the story 1o be boring and stupid gave Wendy the confidence
to write more about her own frustration. This raises another mportant - point about
the PDR]Js; if I had proceeded directly into a class discussion after reading this story
the discussion in all likelihood would have become dominated by those who
immediately saw the "deeper structure” of the story (lan, Nancy, Maurcen, Toby, and
Ardyth). Students like Dennis and Wendy would have felt intimidated and would
not have shared their frustration.  Both students would have felt that they were alone
in their difficulty. "The Weapon" is a challenging read for a grade nine student
(that's one of the reasons why I sclected it); there should be no reason for students to
feel embarrassed when they find it incomplete and confusing.

In their second exchange Wendy and Dennis continued 1o voice their
frustration about the "stupid” story, while at the same time they clarificd a few details
and ended up changing their opinions of both Graham and Niemand:

Dennis,

J have #s agree with you, the tory wad boring and stupid. 7 didn'l
libe i It wad incomplele, and it didnt cll make sene.

J think ysu're right thal Graham was building a wan weansn. Il
mudl have been a bomb of some 161l ts dcane pesple libe My Niemand (because
not many weapons make pesple Like Niemand ds what he did)

Now. that J think of i J don't think Mo Niemand was the harmful suc
and the madman, bud Dr.Grabham was.

J think this whole stsry it st weny realistic, becanse whe i really
going lo give a menlal, a loaded reacluen?

J dont understand the point of the stary, il's hind of confusing, i

the beginming J lhought the 1lsry was aloul somesne giving a 'mental’ @ qun

[the weapon) now I sec thal Graham was the main perton i the 4dsay, and

he wat working on a dangersus weapon. Basically d was sdupid!

Wendy
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Vendy,

| agree now that | think of it Dr.Graham was probably the
madman in the story if he was building some kind of war weapon or
bomb. Maybe Niemand gave the gun to Harry to make Dr.Graham
realize that building a bomb is the wrong thing to do. If you really think
of this story it would probably make cense. At first it didn't make
sense to me either but then | thought of the story for a while.

Dennis

Dennis and Wendy, through their correspondence with cach other and through their
work with lan, went through a very effective learning process. Both were able to
make important realizations each in their own way and each on their own time; they
did not have to feel pressured by class discussion, teacher lecture or even leading
questions.  Wendy's summative response shows that correspondence and class

discussion can lead 1o a whole new appreciation of a rather difficult story:

Ginal Response,

9 think Harvy might have been o weapon as well at the alomic bomb
might have been a weapon. ) Uhink Dr.Niemand gave Hanvy the gun 16 he
might 1hoel bimsel] or his father. I he shot bimsely then Grabim wounld be
laken away pom his work for awhile. Bal i Havy 1hot his jathen the
project would stop right thene. But even without any-one dying Mo Niemand
bad gollen his psind acrsss. When M. Niemand was talking about chicken
litlle and. the shy [alling, J think i meant that snce the alomic bomb wad
wied and dropped cul of the 1ky, the "public’ world wonld seem s be
falling, as in Chicken Litlle the sky wai alling.

After the responses and disoussions we had, J think that the 4lory it
camplele. It gels the poind aonots but in an indiect way. By giving a gun
o Hamy, M Nemand made the point that the weapsn Graham was building
i1 dangeroes and it end the chance of sunvival for humans. Jusd as the
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neasluen wat dangerosws. And M. Niemand wai not the madman dut Graham

wad!

A Few Conclusions about "Two Stories and a Poem”

As the last of the three studies and probably the most successful, the PDR) unir: "Two
Stories and a Poem" revealed quite a bit about the practical worth of a writien peer-
dialogue process.  Before this unit, both the teacher and the students had worked
with PDR]Js and so both knew what to expect. At the start of this unit the students
were provided with a clear set of expectations in the form of a mini-lecture, hand-ours
(one on the process itself and several others giving rather open-ended writing stans),
and examples from previous units. During the unit most of the students took their
work seriously.  And, after the unit, the students gave both oral and writien feedback.

The need to sort things out and think things through was more apparent in
the short story and poem units than in the novel unit. Because of the nature of the
reading, The Hobbit led students to relate more of their immediate nnpressions and
make a few reflective connections. The units involving shon stories and pocins
included literature which evoked more analysis, interpretation, and evaluation.
Because of this difference, I believe that the five-entry, cight -stage exchange process
used in the second and third study would have been totally inappropriate for the
PDR]J unit on The Hobbit.  Nobody I know likes 10 be stopped time and time agam
while they are reading an involving work of fiction of any length. When the students
wrote upon the stories or poems, they didn't have to stop part way through. They
could write up all their responses after they finished reading.

The fact that I chose the groupings rather than let the students choose
probably contributed 10 the success of this unit. Good buddies, who would likely nos
push their friends into extending and elaborating on their responses (like Dennis and

Peter) were separated. Students who wrote little in The Hobbit unit were put in

sroups with serious yet sensitive correspondents, students who could provoke dialogue
g
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with well-placed comments and questions. Placed in such an interdependent
environment, many of the less motivated students found themselves pushed into an
active and accountable process of reading and writing.

Of course, as with any approach to literature, the PDR] approach was not
completely successful with every student; there were several dissappointing journals.
But, in general, most of the students did an admirable job in starting and maintaining
cffective dialogues.  The students, through their dialogues, formed, shaped and tested
various responses to literature. These dialogues proved that students need to explore
their immediate impressions and reflective connections before moving to distanced
judgements. The dialogues also proved that many of these grade nine students were
quite capable of making informed and thoughtful interpretations and evaluations
when given enough time to work through the literature by themseclves and with a
partner. If we, as teachers, allow our students to discuss and debate literature and
their response to literature in non-threatening forums such as the PDR]J, we will give
our students a better opportunity to become autonomous readers who can reach a

consciously considered relationship with the text.
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IV. CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

Findings of the Study

The general aim of this study was 1o explore the nse of peer dialogue journals
in the classroom in order 1o judge their worth as a methodology for the discussion of
literature in a classroom setting. More specifically the study was aimed at examining
a peer dialogue process and judging the effectiveness of such a process with regards to
allowing for individual student differences, stimulating a depth and varicty in
response, encouraging enjoyment and appreciation, improving reading and writing

skills, and ecasing teacher workloads without compromising the cducation of students.

Allowing For Individual Student Differences

While a lecture approach 1o the study of literature has its place as an effective
way to ecfficiently present contextual information pertaining 1o the literature, or time-
tested scholarly reviews and analysis of the literature, it denies each student the
opportunity to transact with the literature and construct meaning in a more personal
and individualistic way. A question and answer worksheet approach using a range of
open-ended questions might allow for some of the reading and response differences
between the students, but most worksheets have a hidden agenda:  the questions arc
carefully chosen in order to lead all the students 10 realize one interpretation of the
text. Dialogue journals between each student and the teacher permit the student 1o
explore literature and their response 10 it in a more personalised and social forum, bu
many students are still only too aware of the fact that they are writing 1o somcone
who at one point or another will be their evaluator. For many of the stadents the
nced to posture and to exaggerate in order 10 impress the teacher is just too great;
these students will deny themselves the opportunity 10 honestly explore the literature
and their response to it and will instead opt 1o play a game in which they write what

they think the teacher wants 10 read.
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In contrast with a lecture approach, which often short-circuits the student's
meaning-making process and proceeds to discuss the literature at a level that only few
in the class are comfortable with or able to comprehend, the PDR] approach to the
reaching of literature as implemented in this study can accommodate a range in
student ability 1o read and respond. The PDRJs allowed these students to read and
discuss cach piece of literature at their own level of understanding.  While some
students were using their journals 1o sort out their difficulties in comprehension in the
attempt to "get into the story", other students were already giving a distanced
cvaluation cffectively using details from the story and aspects of their own response in
order 1o support this evaluation.

In contrast to a question and answer or worksheet approach to literature which
dictates the topics for discussion and often the general theme of discussion, the PDR]
approach to literature can allow for a wide range of student interests. In this study
students explored their wide range of interests related to their own personal
transaction with literature.  Some students chose to relate unique visualisations of
characters (often comparing them to parents, friends, t.v. stars, and characters in
other stories and poems). Some students placed themselves in the text by recognizing
the pressures and demands placed on the main character, by empathising with and
cxpressing concerns and hopes for this character. Some students made comparisons
between texts or authors and stated their preferences as  readers and literary critics.
And some students gave unique and often convincing interpretations of the text
based on personal observation and insight.

The PDRJ units also eliminated much of the posturing and exaggerating that is
often found in student-to-teacher dialogue response journals.  Although several of the
students were quite aware of their secondary audience and initially scemed to slip in
comments with the obvious intention of impressing the teacher, they soon abandoned
such posturing and proceeded to write direct responses and replies to their more
immediate audience, their journal pariners.  For most of the students the
correspondence with a peer meant an open and honest exchange of ideas, an

exchange among cquals in which cach of the correspondents was free to accept or
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reject the insights of the other. For a few of the students though, the exchange was
not so equal. Some students felt intimidated by their correspondent and lacked the
courage to share their impressions with a student whom they saw as cither too sman

or too '

'cool" to relate to their ideas. For these few students the peer dialogue process
was not much different than a student-to-teacher dialogue process; in fact they might

cven have missed the sensitivity that an experienced teacher could provide.

Stimulating Varicty and Depth in Response

This study reinforced what Arwell had alrcady discovered when she had
students keep response journals with cach other; that response journals kept between
students contain more instances of primary and cmotional response (imviediate
impressions) than student-to-teacher journals do. One obvious explanation for the
wealth of immediate impressions found in the journals is the fact that many of the
students were sharing their reactions to the text with a close friend, and so they were
not afraid to write from a more cmotional and clemental point of view. These
students did not feel as pressured to do literary analysis and interpretation, and so
they allowed themsclves more freedom to transact with the literature before coming
forth with any conclusions.  Another possible explanation for this abundance of
primary and emotional response might be traced 1o the fact that students are sharing
their impressions of the literature with someone who is also encountering the
literature for the first time. Many students felt uncomfortable expressing their hopes
and desires for particular characters to a correspondent who already knew the omcome
of the story. In writing with a peer the students were given the opportunity to share
their excitement, wonder, apprchensions and expectations with a fellow explorer
instead of simply expressing them 1o a guide who had scen much of it before.

It would be a mistake, though, 10 assume that the PDRJs contained only
immediate impressions just because there was an abundance of primary and cmotional
responses. In fact this study describes a wide range of response activities found in the

journals. The model in which I describe the elements of response found in the PDRJs
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contains no less than nineteen different types of response activities, ranging from very
immediate images and associations to judgements revealing a distanced evaluation of
the text and of the reader's response to the text.

The explorations in literature found in the PDR]s revealed a type of
progression in response from personal involvement to distanced evaluation. This
growth in response reinforced what Bogdan (1990) and Vandergrift (1990) had
pointed out in carlier studies.  When guiding themscelves and cach other through a
response process to The THobbit, the Poplar Ridge students generally moved from
immediate impressions (primary and emotional responses) to reflective connections
(comparative and analytic responses) 1o insights and evaluations (interpretive and
summative responses). The PDR] unit in Willowdale also revealed such a process and
so by the time the third PDRJ unit was to be run ("Two Stories and a Poem"), this
natural process was written right into the handout used to provide a focus for the unir
("Our Journal Process, p.84).  In many cases, especially in the two units involving
short stories, students very effectively helped cach other in coming to a fuller
understanding of the text and of important passages found in the text. This hand-in-
hand approach to the literature fostered more thorough explorations of the literature
and ultimately led to more mature and insightful interpretations and evaluations.

The PDR]J units also showed evidence of all three types of growth that |
outlined carlier. When a student like Leila was pushed to explain just how she
visualized the dragon, the hobbit, or Mirkwood forest, or when a student like lan was
forced 1o explain just how he could assume that Dr Graham represented the scientific
communiry and that Iarry represented humankind, the student was also forced into
developing and expanding on one particular type of response. These students were
encouraged to re-examine the text and their response to it and write a clear reply to
their partner. When students like Wendy, Dennis, or Peter had 1o read a responses
from dialogue partners who had understood or interpreted the story in a completely
different way than they did, and when they were asked specificaliy by their partners 1o
provide some sort of reply, these students were pulled into examining the stories in a

new light. The process was personal, active and accountable. Students were
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encouraged to read and relate and could not simply hide in the back of the classroom
while others carried on with the lesson. When two students like Toby and Nancy
had the opportunity to work with someone who carefully read, considered and rephed
to their own response, with someone who could point 10 importang passages and
significant events in the text, they were encouraged 1o make a more informed
response to the text and cach caused the other 1o grow by developing the other's

skills in interrogation, analysis, and hypothesis.

Encouraging Enjoyment and Appreciation

In follow-up interviews after the Willowdale unit and the "Two Stories and A
Poem" unit, most of the students said that they enjoyed and appreciated the PDR]J
approach 1o literature.  Some said that it gave them the chance 10 get into the story
without the teacher "spoiling” it. Others appreciated the fact that they could share
their reactions with a friend or classmate. Still others said that it gave them the
chance to develop ideas about the story, and they felt thar when the unit ended, they
had become more adept at writing about literature.  Of course not everybody enjoyed
the PDRJs. Some students (between five and ten of the forty-five students involved)
did not like the fact that they were pushed into writing almost every class. Many of
these same students felt that the stories and poems were "dumb”, and perhaps they
werc right in one respect: obviously these particular stories had little 1o say 10 these
particular students. Most of the students in this group of disgruntled PDRJ writers
were students of limited abilities so responding 1o some of the more symbolic aspects
of the stories and poems might have proven to be too difficalt and corresponding with
classmates who pulled all sorts of images and meanings from the rexts may have
proven to be 1oo intimidating.

Again, it must be stressed that the vast majority of the studenis enjoyed the
PDR]J units, but even among this majority there were frustrations.  If there was one
complaint that was most dominant in the student evaluations of the uni, it would be

this one: "The journal process ended up flogging some stories and poems 1o deach!”

140



(Approximatcely one third of the students in this study stated this complaint in one
way or another).  In hindsight it is casy to find justification for their complaint. A
story like "The Weapon", which takes all of twenty minutes 1o read, 100k between
three to four periods 1o finish.  Such a time frame is fine when the story or poem can
cevoke a good deal of interest and discussion (as "The Weapon" did); but when the
students could find little or nothing 1o write about (as they did for "The Stag") the
five entry, cight stage process left many of the students frustratedly staring at therr
journals too many times. In a classroom where the unit was not being done for
rescarch the reacher could and probably would, step in and shorten the exchange
process.

Through their journals and in the follow-up interviews the students gave
suggestions on how the unit could be improved (thereby promoting enjoyment).

Some of the suggestions students gave asked the teacher 1o:

1

allow students o pick their own partners,
- allow more time for writing (some students felt hurried),
- pick better selections,

allow students 1o choose selections,

1

- make the exchange process more flexible, and

- give more time for discussion and give less time for writing.
Of course any change 1o the units implemented on the basis of these suggestions
would in all likelihood prove to be a two-edged sword.  If the teacher allowed
students to choose their own partners (as I did in the first unit) some studenis might
be left out and some pairings might not take the task very seriously.  Careful
consideration needs 1o be given in order to ensure that cach respondent is matched
with a correspondent who is sensitive to the respondents interests and willing 10
engage in thoughtful and meaningful discourse.  Changing the exchange process or
the literature might also have negative effects; it is difficult to balance the wants and
the needs of every student. None the less all of the student suggestions deserve
carcful constderation, especially the suggestion 1o allow more choice in literaiure. A

teacher might be able to accommodate some of the students of lesser ability by
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allowing cach group to respond to different novels, stories or pocms. Combimimg
such an approach with the careful selection of peer dialogue partnerships mighe
ultimately save such students from the frustration of tackhing literature that s oo
difficult and might also save them from the embarrassment and mtmidation of
corresponding with a student who has an casy time in reading and respondme.

The fact that students could come at the literature on therr own level and
discuss the literature with friends before consulting with the teacher, did muach to
foster a greater appreciation of the literature. As anticipated, the dmlogue exchange
process allowed cach
siudent time to sort ow his or her initial response 1o the hterature. The usual
progression from personal response to shared response (between two)  before enpgaging
in a public response (class discussion) allowed cach student 1o develop his or her own
response and analysis and gain confidence through this building process. The acnive
and accountable nature of the PDR] pushed the students 1o read and re-read and 1o
respond and correspond and all of these activities helped students 1o gam a feehing of
"ownership" of and appreciation for the text and their response 1o ar.

By providing immediate feedback through the exchange of journals, the
dialogue process also helped students who were frustrared by therr own comprehension
problems. Correspondents helped their partners by clarifymyg languace amd contexis
that were confusing for their partner and in doing so these correspondents climmared
some of the roadblocks on the pathway to appreciation. Although they might no
have used the literary terminology found in curriculum gurdes and rextbooks, many of
these students also engaged in meaningful discussions on plot, theme, styie,
characterization, and point of view.  For example, even though most -- if not all -- of
the students were unfamiliar with the term "artistic unity,” in thar entnes on "The
Weapon "and "On the Sidewaik Bleeding” many students revealed an appreciation for
the cconomy and form of the shon story. Discussions abour the author's choice of
words, the possible significance of the names of the characrers, and possible themes of
the stories ultimately led 1o a greater appreciation for the hrerature and for the aurhor

of the literature.
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Improving Reading and Writing Skills

In 1964, James Squire, in his study of The Responses of Adolescents While

Reading Four Short Stories, cited these six sources of difficulty which interfered with

ability for adolescent students 1o effectively interpret four short stories:
1. failure 10 grasp meaning including
- misunderstanding key words and becoming lost in the narrative,
- failure 1o grasp the implications of the details, and
- incorrect inferences;
reliance on stock responses,
happiness binding,

critical predispositions,

[ S R e ]

irrelevant associations, and

6. the search for certainty.

In many ways the students in this study were no different from the ones in Squire's
study, almost thirty years ago.  In their journals the students in my study gave ample
evidence of each of the six different sources of difficulty that Squire had identified.
But the fact that the students of 1992 kept dialogue journals gave them one
advantage over Squire'’s group; the Poplar Ridge and Willowdale students received
immediate feedback from a peer. It was this feedback that helped many students o
overcome at least some of the obstacles that hinder a free and meaningful transaction
with the literature.

Indeed, there were many examples of students helping others. In some cases
students helped others to grasp meaning: Louise leamed from Henry exactly what a
sniper was and this completely changed her understanding of "The Sniper”; Toby was
reminded by Nancy of the story behind Chicken Little and helped him to grasp the
implications of the details in "The Weapon”; and Douglas, through his dialogue with
Naney and through the class discussion, came to understand that "The Weapon" was
probably not a story primarily concerned with the care and abuse of mentally

chatlenged adults, but might have a much broader theme.  Stock responses such as
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Dennis's description of "The Weapon" as boring and stupid were challenged, and in
many cascs the students were forced to reconsider their initial response as Dennis did.

In spite of being what Squire calls "incorrigible romantics" who continually assume,
infer and hope for the best, many students were pushed to "face the realities of
unpleasant interpretations."  This reality adjustment was especially evident in the
responsce to "On the Sidewalk Bleeding”; students who longed for a happy ending
could never-the-less see the artistic and thematic justification for Andy's death.
Critical predispositions like Peter's that a story or poem has to have a lot of action in
order for it 1o be engaging were countered by classmates who found ideas more
important than actions. Irrelevant associations like Gerry's likening of British
Parliament to the story of the stag and Douglas's self-comparison 1o Tarry in "The
Weapon" were carefully dismissed when a partner showed them how dittle evidence
there was for such an association. And students who, in their scarch for certainty,
sought television sitcom-like endings for the stories and poems, were convineed by
peers that an inconclusive ending such as the ones in "The Weapon" and in "Night
Drive" made for good story-telling.

Citing these examples of peer helping peer should not antomatically umply thin
cach and every source of difficulty in reading and response was dealt with and
overcome. There were also many cases where partners failed 1o pick-up on any
difficulties or chose 1o ignore them.  But, in comparison with dialoguce journals kept
between teacher and student, these peer dialogue response journals fared guite well.
Few teachers, especially those who teach more than once class of English, could answer
as many questions and deal with as many concerns as were answered and dealt with i
these PDR]Js and few teachers could find the time to write as many lengthy and
sincere replies (which subsequently encouraged more writing) as were found i the
PDR]Js.

As Atwell (1987) has already observed, students who keep journals with cach
other write in a more familiar style and are less worried about aspects of grammar,
usage, punctuation or form then they would be if they were 1o correspond with therr

teacher. Such was certainly the case for the students in this study.  Out of all the
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pairings in this study, there was only one pairing for whom editing became an
itnportant and integral part of the process.

Nevertheless students did help cach other with some very important aspects of
cffective writing. Correspondents provided each student with something that every
young writer would like, an audience that gives honest and immediate feedback. The
journal exchanges helped students 1o gauge their audience and then shape their
writing accordingly. Correspondents asked for clarification, pointed out gaps in logic
and pushed their partners 1o consider alternative viewpoints.

In the follow-up interviews almost half of the students mentioned the fact that
they felt their writing had improved through the course of the PDR] unit. Many of
these students pointed out that at the beginning of the unit they found journal
writing to be a chore, but by the end of the unit writing out their response became an
casy and cffortless task. Such progress is also substantiated by the journals themselves;
in almost cvery journal one can notice that the entries became longer and the writing

became freer as the unit progressed.

Easing Teacher Workloads

When 1 mitially embarked on this study, it was my intention to sce if the use
of PDRJs could free a teacher from at least part of the heavy burden of regularly
responding to student dialogue journals and to writing generally. The task of
responding to cach entry would be passed 1o one of the student's peers and the
teacher would then be able 1o retreat into a role that was limited to monitoring the
dialogue of both students and giving a little "nudge" whenever it was appropriate.
This 1s, in fact, exactly how it transpired. In the three PDR]J units Beverly and [ were
freed from the steady commitment of responding at length to cach and every student.
If two students were carrying on an cffective and meaningful exploration of the
literature and their responses to it, we simply cavesdropped on their writien

conversations. I two other students were struggling to make conversation, we werc
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there to lend a helping hand by writing comments in the margin or by verbally giving
advice.

But, easing the teacher from an onerous workload was only one facet of my
inquiry; [ was also concerned with the quality of education cach student would
reccive when working through the literature using PDRJs. Would the students miss
the insight and instruction that they were used to receiving from their teacher m
their student-to-teacher dialogue journals?

The answer to this last question, like the answer to many questions, s a very firm
"Yes and no."

Yes, some students missed their teacher's onc-on-one responses. Peers were
often just as lost in comprehending the details of the narrative as their partners were.
Peers just did not have the knowledge and insight that comes with years of study in
the field of literary appreciation. And peers often lacked sensitivity and could not or
would not give the nurturing support that an experienced teacher could give,  This is
not to say that all the students could help their partners the way a tcacher could.  In
fact many students proved 1o be quite effective in 1eaching their partners 1o consider
carcfully and thoughtfully the literature from a number of different angles hefore
arriving at a {inal or summative response. When lan convinced both Wendy and
Dennis that the short story "The Weapon" was complete even with s hint ending,
he did the job as well as any 1eacher could. And, even though the teachers
were not giving extensive written responses to cach of the students, both Beverly and
[ found other ways 1o help the students as they wrestled with the literature. We both
scheduled time for the students 1o communicate their concerns and guestions 1o us
(in the form of class discussions) and, when we noticed that certain students had
difficultics because they could not comprehend the language or the context of the
literature, we gave "mini-lectures" aimed art filling in some of the missing details,

Yes, some students missed their teacher's regular and written input, bt
many more did not. Perhaps this is because, as T have said before, PDRJs and
student-to-reacher dialogue response journals are 1wo very different response activities,

cach of which has its own attractions. In student-to-1cacher dialogue journals the
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teacher can skilfully help cach student explore the literature by giving the guidance
and support the student needs when he or she needs it. But, many students feel
constrained by student-to-tcacher journals.  They feel a need 1o perform for the
teacher and they feel awkward about sharing their immediate responses (expressions of
interest, emotion and anticipation) with a more mature and experienced reader.  In
writing the PDRJs the students of Poplar Ridge and Willowdale sometimes missed the
steady hand of their teacher for guidance, but most made up for this loss by sharing
more of their immediate responses (primary and emotional), doing less posturing for
marks, cngaging in a morce personal and eamnest inquiry, and writing longer, more

meaningful, responses and replies.
Recommendations for Teaching

There are many recommendations for implementation that I can now make on
the basis of my expericnce in organizing, observing and administrating literature
studies nsing a PDR] approach.  Most of these recommendations can be summarized
by three directives to English teachers: be flexible, b an effective model, and keep in
touch.

Students and teachers should not become slaves 1o one particular PDR]
procedure.  Circumstances might dictate a need to vary the type of journal activity.
Some of the most important aspects to consider are the literature and the students.

As was proven in this study, short stories, novels, and pocms present different
challenges for the PDR journalist.  Of the three genres, short stories scemn to be well
sutted 1o the process that was developed through this study.  Stories such as Brown's
"The Weapon", Lessing's "Through the Tunnel" and unter's "On The Sidewalk
Bleeding” evoked both range and depth in response. From the entries on these stories
1t was casy 1o trace a natural progression from immediate impressions to distanced
cevaluations. The other two genres were not as well-suited 10 the the eight-stage, five

CnEry Process.
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Novels, due to their length, necessitate a much different PDR] process than do
short stories or poems. Student enjoyment of novels can be spoilt by an intrusive
journal process. The use of episodic novels (like The Hobbit) can minimize the
problem of untimely interuptions, but it cannot climinate them.  In the Poplar Ridge
unit on The Hobbit most felt comfortable sharing immediate impressions and
reflective connections as they read the novel, but very few felt the need 1o carry on
extended dialogues on specific topics. Most of the real discussion and debate was
saved for when both partners had actually finished the novel. Novels that have a less
episodic format might necessitate a PDR] approach that would allow cach student 1o
keep simple log of reading impressions, 10 be shown 1o a dialogue partner only after
the novel had been finished by both students.  The students would then be asked 1o
use the reading logs as a springboard for topics 10 be discussed in PDRJs. Partners
might choose 10 make comparisons about cach other's reading interests and reading
processes or they may use the logs 1o identify issues and topics for discussion and
dcbate.

Poems, duc to their complexity, necessitate a PDR] process that allows cach
student time to deal with the images and ideas to be found in them.  Both Poplar
Ridge and Willowdale students felt that they needed 1o say something about the
"deep meanings" found in the poems that they read. Sometimes they were successful
{(as they were when they wrote about Robert Frost's "The Road Not Taken"), b
other times thev were frustrated by poems that were not as accessible. Pocins hike
Updike's "Ex-Basketball Player" or Hughes' "The Stag" clicited immediate responses
like "This sucks!" and "What a stupid poem!." Only after class discusston did many of
these same students begin to see and relate 1o some of the mages and ideas in these
pocms. Perhaps class discussion should come at the beginning of a PDRJ process
when it comes to studying poctry. Most of the students in this study had difficulry
writing about the poems because they felt that the poems were like jigsaw puzzles; you
nced time to sort out all the picces before you can make an attempt at making a
picture. Assigning the poems ahead of time and allowing students 1o come back to

certain poems several times over an extended period of time might allow journalists
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time to work through the poctry before feeling the push 1o write in response.

Different classes have different interests.  In this study the Willowdale group
scemed 1o have a greater need o talk while they wrote their journals, whereas the
Poplar Ridge students did most of their 1alking through the journals. Stories that
both the Willowdale and Poplar Ridge students of 1992 successfully studied and
discussed in the dialogue joumnals fared very poorly in dialogue journal units at Poplar
Ridge the next year, and stories that the 1992 groups hated found appreciation in
1993,

Different students have different needs. Some students need to be paired with
a close friend; writing about literature to somcone they don't know very well is too
much of a risk. Other students will write quality responses only when they are paired
with somcone who is not a close friecnd, Some students welcome a partnership with a
more experienced and skilled reader and writer, while other students are intimidated
by such a grouping. Each student has unique and varied interests, so grouping can be
very difficult. 1 suggest that teachers carcfully consider the needs of the class and of
particular individual students when assigning students 1o dialogue partnerships.
Letting students choose their own pariners, or simply assigning partners according to
some random order can cause major problems especially for unpopular students.

Varying the procedures and mixing up the partnerships on a regular basis
might also be quite advantageous. Teachers and students might experiment with
journal exchange procedures which involve more than two students.  In Willowdale,
the dominating cffect that single students could have on dialogue groups was lessened
when the exchange procedure was restructured. Teachers might also stimulare a
greater range in response by periodically mixing up the partnerships. Students can
tire of one another's interests and hobby-horses.

Students must be taught how 1o effectively perform their duties as PDR]
correspondents. Students need to learn how to read their partner's responses and to
write sincere responses to them.  Too often students only skim over their partner's
writings and then write replies that have more to do with their own interests than

therr partner's. Students also need 1o learn how to gently nudge their partners in
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order to facilitate healthy inquiry and debate.  Through the use of handouts and ¢lass
discussion, these two very important skills might be taught by a teacher but, these
same skills will only be caught if they have been effectively modelled fint. By using
student-to-teacher dialogue journals before starting a PDR] unit or by providing a
third voice in the dialogue journals, teachers can cffectively show their students how
to read and reply with sensitivity and encouragement.

Teachers who keep dialogue journals with their students are often quite aware
of their students preferences, interests, abilities, and weaknesses.  Student -teacher
journals provide an effective forum for onc-on-one interaction; teachers can assess,
tutor, coax and praise their students in such journals. Bur, as has been mentioned
before, keeping up with student-teacher journals can be time consuming for an
English language arts tcacher. Easing the burden of student-to-teacher journals was
onc of the primary reasons for this study.

But, teachers who switch to a PDRJ approach might casily lose touch with
their students. In order to keep a finger on the pulse of the class, English teachers
need to take in and carefully read the PDRJ's on a regular basis. Reading the PDRJs
while the unit is ongoing can alert teachers 1o students struggling with problems in
understanding meaning and context, or struggling with personality clashes. Regular
readings can also keep the teacher informed regarding the students interests and
abilitics,

For English teachers, keeping in touch might also mean giving lirele nudges 1o
particular students by writing in the PDRJs. Even though the teacher is no longer
their primary audience the students are still very much aware of a teacher reader.
Appropriately placed questions, comments, tid-bits of contextual information, and

statements of praise, all serve 1o stimulate and encourage growth,
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Concluding Thoughts

Literature studies which employ the use of PDR]Js are an cffective way 1o help
students 10 chronicle and expand upon their explorations in literature.  The
attractions of using a PDRJ unit in the classroom are clear. A PDRJ unit can
provide cach student with the opportunity to personally and individually transact with
the literature before coming to an evaluative stance. A PDRJ unit can stimulate
students 1o engage in numerous and varied response activities from simple picturing to
recognising significant themes and presenting critical evaluations of them. PDR]
units also provide opportunities for growth in understanding - ad appreciation.
Students can encourage cach other, help each other with difficultics in
comprehension and analysis, {ill in some of the gaps that cach might have regarding
historical or social contexts of the literature, and gently nudge cach other to deeper
levels of response and analysis through the use of well-placed questions.  For many
students, the PDRJs provide a forum in which they can share and exchange responsecs
without feeling the intimidation that might be felt by these sume students had they
been foreed to share their responses in a larger group sctting.

PDRJs nnits can put the onus for learning back where it belongs, on each
student's shoulders.  Instead of passively assimilating other peoples' perspectives and
mterpretations, the students are given a very active challenge. Each student is given
three important responsibilities: to read carefully, to respond sincerely and
thoughtfully, and 1o reply to their partner's responses in a helpful and encouraging
way. In living up 1o these responsibilities, students will often find themselves
writing coherent and purposceful responses taking into consideration their task and
their sudience. Best of all, an effectively run PDR}J unit or program can provide the
students and the teacher with an enjoyable way to read, respond to and analyzc

literature.
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