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“I enjoyed talking to fellow teachers about how to use In the Year of .
the Boar and Jackie Robinson in the classroom,”

“The hardest part of the group was not giving away what was going
to happen to those who had not yet completed the book.”

“It was interesting to share my feelings with others in my group. We
had a lot of the same responses.”

“I loved Good Night Mr. Tom.”

These comments resulted from experiences of graduate students
with literature study groups in a graduate reading methods course.
While elementary and secondary teachers have been using literature
study groups as part of literature based reading instruction for several
years, (Cherland, 1992; Gilles, 1989; Kelly, 1990; Knipping & Andre,
1988; Strickland, Dillon, Funkhouse, Glick, & Rogers, 1989; Watson &
Davis, 1988) they are also being used at the university level as a means
of modeling various teaching strategies (Wells, 1990). In this article, I
will discuss literature study groups, describe how I use them at the
university level, and share student reactions as well as my own conclu-
sions about the value of such groups in reading teacher education.

Literature study groups, or literature response groups as they are
sometimes called, provide opportunities for students to read and
respond to selected pieces of literature. The groups may be organized
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in a variety of ways and the purpose or focus may change from time to
time, but they are typically a group endeavor that uses literature as a
focus for study. Most of the literature study groups described in the
professional literature have several common characteristics: (a) They
involve reading, sharing, questioning, planning and record keeping;
(b) Teachers often begin by structuring the groups and gradually turn
over more and more control to the students so that the groups can
function independently of the teacher.

Literature discussion groups are not necessarily a new idea. In the
1950s and 1960s Veatch (1966) and Barbe (19758) encouraged teachers to
use literature discussion groups as part of individualized programs. In
addition the Great Books Clubs which were developed by Mortimer
Adler and his coileagues featured literature study groups (Pankiewicz,
1993). More recently well known reading professionals (Atwell, 1987;
Calkins, 1986; Harste & Short, 1991; Raphael, et al,, 1992; Routman,
1991) have provided theoretical and practical information about litera-
ture study groups which has helped teachers incorporate them into
their whole language or literature-based reading programs.

Current proponents of literature study groups in elementary and
secondary classrooms believe that students benefit in several ways
when teachers incorporate such groups in their literacy program. First,
students are engaged in reading material generally classified as litera-
ture as opposed to textbook material. Literature, which is written for
enjoyment as opposed to texts which are written and organized for
teaching children, is designed to “create a mood, convey a theme or
share an exciting plot without considering the reading skills that might
be required or encouraged by reading the material” (Wiseman, 1992,
p- 24). Asa resultit has more potential to challenge the intellect, stir the
emotions and encourage reflection. Watson and Davis (1988) stress the
importance of both extensive and intensive reading of literature in a
reading program and argue that trivilized texts or basal readers may
not “meet the cognitive-linguistic needs” of developing readers (pp. 64-
65).

Second, in addition to the opportunity for students to experience
literature or authentic materials as they are often called, literature study
groups highlight the significance of individual response to text. Lan-
guage arts teachers today are likely to be aware of reader response
theory which has according to Nelms (1988} shifted the attention of
language arts teachers today “to readers” responses, to the act of
reading, and to the fext in the reader’s head” (p. 6). But response
is when “we begin to articulate our feelings, ideas, and judgments
about a piece of literature,” when it begins to take another shape (p. 7).
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The focus is still on the interaction of text and reader, but the emphasis
moves from the text itself to the reader.

The relation between text and reader lies at the heart of reading as
transaction, which may well be the underlying belief of many of the
teachers who use literature study groups. In the reading transaction,
according to Rosenblatt (1991) “the words of the text may be said to
activate elements of memory, to stir up the organismic state linked to
the words and their referen” (p. 119). The evocation of meaning from the
text then requires a sorting-out activity or choosing activity which is
central to thinking, and hence central fo reading, Reading is “a form of
thinking in transaction with a text” (p. 119). Teachers who use
literature study groups provide students with the opportunity to
realize that meaning is not necessarily located in the text but comes
“during the transaction between the reader and the text” (p. 116).

Probst (1988), who also views reading as transaction, believes that
group discussions about literature may help students come to under-
stand that different kinds of meaning emerge from reading a text.
Group discussions may trigger private and personal memories, ideas
and thoughts, reflections upon own experiences, relationships, knowl-
edge of self. Or they might lead to reflection and possibly knowledge
about another person. “Discussion of the text” in literature study
groups, “should reveal different responses, different senses of the work
that might awaken readers to the uniqueness of others in their class”
(Probst, 1988, p. 26). Such discussion “that invites students to share
their readings—the feelings aroused, the thoughts and ideas sug-
gested, the interpretations proposed, the judgments offered—will in-
evitably reveal differences and similarities among the readers.” He
believes that this “socializing effect, the understanding of one another,
is surely one of the valid objectives for instruction in literature” (p. 25).

Indeed, the interaction with other students is a significant benefit of
participating in literature study groups. Harste and Short (1991) who
call such groups Literature Circles, claim that “talking about a piece of
literature with others gives readers time to explore half-formed ideas,
to expand their understandings of literature . . . and to become readers
who think critically and deeply about what they read” (p. 191). In
addition, Harste, Woodward, and Burke (1984) believe literature circles
can facilitate reading and writing as social events and enhance intellec-
tual development, Group discussions about books where children
have the opportunity to say something to fellow readers about what
they are reading and about what they “make of their reading up to that
point,” (Woodward & Burke, 1984, p. 214) can help children connect
new ideas to prior knowledge and integr.ite understandings.
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A number of reading educators have reported on the specific ways
literature study groups are being used in elementary and secondary
schools. Watson and Davis (1988) describe a fifth grade classroom
program that involved “real literature for children, high level thinking
about the literature, and readers meeting together in small groups to
talk and think about what they are reading” (p. 60). They concluded
that working with the children in the program taught them that reading
is both a “personal and a social activity” (p. 65). Children, they argue,
“must have time to read silently, personally” as well as “the opportu-
nity to talk with others about books . . . Through confrontations with
ideas, formation, and perspectives other than their own, members of
the group are challenged and grow” (p. 65).

Knipping and Andre (1988) reported on a first grade classroom
where the teacher wanted to use literature study groups to find ways to
help children become engaged with literature and then to share the
ways that the liferature touched them. The teachers found that “young
children could respond critically to literature” and that their responses
indicated “a greater intensity of emotion and depth of thought than we
had anticipated” (pp. 76-77).

Keegan and Shrake (1991) used literature study groups as an alter-
native to ability grouping. They established four heterogeneous groups
which met three times a week to discuss a particular novel. Usinga tape
recorder, open ended and other types of teacher developed questions
which dealt with content, reading strategies, authors, and writing,
Keegan and Shrake were able to help children deal with issues of genre
and general writing techniques.

Several other research studies have reported on the benefits of
literature study groups. Templeton (1990) found that literature study
groups exposed children to a variety of texts and involved them in
responding to those texts through many types of activities including
discussion and writing. Eeds and Wells (1989) studied the results of
literature study groups in fifth and sixth grade classrooms. They found
that talking and thinking about books in a cooperative learning situa-
tion encouraged children to read as a transaction in that they brought
meaning to the text and took meaning from the text. Students, accord-
ing to Eeds and Wells, constructed meaning, were personally involved
in the reading, and engaged in inquiry and serious critique of the works,
they read.

Wells (1990) explored the use of literature study groups at the
university level in a reading methods class. Students participated in
literature study groups organized around poems, short stories and
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novels. Wells collected data through audiotapes and transcripts of the
discussion groups, response journals and comments made in class. She
concluded that the university students developed a “deeper under-
standing of what they do naturally as literature people” and “began to
recognize the importance of a transactional view of teaching and
learning” (p. 35).

SinceIbelieve in the importance of literature study groups, [ decided
to incorporate them in my graduate reading courses. By modeling the
use of literature study groups, I hoped students would become com-
fortable with them as a potential strategy for their own classrooms.
Literature study groups would engage them in talking and thinking
about literature and perhaps help them understand reading as a
transaction as well as something about reader response theory.

In order to implement literature study groups, I had to make a
number of decisions about organization, management, and materials.
Since the graduate classes in which I wanted to use literature study
groups meet one night each week for a semester, and the literature
study group activity is only one of several teaching strategies I wanted
to demonstrate or model, Thad a limited amount of time to devote to the
activity. I decided to use the study groups over a six week peried in
order to give the students a sense of the procedures they might follow
if they implemented literature study groups in an elementary or
secondary classroom. I devoted approximately one hour and a half of
each class session during a part of the semester to hold in-class litera-
ture study groups as well as discussions about utilizing the strategy in
the students’ own classroom teaching,

Next I had to decide whether the entire class would read the same
piece of literature or whether there would be some self-selection.
Initially, I decided to incorporate both in the literature study groups. At
the beginning of the semester, I surveyed the class to determine if
students had read several chapter books I pre-selected. I found one
book that no one had read: Prairie Songs (1987). T asked alocal children’s
book store to have enough copies of it available so that students could
purchase copies. In addition the store ordered several copies of some
of the other titles which students had not read. Students had to self-
select a second book from among a set of chapter books including Good
Night, Mr. Tom (1982), In the Year of the Boar and Jackie Robinson (1984),
The Island on Bird Street (1984) and The Night Journey (1986).

In order to model the activity agclosely as possible to the way Iwould
anticipate it being used in an elementary or secondary classroom and
ta enable the group to share in some group decisions, I asked students
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to forego reading the books ahead of time. I wanted them to have the
experience of predicting and raising authentic questions as they worked
their way through the books.

I began the literature study group activity by carrying out several
pre-reading activities with Prairie Songs. I used pre-reading question
charts and had students make up sentences using key words from the
book, Then I assigned approximately one-third of the chapter book for
the next week's class. When the students returned the following week
they randomly formed discussion groups which remained stable for
the duration of the literature study group activity on Prairie Songs. The
students participated in a free discussion of the book and also re-
sponded to some guided questions which I distributed to the groups.
For example, I asked groups to discuss what they liked about the book,
which characters they identified with, if any, and what important kinds
of prior knowledge might be needed to enjoy or respond to the book.
[ also agked them to make some predictions about what might happen
as thestory developed. Attheend of the session, each group of students
decided how much they would read for the next week.

The same in-class procedure was followed for the second and third
literature study group sessions, During the second and third sessions,
however, I involved the students in several literature extension activi-
ties, Forexample, they did character study activities, webs, and story
grammar charts (Macon, Bewell & Vogt, 1991). Inaddition, [ asked each
group to generate a list of other kinds of literature extension activities
they might use with the book. Finally each group determined one
activity and / or project they would complete to share with the rest of the
class.

During the final session devoted to Prairie Songs, each group pre-
sented their activity or project related to the book and the entire class
shared their reactions to the book and to the literature study group as
an instructional strategy. The literature extension activities developed
by each of the groups were quite creative, ranging from bulletin board
displays to dramatic scenes with coordinated music.

In addition to the on-going discussion groups, I asked students to
write entries In a journal or reading response log in order to have
individual written responses to the book. Students frequently referred
to ideas from their journals during the in-class small group discussions,
I read and responded to the entries each week so that I could be aware
of students’ responses to the book and share in some of the on-going
discussions.






