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< he National Research Center on Lit-
 emature Teaching and Leamning has
~ come to a close, replaced by the Na-

“» tional Research Center on English
Learning and Achievement. For me,

it marks the end of an important

era. During the eight years of the
Center’ existence, | was able to do

more ¢onstant and more extensive
research than ever before—all about

the teaching of literature, This article

is a brief overview of those studies; I've writ-
ten it to provide a sense of closure for myself
every bit as much as to share what I've
learned with the readers of English Journal
Because its the only time I've tried to de-
scribe all of my Center research in one place,
this is a chronicle of studies and findings
rather than an explanation and elaboration of
the ideas. Readers who are interested in a dis-
cussion of what I've leamed, my reflections
on literature teaching and leamning, with
many examples of classrooms-in-action, may
wish 10 read my book, Envisioning Literature:
Literary Understanding and Literature Instruc-
tion (1995). There [ dontt discuss the studies,
but what I've learned from them, and what
the ideas can mean for teaching—and living.

FIRST YEARS
OF THE LITERATURE CENTER

In 1987, when the Literature Center was
first funded, 1 wanted to learn more about
the literary mind—about ways people go
about developing their ideas when they're
engrossed in literature and ways in which we
can help students think deeply and richly
about the works they read. 1 hoped my work
would contribute to a reader-based theory of
literature education—one that, in an essen-
tial way, supports students” development as
literary thinkers and intelligent and thought-
ful human beings.

My ideas about how we understand liter-
ature were influenced by such scholars as
James Britton, Jerome Bruner, Suzanne Lan-
ger, and Louise Rosenblatt, who make quali-
tative distinctions between two universes of
discourse and thinking—what 1 call “literary”

experience (where we primarily treat ideas in
a subjective and humanely inquisitive man-
ner) and “discursive” experience (where we
primarily treat ideas in 2 more objective and
logical manner). These scholars have been
important in articulating the importance of
literature and of literary study, but their work
has stopped short of providing the careful
elaborations that educators need both of the
kinds of thinking and reasoning that litera-
ture can encourage, and of the ways that
teachers can encourage those kinds of learn-
ings. 1 wished to take previous notions a step
further, in ways 1 hoped would be most help-
ful for English educators, 1 felt that if I could
work collaboratively with teachers over long
periods of time, studying the fabric of life and
interaction from their students’ and their
own perspectives, | might be able to describe
what happens in students’ minds when they
enter literary worlds and how their ideas
grow and soar when they participate in class
activities as well as when they read alone. [
could then begin to identify things that hap-
pen at school, what teachers and students do,
that support such thinking,

In the end, 1 hoped to describe the un-
derlying culture of literature-rich classrooms,
develop a set of frameworks and options for
teachers 10 use in moment-to-moment inter-
actions with their students, and offer varied
portraits of classrooms in which literature-
rich thinking is encouraged. 1 hoped all this
would contribute to a response-based theory
of teaching, offering the kinds of insights
about teaching and learning that would both
clarify why such approaches were important
and provide practical guidelines about how
they could be implemented.

TWO RESEARCH STRANDS

I approached my research from both a
constructivist and  social/communicative
tradition. | believed then, as now, that the
reading and shaping of literature is both an
intellectual and a social process and that lit-
erature classrooms are particularly good
environments not only for the leaming of lit-
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erary works (however we might wish to de-
fine them), but also for the development of
literate thinking, intelligent reasoning, and
human sensitivity. | see a literary mode of
thinking as one imporant way to approach
experience, not only when reading literature,
but throughout life, in and out of school.

My studies built on two themes: 1) that
when people read, write, speak (when they
think), they develop “meanings-in-motion,”
meanings that contain questions as well as
already-formed ideas that will change over
time—a process that 1 call “envisionment
building,” and 2) that people’ ways of think-
ing are related to the social traditions in which
they are embedded. If we are to change how
students engage in literature, we must
change the essential culture of the classroom,
the beliefs about what “education” means as
well as the instructional interactions through
which those beliefs are implemented.

So, in 1987, [ began two related strands
of research: to describe the processes in-
volved when people develop their literary
understandings, as well as to describe the in-
structional cultures, activities, and interac-
tions that help those understandings develop.
Across both strands, over time, some ten field
researchers and 1 collzborated with about 50
teachers and their students. We tried to be
as inclusive as possible. The participating
classes involved pre-kindergarners through
adults, with a major emphasis on the middle
and high school grades. The schools were in
inner city and suburban communities and
included students from diverse culwral, lin-
guistic, and economic backgrounds. Almost
all of the teachers collaborated with us for at
least two years, and some for all eight years,
and we followed students after they had left
the project classes. Together as a research
team, we explored and reflected ways to
bring classrooms alive with conversation and
thinking, with and about literature.

UNDERSTANDING LITERATURE

First, we wanted to gain a fuller under-
standing of what happens when people
“read” in a literary manner. Other academic
disciplines (such as math and science) have
broad ways to talk about reasoning that dont
necessarily coincide with the kinds of think-
ing people do when they create “poems” in
Rosenblatt’s (1978) transactional sense. Our
job was to locate and describe acts of “liter-
ary” understanding in ways that could be

useful for teaching. Across five separate stud-
ies, we asked the following questions:

* How do people “make sense” when they
engage in a literary experience, and how
do these ways of reasoning differ when the
purpose is primarily discursive (1o gain or
share ideas)?

* How do these ways of "making sense” (of
envisionment bullding) play themselves
out in everyday classroom activities (read-
ing, writing, discussing)?

« What kinds of knowledge do students call
upon to gain ideas?

* What is the role of literary understanding
in other course work?

« How do “better” versus “poorer” readers
(as judged by their teachers) engage in lit-
erary experience?

This group of studies took place across a
four-year period.

During the first few years, after analyzing
many transcripts of adults and students read-
ing and discussing a variety of material drawn
from classrooms in action as well as from in-
terviews and think-alouds, we were able to
discern the two different modes of thinking I
mentioned earlier (literary and discursive),
and also to describe how they are used in
ways, we hoped, would be helpful o teach-
ers. Both modes of thinking are socially situ-
ated in that they're related to the activity a
person is engaged in and why they're doing
it. We describe the literary mode as “explor-
ing horizons of possibilities,” because from
this orientation, people do a great deal of
mental exploration. They explore emotions,
relationships, motives, reactions. They call
on all they know about what it is 10 be
human, and they consider the possibilities
evoked by their explorations. Uncertainty,
openness, and imagination are a normal part
of literary thinking, and new understandings
provoke still other possibilities. People search
for the “real” story—the “hidden" story—and
they often create scenarios as a way 1o ex-
plore ideas.

In this kind of thinking, both the
moment-by-moment understandings and
the “sense of the whole" are continually
changing as new ideas and experiences
emerge. This kind of thinking is different in
kind from the discursive mode where peaple
primarily want to gain or share ideas or infor-
mation—uwhat we've come to call “maintain-
ing a point of reference.” In this case, instead
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of exploring herizons of possibilities where
the understanding of the overall meaning as
well as the details is continually evolving, as
soon as they begin reading, people focus on
the topic or point and try to relate their grow-
ing ideas and questions to it. Although their
understandings continue to change when
maintaining a point of reference, it takes a
good deal of incongruence before they actu-
ally rethink their sense of “what this ts abour.”
Together, both modes help shape think-
ing because they affect the kinds of ideas
people consider as well as the kinds of mean-
ings they might come away with. People
shift in and out of both orientations as ideas
develop, and together they have the poten-
tial to enrich understandings. As a project
team, we've found that our awareness of stu-
dents' shifting orientations enable us, as
teachers, to make decisions about the kinds
of questions we ask—sometimes provoking
students to explore possibilities more deeply
from a variety of vantage points, or to shift
orientations and keep the point of reference
steady as they elaborate its implications.

Four Stances

During these early studies, we were also
able to describe a variety of stances (or op-
tions) people consider, that offer qualitatively
different perspectives on meaning. Who
people are, what they've experienced, what
they know, and how they feel all affect our
thoughts with literature. As we read and
think, we shift in and out of different “takes”
in ways that extend our ideas. When we start
to read a piece or aren't really into it, for ex-
ample, we try to pull a lot of ideas together as
a way to begin to build a mental picture of
what the piece is about and what's happening
(Entering in). We try to use what we know
and have experienced to begin to develop an
envisionment from which more ideas can
grow. And, as we think, read, write, and dis-
cuss, we sometimes become more immersed
in developing our ideas—ideas from the text
and our own experience beget still others
(Moving through)., Sometimes we use our
developing ideas as a way to rethink and add
to the experiences or knowledge we already
have (Examining what we know). And, some-
times, when building undersiandings, we
distance ourselves from the ideas we're creat-
ing and reflect back on them, sometimes an-
alyze them, and make connections (Taking a

critical stance). These are the times we do a
cnitical/cultural/political read.

All four of the stances I've just men-
tioned are crucial when students develop an
understanding, because each one brings to
mind a different set of ideas, both from
within the text and within the reader. Be-
cause they're not linear (they recur and even
co-occur throughout the experience with a
piece), they cooperatively help enrich and
complicate students’ understandings. Al-
though the stances are an essential part of
everyones envisionment-building experi-
ences, the particular patterns they follow and
the particular content they contain are based
on a particular readers experiences while
transacting with a particular text. Change
and openness to new ways of interpreting are
important elements that underlie the ways in
which we see the literary mind working. This
notion of stances provides a way for us, as
teachers, 1o consider the literary experience as
one where readers have room to shift among
their own knowledge and histories, the text,
social realities, the multi-voices of others,
and their own imaginings. It brings to mind
ways in which we can create activities and in-
teractions that invite students 1o evoke the
multifaceted web of ideas that can come 1o
mind in the richest reading experiences. It
also suggests ways we can help students en-
rich their own understandings.

Student Meaning-Making

In these early studies, and all those that
followed, we saw that there is no “best” map
of meaning-making for either students or
teachers to follow, but an array of meaning—
offering knowledge sources to tap, based on
the students' perceptions of the activity and
their role in it. For example, in our studies
we found that the students who were con-
sidered better readers (as judged by their
teachers) actively shaped their developing
understandings; they orchestrated and re-
orchestrated their ideas and considered pos-
sibilities, guided by their sense of a whole
picce (even though thelr sense of the whole
was still evolving).

In contrast, the lowerrated students
tended to treat their growing text worlds as
bits of ideas rather than as cohesive and
ever-changing wholes. They often created
thinly developed envistonments made up of
disparate parts, understandings that easily
shattered when things became difficult or
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unexpected. However, when they were en-
gaged in activities that they perceived as “per-
sonally meaningful,” their meaning-building
processes were more like those of their
higher-performing classmates. As our project
team became more adept at creating student-
based classrooms that focused on helping
students develop and share their own rich
envisionments, distinctions between “better”
and “poorer” readers tended to blur.

Literary Thought

In this first set of studies, we also
wanted 1o learn more about the roles literary
thought plays in academic courses other
than English. Working in social studies and
science classrooms, we found that, on their
own, students sometimes explored herizons
of possibilities as a way to better understand
their course material (panticularly when it
was new to them). But when they did this,
their teachers often stopped them shor, as-
suming they were “off-base.” These teachers
used literature most often as an alternative
text from which they expected their students
to gain information, in much the same way
as from a textbook. Thus, unintentionally,
the process of exploring horizons of possi-
bilities was undercut rather than used as an
enhancement—a different yet complemen-
tary way to think about the topics being
studied. Qur work in this set of studies high-
lights an important issue as the field explores
the cross-disciplinary course offerings that
are becoming increasingly popular in many
schools.

The five studies we undertook to leam
more about what happens when people
“read” literature were designed to develop a
way for those of us in the field of English ed-
ucation to think about literary reasoning—
and talk about it to others. 1 offer the findings
discussed above as a way to help us explain
the centrality of English studies in stu-
dents’ intellectual development as well as the
unique contribution it can make to students’
thinking and learning in their other course
work.

THE ENVISIONMENT-
BUILDING CLASSROOM

In our second strand of work, we focused
on what all of this means for teachis ow
teachers can support students' thoughtful
literary experiences. These instructional stud-
ies spanned almost six years (the two strands

of work overlapped). Here were the questions
we asked:
* What characterizes the classrooms where

students think deeply and richly about
literature?

* How do the teachers help students develop
their own understandings, and how do the
students help each other? What does the
instructional support look like?

* What indices or knowledge do teachers
rely on 10 make day-to-day decisions when
interacting with their students—as well as
in doing long-range planning?

* What is the role of traditional literary
knowledge (e g, literary elements, genres,
terminology) in these classes? What gets
taught and learned? How?

* How can notions of the thought-provoking
literature classroom be used to support lit-
eracy devel nt in classes of linguisti-
cally and culturally diverse students?

This part of the work also involved a
very close collaboration with many class-
room teachers, across the grades, from a
range of school communities and instruc-
tional traditions. The teachers were very dif-
ferent from each other; their backgrounds,
experiences, ages, and interests differed, and
their curricula and teaching styles differed.
What they had in common was a desire to
make their classes as thought-provoking as
possible, to use literature in ways that en-
gaged their students as an interacting com-
munity. and to explore new notions of
teaching and learning in their classes.

From our collaborations, we were able
to describe what 1 call the “envisionment-
building classroom,” a place where students
have room to form and develop their own
understandings, where they use interactions
with each other to explore ideas of their own,
and where mutual support is offered by stu-
dents as well as teachers as part of the social
network. 1ts an environment that recognizes
that everyone is an individual—with per-
sonal as well as group histories—and that di-
versity can become a productive ingredient
in the ideas expressed and the perspectives
considered, fodder for a student’ developing
interpretations. Here, the community devel-
ops a real and consistent belief that literature
is thought-provoking, and that the way 1o
engage in a literary experience is 1o be
thoughtful and consider ideas.

If we are to
change how
students
engage in

literature, we

must change

the essential

culture of the
classroom.
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How These
Classrooms Work

Our carliest stud-
ies of literature in-
struction  permitted
us to identify the fol-
lowing broad ways to
explain the “culture”
of classrooms where
students think richly
and deeply about lit-
erature and use their
imaginations as ways
to explore possibilities
and extend their un-
derstandings: 1) Stu-
dents are treated
as lifelong meaning-
makers; 2) Questions
are treated as pant of
the literary experi-
ence; 3) Class meet-
ings are treated as a
time to develop un-
derstandings  rather
than receive “right”
answers, and 4) Mul-
tiple perspectives are
used to enrich inter-
pretation.  Although
each classroom looks
and feels somewhat

different, each is social, active, and panticipa-
tory. Students and teachers use conversation
and collaboration to try out ideas and move
them along. They don' hesitate to acknowl-
edge and build on the ideas they agree with
and find useful, but also seek differences of
opinion as a way to stimulate their thinking
and suggest potentially interesting ideas to
consider. Diversity is considered enriching,
and a sense of class community helps hold
things together.

This combined sense of self and commu-
nity affect how students and teachers inter-
act, the ways they participate, the ideas they
think about, and where they situate them-
selves as learners and participants. Because
everyone considers understandings to be
fluid (developing and open to exploration),
both teachers and students assume that class
activities make a difference. Interactions, in-
cluding discussions about disagreements and
politically different views as well as points of
agreement, all contribute 1o the students’

envisionment-building possibilities. They be-
come part of a thought-provoking social con-
text in which students learn to interact with
others about their interpretations, where
they have room to pursue their own imagin-
ings, and where they can learn to hone their
own ideas and literacy abilities while con-
fronting and learning from diversity.

Instructional Support

But how does a teacher foster this kind of
interaction? From our studies, we were able
10 describe two kinds of instructional sup-
port that teachers offer while interacting with
their students: support for “ways to discuss™
and for “ways 1o think.” These grow from the
human communications that develop when
the participants interact in their literary com-
munity. Both students and teachers offer both
kinds of instructional support, helping the
collective as well as individual thinking move
along. One kind of support helps students
become more familiar with discussion rou-
tines (such as turn taking, agreeing and dis-
agreeing), and the other helps them hone
their thinking (such as making themselves
undetstood and sharpening, focusing, and
extending their ideas). [t all happens by way
of mutally sharing and communicating,
embedded within the class activities. Here,
the students are invited not only to con-
sider new ways of interpreting, but also to be
open to difference, awareness, empathy, and
change.

However, we found that even teachers in
our project who wanted to embrace this kind
of classroom culture all the time had diffi-
culty doing so. They were held back by well-
established teaching routines leading to
“best” interpretations, plot retracing from be-
ginning to end, close readings for the author’s
message, and using class time to fill in what
the students didn't “get,” instead of routines
leading to helping students explore passibi-
lities and move their thinking along, Tradi-
tional notions of “good” teaching were so
internalized that they were difficult for most
teachers to overcome, although they wanted
to. Through our collaboration, we came to re-
alize that we needed to develop “new bones.”
routines and options teachers could internal-
ize as completely as the old—that could give
ready-to-hand alternatives when interacting
with students on a day-to-day basis.

Through collaborative research, we de-
veloped a framework of teaching options—
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options because they are selected in response
to students’ needs at the moment rather than
predetermined. From this conception, stu-
dents are involved in readings, discussions,
and other tasks en route to some overarching
goal that always requires them to develop
their own understandings of the work or
works being read, and 1o do something with
those understandings. An activity. which can
extend across one or many days or weeks,
can include any or all of the following sec-
tions (which are themselves options—they
grow from the human interactions in the
classroom and thus are never necessarily lin-
ear); 1) easing access before reading, 2) invit-
ing initial understandings, 3) supporting the
development of interpretations; 4) inviting
critical stances; and 5) stocktaking, (There
are a wide vanety of specific strategies that
teachers can use for each of these; some of
these are detailed in Langer 1994.)

From the vantage point of the whole ac-
tivity, reading, writing, discussion, drama,
art, and media of all sorts are an integral part
of the literary experience as are opportunities
to develop ideas and engage in critical read-
ings. We found that when teachers with
whom we worked lelt they had developed
“new bones,” they had internalized these op-
tions and made them their own. They were
able to develop broad-based activities that in-
volved various kinds of solitary and group el-
forts, that provided ample room lor students
to shape directions, and that were responsive
to the social and communicative forces that
sustain a dialectic community where people
expect to explore, argue, think, and leam.

Curriculum vs, Understanding

In a later study, we tackled a ough ques-
tion many people asked from early on: do
traditional literature curnculum goals (liter-
ary knowledge, such as literary elements,
genre, terminology) get lost when the focus is
on the students’ understandings? We found
that they don't. In classes where the focus is
on the development and communication of
rich envisionmenus, literary concepts and lan-
guage become part of the fabric of ongoing
thought and communication. Literary lan-
guage and concepts creep into almast every
discussion in which individuals are creating
and exploring their own responses. But the
teaching and learning moments, in each case,
grow from the thought-provoking literature
discussions that are part of the ongoing way

literature gets “done” in the envisionment-
building classrooms. The literary language
and concepts grow from the students' en-
gagement in discussions that matter.

LITERACY AND LITERATURE

The final phases of our research have fo-
cused on connections between literacy ac-
quisition and literature instruction. [n one set
of studies our emphasis has been on the ways
literature can support the process of literacy
development in English as a Second Lan-
guage and bilingual classes for students who
have been designated as having “limited Eng-
lish proficiency™ In another set of studies we
investigated the role literature can play in lit-
eracy development in classes of culturally
and linguistically diverse students, Here, in
collaboration with a number of colleagues
who teach pre-schoolers through adults, we
developed broad-based literature sharing
activities where students wrote books, “sto-
ries from home." To complete the activity, the
students were involved in initial story-gather-
ing, -telling, -writing, or -drawing. and wher-
ever possible the eventual developtent and
publication of their stories in both their
first and second language. Collaboratively,
they formed a writers’ community. Everyone
had a role to play and a strength 1o offer, each
student offered assistance and sought it. Stu-
dents focused on the language, content, and
presentation of the pieces from both the au-
thors and audiences perspectives, and so
were engaged in reflecting on genre charac-
teristics and linguistic conventions as well
as subtleties of word choice, structure, and
meaning that were appropriate from a vanety
of cultural and linguistic perspectives. The
goal was to develop culturally appropriate
pieces that could be shared with others,

The activities worked exceptionally well.
When the students were encouraged 1o write
from their individual perspectives (in a social
setting where the stories they knew and the
ideas they shared were at the center of what
counted): lollow a set of guidelines to help
focus on content, organization and presenta-
tion; and work with others 1o sharpen their
pieces for publication, they became keenly
aware of language and discourse differences
and ways to use them. Despite their differing
ages (they ranged from less than two to more
than 52 years old), they became contributing
members of a language- and literacy-rich en-
vironment where they learned to walk about
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ideas and interpretations and control features
of language and form—where the literature
that was sought and valued was their own.

SO WHAT?

Across the eight years, we've come 1o un-
derstand a lot about the ways in which liter-
ary understandings develop, particularly the
ways in which the open-ended exploratory
nature of considering possibilities from a va-
riety of stances helps enrich meaning. We've
also learned that supporting students’ devel-
opment of literary understandings is often
difficult for teachers to sustain for lack of in-
structional medels (because the very reason-
ing processes they wish to support are often
in conflict with some well-worked pedagogi-
cal routines).

Thus, we offer an alternative pedagogy,
and have been able to reassure ourselves that
essential knowledge from and about litera-
ture won't be lost in such an approach. The
ideas grow from our analyses of what we saw
working in classrcoms, day after day. They
are grounded in the notion of the thought-
provoking, envisionment-building classroom
as a social community compaosed of individ-
uals with multiple social identities as well as
personal interests and concerns that neces-
sarily affect individual understandings. How-
ever, in these classes, students are also part of
a class or group; they bring their differences;
hear those of others; and expect those differ-
ences 1o move their own thinking—toward
more individually rich, but never singular,
interpretations. We have also been able to
develop some useful ways to assess stu-
dents” progress that we view as ongoing—
assessments that are an integral part of the
life of the classroom and engage students as
well as teachers in reflection and dialogue
about changes and challenges. We're told
that the “principles of practice” offer options
to teachers, ones that work across ages and
diverse cultural groups as well as with those
the system has often failed. They generate the
kinds of interactive literary communities that
consider all students as lifelong meaning
builders, and which consider diversity the
nomm, thoughtful discourse as provocative,
and English classrooms not only as sites of
conflict, but also as safe houses (Pratt 1991).

Because our collaboration involved a
group of highly professional teachers over an
extended period of time, we were drawn in
to the web of new projects that attracted

them. High among these were a variety of
cross-disaiplinary approaches in which they
collaborated with colleagues in other subject
areas, We saw a number of truly collegial ef-
forts in which all teachers planned, taught,
and reflected 1o ensure that students’ expeni-
ences were actively enriched and the content
was intellectually potent. However, we saw
other efforts where literary works were used
as texthooks. Students were to mine the liter-
ature for selected information rather than as
an opportunity to gain new understandings
of the content from the interiorized perspec-
tive that the literary experience can olfer. We
also saw collaborations where English teach-
ers were asked to suggest literature appropni-
ate 1o particular topics of study, and asked o
do the teaching—as an add-on to the “real”
goals. We viewed all of these efforts as sincere
collaborations and took them to be work-in-
progress.

From our interactions with the students,
we became convinced that literature, includ-
ing scenario-building and storytelling, can
play an important role in enriching students’
understandings across subject areas, and the
process of exploring horizons of possibilities
can be helpful in content classes even when
literature is not read and point of reference
learning is the goal. From our interactions
with teachers we became sensitive to the
many shapes cross-disciplinary efforts can
take. In some cases they involve collabora-
tions where the participants value each oth-
ers’ differing knowledge and expertise and
maintain these distinctions o everyone’s
advantage; in other cases disciplinary differ-
ences become sites of contention and colle-
gial interactions break down; and in stll
others collzboration tums into disciplinary
wm-taking, and the sense of purpose breaks
down. As a field we need to become aware of
the variety of approaches that are being la-
beled cross-disciplinary, as well as the advan-
tages and problems that seem to accompany
them. It is an area where much research is
needed.

I've also become more convinced than
ever of the tremendous role literature can
play in students’ lives both in and out of
school. It is humanizing not only in its con-
tent, but also in the ways in which it invites
people 1o contemplate the content. Literary
orientations can enrich students' capabilities
as learners in all their academic experiences,
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and as creative change agents throughout
their lives. In times like these, when budgets
are tight and views of English education are
narrow, it becomes more important than ever
for us as English educators 1o articulate the
contributions thoughtful literature education
can make to students’ development.
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