








Literature Study Groups� 

Just as there are multiple interpretations of liteirature, there are maiiiiy� 

effective ways of including literature study groups as part of a literature-�

rich curriculum. Myinformal definition of literature study groups is that� 

they are formed to include students, with or without a teacher, whose goal� 

is to discuss either the same, or a related, piece of literature. For� 

example, a unit on fairy tales could be introduced with all the students� 

recalling and writing a class version of a tradition al Cinderella tale.� 

Their own class version could be followed with students reading a classic� 

l en�rendition such as Marcia Brown's Cinderella (1954). Students could til� 

form literature study groups to compare and contrast the two different� 

versions. Two other fairy tales that work well for comparison in� 

literature study groups are two variations of Hansel and Gretel, one bj� 

Susan Jeffers (1980) and the other by Rika Lessei (1984). Students can� 

easily contrast the obvious differences in the illustrator's styles, as well as� 

the different details in the two texts. Still another approach is to make� 

available many versions of Cinderella from around the world so that the� 

literature study groups may discuss related, rather than identical, books.� 

deas�The possibilities for literature choices and organization of discussion, !� 

in literature study groups are endless.� 

Oneof the key elements in getting literature itudy groups off the.� 

ground at the start of the school year is the creati i�on of an encouraging� 

74� 



classroom climate. Literature study groups do notjust automatically
 

spring up overnight. They are the result ofa whole classroom climate
 

based on plentiful student interaction and discussion,daily readalouds,:
 

opportunitiesfor student choice,and teacher examjMes. Whole class
 

discussions can serve as a modelfor later smaller study groups. The
 

important thing is that through the teacher's and their fellow students'
 

examples,the class is learning to listen to each other,to have their
 

responses valued,to accept varying student abiliti€;s,and to realize the
 

wide range of possible interpretations ofliterature. Daily readalouds by
 

the teacher broaden students'exposure to the ever-widening circles of
 

literature.
 

Besides providing opportunities for the above mentioned learning
 

experiences,teachers also will find it helpful to d€;velop an understanding
 

ofthe value of heterogeneous grouping. Having used homogeneous
 

reading groups in the past,Ifound that when grouped together,a very
 

high percentage of the troubled readers had low self-esteem,did not e ijoy
 

reading,and did notchoose to read on their own. In some ways,Ifound
 

homogeneous grouping to be self-defeating for the crucial reason that
 

such groups did not provide troubled readers with sufficient role models.
 

On the other hand,heterogeneous grouping builds a community of
 

learners based on trust and helpfulness. Rather than grouping the
 

troubled readers together and isolating them from the rest of their peers,
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heterogeneous grouping builds higher self-esteem ̂ n students of varyirjg
 

abilities through mutual acceptance. When the goal ofa heterogeneous
 

group is to study and discuss acommon piece ofliterature, many
 

strategies beyond reading are involved,like relating the story to one's
 

personal life, using background knowledge,referring back to the text,and
 

researching other resources for more information, Not every reader will
 

beequally strong in all the strategies involved,but all students have
 

valuable contributions to make and deserve to have their input valued.
 

Once teachers understand the value of heterogeneous grouping,their
 

next question may be,how do the students prepare for literature study
 

groups? In the past,I have used very informal guidelines for student
 

preparation. Students are asked to write down woids they come across
 m
 

their reading that they wantto know more about, Students may have
 

questions abouta word's pronunciation,its definition,its meaning in
 

context, why the author chose a particular word,or whether it fits the
 

style and mood ofthe rest ofthe story. Any wordsi discussed in the stuciy
 

groups are examined in the context ofthe whole s
 

Students are also encouraged to write down their own questions to
 

bring to their groups. Questions vary from student to student, but
 

generally include questions abouta specific character's motives and
 

actions,questions askingfor clarification ofan unclear partin the stoif3(
 

or questions dealing with the author's purpose. Students are given ample
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opportunities to practice questioning strategies. A the beginning ofthe
 

year,types ofquestions are discussed,rangingfrom picky questions
 

focusing of minute details to higher level thinking questions. While
 

discussing Prince Cinders (Cole,1987),students kiam the differences
 

between questions like "Whatcolor is Prince Cinder's shirt on page
 

seven?"and"How did the actions ofPrince Cinders and his brothers at the
 

beginning ofthe story determine what happened to them at the end?"
 

Students are strongly encouraged to write questiors which are important
 

to them. Then when the literature study groups meet,the previously
 

written questions serve as ajumping off pointfor the discussion based on
 

their own needs and interests.
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Literature Rxtensinn Strategies
 

It is importanttoemphasize that my informal guidelinesfor studdnt
 

preparationfor literature study groupsarejustoneoption among man
y
 

effective strategies. During mystudies and research,Iencountered cit ler
 

ideas thatIam currently adaptingfor use with mj lent
 

sourceofideas thatI highly recommend is the bo<3k,Creating Classrrii:>ms
 

for Authors:The Reading-Writing Connection(Harste,Short,&Burk
 

1988). The book isfull ofhelpful strategies such as"Say Something,:
 

developed by Harste,Burke,and Watson. The strategy initially involyes
 

the classforming partners, with each pair sharing the same piece of
 

literature. Working as a pair,afew paragraphs are read orally or
 

silently,after which both students stopand say something. Students nrlay
 

respond with personal reactions, predictions,or sj)ecific references to the
 

text. This procedure continues until the selection is completely read and
 

discussed. Then all the students together create a class web ofthe author's
 

ideas. The purpose of"Say Something"is twofold:to encourage students'
 

acceptance of multiple interpretations,and to develop a reading strategy
 

that students can use on theirown tofurther build meaning. Also,
 

mentioned in the book is variation ofthis strategy called "Reading in tljie
 

Round,"wherea particular passagefrom a readinj;selection is passed
 

around the literature groupfor written comments The purpose is to
 

allow students to respond to both the passageand heirfellow Student^!
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comments.
 

Another strategy that helps studentsconnectto literature and prepa
 

themselvesfor literature study groups is literatunjlogs(Harste,Short,8c
 

Burke,1988). Literature logs are informal,written records in ajourilal

like style in which students keep track oftheir individual learning relafcd
 

toa piece ofliterature. Studentsare encouraged daily to write their
 

thoughts,feelings,and reactions in their logs as they read. As with alf
 

personal writing,literature logs notonly help students organize their new
 

learning, butserve a dual purpose ofallowing the|m to look back and
 

evaluate their previous learning. Literature logs lelp readers to bring
 

their personal connections to a more conscious,rEither thanjustan
 

intuitive,level. In addition,literature logs promotestudent understan ing
 

ofthe interrelatedness ofreading and writing as studentsfocus notonly
 

on whatthey have to write about books,but how
 

Another related idea is simulatedjournals(Tompkins&Hoskisson
 

1991). In a simulatedjournal,students assume the identity ofafamiliar
 

book character and then writefrom thatcharacter''s pointofview. In
 

developing an understanding ofacharacter's poin ofview,it is helpful if
 

students begin with extremelyfamiliar characters,such asthosefound in
 

fairy tales. A good starting pointare books such asTheTrue Story ofthe
 

Three Little Pigs by A.Wolf(Scieszka,1989)wherethe Wolfclaims h
 

wasframed and The Frog Prince f!oritinued (Scieszka,1991)where the
 

re
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Frog complainsofhis notso happily ever after li .
e
 

Simulatedjournalscan also be moreeffective ifthey are based on
 

strong,well-developed characters to whom studeijits relate. One such
 
i I '
 

character that manyofmythird graders relate to is Leigh Bottsfrom
 

Dear Mr.Henshaw(Cleary,1983)and Strider(C1eary, 1991).
 

Throughoutthese books students notonlylike the story contentof
 

watching Leigh grow from a"medium"second giijader to aconfident high
 

school student,buttheyleam about the process oljournal writing as well,
 

Biographies are another starting pointfor simulatedjournalsdue to their
 

detailed information on specific individuals.
 

Reading,sharing,and discussing their simulatedjournal in literature
 

study groups helps students developan understandiing ofmultiple
 

perspectives.
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The Teacher's Role
 

Just what is the teacher's role in a literature-rich classroom?
 

Primarily the teacher becomes a facilitator,one whofacilitates the
 

planning,grouping,and gathering of materials,as
 

environmentconducive to learning. A facilitator realizes thatone is a
 

learner among learners. As afellow learner,one reads and writes with
 

the students. The teacher keeps ajournal, writes(juring creative writiri
 

time,reads during silent reading time,and shares,
 

participates with students in order to demonstrate the value and
 

importance ofthe activities. The teacher also helps students bring their
 

learning to a more conscious level. Students need to understand the
 

purpose for what they are learning and how to evaluate their own
 

progress. The teacher creates ample time for refle
 

students to recommend changes,helps students to look back on past
 

progress and ahead to planning future learning. The students have a voice
 

and opportunities for choices.
 

In orderfor a teacher to be able to create a clai^sroom that encourages
 

student voice and student choice,one needs tofeel
 

If the teacher does not havea voice that is heard,ijs not givenfreedom
 

choose materials and plan curriculum,and is not ejticouraged to take ris
 

then how can these same opportunitiesfor students be expected?
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 As a teacher I also become a children's literatune advocate. To
 

illustrate this point,I would like to briefly relate an incident that actuMly
 

happened to me. One Back to School Night,I disiIributed a handout
 

outlining parent guidelines for encouraging childr^n to read at home. In
 

the handout,I emphasized the value of children &ejeing their parents
 

reading. Several weeks later during a parent con]|(erehce,a mother
 

confessed to me that she did not understand why sle should sit with an
 

open book and move her eyes across the page preilending to read so thj;t
 

her daughter would see her reading. While the mother missed my poiiiIt
 

on the value ofa home environment where thejo of reading is
 

contagious,I trust that the readers ofthis handbooik will see how this
 

incident underscores the need for teachers to take their role as a childiien's
 

literature advocate seriously. Unfortunately,there are teachers who,like
 

the aforementioned mother,question the value of reading literature. Yet
 

those of us who consider ourselves to be children s literature advocate;:
 

understand the major responsibility we have to tum our students into;
 

lifelong readers. We understand the valuable rohjchildren's literature
 

plays in creating tumed-on readers. We are willi i:g to spend the extrat
 

hours searching out new books,ordering materialIs,and trying to stay
 

current in a rapidly changing market. We rally foir pushing children's
 

literature from the back burner to the forefront o: classrooms nationwide
 

Yet as teachers,I believe that our responsibili y does not end there
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Nor does our role as advocate. Besides advocatin;^ the use ofchildren's
 

literature, we become advocates ofthe children th(;mselves. One way to
 

accomplish this is through the process ofrevaluin: (Goodman,1986). All
 

of us deal daily with students who struggle with the reading process itself.
 

There are a vast number ofteaching methods which deal with strugglirig
 

readers. A common practice in remedial reading instruction is repetition.
 

where students are given more ofthe same materials and instruction. IS
 

based on the theory that if students don't understand something the firs
 

time,they should do the identical task again. On the other hand,
 

revaluing is based on the theory that struggling readers are helped most
 

by a positive approach thatemphasizes readers'strengths. 'iMth reader
 

strengths as afoundation,alternative reading strategies can then be add
 

to the readers' repertories.
 

Offurther help to struggling readers is whatFrank Smith refers to
 

the "literacy club"(1985). It has been my experience that struggling
 

readers need the support offellow learners and a sense of belonging to
 

group where reading is the goal. Unlike some hasal programs that
 

pigeonhole readers into a specific level and isolate them from the wide
 

range offellow readers in an average classroom,a reading program based
 

on a whole language theoretical orientation emphasizes the interaction cmd
 

interdependency ofa group of readers. Unlike some reading
 

programs that label certain readers as the low group,a literature-rich
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classroom can encourage all students to participate in book selections aiiid
 

discussions. The availability ofa wide variety of quality literature
 

eliminates the stigma associated with student placementin afixed grade
 

level basal. Teachers in a "literacy club"classroom environment help
 

create a team spirit among diverse readers where student differences ai
 

accepted and built upon.
 

Just as struggling readers need to reexamine their strengths,teacher
 

who are transitioning to a whole language theoretical orientation also m^d
 

to build upon their current strengths. If you presently do not place
 

literature in the forefront of your curriculum,allow yourself some
 

"sponge time" to soak up recent research, visit local libraries and
 

bookstores,and talk tofellow teachers. Transitioning teachers need sel
 

acceptance first and foremost,in addition to setting their own goalsfor
 

change. I wish you luck and wisdom on your personal journey.
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