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ABSTRACT 

The pressures of high-stakes testing have increased exponentially over the past 

decade. Writing teachers are faced with instructional decisions that pit extensive test 

preparation using writing exercises formatted to match the test, for the acquisition of 

acceptable scores, against well-recognized “best practices” in the field of literacy, such as 

student ownership and choice in a writing workshop structure using mentor texts and 

read-alouds. The former short-sighted approach squeezes the curriculum into a narrow, 

statistically defined space, while the latter views the overall development of a literate 

human being to be paramount. 

While previous studies have shown that reading aloud should be a significant 

component of instruction because of its many benefits in the realm of motivation, the joy 

of reading, growth of oral language, and vocabulary acquisition, many teachers, 

particularly in the “testing” grades 3 on up, have discarded the practice due to lack of 

time. Twenty-five years ago the Commission on Reading stated, “The single most 

important activity for building knowledge required for eventual success in reading is 

reading aloud to children.” Twenty-five years ago teachers were not faced with the 

consequences of high-stakes testing and the accounting of every minute of every day.  

While the research has shown an agreement on the value of the read-aloud in the 

area of success in reading, more study is needed if we wish to move toward a fuller 

understanding of the power of read-alouds in literacy development specifically in the area 

of writing. 

Participants in this qualitative, naturalistic, autoethnographic study included a 

fourth-grade English teacher and her students. The nine-month data collection period 
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consisted of field notes, observations, reflections, and connections collected in my 

Researcher’s Journal, digital audio recordings of teacher read-alouds and student 

interviews, writing samples from students’ composition notebooks and portfolios, email 

exchanges with the school librarian and special education teacher, and letters exchanged 

between the students and me.  

The purpose of this study was to understand how and why read-alouds became a 

central component of a fourth-grade English classroom. This centrality of the read-alouds 

was illuminated by noting the effects of the read-alouds on the students’ self-selected 

readings, their compositions, and their perceptions of their own developing literacies. The 

study was framed by four major research questions: (1) What is the nature of the 

evolution of fourth graders’ writing and self-selected reading as influenced by on-going 

read-alouds by the teacher? (2) How does the chosen text to be read aloud influence 

students’ perceptions of themselves as readers/writers – literate human beings? (3) What 

is the relationship between the genres selected for the read-aloud and the writing 

produced by fourth graders as well as their self-selected reading choices? and (4) What 

does a teacher learn about her own growth as a literacy teacher through an 

autoethnographic study? 

The findings from this research study revealed that using high-quality, rich read-

alouds as a fulcrum in the foundation of Writing Workshop contributes to the long-term 

engagement and motivation of students as they take ownership of their literacy learning. 

The study demonstrated that the immersion of students in high-quality, authentic literacy 

experiences with read-alouds at the core helped those students form positive perceptions 

of reading and writing. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The Possible's slow fuse is lit 
By the Imagination. 
-Emily Dickinson, Part Five, The Single Hound, XXVII  
There is more treasure in books than in all the pirates' loot on Treasure Island and at the 
bottom of the Spanish Main ... and best of all, you can enjoy these riches every day of 
your life. 
-Walt Disney 
 
…what we have loved,  
Others will love, and we will teach them how 
-William Wordsworth, The Prelude, Book XIV 
 

 Jaime dropped by my room the other day, as she often does, to say hello and to 

see how the new fourth graders were doing. I pulled her in, gave her a big hug, and 

whispered in her ear, “You keep dropping in. You really make my day brighter!” Giving 

me a big smile and hugging me in return, she silently handed me a note and vanished out 

the door on her way down to fifth grade. Although curious to see what she had written, I 

knew there was no time to read her letter. It was 7:50 am, morning announcements 

blaring over the PA, students eating breakfast in the classroom, lockers opening and 

shutting, pencils sharpening, voices clamoring… no time, no time. I put the letter into my 

briefcase to read when the day was over. Little did I know how her words would bear 

testament to the power of read-alouds and their impact upon the literacy lives of students. 

The Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane… How many selfish china rabbits 

have you seen? I have only seen one and his name was Edward Tulane. In the 

story there is a selfish china rabbit. Once I heard Mrs. Wasiuta tell that he is the 

main character I said to myself, wow what a boring story. But once I heard Mrs. 
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Wasiuta speak of a china rabbit that is selfish and a china rabbit that is treated like 

a baby, I stopped and wondered [if] this might be a good story. 

 We didn’t read Edward in the beginning. We read it kind of in the middle in the 

school year. Every time a fifth grader would go into Mrs. Wasiuta’s room they 

would always ask, “Are you reading Edward yet?” I would always wonder who 

that was. They would also say that is the best book ever. I asked my brother, “Do 

you know anybody named Edward? Because everybody is asking has Mrs. 

Wasiuta started to read Edward?” He looked at me with his big wide eyes. He 

said, “Oh my gosh! You don’t know about the book.” I said, “What book?” “You 

don’t know about the book The Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane.” “No, I 

don’t know who Edward Bulane is or whatever his name is.” “Mrs. Wasiuta will 

read that book to you. It is the best book ever.” He was about to explain what the 

book was about. But I said, “No, don’t ruin the book.” Then he said, “When Mrs. 

Wasiuta is done reading the book to you, check out the book for me. I want to 

read it.” 

 The days that Mrs. Wasiuta read the book […] those were the best days of my 

life. Man, I wish I was in Mrs. Wasiuta’s class again!!! Oh yeah, did I mention I 

have the book right now? (J. Torres, personal communication, September 13, 

2010) 

When I was a little girl, so many years ago, I thought all children were tucked in 

bed in the same manner as I was – with a bedtime story. I remember hearing all of 

Grimm’s Fairy Tales, which, in retrospect, should have scared the sleep right out of me. 

At least they gave me an excuse to cuddle closer to my grandmother. My fondest 
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memories are of the OZ books by Frank L. Baum. From The Wizard of Oz right on 

through Glinda of Oz, I accompanied Dorothy, Toto, Ozma, the Tin Woodman, the 

Scarecrow, and the Cowardly Lion, and an incredible host of other characters as they 

made their way down not only yellow brick roads, but paths of green, purple, and blue! 

One of the treasured books handed down to me by my father even had different colored 

pages to represent the five major sections of OZ. Thus, my introduction to the world of 

read-alouds and literature began. From the soothing sound of my grandmother’s voice as 

she read Rumer Godden’s The Story of Holly and Ivy, to the deep rumble of my father’s 

voice as he read aloud Alice in Wonderland, came the life-long affection and love affair I 

have with books. 

 Many years later, having no Neverland to retreat to, I grew-up, and started my 

own family. The OZ books continued with my sons. However, I was not the main reader; 

my husband took on that job. I realized that he had not been read to extensively when he 

was a little boy, so I appointed him the “royal reader of childhood stories.” He delighted 

in the role, unexpectedly so. He had not experienced the wonder of read-alouds. He did 

not really enjoy reading as a young boy, and when he was in school he only read because 

he had to. As an adult he chooses to read for pleasure only on occasion. So his role as the 

nightly reader was something of a struggle at first. He then began to see the pleasure of 

those moments with our two sons. Alas, they are grown now, and he has reverted back to 

reading “only occasionally.”  

 But the foundation was already laid. Our two sons are avid readers. The older son 

now has his own little boy, and to my delight, has continued the read-aloud tradition, 

reading many of the books that were read to him such as Mosel’s Tikki Tikki Tembo, Van 
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Allsburg’s The Polar Express, and Heckedy Peg by Audrey and Don Wood to name just 

a few. I am sure the OZ books will come soon. For Christmas, I gave this proud new 

father, who is rarely without a book in his hand, a Kindle. I am awaiting his verdict on 

this new world of electronic reading on the go. My younger son heard Tolkien’s The 

Hobbit read-aloud and later devoured all of Applegate’s Animorphs on his own. He is a 

reader who loves to read, although the academic rigors of college have tempered some of 

his enthusiasm. However, he is in the College of Mass Communications, so this reader, 

who early on discovered his love of writing, may well turn his past experiences with 

literacy into a future profession. As a parent and now step-grandparent, I know read-

alouds have created, in my family, readers who want to read and writers who want to 

write. 

Background of the Study 

 As a classroom teacher for the past thirty-four years, I have read many books to 

many students for many reasons. But I really never seriously considered just how 

important the read-aloud experience could be for my students until I began to examine 

my teaching practices in the field of literacy these past several years. I have come to 

realize that read-alouds impacted two areas of my teaching: the use of poetry and the 

promoting of writing. As I began my doctoral courses, I started keeping a Researcher’s 

Journal (RJ) for field notes and reflections. In a previous classroom research study into 

the use of poetry, I was startled to realize the extent of how I used read-alouds to immerse 

my students in poetry. During the course of this study I taught English to fourth grade 

students in a Writing Workshop structure. I wanted my students to love writing. I wanted 

them to love my English class and all that we do. I also had to “produce” proficient 
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writers on the state writing assessment given every spring. I have found out from much 

experience that one cannot force students to write. They must want to write… for 

whatever reason. In order for my students to want to participate fully in the Writing 

Workshop, I knew I needed a genre of reading and writing that was truly inviting. I chose 

poetry.  

Several years ago, I attended a workshop given by Georgia Heard. I had read her 

book, For the Good of the Earth and Sun (1989), and had been impressed with what she 

had to say about how powerful poetry can be in developing students’ writing voices. 

Over the years I tried to inject poetry into my teaching. Each time I was impressed with 

the students’ responses in different classroom settings from kindergarten through fifth 

grade. When I was assigned to be a classroom teacher of English to fourth graders, I 

believed that poetry would provide the springboard for beginning Writing Workshop. 

After several years and one extensive research project about using poetry as an 

introduction to Writing Workshop, I can say it is an uplifting experience for the student 

writers and their teacher. Duthie & Zimet (1992) stated that poetry “can be the genre that 

excites children and motivates them to read and write” (p. 14). This has been my 

experience. 

I believe that teaching poetry may be viewed as a symbolic breaking of a 

champagne bottle against a ship’s prow which launches the Writing Workshop in to 

action. In other words, poetry is the stimulus, the impetus, the motivating force that 

propels and pushes the students into the world of writing. Writing is hard work (Graves, 

1983). Students need ownership, motivation, time, and personal connections in order to 

produce quality writing (Atwell, 1998; Calkins, 1994; Fletcher & Portalupi, 2001; 
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Prevallet, 2001). Kern, Andre, Schilke, Barton, and McGuire (2003) listed some guiding 

principles for writing instruction, among them that a significant amount of instructional 

time must be devoted to actual writing for our students to grow as writers. They believe 

that “less is more,” so their work connects best practice in writing instruction with state 

literacy standards to improve writing instruction. Zemelman, Daniels, and Hyde (1993) 

advised teachers to increase time spent on writing whole original pieces while 

establishing real purposes for writing. Poetry can be a means to implement their advice. 

As I realized these concepts were truly at the heart of our Writing Workshop, I 

also noticed some other “loose threads” that were beginning to pile up into a rather large 

ball of yarn. No matter what genre I taught, the read-aloud was a constant. It was truly a 

“light-bulb” moment for me. No matter the pressure of time, testing, and other outside 

tribulations, I refuse to give up my read-alouds. This “line in the sand” warranted further 

study as revealed in my Researcher’s Journal (RJ): 

As I begin to read this book (Love that Dog, Creech, 2001), for the 3rd year, I notice 

that a recurring theme has arisen. The literature drives my enthusiasm along with the 

kids. Students from past years, even Marie, who dropped by (now in 8th) and Brad 

(now a senior), want to know, “What book are you reading?” Even when I was 

temporarily in a 5th grade classroom, I read aloud. No matter what else, I read aloud! 

I think I’m on to something here. It was Baby (MacLachlan, 1993) (a fictional 

account of a family “rescued” by the Wondrous Words of poetry) back in the 5th 

grade ELA classroom that I read aloud, and of course, I had poetry. Kids that year 

entered both the Creative Communication contest, and also the Fine Arts one, which 

the 5th graders from Braun (pseudonym for my school) took the first three places. 
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That was probably the year I first realized the power of poetry. But not so much the 

overall power of reading aloud. Intuitively, I knew it. Why else continue when I came 

back into the regular classroom with 4th graders? But it was more of a way to getting 

my students into hearing the genre in order to write the genre. It wasn’t until this year 

that a spark of thought made this connection that I read aloud simply for the joy it 

brings to the entire community of learners. [p. 8, Lines 3-15 RJ] 

Statement of the Problem 

Teachers of writing face increasingly difficult challenges as they struggle to 

maintain a “high-wire” balancing act between what they believe to be authentic “best 

practices” (Zemelman, Daniels, & Hyde, 1993) and the constant demand for higher test 

scores. Some of the notable “best practices” view the teaching of writing as a process 

(Atwell, 1998; Graves, 1983) situated in a Writing Workshop collaboration between the 

students and the teacher. This approach to the teaching of writing takes the “long view” – 

a student’s ability to write is developed with time, trust, and tenacity. None of these 

characteristics is congruent with current testing requirements which take the “short view” 

– one day, one test, one score to show success or failure. If many students fail, the teacher 

may be required to change her teaching methodology, perhaps sacrificing many of the 

best practices in favor of test preparation to acquire higher test scores (Fleischer, 2004). 

Hence, the balancing act. The pragmatic approach is to try and do both – teach writing in 

an authentic manner while keeping the test scores at an acceptable level (Higgins, Miller, 

& Wegmann, 2006; Wolf & Wolf, 2002).  

Many teachers question the appropriateness of high-stakes tests (Bomer, 2005; 

Manning, 2006; Shelton & Fu, 2004). For the past two decades, high-stakes tests have 
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become increasingly prevalent (Hoffman, Assaf, & Paris 2001; Kohn, 2000; Popham, 

2004) as accountability pressures mount. The idea that only a test score can be used as 

credible evidence to prove learning has taken place in the classroom is now the norm. 

Albert Einstein, the eminent physicist, reputedly had a sign in his office that read: “Not 

everything that can be counted counts, and not everything that counts can be counted.” 

This sign hangs in my classroom as well. As our schools are frantically treading water in 

the rising tide of federal and state mandates driven by standards and high-stakes testing, 

teachers and students alike are drowning in numbers. In reality, of course, the teacher is 

evaluated, not the student, which is why the testing dilemma is the main issue facing 

teachers today. With the passage of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, the struggle 

has gotten harder in recent years. Vicki Spandel (2005) put it this way: 

 In this time when standards are all around us, and assessments to ensure that we 

and our students are meeting those standards are prevalent, it is useful to pause 

and reflect about why and how we teach writing – and whether it is a voice or an 

echo that we seek. (p. xi)  

Spandel understands that the goals of writing are substantial and worthwhile. She 

also realizes that the goals take significant time, and not a little bit of courage. She thinks 

assessment can rob us of that time and instill fear in our attitudes about teaching writing. 

This fear can drive us to take shortcuts, which, although they may help the student on the 

test in the short run, do nothing for long-term gains. “For little gains today, we trade 

away the best of tomorrow – our students’ chances to discover what matters to them, and 

to write something others will want to read” (Spandel, 2005, p. xii).  
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Penny Kittle (2005), a veteran English teacher, pointed out that the two big “Ts,” 

Time and Testing, may prove to be insurmountable walls to scale for most classroom 

teachers who have even the slightest inclination to teach writing in the first place. 

Teaching writing is hard work. We have to give our students time to write, choices on 

what to write about, models to learn from, and constructive response. In the classroom of 

this research study, the priority was to make time, steal time, carve out time… whatever 

was necessary to keep the quality literacy experiences with the read-alouds alive and well 

in spite of the high-stakes testing climate. 

Previous studies have shown that reading aloud should be a significant component 

of instruction because of its many benefits in the realm of motivation (Ivey and 

Broaddus, 2001); the joy of reading (Morrow, 2003); growth of oral language (Pinnell & 

Jaggar, 2003); and vocabulary acquisition (Kindle, 2009). Yet many teachers, particularly 

in the “testing” grades 3 on up, have discarded the practice due to a perceived reduction 

in the read-aloud’s importance. This reduction in priority, combined with a lack of time 

as other activities were sought out that could promote higher test scores, has resulted in 

read-alouds being relegated to “time-fillers,” “after-lunch relaxation periods,” or “end of 

the day” activities. Twenty-five years ago the Commission on Reading (Anderson, 

Hiebert, Scott, & Wilkinson, 1985) stated, “The single most important activity for 

building knowledge required for eventual success in reading is reading aloud to children” 

(p. 23).  Twenty-five years ago teachers were not faced with the consequences of high-

stakes testing and the accounting of every minute of every day to produce higher test 

scores. As an English teacher of fourth-grade writing, responsible for acceptable student 

scores on the state assessment, my justification for the time allotted to read-alouds, 
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accompanied by an explanation for the read-aloud’s alignment with the overall 

curriculum could possibly be called into question. In other words, the read-aloud’s 

“value” might be reduced into its quantifiable contribution to a student’s test scores.  

Regardless of the pressures of high-stakes testing, I had decided in my own mind 

to “draw a line in the sand,” to keep the read-alouds as the central literacy component in 

my classroom. This study is the story of the struggle of my stance to preserve the literacy 

integrity of my classroom. At times, the line was erased and redrawn, new boundaries 

were established as compromises were forged. But the line was, indeed, redrawn…and 

redrawn again. The primacy of the read-aloud became a constant. 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand how and why read-alouds 

became a central component of a fourth-grade English classroom. I considered the effects 

of the read-alouds on the students’ self-selected readings, their compositions, and their 

perceptions of their own developing literacies. The study also examined the effects of the 

teacher’s instructional decision to implement daily read-alouds within the context of the 

state’s English/Language Arts (ELA) curriculum while preparing students for 

standardized state testing. 

Research Questions 

 The study was framed by four major research questions: (1) What is the nature of 

the evolution of fourth graders’ writing and self-selected reading as influenced by on-

going read-alouds by the teacher? (2) How does the chosen text to be read aloud 

influence students’ perceptions of themselves as readers/writers – literate human beings? 

(3) What is the relationship between the genres selected for the read-aloud and the 
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writing produced by fourth graders as well as their self-selected reading choices? and (4) 

What does a teacher learn about her own growth as a literacy teacher through an 

autoethnographic study? 

Significance of the Study 

 While much research has uncovered the positive effects of read-alouds on the 

development and growth of life-long readers, there is relatively little research that 

discusses the role of read-alouds on the development and growth of life-long writers. 

Additionally, there is a substantial amount of research concerned with the writing 

process, the craft of writing, literature-based reading, and reading like a writer, but little 

mention of using read-alouds to “bind” a community of learners with the teacher in a 

sociocultural experience that has the potential to transcend and elevate the day-to-day 

parameters of a reading or writing workshop. 

This study contributes to the existing body of research on students’ growth as 

readers and writers by exploring the role of read-alouds in a Writing Workshop setting. 

Teachers, curriculum specialists, and teacher educators will be able to benefit from the 

in-depth perspectives of the students and their teacher described in this study. The 

students and their teacher, in an engaged community of literacy “explorers,” unearthed 

the power of read-alouds to shape students’ perceptions of themselves as readers and 

writers. This study is significant in that it shows, through rich and vibrant descriptions of 

accumulated student-centered and teacher-centered data, the revelation of what children 

can accomplish in the name of real reading and real writing.   
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Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical frameworks on which this study was founded include theories 

about the conditions for literacy learning in the elementary school, reader response 

theory, the socio-cultural context of the Writing Workshop classroom, and mentor texts 

and mentoring.  

Learning conditions. Langer (1995) developed the concept of literary 

envisionment, which refers to the understandings readers have about a text and how the 

text world in a reader’s mind is different from reader to reader. Langer found that 

students' envisionment of a text at any time was a mixture of understandings, questions, 

hypotheses, and connections to previous knowledge and experiences. She found that the 

envisionment changed and evolved with further reading, writing, discussion, or 

reflection. Langer wrote of an envisionment-building community where students are 

comfortable sharing their ideas, thinking about the ideas, and discussing them. 

Cambourne’s “conditions of learning” (2002), a set of “ecological factors that seem to 

support complex learning,” consisted of immersion, responsibility, use, approximations, 

demonstrations, feedback, expectations, and engagement. These conditions of learning 

blended well with Langer’s concept of literary envisionment. This literary envisionment 

together with Cambourne’s conditions of learning became the setting for the Writing 

Workshop in this study. 

Reader response. The Writing Workshop also drew upon the reader response 

theory of Louise Rosenblatt (2004), where student engagement, motivation, and personal 

connection with the text occur from an aesthetic response, which focuses on the lived-

through nature of the literary experience. Readers shape texts as they use their past 
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experiences to select images, feelings, and referents, while at the same time texts shape 

readers by creating new experiences and orientations. Rosenblatt (2004) suggested that 

the personal, lived-through evocation is more appropriate when reading and interpreting 

literature. The aesthetic stance encourages the reader to become absorbed in a text world 

of imagination and feeling in which “attention is focused on what [the reader] is living 

through during the reading event” (Rosenblatt, 1985, p. 38). Nancie Atwell (1987) said of 

her teacher research into reading/writing workshops, “At the center are the readers’ 

responses . . . to the meanings they make and re-make as they read” (p. 154). Cox and 

Many (1992) found that when students responded aesthetically, they took a more active 

role in constructing meaning from the text. Many (2004) concluded, “If teachers intend 

literature to offer unique experiences through which students can live, find pleasure, and 

reach understanding about themselves and the world, the aesthetic stance needs to be 

supported and encouraged” (p. 926). Martinez and McGee (2000) believed that reader 

response theory is one that could be drawn upon in that literacy involves more than 

comprehending the literary object; reading involves perceiving the complex relationships 

offered by multiple perspectives. This broadened understanding of literacy, one which 

requires literature because literature provides the multiple layers of meaning necessary 

for acquiring the strategies, stances, and ways of deep thinking that define the idea of 

literacy itself, formed the theoretical basis for the use of read-alouds in my Writing 

Workshop classroom. 

 Rosenblatt (1938) wrote, “There is no such thing as a generic reader or a generic 

literary work. . . . 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. 34). In 
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my experience, this is showcased during read-alouds when the idiosyncratic worlds of 

students, teacher, and characters collide. With this “collision” comes the potential for 

personalities to emerge, reflections to be vocalized, and opinions to be formed. As the 

end result, students become active participants in a community of learners. Rosenblatt’s 

“absorbed reader” effect (1985), when an aesthetic stance is encouraged, influences 

student motivation and intent to read and respond, increases attention, aids in forming 

mental text representation, and enhances reading comprehension and meaning 

construction. Teachers who take a predominate aesthetic instructional stance, nurturing 

internal reader motivation to enhance reader transaction with the text, will upgrade the 

emotional importance of the text in the mind of the student (Renouf, 1990). 

Sociocultural theory. The Writing Workshop in this study also relied on the 

literacy theory of Dyson (2004) who found that the literacy event is shaped by the 

sociocultural nature of intellectual thought and ethnographic perspectives that take place 

in the context of the unique environment of a particular classroom “floating on a sea of 

talk” (p. 146). “Talk is what provides the links between you and them [the students] and 

what they write, between what they have written and each other” (Dyson, 2004, p. 29). 

The intertwining of literature and writing is exemplified in the Writing Workshop 

model (Graves, 1983; Calkins, 1986; Routman, 1988; and Atwell, 1987). Writing 

Workshop is not only a model, it is a “unique environment where students get to walk in 

the shoes of writers nearly every day” (Fletcher and Portalupi, 2001, p. xi). At its heart is 

the social constructivist theory that learning is a social process and is influenced by the 

social context in which it occurs. “Human learning presupposes a specific social nature 

and a process by which children grow into the intellectual life of those around them” 
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(Vygotsky, 1978, p. 88). Lucy Calkins (1986) stated, “For me, it is essential that children 

are deeply involved in writing, that they share their texts with others, and that they 

perceive themselves as authors. I believe these three things are interconnected” (p. 9). 

Strickland and Feeley (2003) found that writers in a Writing Workshop may be viewed as 

engaged risk-takers who internalize rules of written language as they use it to construct 

meaning in social situations. Students develop this self-control over written language if 

they are encouraged to write frequently in a Writing Workshop atmosphere where they 

write about real events in their own lives and rely on a community of learners for support 

(Atwell, 1998; Calkins, 1994; Graves, 1983). 

Hepler and Hickman (1982) wrote about the social aspects of response to 

literature. They stated that response to literature is not only between the text and the 

reader, but between the text and the listener. In their research and classroom observations, 

Hepler and Hickman discovered that, in the read-aloud transaction, “the book is not yet 

quite separate from the voice that reads it aloud; good feelings about teacher and story are 

intertwined. In the classroom, the author is not the only person behind the book” (p. 279). 

The community of readers and writers has great influence upon the literacy development 

of its members. Sipe (1999) referred to this as the context of the experience of literature 

whereby the text itself is not the sole object carrying meaning. Meanings arise from 

transactions with the text, interactions with the teacher’s and students’ understandings of 

the text as well as their combined prior experiences with their own worlds. When all of 

this comes together encompassing the social dynamics of the group, meanings are shaped 

and transformed while seeking validation in the interactions of the classroom community 

(Ruddell & Unrau, 2004). Guthrie and Wigfield (2000) put it this way, “Engaged readers 
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(and I would add writers) in the classroom or elsewhere coordinate their strategies and 

knowledge (cognition) within a community of literacy (social) in order to fulfill their 

personal goals, desires, and intentions (motivation)” (p. 404). Cambourne’s conditions of 

demonstration and engagement support the interactive aspect of a teacher read-aloud as 

well (Sipe, 2002). Cambourne (1995) developed “Principles of Engagement” because he 

found engagement was the key. It did not matter how riveting the demonstrations were or 

how much immersion was provided if the learner was not engaged. Learners are more 

likely to engage with demonstrations if they believe they are capable of learning what is 

being demonstrated, if they believe that learning has value, if they are free from anxiety, 

and if the demonstrations are given by someone the students like and trust. 

Oldfather (1993) found that students’ motivation for literacy was connected to the 

overall context of the classroom which was described as a respectful, responsive culture, 

and the deep responsiveness of this culture to students’ written and oral expression. 

Oldfather called this honored voice. Oldfather and Dahl (1994) called this on-going 

engagement in learning as necessary to promote students’ continuing impulse to learn. 

Building upon Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development (ZPD) – “the distance between 

the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the 

level of potential development as determined through problem solving under adult 

guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (1978, p. 86) – Goldstein (1999) 

enveloped this definition within the construct of caring. Entering into the ZPD and 

“attending to the interpersonal relationships between teachers and their students, dealing 

explicitly with the affective as well as the intellectual dimensions of learning, will 

strengthen children’s educational experiences” (p. 669).  
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Mentor texts and mentoring. Lancia (1997) discovered that saturating students 

with high-quality literature directly influenced their writing. This idea of literacy 

borrowing and using mentor texts has also been borne out by other teacher researchers 

(e.g., Atwell, 1998; Calkins, 1994; Harwayne, 2001; Graves, 1994; Ray, 1999). Through 

read-alouds, novice student writers are able to mimic, to a certain degree, the style, 

vocabulary, and voice of the author. Lancia (1997) found that the literature-rich 

environment situated in a Writing Workshop structure allowed this mentorship to grow, 

resulting in student writers who find their own voices. 

Smith (1983) said, “They [children] must read like a writer, in order to learn how 

to write like a writer” (p. 562). Of course, before any of this independent reading and 

writing work occurs, students must hear and see the language. Teachers must help 

students to perceive themselves as readers and writers, as members of a “literacy club.” 

Smith indicated that students need to be initiated into this “literacy club” by an active 

member, such as a teacher who shows them that reading and writing are interesting, 

possible, and worthwhile. “Effective teachers make newcomers members of clubs to 

which they themselves belong” (Smith, 1992, p. 434). Margaret Meek (1982) wrote, 

“…good readers pick their own way to literacy in the company of friends who encourage 

and sustain them and that… the enthusiasm of a trusted adult can make the difference” (p. 

34). Galda and Beach (2004) wrote, “By creating opportunities for students to read and 

respond in the company of others, teachers foster their students’ ability to make sense of 

text worlds and lived worlds” (p. 865).  

Mem Fox (1993) asserted that the reading aloud of powerful literature will also 

create powerful writing. Fox put it this way:  
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The gains we make as writers, from hearing literature read aloud, aren’t bound by 

form. Rhythm and vocabulary transcend form: they’re tools of power that can be 

transported easily from one genre to the next according to our needs… In 

practical terms I am advocating the reading aloud of powerful literature in pursuit 

of the creation of powerful writers. (pp. 113-114) 

Teaching children how to read and write is not enough; we must instill the desire to do so. 

This vibrant, personal connection between the student and teacher, as well as the 

aesthetic connection between the student and literature, assumes the paramount 

importance of the affective domain in the development of readers and writers. Mem Fox 

(1992) wrote about bonding with children as we read aloud to them. Fox asserted, “When 

it comes to literacy, the relationship is the most important thing” (p. 174). 

These literacy theories provide the underlying principles and rationale for the use 

of read-alouds in a Writing Workshop to develop engaged readers and writers. 

Definition of Terms 

 For the purposes of this study, the following terms are defined.  

Brain jumps. This term (coined by the classroom teacher) refers to the 

connections the students and teacher of this study made to their own worlds, communities 

and past personal experiences, to the world at large, and to other texts. These “Brain 

Jumps” enabled students to better comprehend the read-alouds.  

Editing.  “In editing conferences, we help students become better editors” 

(Anderson, 2000, p. 27). This refers to the conventions of English, the spelling, 

capitalization, punctuation, and English grammar. 
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Mentor/Touchstone texts. Mentor texts (Ray, 1999) and touchstone texts 

(Calkins, 1994; Nia, 1999), refer to the idea of using high quality literature as models for 

students as they experiment with the craft of writing. 

Minilessons. Minilessons are sharp, focused teaching times, which are followed 

by hands-on application by the students to their actual writing pieces (Calkins, 1986). 

PRG. Peer Response Groups refers to a heterogeneous, collaborative group of 

students who work cooperatively to help each other revise and edit their writing 

(Wasiuta, 2005). 

Read-aloud. A read-aloud refers to both a time and action. The teacher selects a 

text to read aloud to the students which may be on a daily or weekly basis. Trelease 

(2006) compared the act of reading aloud to that of an advertisement for the pleasures of 

reading. 

Revision.  “In revision conferences, we focus on helping students improve their 

drafts” (Anderson, 2000, p. 27). Students are encouraged to re-see their pieces as to how 

the content, the ideas can be clarified. 

Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS). This term refers to the 

criterion-referenced test given to students in the state of Texas from 2008-2011. The 

writing assessment portion is currently administered to fourth-grade students in March of 

each year. Students are scored using an analytic scoring rubric with a 4 being the highest 

score possible and a score of 1 the lowest (Texas Education Agency, 2011). 

Voice. Bomer (2010) explained that a writer’s voice “encompasses style, tone, 

structure, choice of words, and even the sound that is built with punctuation – all of 
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which point the way to the heart and soul of what a writer wants to express during the 

course of a particular piece of writing” (pp. 58-59). 

Wondrous Words. Patricia MacLachlan’s character, Ms. Minifred, used this 

term in her book Baby (1993). Ray (1999) used the term in conjunction with teaching the 

craft of writing. Our Wondrous Words refer to our list of unusual, interesting, vibrant, 

intellectually stimulating words gleaned from our read-alouds. 

Writer’s notebook. A writer’s notebook (Fletcher & Portalupi, 2001) was our 

way of describing our composition notebooks/response journals (a bound, wire-free 

notebook), where the students wrote rough drafts, essays, and responses to literature. 

Writing process. This commonly refers to the dynamics of how a writing piece is 

produced (Calkins, 1986; Fletcher & Portalupi, 2001; Graves, 1983, 1994). Anderson 

(2000) lists rehearsal, drafting, revising, and editing as the main components of the 

writing process. Emig (1971) found that the process was recursive (going in and out of 

the steps), not linear (point A straight through to Point B). 

Writing Workshop. This term refers to a structural framework for supporting the 

writing process, an on-going, dynamic, interactive, and highly adaptive model for the 

teaching of writing (Wasiuta, 2005).  Donald Graves (1983, 1994), Lucy Calkins (1986, 

1994), Nancie Atwell (1998), and Fletcher & Portalupi (2001) have written extensively 

about the use of a Writing Workshop approach while teaching the writing process. It 

typically uses teacher modeling, reading of quality literature through mentor/touchstone 

texts, extensive time for writing, revision of rough drafts with the help of other students 

in groups, editing, and publishing. 
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Limitations 

 As a qualitative, naturalistic study of one teacher and her multi-dimensional 

students as well as the complex culture of the classroom, the variables involved are all 

subject to the inherent biases and perspective of the researcher (Merriam, 1988). The 

overall reality is my own and thus subjective.  

 Another limitation is my day-to-day involvement with the students, the 

curriculum, the school environment, and the task at hand. A sense of automaticity can 

occur which may interfere with observations; I may not be able to “see the forest for the 

trees.” Living in a situation day after day may create an air of complacency in which 

inaccurate interpretations of observed events, or even worse, no recognition of such 

events even taking place.  

 The main limitation of this study is its attempt to explore, explain, and 

communicate the intricacies of my teaching world with the read-aloud at its center. It is 

limited in that my claims can not be generalized to other settings. The study reflects the 

sum total of all my experiences from thirty-four years of teaching K-8 in urban, suburban, 

rural, parochial, and public schools. These experiences, as well as my continuing 

education on the graduate level, provided a lens through which I filtered the data I 

collected. My perspective is not only unique, it is personal. I cannot teach any other way. 

But, perhaps, this is not a limitation, but a strength of the study. Eisner (1993b) said, “Out 

of experience, concepts are formed… [which] can be used to generate possibilities that… 

have pragmatic and aesthetic value. Our conceptual life gives rise to the intentions that 

direct our activities [and] depend upon our ability to recognize what is, and yet to 

imagine what might be” (p. 7).  
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Conclusion 

"The time has come," the Walrus said, 
"To talk of many things: 
Of shoes--and ships--and sealing-wax-- 
Of cabbages--and kings-- 
And why the sea is boiling hot-- 
And whether pigs have wings." 
-Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking Glass, “The Walrus and the Carpenter” 

 We may wish to build a nation of literate adults, but hitting (figuratively 

speaking) our students over the head with tests, tests, and more tests is most certainly not 

the way to do it. There is an old Texas joke about the farmer who wanted his pig to grow 

fatter at an ever increasing rate. He repeatedly measured said pig and was disappointed to 

discover, that not only was the pig not increasing in girth, it was getting skinnier! 

Measuring the pig every day won’t make it grow any faster… or bigger… or better. This 

applies to the literacy needs of our students as well. We need to nourish our students if 

we wish them to flourish and grow. This study revealed the power of read-alouds to do 

just that.  



Texas Tech University, Ellen Ryan Wasiuta, December 2011 

 23 

CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

The focus on this research study is how read-alouds are a central component of a 

fourth-grade Writing Workshop: the effects of the read-alouds on the students’ self-

selected readings, their compositions, and their perceptions of their own developing 

literacies. This literature review reports on the following aspects of this study: a history 

of writing research and the writing process, research examining the role of teachers and 

the teaching of writing in a Writing Workshop, and research on the development of 

children’s writing abilities in a Writing Workshop. This discussion is followed by a 

section on research on read-alouds. Within that section I consider benefits of read-alouds, 

response to read-alouds, effective read-alouds, read-alouds and vocabulary/writing 

development, and finally read-alouds and motivation. Next I discuss the research on the 

role of a caring, effective teacher. I conclude with research concerned with high-stakes 

testing and its negative effects on the literacy classroom.  

History of Writing Research and the Writing Process 

In elementary schools during the 1960s, and in my teaching experience, it was all 

about getting ready to write. Students were taught to spell, write words, write in 

manuscript and cursive handwriting, use punctuation correctly on prewritten sentences, 

and practice, practice, practice using the exercises in the language arts textbook. This 

type of teacher-directed instruction took place as a type of “pre-requisite” for actually 

producing a written piece which, if it even occurred at all, was usually done on a Friday 

afternoon under the guise of Creative Writing. Two grades were given, one for Content 

and the other for Mechanics. The composition was not expected to be revised or edited, at 
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least not on the elementary level. “Real” writing was to take place in the intermediate 

grades or high school once all of the preparatory work had been done and even then it 

was seen as an assignment.  

 A shift came about in the 1970s from the work of researchers in the field of 

rhetoric and composition (e.g., Janet Emig, Donald Murray, and Mina Shaughnessy). At 

the secondary level, Janet Emig's 1971 study, The Composing Process of Twelfth 

Graders, spurred an interest in the writing process. She focused on how writers compose 

rather than simply what they compose. Emig and Donald Murray, noted journalist and 

professor, (Hairston, 1982), proposed the idea to teach writing as a process and not a 

product. Mina Shaughnessy studied the least accomplished writers on the college level 

(Tobin, 2001) and tried to find out what goes on during the internal act of writing. The 

research of Flower and Hayes (1981) on accomplished writers provided a theory of the 

cognitive processes involved in composing. Their work revealed the thought processes 

that writers negotiate in the writing process whereby the composing work is not done in a 

linear fashion; rather, writers move recursively among writing, revising, and editing. 

Implied in their research is the idea that teacher intervention during the writing process is 

a natural part of instructing students how to write. Peter Elbow, in his book Writing 

without Teachers (1976, 1998), went a step further by advocating more feedback from 

peer groups and less reliance upon the teacher. Murray (2009) thought teachers should 

best operate as resources for writers by conferring with them and helping them through 

the process of discovery through language.  

While a great deal of research was taking place at the college level, research 

studies involving young children during this time began to reveal the developmental 
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nature of young children’s writing (e.g., Clay, 1975; Graves & Stuart, 1985; Teale & 

Sulzby, 1986; Dyson, 2004). In a two-year study, Graves (1975) explored the writing 

process of seven-year old children as they were observed before, during, and after writing 

episodes. His study found that children write more on their own, children write longer 

when the writing is unassigned, and general behaviors exhibited in their writing process 

are determined primarily by their developmental levels. In 1978, Donald Graves reported 

his research on writing to the Ford Foundation, a turning point which paved the way for 

future studies. In his report, entitled Balance the Basics: Let them Write, Graves 

illuminated the lack of any research studies on the teaching of writing in K-12 schools. 

Subsequent funding for his research at Atkinson, New Hampshire by the National 

Institute of English led to the publication of Writing: Teachers and Children at Work 

(1983). Further research was conducted by Lucy Calkins (1983) who observed the 

writing processes of students in a third grade classroom and followed them through 

fourth grade. She sought to understand the pathways one child takes in learning to write 

in order to be able to discern and trust the pathways other children might take. Bissex, 

(1980) studied her son’s growth as a reader and writer in an in–depth case study of a 

child’s confrontation with written language, rich in revelations about the nature and 

processes of the mind. Dyson (1997) studied the writing lives of young students which 

focused on the dimensions and dynamics of learning to write. Her case studies “yielded, 

not prescriptions for practice, but material for reflection about particular aspects of the 

situated nature of learning to write” (p. 178). Her studies revealed that the literacy event 

is shaped by the sociocultural nature of intellectual thought and ethnographic 

perspectives that take place in the context of the unique environment of a particular 
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classroom “floating on a sea of talk” (Dyson, 2004, p. 146). “Talk is what provides the 

links between you and them [the students] and what they write, between what they have 

written and each other” (p. 29). 

Summary. This section of the literature review gave a brief overview of the 

history of writing research and the writing process from the 1960s up through current 

times. Researchers (e.g., Emig, Murray, Shaughnessy, and Flower and Hays) studied high 

school and college writers and developed a theory of the cognitive processes involved in 

composing. This led to the development of the idea that writing was best viewed as a 

process and not a product, whereby teacher intervention during the composing process 

was a natural part of teaching students how to write. In the late 1970s and 1980s, 

researchers (e.g., Graves, Calkins, and Dyson) offered revelations about younger students 

involved with the writing process. This research paved the way for teachers to see the 

validity of laying a solid foundation for the teaching of writing using an apprentice-like 

approach that creates a collaborative, cooperative, workshop environment.  

Research on Writing Workshop: Teachers and the Teaching of Writing 

Writing Workshop made inroads into elementary classrooms when teachers 

elected to read Donald Graves’ book Writing: Teachers & Children at Work (1983) and 

began exploring the new “writing process” approach. While some teachers read Butler 

and Turbill’s book Towards a Reading-Writing Classroom (1987) which described 

Writing Workshop in Australian classrooms, the “light bulb” moment did not come until 

they discovered books written by practicing teachers here in the United States. Lucy 

Calkins wrote her ground-breaking book, The Art of Teaching Writing (1986), in which 

she stated, “For me, it is essential that children are deeply involved in writing, that they 
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share their texts with other, and that they perceive themselves as authors. I believe these 

three things are interconnected” (p. 9). Regie Routman, in her book Transitions: From 

Literature to Literacy, (1988), documented one teacher’s struggle to change her approach 

to teaching reading and writing. These two books were “teacher friendly” at a time when 

teachers who were interested in the writing process and Writing Workshop sorely needed 

some practical advice. 

Teachers in the upper elementary and middle school grades found information 

and advice in Nancie Atwell’s book In the Middle (1987) where she urged educators to 

“come out from behind their own big desks” to turn classrooms into workshops where 

students and teachers create curriculums together. Once again, teachers had validation for 

using a Writing Workshop model to teach writing.  

 These books propelled the Writing Workshop into the educational mainstream. 

Teachers across the United States began to implement Writing Workshops into their 

classrooms. Teachers became enthusiastic about the teaching of writing, and much of this 

enthusiasm spread by word of mouth, teacher to teacher, classroom to classroom, school 

to school, even district to district across states. Writing Projects, such as the National 

Writing Project (NWP) and the New Jersey Writing Project (NJWP), espoused the idea of 

“teachers teaching teachers.” 

Rexford Brown said, “Anyone who hopes to excite and challenge young people 

without exciting and challenging their teacher hopes in vain” (1991). The work of Graves 

(1983), Calkins (1986), Routman (1988), and Atwell (1987), as well as the writing 

projects and the ideas presented by James Moffett (1991), who argued that the teaching 
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of writing must be student-centered, gave these teachers in their Writing Workshop 

classrooms a renewed sense of teacher professionalism. 

Writing Workshop is not only a model, it is a “unique environment where 

students get to walk in the shoes of writers nearly every day” (Fletcher and Portalupi, 

2001, p. xi). While Writing Workshop is not the only model to teach writing, the teachers 

who implement it believe its underlying philosophy and structure develop strong writers. 

Teachers in Writing Workshop classrooms believe that, as Donald Graves stated, “…if 

students had one good teacher of writing in their entire career, irrespective of grade level, 

they could be successful writers” (Graves, 1994, p. 14). 

In an effective Writing Workshop classroom, the teacher is the key (Graves, 

1994). “The continual transformation of the writing workshop [is] based on teacher 

knowledge and teacher questioning” (Taylor, 2000, p. 50). Graves added, “… whenever 

method supersedes teacher judgment, teachers are relegated to being mere mechanics” 

(2004). Atwell (1998) argued for a “knowledge-based” writing pedagogy that is 

constantly reshaped. She said, “I didn’t intuit or luck into this place, and I didn’t arrive 

overnight… I continue to pave the way through a willingness to acknowledge that my 

definition of best will be – should be – ever changing” (p. 4). She encouraged teachers to 

do their own research in their classrooms as well as research the field of writing studies. 

She thinks teachers should look beyond any “rules” of a Writing Workshop model and to 

develop teacher expertise through careful study, observation, and planning. Graves 

(1994) said the following about Nancie Atwell’s Writing Workshop: “…good writing 

doesn’t result from any particular methodology. Rather, the remarkable work of her 

students was a result of the conditions for learning she created in her classroom” (p. 103). 
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It is these conditions for learning that, while they can be listed, resist a lock-step 

method of application. Graves (1994) explored the conditions of time (time to write), 

choice (of topics), response (to students’ writing), demonstration (of the craft of writing), 

expectation (of learning to be a better writer), room structure (a predictable classroom), 

and evaluation (self-evaluation of students’ writing). Fletcher (2006), in his study about 

boy writers, stated, “As writing teachers, we cannot impose a one-size-fits-all writing 

process. Rather, we must help each student find a process that works for him or her” (p. 

128).  While Cambourne (2002) developed a set of “ecological factors that seem to 

support complex learning” which he calls “conditions of learning” (p. 358), he also 

studied conditions of teaching as well to try and describe the complex nature of teaching. 

Graves (1994) pointed out that “in one sense, teachers are the chief ‘condition’ for 

effective writing” (p. 113). 

If teachers are to be the “chief condition for effective writing,” then they cannot 

be drones. Hattie (2003) asserted that the teacher – more than any other factor – has the 

greatest influence on student achievement. Teachers must take an inquiry stance 

(Cochran-Smith, 2003). Having done extensive research in the areas of teacher education 

and teaching itself, Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1993) wrote that teachers should examine 

theory and knowledge developed by others in the context of their own classrooms. 

According to them teachers engaged in inquiry not only learn of practices advocated by 

others, but will also theorize about their own teaching and their students’ learning that 

will help shape future interpretation and decision-making (Whitney, et al., 2008). 

Summary. This section of the literature review on Writing Workshop illustrated 

the necessity of having knowledgeable teachers who understand that they are the chief 
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condition for literacy learning. Moreover, teacher researchers, (e.g., Graves, Atwell, and 

Calkins), through their descriptive and highly-enlightening publications, paved the way 

for interested teachers (such as myself) to see the possibility of creating their own 

Writing Workshops. These curious, daring teachers arrived at “a place where new ideas 

can find them” (Duckworth, 2009, p. 188). Teachers realized they could investigate their 

own teaching processes while creating writing curriculums with their students. The 

literature also highlighted the idea that writing can best be taught in a student-centered 

manner where responsive teaching is critical and teacher expertise is developed through 

careful study and observation.  

Research on Writing Workshop: Children and the Development of Writing Abilities 

 Learning to write is a process that develops over time and is contingent upon the 

developmental growth of the child himself. Researchers such as Clay (1975), Graves 

(1983), Dyson (1997), and Sulzby & Teale (2003) studied young writers. Children have 

been observed to write in emergent forms from infancy onward according to Sulzby and 

Teale (2003) who defined emergent literacy as the reading and writing behaviors of 

young children that precede and develop into conventional literacy. Sulzby and Teale 

also noted that emergent writing is a robust behavior that will be exhibited by children in 

a conducive setting. 

In her study of five-year-olds in New Zealand, Clay (1975) analyzed writing 

samples to determine what the children understood about writing. In her book What Did I 

Write? Clay stated that “the creative urge of the child to write down his own ideas was 

considered by teachers to be the important thing to be fostered in written language” (p. 

1). 
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Donald Graves (1983) noted that:  

Children want to write. They want to write the first day they attend school. This is 

no accident. Before they went to school they marked up walls, pavements, 

newspapers with crayons, chalk, pens or pencils… anything that makes a mark. 

The child’s marks say, “I am.” (p. 3) 

More recently, Graves (1994) stated it very clearly. “Unless children see themselves as 

authors with something to say, as writers with the power to initiate texts that command 

the attention of others, they may remain as sheep both in the classroom and later in the 

larger society” (p. 44). Graves (2002) contributed more to our understanding of student 

writers by examining what he considers to be desirable traits in a twenty-first century 

learner: curiosity, initiative, sensitivity, self-regulation, expressiveness, the ability to pose 

the right problem, and the ability to discriminate.  

 Strickland and Feeley (2003) in their review of language development during the 

elementary school years found that writers in a Writing Workshop may be viewed as 

engaged risk-takers who internalize rules of written language as they use it to construct 

meaning in social situations. Students develop this self-control over written language if 

they are encouraged to write frequently in a Writing Workshop atmosphere where they 

write about real events in their own lives and rely on a community of learners for support 

(Atwell, 1998; Calkins, 1994; Graves, 1983).  

 Summary. In this section of the literature review, the primacy of a child’s desire 

to write is paramount in his development as a literate human being. Writing is an 

affirmation of a child’s sense of self. Children want to write; all they need is a conducive 

environment.
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Research on Read-alouds 

 Primary teachers understand the value of reading aloud to introduce students to 

the pleasures of reading and books. Research and current practice continue to support the 

use of teacher read-alouds as a significant component of instruction across grade levels. 

As Galda and Cullinan (2003) noted in a review of the research, aptly named Literature 

for Literacy, the benefits of using trade books in the classroom are substantial. The 

authors concluded that reading aloud is important for children’s literacy development. 

The Commission on Reading (Anderson, Hiebert, Scott, & Wilkinson, 1985) stated, “The 

single most important activity for building knowledge required for eventual success in 

reading is reading aloud to children” (p. 23).  

Benefits of read-alouds. Read-alouds are an effective way to introduce students 

to the joy of reading and the art of listening (Krashen, 2004; Morrow, 2003). Jim Trelease 

(2006) has written extensively since the 1970s about the positive aspects of reading to 

children. He compares the act of reading aloud to that of an advertisement for the 

pleasures of reading. Trelease tells us we read to children to “reassure, to entertain, to 

bond, to inform, or explain, to arouse curiosity, to inspire” (p. 4). He adds, “We also 

condition the child’s brain to associate reading with pleasure; create background 

knowledge; build vocabulary; and provide a reading role model” (p. 4). Based on what 

Trelease calls “Reading Fact No. 1: Human beings are pleasure centered” (p. 4), we read 

aloud because it is fun for both the listener and the reader (Trelease, 1989). Noted author 

Mem Fox (1993) said: 
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Surely the greatest good by far that comes from hearing language read aloud with 

love is enabling listeners to love literature, to hear books and stories and poems… 

that they may never have heard before and may never hear again. (p. 117) 

Artley (1975) reported that teachers, in remembering their own school days, 

always spoke of loving the read-aloud time. Ivey and Broaddus (2001) surveyed over 

1,700 sixth graders about their best reading experiences and 62% of them indicated a 

preference for teacher read-alouds. In a follow-up to that survey, Ivey (2003) found the 

following: (1) students that hear a book read-aloud made them want to read that same 

book, (2) teachers make an otherwise difficult text interesting and comprehensible, (3) 

reading aloud gives students access to rich vocabulary and concepts that they might not 

be able to gain from independent reading, (4) students love to listen to teachers “perform” 

the story and bring it to life – the teacher exposes students to a sophisticated reading 

style, and (5) teachers who engage in “think-alouds” as they read aloud engage the 

students in the process – the teacher shares her knowledge of productive reading so that 

students may be able to independently consider texts more thoughtfully. McCarthy, 

Nicastro, Spiros, and Staley (2001), in an action research project involving kindergarten 

through fifth graders, developed a read-aloud intervention process that included creating 

a comfortable, print-rich reading environment and teacher modeling. Post-intervention 

data indicated that students’ recreational reading habits improved and the students’ desire 

for their teacher to read aloud to them on a daily basis increased. Brassell (2003) studied 

the effects of daily read-alouds on a third grade classroom and discovered that the 

students routinely checked out the “read-aloud” books to read independently for 
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enjoyment. Children are more likely to select books for independent reading that teachers 

have read to them (Rosenhouse, Feitelson, Zita, & Goldstein, 1997).  

Even with middle school students, reading aloud can enhance motivation, interest, 

and engagement (Albright & Ariail, 2005). Beers (1990) found that seventh graders who 

did not like to read, nevertheless enjoyed the teacher read-aloud, and Albright (2002) 

studied how reading aloud in social studies to seventh graders enhanced their motivation 

and engagement. 

Albright & Ariail (2005) surveyed middle school teachers and found that while 

most teachers valued reading aloud to their students and did it often, most viewed the 

experience in terms of its instrumental, efferent, and managerial purposes. Hoffman, 

Roser and Battle (1993) found in the results from their questionnaire of kindergarten 

through sixth grade teachers that reading aloud is more prevalent than in the past, but 

may not be “of sufficient quality to engage students fully within their literacy community 

or to maximize literacy growth” (p. 502). Jacobs, Morrison, and Swinyard (2000) 

surveyed kindergarten through sixth grade teachers to determine how often they read to 

their students. As the grade level increased, the teacher-read aloud decreased. Trelease 

(2006) suggested that the decline of students’ recreational reading coincides with the 

decline in the amount of time adults read to them. A study of secondary teachers 

(Duchein & Mealey, 1993) indicated that the practice of reading aloud had ceased for 

most students by third grade. Teachers who did read aloud during grades four to six and 

into middle and high school made significant, positive, and long-lasting impressions on 

their students. 
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Daniel Pennac (1999), a French teacher of literature, discovered that when he read 

aloud to his secondary students, their enjoyment of reading was reawakened:  

If he [the one who reads aloud] really reads, if he adds all his understanding to the 

act and masters his pleasure, if his reading becomes an act of empathy with the 

audience and the book and the author, if he can communicate the necessity of 

writing by touching our deepest need for stories, then books will open their doors, 

and those who felt excluded from reading will follow him inside. (pp. 204-205) 

 Serafini and Giorgis (2003), based on their extensive classroom based research, 

developed a list of reasons why reading aloud to older students is beneficial:  

Reading aloud increases test scores; introduces readers to new titles, authors, 

illustrators, genres, and text structures; builds a sense of community; provides 

opportunities for extended discussions; is pleasurable; connects readers with 

content area subjects; demonstrates response strategies; increases readers’ interest 

in independent reading; provides access to books that readers may not be able to 

experience on their own; provides demonstrations of oral reading and fluency; 

helps readers understand the connection between reading in school and reading in 

life; provides demonstrations of quality writing; and supports readers’ 

development. (pp. 8-11) 

This section of the literature review focused on how the pleasure and joy of the 

read-alouds led to an increase in students’ engagement, interaction, and interest with 

future literacy endeavors.  

Response to read-alouds. While much of the research showed an inclination 

toward the efferent response to read-alouds, which, according to reader response theorist 
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Louise Rosenblatt (2004), focuses on the information that can be carried away from the 

reading, student engagement, motivation, and personal connection with the text would 

more likely occur from an aesthetic response, which focuses on the lived-through nature 

of the literary experience. Rosenblatt (2004) suggested that the personal, lived-through 

evocation is more appropriate when reading and interpreting literature. This aesthetic 

stance encourages the reader to become absorbed in a text world of imagination and 

feeling in which “attention is focused on what [the reader] is living through during the 

reading event” (Rosenblatt, 1985, p. 38). Nancie Atwell (1987) said of her teacher 

research into reading/writing workshops, “At the center are the readers’ responses . . . to 

the meanings they make and re-make as they read” (p. 154). 

Cox and Many (1992) studied fourth, sixth, and eighth graders and found that 

when students responded aesthetically they took a more active role in constructing 

meaning from the text. Many (2004) concluded, “If teachers intend literature to offer 

unique experiences through which students can live, find pleasure, and reach 

understanding about themselves and the world, the aesthetic stance needs to be supported 

and encouraged” (p. 926). Kelly (1990) examined the nature of third graders’ responses 

to teacher read-alouds. She found that her students’ aesthetic responses fostered 

comprehension, discussion, and writing skills. 

Langer (1995) developed the concept of literary envisionment, which refers to the 

understandings readers have about a text; the text world in a reader’s mind is different 

from reader to reader. Langer found that students' envisionment of a text at any time was 

a mixture of understandings, questions, hypotheses, and connections to previous 

knowledge and experiences. She found that the envisionment changed and evolved with 
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further reading, writing, discussion, or reflection. Langer spoke of an envisionment-

building community where students are comfortable sharing their ideas, thinking about 

them, and discussing them. 

Baumann and Ivy (1997) applied Langer’s concept of literary envisionment in 

their work with second graders. Their research found that their students who spent 

considerable amounts of time engaged with books by reading and responding to quality 

children’s literature became more proficient in reading and writing abilities as well as 

growing in knowledge, interest, and attitudes toward reading, writing, and literature.  

Hepler and Hickman (1982) wrote about the social aspects of response to 

literature. They stated that response to literature is not only between the text and the 

reader, but between the text and the listener. In their research and classroom observations, 

Hepler and Hickman discovered that, in the read-aloud transaction, “the book is not yet 

quite separate from the voice that reads it aloud; good feelings about teacher and story are 

intertwined. In the classroom, the author is not the only person behind the book” (p. 279). 

The community of readers and writers has great influence upon the literacy development 

of its members. Sipe (1999) referred to this as the context of the experience of literature. 

The text itself is not the sole object carrying meaning. Meanings arise from transactions 

with the text, interactions with the teacher’s and students’ understandings of the text as 

well as their combined prior experiences with their own worlds. When all the social 

dynamics of the group come together, meanings are shaped and transformed while 

students are seeking validation in the interactions of the classroom community (Ruddell 

and Unrau, 2004). Galda and Beach (2004) suggested that when students read, or are read 

to, they draw on their own expectations and experiences to interpret characters’ intentions 
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and actions. In some cases, the inverse would hold true also. Students would rely on their 

participation in text worlds to further enhance their understanding of their own lived 

worlds. This sociocultural frame takes into consideration the complexities of the reader-

text transaction that is embedded in multiple worlds. 

 The research reviewed in this section addressed the group dynamic. The creation 

or envisionment of the text is the core fundamental of the read-aloud. The combination of 

an empathetic teacher reading the text, a child hearing and envisioning the text, and the 

group discussion over the text creates a perfect synergistic environment for the 

development of literate human beings. 

Effective read-alouds. Interactive read-alouds, where teachers encourage 

children to interact verbally with the text, peers, and the teacher during book reading 

(Barrentine, 1996), incorporate aspects of Cambourne’s conditions of learning (1995): 

immersion, responsibility, use, approximations, demonstrations, feedback, expectations, 

and engagement. Demonstration and engagement support the interactive aspect of a 

teacher read-aloud (Sipe, 2002). Fisher, Flood, Lapp, and Frey (2004) examined the read-

aloud practices of expert teachers to identify a common set of factors for these interactive 

read-alouds. They found seven components: (1) books chosen matched students’ 

emotional, developmental, and social levels, (2) the teacher had experience with the text, 

(3) the purpose for the read-aloud was clearly established, (4) the teacher modeled fluent 

reading, (5) teachers were master performers of the text, (6) teachers paused without 

stemming the flow of the story to pose thoughtful questions, and (7) connections were 

made to students’ independent reading and writing. Fisher, et al. (2004) proposed that 

these guidelines, if followed, would maximize instructional time. 
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Beck and McKeown (2001) studied the effects of “text talk” where the teacher, 

during an interactive read-aloud, intersperses reading with open-ended questions and 

discussion thereby enhancing children’s ability to construct meaning from 

decontextualized language. Their study suggested that children’s “text talk” with each 

other and the teacher is essential for building mature literacy skills. Lane and Wright 

(2007) examined the conditions under which reading aloud to children has been effective. 

Along with text talk (Beck & McKeown, 2001), they found two other research-based 

read-aloud methods: (1) dialogic reading and (2) print referencing. Dialogic reading 

engages the students in a high level of conversation that invites analysis, synthesis, 

evaluation, and questions that allow the child to relate the content of the book to life 

outside the book. Print referencing, although primarily used in emergent literacy, can also 

be used during a read-aloud to call attention to certain features of the text such as the 

concept of a word. Their study suggested that teachers using these systematic methods 

would be more productive in their read-aloud activities. 

This section of the literature review dealt with the effective methods for read- 

alouds. The research showed that in order to optimize the potential of the read-alouds, 

teachers must purposely establish the conditions for literacy learning that will result in 

the students’ continuing growth as readers and writers.  

Read-alouds and vocabulary/writing development. Reading aloud enhances 

students’ development of both oral and written vocabulary. Well-chosen read-alouds 

provide a robust vocabulary of Wondrous Words which are then available to aspiring 

writers. Books chosen for read-alouds, if they are engaging and interesting, increase 

children’s motivation, attention (Fisher, Flood, Lapp, & Frey, 2004), and the probability 
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that the rich vocabulary associated with such stories will be absorbed by the students 

(Kindle, 2009). While reading has been shown to improve students’ vocabulary 

acquisition, students who are struggling or reluctant readers will not choose to read; thus, 

their vocabulary will not increase as much as proficient and enthusiastic readers. Read-

alouds can be the bridge to accumulating a wealth of vocabulary, especially if the books 

chosen are of a higher reading level than what the struggling or reluctant reader might be 

exposed to. This “stockpile” of Wondrous Words that comes from read-alouds and their 

engaging conversations is more likely to be retained by the students, and in turn, appear 

in their own writing pieces. 

Biemiller and Boote (2006) studied the effects of vocabulary instruction 

embedded in children’s stories on students in kindergarten through second grade. Their 

studies showed that repeated reading of stories to kindergarten and first graders resulted 

in increased vocabulary acquisition while intensive word instruction increased the 

percentage of word meanings learned and the ability to transfer word meanings to new 

contexts such as student writing. Baumann, Ware, and Edwards (2007), in a year long 

study, found that by immersing a class of fifth grade students in a vocabulary-rich 

environment with regular read-alouds, much discussion about the literature, and 

exploring word choice and usage through writing, the students developed depth and 

breadth in their vocabulary knowledge. Ketch (2005) observed that conversation that 

pulls the student into the story and makes a personal connection heightens vocabulary 

acquisition, enhances deep thinking, improves overall comprehension, and influences 

their writing. 
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Lancia (1997), in his classroom study of second graders, discovered that 

saturating students with high-quality literature directly influences their writing. This idea 

of literacy borrowing and using mentor texts has also been borne out by other teacher 

researchers (e.g., Atwell, 1998; Calkins, 1994; Graves, 1994; Harwayne, 2001; Ray, 

1999). Through read-alouds, novice student writers are able to mimic, to a certain degree, 

the style, vocabulary, and voice of the author. Lancia (1997) found that the literature-rich 

environment situated in a Writing Workshop structure allowed this mentorship to grow, 

resulting in student writers who find their own voices. Pennac (1999) found that one of 

the things that happened for his students during the read-aloud was that they formed a 

relationship with the author that began in their sense of the author’s voice. Bomer (2010), 

in her study of student writers, explained voice in this way:  

A writer’s voice encompasses all aspects of writing – style, tone, structure, choice 

of words, and even the sound that is built with punctuation – all of which point 

the way to the heart and soul of what a writer wants to express during the course 

of a particular piece of writing. (pp. 58-59) 

Megyeri (1993) found this to be true with her ninth-grade students. “… students realize 

the power of the spoken word and of the bond that develops between speaker-oral reader 

and audience” (p. 189). This sense of the author’s voice can be magnified through the 

practice of reading aloud to students, young and old. 

Frank Smith (1983) stated, “It could only be through reading that writers learn all 

the intangibles that they know” (p. 558). Furthermore, Smith postulated that since there is 

so much to be learned in order to write, there is not possibly enough time to teach it. 

Therefore, he realized the necessity of learning to write from what we read. Smith said, 



Texas Tech University, Ellen Ryan Wasiuta, December 2011 

 42 

“They [children] must read like a writer, in order to learn how to write like a writer” (p. 

562). Of course, before any of this independent reading and writing work occurs, 

students must hear and see the language. Teachers must help students to perceive 

themselves as readers and writers, as members of a “literacy club.” Smith indicated that 

students need to be initiated into this “literacy club” by an active member, such as a 

teacher who shows them that reading and writing are interesting, possible, and 

worthwhile. “Effective teachers make newcomers members of clubs to which they 

themselves belong” (Smith, 1992, p. 434). According to Margaret Meek (1982), “good 

readers pick their own way to literacy in the company of friends who encourage and 

sustain them and that… the enthusiasm of a trusted adult can make the difference” (p. 

34). 

Michener (1989) conducted a research study to assess the relationship between 

reading aloud to students and their written composition skills. She found that students 

appeared to enhance their own writing styles through hearing quality writing read aloud 

with the most striking improvement being in the area of written syntactic maturity. In 

other words, the third graders in the study consistently assimilated new words into their 

writing vocabularies which they had heard read aloud. Dressel (1990) found in her study 

of fifth graders that the higher the quality of literature read aloud, the more significant 

improvement appeared in the students’ written stories.  

Romano (1998), in her study of fifth-graders’ written responses through three 

presentation methods (read-aloud, small group, and independent), concluded that the 

quality of the written responses was higher when the story was read aloud by the teacher. 

McCarthey (2001) studied fifth graders’ written responses to novels read aloud and found 
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that their journal writing demonstrated a comprehension of the content as well as the 

themes of the books. Baumann and Ivy (1997) conducted a study of second graders in 

which they found that “instruction within the context of literature is an effective and 

efficient way to provide students with skills and strategies in reading and writing” (p. 

247).  

Myra Barrs’ (2000) research focused on the influence of children’s reading of 

literature on their writing. The teachers in her study believed in the value of continuing to 

read to older children because they, the teachers, regarded this as an important way in 

which they could bring texts alive for the students and engage them with literature. Her 

study revealed that “reading aloud seemed to be a particularly helpful way of 

foregrounding the tunes and rhythms of a text in a way that subsequently influenced 

children’s writing” (p. 59). Another discovered benefit was that students were exposed to 

models that facilitated the development and enhancement of “writerly” thinking and 

language, which they then applied in their own writing. Margaret Meek (1988) has 

suggested that we can find the effects of reading aloud to children in their own writing. 

Barrs (2000) would concur. “Our favourite texts are where, as readers, we apprentice 

ourselves to writers” (p. 55). Mem Fox (1993) declared:  

The gains we make as writers, from hearing literature read aloud, aren’t bound by 

form. Rhythm and vocabulary transcend form: they’re tools of power that can be 

transported easily from one genre to the next according to our needs… In 

practical terms I am advocating the reading aloud of powerful literature in pursuit 

of the creation of powerful writers. (pp. 113-114) 
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The research reviewed in this section concluded that read-alouds lead to an 

increased acquisition and comprehension of rich vocabulary. Moreover, this “treasure 

trove” of vocabulary has been shown to appear in students’ writing and conversation.  

High-quality literature read aloud by a “member of the literacy club” provides a rich and 

engaging environment for all students as they “listen like writers” and develop their 

writing skills. 

Read-alouds and motivation. In the words of David McCord’s (1986) poem 

“Books Fall Open”: 

Books fall open, 

you fall in, 

delighted where 

you've never been; 

hear voices not once 

heard before, 

reach world on world 

through door on door; 

find unexpected 

keys to things 

locked up beyond 

imaginings.  

An important goal of literacy instruction is to promote involvement in reading and 

writing. McKenna, Kear, and Ellsworth (1995) found in a national survey that attitudes 

toward academic and recreational reading and writing become more negative over the 
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elementary school years and that the least able readers and writers have the most negative 

attitudes. Rosenblatt’s (1985) “absorbed reader” effect which occurs when an aesthetic 

stance is encouraged, influences student motivation and intent to read and respond, 

increases attention, aids in forming mental text representation, and enhances reading 

comprehension and meaning construction. Teachers who take a predominate aesthetic 

instructional stance, nurturing internal reader motivation to enhance reader transaction 

with the text, will upgrade the emotional importance of the text in the mind of the student 

(Renouf, 1990). Rosenblatt (1938) wrote, “There is no such thing as a generic reader or a 

generic literary work. . . . 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. 34). In my experience, this is showcased during read-alouds when the 

idiosyncratic worlds of students, teacher, and characters collide. With this “collision” 

comes the potential for personalities to emerge, reflections to be vocalized, and opinions 

to be formed. As the end result, students become active participants in a community of 

learners. This aspect of self-actualization can lead to a filling up of students’ reservoirs of 

intrinsic motivation. 

Abbott (2000) reported an interpretive study of two fifth-grade students’ intrinsic 

motivation for writing. The case studies illustrated that motivation to write is influenced 

by the contextual factors of social context such as membership in a writing, reading, and 

thinking community of learners. Cole (2002) also used a case study approach to study 

what motivated her second grade students to write. She found that their motivations to 

read and write were distinctive and unique to each student; therefore, she sought to 
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provide a classroom culture rich in literacy with opportunities for read-alouds and 

response that would best meet their literacy needs. 

Ecroyd (1991) read aloud to her high school English classes, both regular and 

Honors. She found that reading aloud motivated her students to read books by the same 

author on their own. Edmunds and Bauserman (2006) interviewed kindergarten through 

fifth-grade students and found that the children in the study enjoyed being read to by 

others regardless of their age, thus increasing their motivation to read on their own. 

Gambrell (1996) worked to identify classroom factors associated with literacy 

motivation. From her research she concluded that teachers motivate students to read by 

being an explicit reading model situated in a book-rich classroom culture filled with 

social interactions about books. 

Sweet and Guthrie (1996) stated that intrinsic motivations (goals that are internal 

to the learner) arise from personal interests and private experiences that develop into 

reasons for wanting to read and write. Connecting reading and writing confirm the role of 

intrinsic motivation. Oldfather (1993) conducted research with students in a combined 

fifth- and sixth-grade classroom. Her study revealed that students’ motivation for literacy 

was connected to the overall context of the classroom which was described as a 

respectful, responsive culture, and the deep responsiveness of this culture to students’ 

written and oral expression. Oldfather called this honored voice. In another study, 

Thomas and Oldfather (1995) suggested that motivation is part of the learning process, 

not something that teachers “do” to students. Oldfather and Dahl (1994) deemed this on-

going engagement in learning necessary to promote students’ continuing impulse to learn. 

Palmer, Codling, and Gambrell (1994) studied the conversational interviews of third- and 
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fifth-grade students and found four aspects of literacy learning as significant motivational 

factors – prior experiences with books, social interactions about books, book access, and 

book choice. Prior experiences with books, especially through read-alouds, emerged as 

the most consistently mentioned factor related to motivation to read. 

 Pajares (2003), in his synthesis of research findings that address the relationship 

between writing self-efficacy (the belief a person holds about his/her ability to carry out a 

writing task), other motivation constructs, and writing outcomes in academic settings, 

found that students’ confidence in their writing abilities affects their writing motivation. 

Albert Bandura (1994) studied the effects of self-efficacy and found that individuals who 

report a high level of self-efficacy in literacy tasks maintain a correspondingly high level 

of commitment and engagement. Spaulding (1995b) found that students with a high level 

of self-efficacy in literacy tasks are more likely to be motivated to participate in and 

commit to similar literacy tasks in the future. Spaulding (1995a) investigated the effects 

of varying degrees of psychological presence of teachers on the writing-task management 

of middle school students. Interestingly enough, she found that students with low levels 

of self-efficacy were more engaged when the teacher was the intended audience for their 

writing. Students who feel insecure about their writing abilities may benefit from the 

psychological presence of their teacher. Bruning and Horn (2000) found that student 

motivation for writing comes through programs that are designed by those who 

understand the power and pleasure of writing. Since the program will rest on the beliefs 

of the teacher, the central guiding and nurturing force is the teacher whose conceptions of 

writing provide a model to shape students’ beliefs.  
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This section of the literature review found that the read-alouds provide a safe 

environment in which students cultivate their intrinsic motivations while branching out 

on their own as they increase their self-efficacy. 

Summary. The research on read-alouds indicates the benefits of read-alouds are 

first and foremost in the pleasure attained in the experience. Even students who do not 

like to read can have increased motivation and engagement through read-alouds. 

Moreover, the practical outcomes of building background knowledge, vocabulary, and 

observing a good reading model are not to be discounted. At the same time, Rosenblatt’s 

aesthetic stance toward reading is fostered through read-alouds as is Langer’s concept of 

literary envisionment, i.e., whereby students comfortably share their ideas and discuss 

them. To accomplish the above, effective read-alouds and their necessary qualities need 

to be in place. Finally, the role that read-alouds can play on promoting writing and 

student motivation further extends the benefits of read-alouds. 

Research on the Role of a Caring, Effective Teacher 

 In a responsive, child-centered classroom where the construction of meaning 

comes from books, peers, and the world around, the relationship between the student and 

the teacher is critical for the development of the students’ self-efficacy and intrinsic 

motivation. Responsive, caring relationships between the teacher and student play a large 

part in encouraging social and academic development of students. Nel Noddings (2006) 

is noted for her research regarding caring as a central dimension of effective teaching. 

She found that caring teachers listen and are responsive to students’ expressed needs 

(what the student thinks he needs) while figuring out how to meet their inferred needs 

(what the teacher thinks the student needs).  



Texas Tech University, Ellen Ryan Wasiuta, December 2011 

 49 

Noblit & Rogers (1995) studied the relationships between teacher and students in 

a fourth and second grade classroom. They reported that their observations of the two 

teachers and their day-to-day interactions with the students showed the researchers that 

caring is central to education. “It is the glue that binds teachers and students together and 

makes life in classrooms meaningful” (p. 2). Wentzel (1997) studied adolescents’ 

perceptions of pedagogical caring and found that perceptions of caring teachers were 

related to students’ academic efforts. Pratt (2008) studied the letters his daughter wrote to 

him about her fourth-grade classroom experience. Her letters highlighted just how 

important a caring teacher was to her willingness to learn. Rogers and Webb (1991) 

interviewed elementary school teachers and their students about the qualities of a good 

teacher. The teachers overwhelmingly responded with the idea that good teachers care 

and this is revealed through their interactions with the students. Webb and Blond (1995) 

studied a teacher’s narrative of her classroom practices and relationships with her 

students. They found, because the teacher cared for her students, that very caring 

influenced how she taught them. Building upon Vygotsky’s zone of proximal 

development, Goldstein (1999) enveloped this definition within the construct of caring. 

Entering into the ZPD and “attending to the interpersonal relationships between teachers 

and their students, dealing explicitly with the affective as well as the intellectual 

dimensions of learning, will strengthen children’s educational experiences” (p. 669). 

Shirley Brice Heath has said that in order to have literate people emerge from 

classrooms, examples must be provided of “joyfully literate adults” for students to 

emulate. “The single most important condition for literacy learning is the presence of 

mentors who are joyfully literate people” (S. Heath, personal communication, November 
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27, 2010). In a similar vein, Serafini and Giorgis (2003) wrote that one of the most 

important roles the teacher plays in her classroom is that of a “joyful promoter of 

literature and reading” (p. 11). Maxine Greene (1995) had a vision of a classroom based 

on mutual respect where teachers and students both operate as seekers of knowledge and 

behave as active learners within the same shared space. Csikszentmihalyi and 

McCormack (1986) in their interviews with teenagers reported that influential teachers 

cared for and supported the students. Even more importantly, these teachers showed a 

high level of involvement, interest, and enjoyment for what they taught. Csikszentmihalyi 

(1990) expressed it this way: “Basically, young people are influenced by adults who 

appear to enjoy what they do, and who promise to make youth’s life more enjoyable too” 

(p. 133). Ruddell’s (1995) research into influential teachers concluded, “The Influential 

Teacher enables literacy learning to become an active, exciting, collaborative, and 

learner-centered process of discovery” (p. 462). Thus, influential teachers realize it is 

they who will bear the brunt of responsibility for creating classroom environments that 

foster literacy in every child. Noddings (2005) worried, “Do we risk producing a 

generation of young adults whose attitude toward learning and work will be ‘just tell me 

what to do?’” (p. 152). Conscientious teachers negotiate and balance needs and wants of 

students as well as the requirements of the curriculum and standardized testing. Greene 

(1997) said, “Teachers may well be among the few in a position to kindle the light that 

might illuminate the spaces of discourse and events in which young newcomers have 

some day to find their ways” (p. 8). 

Summary. This section of the literature review highlighted the importance of the 

teacher-student relationship. Caring teachers influence and support the interpersonal 
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relationships with their students. These strengthened relationships allow for a higher level 

of involvement and greater educational experiences.  

Research on Impediments: Negative Side Effects of High-Stakes Testing  

In her poem “A Lazy Thought,” Eve Merriam (1983) said, “It takes a lot of slow 

to grow.” Teachers know this, both intuitively and factually. Yet, faced with the harsh 

reality of high-stakes testing, it has been my experience that we constantly “hurry-up” – 

the curriculum, the students, and ourselves. Noddings (2002), in her research into the 

ethic of caring, found that to treat the needs of our students requires time. Time becomes 

a prized commodity which is fought over by policy makers, administrators, and teachers 

alike. The pressures of high-stakes testing have increased exponentially over the past 

decade (Kohn, 2000). Writing teachers are faced with instructional decisions that pit 

extensive test preparation using writing exercises formatted to match the test, for the 

acquisition of acceptable scores, against well-recognized literacy “best practices” (e.g., 

Zemelman, Daniels, & Hyde, 2005). Among best practices are student ownership and 

choice in a Writing Workshop structure while using mentor texts and read-alouds. The 

former short-sighted approach squeezes the curriculum into a narrow, statistically defined 

space, while the latter views the overall development of a literate human being to be 

paramount. 

Teachers are constantly reminded of test dates, test training sessions (for the 

teachers), and, quite possibly, even a countdown until the actual day of the test. Therein 

lies the dilemma. Faced with the pressures of high-stakes testing and accountability 

ratings, teachers try to effectively allocate time for the literacy curriculum: the Writing 

Workshop with its guided writing, independent writing, peer response group (PRG) 
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conferencing, revising, editing, Author’s Chair, publishing, and “ta-da,” reading aloud… 

which may get rushed (Copenhaver, 2001). In Copenhaver’s study of one teacher’s 

classroom and her read-aloud time, she found students’ responses were not validated, the 

aesthetic gave way to the efferent response, and marginalized children were left out of the 

classroom community even more. When the teacher had time, she could honor the voices 

and interests of all her students and allow them to respond aesthetically. 

Much time is lost to test preparation (Hoffman, Assaf, & Paris, 2001; Kohn, 2000; 

Popham, 2004). Noted author Alfie Kohn has written extensively about human behavior, 

education, and social theory. He recognized the time crunch when he wrote that schools 

have cannibalized the curriculum in order to make room for test preparation (Kohn, 

2001). Kohn asserted that teachers have a complex relationship with the tests. He 

recommended teachers should do what is necessary to prepare students for the test – and 

then get back to the real learning. Thomas Newkirk, in his book Holding on to Good 

Ideas in a Time of Bad Ones (2009), wrote that one of the main issues that literacy 

educators face today is the “curse of the graphite” (p. 4), a reference to the invention of 

the machine-scored tests where number two pencils must be used on the answer 

documents. The curse of the graphite is still with teachers as they try to come to terms 

with “fitting it all in.” Wolf and Wolf (2002) researched six teachers of writing to learn 

how they helped their students prepare for high-stakes tests while remaining committed 

to effective pedagogy. The researchers found that the teachers valued authentic writing 

for authentic purposes, but they also practiced for the state writing assessment.  Shelton 

& Fu (2004) researched how a fourth-grade teacher attempted to deal with the tension of 

implementing a Writing Workshop approach within a school context focused on high test 
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scores. They observed the teacher slicing out an intensive six-week test preparation from 

the curriculum in order to meet the district goals without compromising her own beliefs 

about quality literacy instruction. 

Martinez and McGee (2000) initially hoped that reliance on authentic materials – 

and by implication less emphasis on testing – would be the wave of the future. They 

warned, however, that political forces were working as a countercurrent. The authors 

believed that we were moving toward a definition of reading that moves beyond 

comprehension and response into “deep thinking,” which requires seeing more than one 

perspective, searching out a variety of interpretations, and finding compelling 

connections. They stipulated that this understanding of literacy requires literature, 

authentic literature, because only literature provides the multiple layers of meaning 

necessary for acquiring the ways of deep thinking that we are coming to define as 

literacy. “We are confident that theory, instructional practices, and children’s literature 

will continue to evolve into the next century, allowing literature to remain in its current 

central role in reading and writing instruction” (p. 167). Martinez and McGee predicted 

that voices of reason would prevail and young children’s need for authentic literature 

would be recognized in future reading programs. Several years later I asked them for an 

update. In an email from Miriam Martinez (personal communication, November 1, 2006), 

the author stated:  

Sadly, I think we missed the boat on our predictions! What you describe [scripted 

reading programs that seem to leave literature-based reading instruction and 

writing out] is what I see too. But research related to literary reading and response 

has continued, though not with the strength we saw in the last decade! And I think 
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that is important. The pendulum will swing – though political forces will have to 

shift first. So I refuse to lose hope.  

Lea McGee replied in the same vein: 

I think the bag is still mixed. Beginning reading and reading for at risk children is 

most in jeopardy because of materials. However, even in Reading First schools in 

Alabama, children are supposed to be reading literature when they get done with 

first and second grade achievement. However, I rarely see that happening. What 

we really need is a THEORY of reading development which demands that 

children have exposure to literature because that is the only place they will be 

exposed to complex text, complex ideas, and crafted, compelling writing. 

(personal communication, November 4, 2006) 

Manning (2006) addressed this question: “What can we do to uphold our values 

and still stay within the guidelines of certain policies?” (p. 68). Her sage advice? “We 

have spent years becoming the teachers we are and we can’t and shouldn’t change what 

we believe because of mandates” (p. 69). This statement reflects the heart of this research 

study’s title – “A Line in the Sand.” The read-aloud is my stand, my literacy stand, 

reflecting the sum total of my experiences, my in-depth research, and my philosophy 

about how children learn. It is my defense against the “curse of the graphite,” or as some 

of my colleagues refer to it, “The Tyranny of Testing.”  

Gallagher, (2009) developed a new word – “readicide” – which he defined as “the 

systematic killing of the love of reading, often exacerbated by the inane, mind-numbing 

practices found in schools” (p. 2). Gallagher suggested that valuable classroom time may 

be our only opportunity to showcase the wonders of reading and writing. Teachers and 
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administrators need to realize that “we are developing test-takers at the expense of 

readers” (p. 7). Many teachers, including myself, would take his statement a bit further… 

at the expense of literate human beings. 

Summary. This final section of the literature review focused on the negative 

aspects of high-stakes testing and its effect on the read-aloud. The read-aloud, which 

many consider to be a time-honored foundation of literacy (e.g., Fisher & Medvic, 2003; 

Holdaway, 1979; Layne, 2009; and Trelease, 2006), struggles to carve out a time and 

place in many teachers’ high-stakes tested classrooms. The classroom of this research 

study was no exception.  

Conclusion 

This literature review highlighted a brief overview of the history of writing 

research and the writing process; research on the Writing Workshop; research relating to 

the development of children’s writing abilities; and research on read-alouds including the 

benefits of read-alouds, response to read-alouds, effective read-alouds, read-alouds and 

vocabulary/writing development, and motivation through read-alouds. Research on the 

role of a caring, effective teacher was also explored. In addition, research concerned with 

high-stakes testing and its negative effects upon the literacy classroom was reviewed.  

Research on the writing process showed that writing was best viewed as a process 

whereby teacher intervention during the composing process was a natural part of teaching 

students how to write. The research also discussed using an apprentice-like approach in a 

collaborative, cooperative, Writing Workshop environment “where students get to walk 

in the shoes of writers nearly every day” (Fletcher and Portalupi, 2001, p. xi). Research 

has shown that writing can best be taught in a student-centered manner where responsive 



Texas Tech University, Ellen Ryan Wasiuta, December 2011 

 56 

teaching is critical and teacher expertise is developed through careful study and 

observation.  

The literature review also explored pertinent research on the development of 

children’s writing abilities (Clay, 1975; Graves, 1983) which illustrated that the creative 

urge of children is borne out in their willingness to write.  Children’s desire to write as 

well as the development of their writing abilities can be enhanced and expanded in a 

conducive Writing Workshop environment. 

The many positive benefits of read-alouds were scrutinized in this literature 

review. These included the students’ enjoyment and active engagement along with a 

heightened sense of motivation and self-efficacy. In addition, read-alouds have been 

shown to develop vocabulary acquisition and the development of writing skills.  

This literature review also recognized the importance of the teacher-student 

relationship in which the teacher’s role is that of a “joyful promoter of literature and 

reading” (Serafini and Giorgis 2003). Research showed that strong teacher-student 

relationships allow for a higher level of involvement and greater educational experiences. 

The negative aspects of high-stakes testing and its effects on the read-alouds in a 

Writing Workshop environment were also explored in this literature review. The research 

showed that many teachers struggle to find time for read-alouds in a “test preparation” 

atmosphere. 

These studies were the foundation for my in-depth research into my own 

microcosm literary universe. This study applied the background research in an up-close 

and personal examination of our Writing Workshop with read-alouds at the center of the 

“Literary Experience.” The research contained in this review focused on the different 
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segments, (e.g., Writing Workshop, effective read-alouds, reader response, vocabulary 

acquisition, etc.). The purpose of this study was to put it all together in a holistic view 

and to show how the “pieces” form the “whole,” – the Big Picture. The intent was to 

provide a window into one Writing Workshop classroom to see the teacher and students 

working together to form a cohesive, engaged, literate community of learners (Graves, 

1983).  

Reading aloud to students from the day they enter school until the day they 

graduate will only enrich their lives in and out of the classroom. Students who are read 

aloud to are more likely to become intrinsically motivated readers and writers who 

engage in literate activities for the pleasures they bring. Calkins (1991) said, “In a 

reading-writing workshop, something has to give you an extra consciousness” (p. 22). 

Books that grab hold of students, that pull them in, will provide that “extra 

consciousness.” The read-aloud brings a sense of the aesthetic into students’ lives. 

Influential teachers become reading and writing models as they share their own love of 

literature through read-alouds. These effective, caring teachers cultivate kindred spirits in 

their classrooms. As Anthony and Mary Applegate (2004) said, “In the final analysis, all 

students have a right to the chance to lose themselves in literature and thus to live a richer 

and more diverse life than they might have otherwise” (p. 562). 

 Winnie the Pooh said, “Poetry and hums aren’t things which you get. They’re 

things which get you. And all you can do is to go where they can find you” (Milne, 1928, 

2007, p. 173). This study tells the tale of a fourth-grade teacher and her students as they 

seek to go where poetry, hums, and worlds upon worlds can be found. Eleanor 

Duckworth (2009) has said, “Nobody can force themselves to get poems or hums – or to 
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have new ideas. But if we cannot force them, we can ready them – we can get them to a 

place where new ideas can find them” (p. 188). 

When I sat down in my grandmother’s white wicker rocking chair, in the back 

corner of my classroom, I was cognizant of the research as I have explored it in this 

review. I was aware, as Margaret Meek (2001) put it, “Children’s literature is, 

undeniable, the first literary experience, where the reader’s expectations of what literature 

is are laid down” (p. 285). As important as this concept is, it was the pleasure found in 

the read-aloud experience as I shared the journeys of Jack in Love that Dog and Hate that 

Cat (Creech, 2001, 2008), Lonnie in Locomotion (Woodson, 2003), Larkin in Baby 

(MacLachlan, 1993) and Edward in The Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane 

(DiCamillo, 2006) with my students that kept pulling me back to Ma’s rocking chair. And 

when someone invariably knocked on the door, interrupting our read-aloud time, we all 

chanted together: 

“Hate that door like a lion who cannot roar, 

I said we hate that door like a lion who cannot roar, 

We just can’t imagine hating it any, any more.” 

(Wasiuta’s fourth-grade take-off on “Love that Boy” with apologies to Walter Dean 

Myers). 

Or, as Steven Layne (2009) put it when he discussed the power and priority of the read-

aloud in the curriculum, “Don’t bother me, I’m busy changing lives” (p. 51).  

 This research study shows an up-close and personal view of the power and 

priority of the read-aloud in our Writing Workshop as well as my honed, dedicated 
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resolve to keep my “line in the sand” even as the “winds” of high-stakes testing 

threatened to erase its mark in the time and place of our literacy world. 



Texas Tech University, Ellen Ryan Wasiuta, December 2011 

 60 

CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

In this qualitative, naturalistic, autoethnographic study, I described how and why 

read-alouds became a central component of a fourth-grade English classroom. This 

centrality of the read-alouds is illuminated by noting the effects of the read-alouds on the 

students’ self-selected readings, their compositions, and their perceptions of their own 

developing literacies. The study also examined the effects of the teacher’s instructional 

decision to implement daily read-alouds within the context of the state’s 

English/Language Arts (ELA) curriculum while preparing students for standardized state 

testing.  

Research Questions 

The study was framed by four major research questions: (1) What is the nature of 

the evolution of fourth graders’ writing and self-selected reading as influenced by on-

going read-alouds by the teacher? (2) How does the chosen text to be read aloud 

influence students’ perceptions of themselves as readers/writers – literate human beings? 

(3) What is the relationship between the genres selected for the read-aloud and the 

writing produced by fourth graders as well as their self-selected reading choices? and (4) 

What does a teacher learn about her own growth as a literacy teacher through an 

autoethnographic study? 

While research (e.g., Ivey, 2003; Krashen, 2004; Morrow, 2003; Serafini and 

Giorgis, 2003; Trelease, 2006), has shown an agreement on the value of the read-aloud in 

the area of success in reading, more study is needed if we wish to move toward a fuller 
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understanding of the power of read-alouds in literacy development specifically in the area 

of writing. 

Research Design 

I first discuss the rationale for qualitative research and my use of 

autoethnography. Next I present the setting and participants. Data collection and data 

analysis follow. I conclude with a discussion of trustworthiness. 

Rationale for qualitative research. Qualitative research, broadly defined, means 

“any kind of research that produces findings not arrived at by means of statistical 

procedures or other means of quantification” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 17). Qualitative 

research seeks illumination, understanding, and accepts the complex and dynamic quality 

of the classroom in a way that quantitative research simply cannot. In many instances, 

quantitative measures cannot adequately describe or interpret what transpires as teachers 

teach and children learn. Qualitative research, which is sometimes referred to as 

naturalistic inquiry (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), emphasizes description of direct experience 

and meaning (Preissle, 2006). The underlying paradigm for qualitative research in 

education typically reflects more of a constructivist view, where reality is socially 

constructed and subjectivity is part and parcel of the process including the insider’s 

(emic) point of view. 

Qualitative research in education acknowledges the importance of configuration 

and matters of context (Eisner, 1993a). Smith (1983) clarified, “To understand a 

particular action requires an understanding of the context within which it takes place, and 

to understand the context within which it takes place requires an understanding of the 

particular actions” (p. 12). Literacy researchers study reading and writing instruction in 
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classrooms to shine light on the intangibles, the hows and whys of every day occurrences 

that make a difference in the literacy lives of students. Lucy Calkins (1994) has talked 

about teaching as an art, where teachers must draw from all they know in order to create 

something beautiful. Qualitative methods allow researchers to “identify the forces that 

drive the subjective engines of teachers and learners in the pedagogical situation” (Soltis, 

1984, p. 8). Qualitative methods in the study of literacy focus on insiders’ perspectives, 

emphasize social and cultural context, and provide tools for analyzing discourse. 

Autoethnography. “Autoethnography is an autobiographical genre of writing and 

research that displays multiple layers of consciousness, connecting the personal to the 

cultural” (Ellis & Bochner, 2003). This form of writing highlights the researcher’s own 

experiences as a topic of investigation. The writer takes the reader by the hand, inviting 

him/her into the writer’s world in order to feel the truth of the autoethnographer’s story. 

Duncan (2004), suggested that using a personal experience approach such as 

autoethnography allows a structure for sharing one’s experience and knowledge with 

other professional educators. Preissle (2006) referred to this as “insider research” (p. 

690). Ellis (2004) stated that researchers incorporate their personal experiences and 

standpoint in their research. Doing so “would give us a better sense of your point of view 

and help us understand who you are as the researcher telling this story” (p. 48). Reed-

Danahay (1997) presented the notion of:   

autobiographical ethnography… a form of self-narrative that places the self within 

a social context. It is both a method and a text . . . [and] can be done by an 

autobiographer who places the story of his or her life within a story of the social 

context in which it occurs. (p. 9) 
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Autoethnographic accounts can “illuminate the culture under study” (Ellis & Bochner, 

2000, p. 740). In this study the culture under the microscope was the dynamic, sometimes 

volatile, ever-changing one of fourth-grade students and their English/Language Arts 

(ELA) teacher. 

An autoethnographic inquiry is open to the possibility that certain experiences 

may be unique and are associated with real people who have individual voices, and yet, 

these experiences and voices may be understood and reflected upon by other interested 

parties.  

Setting and Participants 

 This study took place in one fourth-grade classroom of a K-5 low socioeconomic 

Title I elementary school in an urban school district located in a city of 200,000 in the 

southwestern United States. The city is a major agricultural hub and the site of a large 

university. Covering 85.5 square miles, the district served 28,790 students with 11,000 in 

the forty-one elementary schools at the time of this study. The ethnicity of the district, 

according to demographics from the district central office, was 49.7% Hispanic, 35.4% 

Anglo/Other, and 14.9% African-American.  

 Braun Elementary, situated in the central part of the city, is a one story brick 

building which opened in 1949 with additional rooms added in 1956 and a new wing in 

1996. At the time of this study Braun Elementary served approximately 475 students and 

had a faculty and support staff of more than 60 people. According to demographics from 

the district central office, the student ethnicity for the school was 70.64% Hispanic, 

17.87% African-American, and 11.49% Anglo-Americans with 95% of the student 

population receiving free or reduced lunches. 
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Because I was employed as a full-time teacher of fourth-grade English/Language 

Arts (ELA), I had full access to the classrooms, students, student records, all of the 

teaching staff, parents, and administrators of this setting. 

 Three sections of fourth-grade students, ages 9-11, rotated through 

English/Language Arts (ELA) class on a daily basis in 90 minute blocks. They also 

attended math/science and reading/social studies with my two faculty teammates. The 

students had one hour of “Specials,” either art, music, or computers per week on a 

rotating basis. Students whose test scores for reading or math were not deemed 

“acceptable” attended Intervention Classes (small group instruction) during Specials.  

 On average, the fourth-grade classrooms had 22 students each for a total of 

approximately 66 students. At the time of this study, three of those students were 

classified as English as Second Language (ESL) learners, seven received special 

education services for reading and math, and one received special education services for 

speech.  

 All of these students came to me daily for ELA. While the seven special 

education students received most of their instruction from me, they spent a great deal of 

their time in a “Content Mastery” class with the special education teacher who 

implemented plans I sent her. 

 Thirteen students were selected as key participants to be interviewed based on 

their willingness to provide feedback and insight and their gender/ethnic representation of 

the current fourth-grade class. This is a purposeful sampling. According to Patton (1990), 

the “logic and power of purposeful sampling lies in selecting information-rich cases for 

study in depth. Information-rich cases are those from which one can learn a great deal 
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about issues of central importance to the purpose of the research” (p. 169). The students 

chosen for the interviews showed added interest in what we were doing in class and 

sometimes questioned it. They caught my attention early on as they sought to have more 

of a personal relationship with me. The interviewed students consisted of seven boys – 

five Hispanics (one of whom was an English Language Learner), one African-American, 

and one Anglo – and six girls – five Hispanics and one Anglo (See Appendix F). All of 

these students had been in my classroom since August. These students expressed a great 

deal of interest in what I did, even going so far as to offer suggestions to improve our 

ELA time. 

All students’ names, as well as the school’s, are pseudonyms. All students 

referenced in this study, their parents, the librarian, and special education teacher gave 

informed consent for participation in this study (See Appendices A, B, and C for Consent 

Forms). 

Data Collection 

 Data collected for this study included field notes, observations, reflections, 

comments, and connections collected in my Researcher’s Journal (RJ) and Researcher’s 

Journal Subsections (RJ A-N). Data also included digital audio recordings of teacher 

read-alouds and student interviews. Documents included letters exchanged between the 

students and me, student literature responses, TAKS writing responses to prompts, 

personal narratives, and poetry. Additional documents included email exchanges with the 

school librarian, special education teacher, and teen-age reader/writer.  

Researcher’s Journal. Because I was the teacher and also the researcher, 

conflicts in priorities arose. If I was “in the moment” and fully teaching, I did not stop to 
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“take notes” on what I was doing. However, I did “scribble” copious notes to myself as 

often as possible during the course of the day. 

Students became accustomed to seeing me rapidly 

write a note to myself in my wire-bound journal 

(See Appendix D) with the picture of the sleeping 

kitty wearing a “sorting hat” as described in J. K. 

Rowling’s Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone. 

They were quite curious as to what I wrote down, 

and I shared my observations with them, asking for 

clarifications as needed. Several students became 

adept at reminding me of “thoughts” that arose during our conversations, particularly 

when discussing our read-alouds. I might tell them to remind me to write down a note 

“later,” when I had a chance… and they would do just that [p. 33, Lines 7-8, p. 52, Line 

15 RJ]. One student even contributed some stickers to represent my initials, e w, to 

decorate the cover (see above). 

At home I recorded my notes in my Researcher’s Journal (See Appendix E) where 

all of these “scribbles” were fleshed out. I used the Researcher’s Journal as a kind of 

“commonplace book” (Johnson, 2010) where the events of the day/week were replayed in 

my mind, students’ comments were transcribed and reflected upon, and in turn, new 

questions arose. Direct observation, while cultivating highly refined perception – 

“connoisseurship” – (Eisner, 1993a) of my classroom environment provided a rich vein 

of information and a greater understanding of what I was studying (Merriam, 1988). I 

carried out Patton’s (1990) idea that the perspective of those observed also be included. 
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Thus, in the Researcher’s Journal, I added student’s remarks, my comments, insights, 

interpretations, and “things to wonder about.” I also allowed my writings to make 

connections to what I had read in the literature, sometimes copying and pasting sections 

of articles in conjunction with what I had written. 

I constantly tried to make meaning out of what I recorded in my Researcher’s 

Journal. This journal became a written record of our entire academic school year 

complete with the musings, ruminations, reflections, and thoughts of the students and 

me… all one-hundred pages of it. Johnson (2010) spoke of how many inquiring minds 

with intellectual ambition in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries such as Milton, 

Bacon, and Locke believed in the memory-enhancing powers of the commonplace book, 

a type of notebook that encouraged reflexive thought. “The tradition of the commonplace 

book contains a central tension between order and chaos, between the desire for 

methodical arrangement, and the desire for surprising new links of association” (pp. 85-

86). This idea resonated with me as I realized the powerful role my own Researcher’s 

Journal (my commonplace book) played in my research. Johnson (2010) added, “Each 

rereading of the commonplace book becomes a new kind of revelation” (p. 87). In the 

tradition of the commonplace book, my Researcher’s Journal became a tangled mix of 

reading and writing, of trying to make sense of my accumulated observations and 

thoughts while still allowing “unruly, unplanned meanderings” (p. 87). 

Digital audio recordings and transcripts. I recorded two of my read-alouds and 

transcribed the “teacher-student talk” (See Appendix I). During these interactive read-

alouds, there was much discussion of open questions and encouragement of “Brain 

Jumps.” This term (coined by the classroom teacher) refers to the connections the 
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students and teacher of this study made to their own worlds, communities and past 

personal experiences; to the world at large; and to other texts. These “Brain Jumps” 

enabled students to better comprehend the read-alouds (Fountas & Pinnell, 2006; Keene 

& Zimmerman, 2007).  Beck and McKeown (2001) studied the effects of “text talk” and 

found that this kind of talk enhanced children’s ability to construct meaning from 

decontextualized language. The students and I engaged in “text talk” with each other, 

which is essential for building mature literacy skills. Dialogic reading (Lane and Wright, 

2007) engaged the students in a high level of conversation that invited analysis, synthesis, 

evaluation, and thought-provoking questions that allowed the students to relate the 

content of the book to life outside the book. Most of our “Wondrous Words” came from 

interactions such as these. Our “Wondrous Words” refer to our list of unusual, 

interesting, vibrant, intellectually stimulating words gleaned from our read-alouds. 

I also recorded and transcribed three sets of semi-structured student interviews for 

a total of 13 interviews (See Appendix F). When working with elementary age students, I 

had found from past experience, it was best to have questions written out ahead of time as 

guidelines; however, the recorded conversation was still open to take unexpected turns 

which led to new insights. Polkinghorne (2005) wrote, “The most useful accounts 

describe unexpected and unanticipated aspects of an experience” (p. 143). Basically, the 

interview is a “conversation with a purpose” (Rossman and Rallis, 2003, p. 183). 

I interviewed my 13 key participants on three separate occasions. These semi-

structured interviews with open-ended questions lasted about 10 minutes each and were 

transcribed for analysis. The audio recordings allowed me to “see” beyond what I 

observed and to extend my understandings about the literacy practices in the classroom. I 
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entered into another’s perspective (Patton, 1990) in order to more fully understand how 

the students see themselves, each other, and me. I needed to see me through my students’ 

eyes. The interviews supplied the perspectives of the student participants (Erickson, 

1986). In addition to supplying individual data, the sources served to triangulate 

information, thereby increasing the credibility of the findings by balancing and 

comparing the perceptions of teacher and students (Edwards & Westgate, 1987; Patton, 

1990). The transcripts of the interviews (See Appendix F) were given to the students to 

read and add any additional comments and clarification. Jaime and Shaun read their 

entire transcript aloud to each other and discussed it for forty-five minutes while others 

went over their sections individually. All wanted to make sure their thoughts would be 

included [p. 96, Lines 22-23; p. 97, Lines 1-7 RJ]. 

Documents. The writing samples and letters formed the basis for documents in 

this study. Documents “reflect the participant’s perspective, which is what most 

qualitative research is seeking” (Merriam, 1988, p. 117). Documents are “contextually 

relevant and grounded in the contexts they represent” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 277). In 

other words, they are “grounded in the real world” (Merriam, 1998, p. 127). These 

personal documents, which are primary resources (Merriam, 1998), added “weight” to 

observations, reflections, and interviews. 

Students wrote (See Appendix G) to me on a fairly regular basis for a total of 145 

student letters. Topics ranged from personal matters to reflections about the read-alouds 

[p. 24, Lines 7-14; p. 25, Lines 18-19; p. 26, Lines 9-11; p. 76, Lines 8-9, RJ]. Students 

also wrote responses to the read-aloud literature in their composition notebooks for a total 
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of 76 entries (see Appendix H). Student writing also included 20 TAKS prompt 

responses, 7 personal narratives, and 24 poems. 

Email correspondence with the librarian and special education teacher, as well as 

the teen-age reader/writer, also provided rich, relevant context for this study. 

Data Analysis 

Analyzing data requires a critical examination of the information uncovered. We 

must “look for patterns, and challenge the obvious; … we must be flexible yet systematic 

in our thinking” (Merritt, 2004, p. 407). Merriam (2002) noted: “Data analysis is a 

complex process that involves moving back and forth between concrete bits of data and 

abstract concepts, between inductive and deductive reasoning, between description and 

interpretation” (p. 178). Rossman and Rallis (2003) wrote that a “researcher follows his 

intuition that suggests a deeper way to understand and interpret the data” (p. 84). 

Basically, we learn as we go (Rossman and Rallis, 2003). Johnson (2010) wrote about the 

“slow hunch,” where an interesting idea may be cultivated by writing everything down. 

He explained that as we read through our observations, new thoughts begin to take shape 

in our minds, which provoke a whole new set of notes to explore.  

Within an autoethnographic design, the qualitative researcher becomes immersed 

in the data, trying to organize it all into coherent strands, categories of patterns, and 

themes. I scrutinized the data from self-observations and reflections, my observations of 

the students, my questions and conversations with students, and analysis of their written 

documents and transcribed interviews. I used “categorizing strategies to identify 

similarities and differences among the data, coding and sorting them into appropriate 

categories” (Rossman and Rallis, 2003, p. 273). This sorting utilized the “constant 
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comparative method” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) which involved continually comparing 

one unit of data with another in order to derive conceptual elements of a theory. Rossman 

and Rallis (2003) asked us to think of a category as an explicit segment of the data that 

guides future areas to explore, whereas a theme emerges from a more intensive analysis 

and probably reflects a more subtle process, a sort of “reading between the lines” idea. 

Peshkin (2001) put it this way: “Our wealth of perceptions expands as our awareness of 

categories expands” (p. 239). Duncan (2004) referred to the need to externalize an inner 

dialogue of decision making while developing central themes. In her study, she “needed a 

method in which the lifeworld and internal decision making of the researcher were 

considered valid and noteworthy” and  “a means of analyzing evidence that not only 

organized a record but also enabled discovery” (p. 3). Analysis may be a blend of the 

inductive, derived from within the data, and deductive, relying on categories developed 

from previous experiences. Rossman and Rallis (2003) noted that a “researcher follows 

his intuition that suggests a deeper way to understand and interpret the data” (p. 84). The 

qualitative data analysis process is not a linear one. It is iterative and progressive, a cycle 

that keeps repeating, until information gathered repeats what has already been discovered 

(Polkinghorne, 2005). The process is also recursive because one part can call you back to 

a previous one, as hermeneutic circles where analyzing the parts lets us see the whole 

which in turn has us see the parts once more (Rossman & Rallis, 2003).  

In this study, I used open coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) to identify all potential 

categories revealed by the data. The data were collected from over 100 pages in my 

Researcher’s Journal (RJ) and Researcher’s Journal Subsections (RJ A-N). Data was also 

collected from the digital audio recordings of 2 teacher read-alouds and 13 student semi-
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structured interviews. Data also included documents such as the 145 letters exchanged 

between the students and me, 76 student literature responses, 20 TAKS writing responses 

to prompts, 7 personal narratives, and 24 poems.  Email exchanges with the school 

librarian, special education teacher, and teen-age reader/writer were also data documents. 

Critical to this research, the Researcher’s Journal was examined continuously as 

comments were added on a weekly basis. The Researcher’s Journal was then color-

highlighted to represent the sections that were revealed as I continued to write, read, 

comment, and then repeat this cycle. In many instances the information entered into the 

Researcher’s Journal was both iterative and recursive allowing me to “circle back 

around” and focus on one area while pulling some pieces apart and putting some pieces 

together. 

Transcripts of the read-alouds as well as the student interviews were annotated 

with student comments to compare and contrast with the spreadsheet data of letters and 

literature responses. Student letters were read and re-read resulting in pertinent sentences 

and/or phrases entered into spreadsheets. Students’ literature responses were also 

“mined” for phrases and/or sentences that were placed in a different spreadsheet. Once all 

of the letters and literature responses were in spreadsheets, I then assigned categories to 

the entries based on my long and engaged observation of the students and also comparing 

and contrasting the entries with each other and the other data. The spreadsheets were then 

sorted according to the students and then re-sorted according to the categories. The 

categories, when sorted together, gave me insight into the themes that were coming to 

light. When the spreadsheets were sorted according to the students, I was able to see 
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“which students said what.” This further prompted me to investigate those students in my 

Researcher’s Journal, their interviews, and the recorded read-alouds.  

Students’ TAKS prompt writings, personal narratives, and poetry were also 

scrutinized with an eye to describe the phenomena found in the text. The interviews with 

the librarian, special education teacher, and teen-age reader/writer were read and re-read 

to compare and contrast with all other data. Following open coding, I discovered patterns 

in the data where themes emerged that cut across the preponderance of the data. These 

themes came into focus as I compared and contrasted sections of my Researcher’s 

Journal, the transcribed audio recordings, the letters and literature responses in the 

spreadsheets, student writing, and the email exchanges.  

Trustworthiness 

 Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggested the criterion of trustworthiness be applied to 

data analysis. “The four terms ‘credibility’, ‘transferability’, ‘dependability’, and 

‘confirmability’ are, then, the naturalist’s equivalents for the conventional terms ‘internal 

validity’, ‘external validity’, ‘reliability’, and ‘objectivity’” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 

300). 

 Credibility. Credibility (internal validity) was established due to the fact that I 

had prolonged engagement and persistent observation with the research site and 

participants. I was an insider with total access for nine months. This long period of time 

allowed me check out my data with my hunches and compare interview data with 

observational data.  I employed a methodological triangulation of data sources and types, 

a type of corroborating evidence collection through “multiple methods, such as 

observations, interviews, and documents to locate major and minor themes” (Creswell & 
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Miller, 2000, p. 127). I shared the gathered data and my interpretations with my students 

so they could revise, refine, and confirm my findings. In a peer debriefing session, 

interviewed students were invited to read transcriptions and add written comments [p. 96, 

Lines 22-23; p. 97, Lines 1-7 RJ]. This close collaboration with my students as they saw 

me taking notes on what they said made them feel a part of the research process thus 

adding further credibility to my narrative account [p. 56, Lines 10-12; p. 59, Lines 1-3 

RJ]. 

 Credibility was also established as I reported on a negative case analysis 

concerned with one student’s difficulties and our on-going interactive struggles to come 

to grips with the effects of high-stakes testing. His story, while not completely providing 

an alternate view and interpretation of the mainstream findings of this research study, did 

provide a sort of “reality check” as it revealed the “intimidating” power of the state 

writing assessment to skew his perceptions of himself as a writer. Including his story in 

this study reflected the complexity of the research setting. 

 Transferability. Transferability may be understood as the extent to which 

findings of an inquiry can be applied in other contexts or with other participants. The 

researcher helps with this transfer by providing the thick description (Denzin, 1989) 

necessary to enable interested parties to decide if such a transfer is possible. In this study, 

I needed to create a window into the world of my students and my classroom so that the 

reader might vicariously experience our situation in order to decide how any of the 

research so described might fit into his/her own situation. The purpose of a thick 

description is to create “verisimilitude, statements that produce for the readers the feeling 
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that they have experienced, or could experience, the events being described in a study” 

(Creswell & Miller, 2000, p. 129). 

 Dependability and confirmability. An inquiry must also provide its audience 

with evidence that if it were replicated with similar participants in a similar context, its 

findings could be repeated. I applied an audit trail to the findings of this study, a type of 

“bread crumbs” on the path of my research. Components of the triangulated data were 

labeled with a number or page number, date, and source so the data could be referenced. 

Data were cited in the following ways: Researcher’s Journal (p. #, Line #, RJ), 

Researcher’s Journal – Sub-Sections (p. #, Line #, RJ A-N), read-aloud transcripts 

(student pseudonym, p. #, Line #, RA), interviews (student pseudonym, p. #, IN), student 

letters (student pseudonym, date, SL), student responses to literature (student pseudonym, 

name of book, SRL), and student writing (student pseudonym, genre, SW). 

Conclusion 

 In summary, data for this research study were collected over a nine month period 

of time and included my Researcher’s Journal, digital audio recordings of teacher read-

alouds, student interviews, student letters, student literature responses to the read-alouds, 

student writing, and email correspondence with the special education teacher, librarian 

and teen-age reader/writer. The Researcher’s Journal consisted of notes taken at school in 

my Kitty “Sorting Hat” wire-bound notebook, my observations, my comments, insights, 

interpretations, student’s remarks, and “things to wonder about” as well as connections to 

what I had read in the literature. In short, the Researcher’s Journal became a written 

record of our entire academic school year complete with the musings, ruminations, 

reflections, and thoughts of the students and me. 
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 All of the compiled data were scrutinized numerous times for connecting ideas 

and emerging categories and themes. I closely examined my students, their processes and 

products, and my teaching practices. To use a metaphor, I shined a bright light (my eye) 

through a prism (the data) revealing a spectrum of colors (the analysis of the data). Once 

studied, the spectrum was refocused (my writing process) through another prism (this 

dissertation) to make it whole again. 
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CHAPTER IV 

PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand how and why read-alouds 

became a central component of a fourth-grade English classroom. I considered the effects 

of the read-alouds on the students’ self-selected readings, their compositions, and their 

perceptions of their own developing literacies. The study also examined the effects of the 

teacher’s instructional decision to implement daily read-alouds within the context of the 

state’s English/Language Arts (ELA) curriculum while preparing students for 

standardized state testing. The study was framed by four major research questions: (1) 

What is the nature of the evolution of fourth graders’ writing and self-selected reading as 

influenced by on-going read-alouds by the teacher? (2) How does the chosen text to be 

read aloud influence students’ perceptions of themselves as readers/writers – literate 

human beings? (3) What is the relationship between the genres selected for the read-

aloud and the writing produced by fourth graders as well as their self-selected reading 

choices? and (4) What does a teacher learn about her own growth as a literacy teacher 

through an autoethnographic study? 

Data for this research study was collected over a nine month period of time. A 

mainstay of my data collection was my Researcher’s Journal (RJ) and Researcher’s 

Journal Subsections (RJ A-N). The Researcher’s Journal consisted of notes taken at 

school in my Kitty “Sorting Hat” wire-bound notebook, my observations, my comments, 

insights, interpretations, students’ remarks, and “things to wonder about” as well as 

connections to what I had read in the literature. In short, the Researcher’s Journal became 

a written record of our entire academic school year complete with the musings, 
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ruminations, reflections, and thoughts of the students and me. I scrutinized the gathered 

data: sorting the piles of paper, diving into the written words, delving into their meanings, 

dissecting, separating, analyzing, naming, renaming, condensing, consolidating, 

grouping, regrouping, and evaluating. Utilizing file folders, spreadsheets, highlighters, 

colored fonts, and comments upon comments, the mountains of information began to 

show the valleys and peaks, the hidden trails, the nooks and crannies of the landscape and 

“timescape” of my class and me. In a sense, the “hills of data” began to “speak to me.” 

As Julie Andrews sang in The Sound of Music (Weird Websites, “AFI Top 100 Movie 

Songs, Do Re Mi”): 

[Maria] Let's start at the very beginning 

A very good place to start 

When you read you begin with A-B-C 

When you sing you begin with do-re-mi…  

[Brigitta] But it doesn't mean anything. 

[Maria] So we put in words. One word for every note. Like this. 

When you know the notes to sing 

You can sing most anything.  

Accordingly, I have tried to put the words and the notes together in a harmonious 

manner to make sense of this cacophonous data. The data were collected from over 100 

pages of my Researcher’s Journal, 145 student letters, 76 written responses to the read-

alouds, 20 TAKS prompt writings, 7 personal narratives, and 24 original poems. Data 

also included 13 student interviews, email interviews with the school librarian, the special 
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education teacher, and the teen-age reader/writer. In the following sections I discuss the 

four common themes of “connections” that emerged from the triangulation of data: 

1. Physical connections, 

2. Emotional connections, 

3. Cognitive connections, and 

4. Pedagogy connections. 

Physical Connections  

“No matter how stressful the world outside the classroom is, my students know 

they will encounter a safe, structured, challenging, stimulating environment where their 

thoughts can soar, where they can be in, as Csikszentmihalyi (1990) described it, the 

‘flow zone,’ a super-rich learning environment where the student becomes totally 

engaged, so much so that he may lose track of time. At least that’s my goal” [p. 1, Lines 

2-6 RJI]. With these thoughts running through my head as I began my Researcher’s 

Journal in August, it is clear now what I wanted my students to experience in our 

classroom. These threads of our milieu including our music, our teacher-to-student as 

well as student-to student relationships, and the all-encompassing motivational aspects 

appeared as a continuous theme in my Researcher’s Journal [RJH-J, all] and laid the 

foundation for our Writing Workshop. 

Our milieu. Our classroom, and its milieu, “the physical or social setting in 

which something occurs or develops” (Merriam-Webster, 2011) must be the beginning of 

this unwrapping of the data. It is in this environment that my students and I began our 

literacy journeys of self-discovery as we explored the “something that occurs or 

develops.” When one explores the synonyms for milieu (Merriam-Webster, 2011), we 
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discover ambient, atmosphere, contexture, and surroundings. Langer (1995) wrote of an 

envisionment-building community where students are comfortable sharing their ideas, 

thinking about them, and discussing them. 

 

Figure 1. Graphic Representation of our Classroom 

The physical lay-out of our classroom, as shown in Figure 1, was used for a 

seating chart [p. 6, Lines 15-18, Comment 25 RJI] as the Peer Response Groups (PRGs) 

were formed. Groups were formed by the end of the first six weeks and stayed together 

for most of the year. With collaboration, trust, problem-solving, and assistance strategies 

as the foundation, these heterogeneous groups bonded with one another as we formed our 

classroom community [p. 6, Line 2, Comment 24 RJI]. Each PRG, shown in the graphic 

as a cluster of desks, usually had 4-5 students in the group. For this study I had an 

average of 22 students for each of 3 departmentalized English Language Arts (ELA) 

classes. The PRGs were responsible for creating a graphic design as well as a slogan to 

Ma’s 
rocking 
chair  

Classroom 
Library  

Our Writing 
Workshop 
Folders  

PRG 
Conferences  
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represent their group. For instance, a group might call itself “The Shooting Stars” and 

their slogan might be, “We’ll shoot our way to victory.” A large black metal holder in the 

shape of a paperclip held each PRG’s 

sign. As the new class came into the 

room, the members of the PRG put their 

sign at the front of the paperclip to 

show they were “ready for business.” 

The paperclip was kept in a red caddy 

along with Writing Workshop supplies. Every day as the class came into the room, the 

Writing Workshop “Passer-Outers” passed out the writing folders, adjusted the signs, and 

the stage [p. 6, Lines 20-23, Comment 26 RJI] was set. 

My envisionment [p. 1, Lines 2-7 RJI] of a Writing Workshop classroom was 

actualized, from the star quilt hanging on the wall to symbolize the rising stars of literacy 

to the 70 year old white wicker rocking chair [p. 1, Lines 10-12 RJI] at the back of the 

room, the heart-and-soul-location of our read-alouds. The easel provided a place to 

display pictures [p. 2, Lines 5-9 RJE] that connected us to the read-alouds [p. 5, Lines 26-

27, Comment 23 RJI] as well as a photo of my grandmother, Ma, the owner of the 

rocking chair [p. 10, Line 15, 23 Comments 64, 70 RJH] and charts of information 

relating to the genres we were reading and writing. On the floor, multiple copies [p. 3, 

Lines 15-17, Comment 11 RJI] of the read-alouds were piled high in an oval basket with 

a large handle [p. 1, Line 8, Comment 2 RJF]. Teacher-made banners adorned the 

classroom walls [p. 5, Lines 20-21, Comment 35 RJB]  with writing tips, strategies for 

revising [Lee 1, November 10, SL] and editing, spelling mnemonics [p. 28, Lines 14-15, 
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RJ], and guidelines for grammar usage. A picture of a skunk was taped to the cabinet 

door to signify the importance of “Putrescent Petra” [p. 6, Line 15, Comment 43 RJB], 

our imaginary live-in skunk who was the heroine of our on-going proofreading story, a 

type of Daily Oral Language, through which we developed our editing skills. Next to her 

picture was a large monitor which was connected to my computer. “Putrescent Petra” was 

shown over the large monitor as we proofread portions of her exciting adventure story 

several times each week. Nearby, a clip art picture of a shark [p. 8, Lines 1-18, RJB] 

reminded us that we were proof-reading “sharks” [Lee 1, November 10, SL] who could 

find mistakes in rapid “shark attacks” [p. 9, Lines 11-12, Comment 67 RJB]. On the wall, 

next to the door, was a poem, “Books Fall Open,” [p. 7, Lines 1-4, Comment 28 RJI] 

which was a major focus of our environment. 

Our music. While creating a collage that was visually stimulating (the banners, 

quilt, pictures) and kinesthetically appealing (the desk clusters, the PRG table meeting-

place, the carpeted area near Ma’s chair), it soon became apparent to me that I intuitively 

brought in music to further complete the montage. Music seems to be a part of my make-

up as indicated on the first page of my Researcher’s Journal where I invoked Pete Seeger 

and the Byrds singing “Turn, Turn, Turn” to explain how I arrived in a doctoral program 

[p. 1, Lines 2-7, 9-10, Comments 1-2 RJJ]. It was only natural to continue using music to 

complete the aesthetics of the classroom environment. Wasiuta (2008) found in her study 

of fourth-grade students that the students preferred hearing background music during the 

composing process. They indicated that the music helped them to better concentrate and 

focus while writing. “The students perceive the music as a way to help them concentrate. 

That perception becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. Their perceptions become their 
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reality” (p. 12).  From introducing poems [p. 2, Lines 16-19, Comments 3-5 RJI] to 

proofreading [p. 7, Lines 3-5, Comments 8-9 RJI] to the read-alouds [p. 2, Lines 9-13, 

Comments 10-12, 21-23 RJI], students tapped, swayed, bounced, and followed the beat 

of our classroom rhythm. Music resonated with the students. Moreover, music gave our 

proofreading an extra punch as students revved up their revising and editing skills to the 

music of “Danger Zone” (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V8rZWw9HE7o) 

performed by Kenny Logins [p. 2, Lines 3-7, Comments 8-9, RJJ].  

In regard to the read-aloud Locomotion, students heard “Locomotion” performed 

by Little Eva (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C5OoQadZTPk) and The Chiffons 

(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XcyiQ5mbJ-Y&feature=related) as well as “Up on 

the Roof” performed by The Drifters (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7F_opWg9_qI). 

These songs were integral to the character of Lonnie in the book [p. 1, Lines19, Comment 

5 RJJ].  Students responded to the music in their letters. “I love it when you play 

‘Locomotion’ and ‘Up on the Roof’” [Rhee 1, November 10, SL]. Other students 

commented favorably on both of these songs as well [Chuck 1, November 10, SL; Axel 

1, November 10, SL; Cal 1, November 10, SL; Caddie 1, November 10, SL; Mikey 1, 

November 10, SL; Patty 1, November 10, SL; Eleah 1, November 23, SL). Some students 

remarked that they could not get “Locomotion” out of their heads [Morrey 1, November 

10, SL; Becca, November 10, SL]. “Locomotion” became the number one request for the 

rest of the year, even for dancing at our Christmas party [p. 2, Lines 1-2, Comment 7]. 

Autumn said, “I like the story Baby ‘cause of the song ‘Can’t you Hear my 

Heartbeat?’” performed by Herman’s Hermits 

(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZWww3LRsgcE). “I like to listen to it at my house” 
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[Autumn 2, December 3, SL]. Foster reminded me to play that song on a regular basis as 

an introduction to our read-aloud time for Baby [p. 2, Lines 9-10, Comment 10 RJJ]. “My 

Girl” (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bZh7nRw6gl8) performed by the Temptations 

was another song to go with Baby. 

 Patty signed one of her letters with “P.S. There’s a friend in me” [Patty 3, May 

26, SL], referring to the song from Toy Story, “You’ve Got a Friend in Me,” 

(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oB7Msp091CA&feature=related) which we played 

many times while reading aloud The Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane. “You’ve 

Got a Friend,” (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xEkIou3WFnM&feature=fvsr) 

performed by James Taylor and written by Carole King, also accompanied The 

Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane [p. 2, Lines 21-23, Comments 15-16, RJJ]. The 

students learned that Carole King also wrote “Locomotion” which was performed by 

Little Eva, Carole King’s babysitter! All these bits and pieces of fascinating minutiae 

swirled and mixed in myriad patterns to delight and ensnare the students in the Writing 

Workshop World of Mrs. Wasiuta. Music kept the connections alive.  

Cazden (2001) stated that teachers need to plan “deliberately for the many 

purposes for talk in our classrooms and create the best environments – physically and 

interpersonal – for them” (p. 77). And that was my plan as the year began… “that Writing 

Workshop would be a wonderful place to be” [p. 1, Line 8, Comment 2 RJI]. Our milieu 

was ready for “something to occur, to develop.” 

Emotional Connections 

Csikszentmihalyi (1990) stated, “…the chief impediments to literacy are not 

cognitive in nature. It is not that students cannot learn; it is that they do not wish to” (p. 
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115). He believed that the obstacles to learning are primarily motivational, not cognitive 

in nature; that is, the aesthetics of learning are of primary importance. Our emotional 

connections revolved around the ties that bind, our love of poetry, the adoption of a book 

character, our belief in a china rabbit, and a “love me, love my books” affair. 

The ties that bind. The emotional connections between the students and the 

teacher in day-to-day contexts where trust is established and caring relationships are built 

proved to be the very foundation of my classroom. “It [caring] is the glue that binds 

teachers and students together and makes life in classrooms meaningful” (Noblit & 

Rogers, 1995, p. 2). The focal point of how my teaching was organized was not the 

instrumental, but the relational. From the poster outside my door with its pictures of my 

family, my pets, and me as a fourth grader to the photograph of my grandmother placed 

on the easel by her rocking chair [p. 1, Line 12, RJI], the woven thread of relevant 

connectivity to the students and their own lives was extended as a warm welcome to my 

world. Our worlds would have to connect on a meaningful level if I wanted the students 

to trust me [p. 1, Line 11, Comment 5 RJH], to follow me, and above all, to let me teach 

them [p. 1, Line 4, RJH].  Rogers and Webb (1991) stated, “Affect and relationship… 

constitute the heart of teaching” (p. 180). Some students, like Glory and Patty, began 

their observations of me early in the year, noticing what I said and did and even when I 

switched my glasses [p. 1, Lines 19-20, Comment 9 RJH]. Others wanted to talk to me, 

especially when we lined up to switch classes. This was not usually an opportune 

moment; hence, the idea of writing letters back and forth for the rest of the year occurred 

to me [p. 2, Lines 5-11, Comment 14 RJH].  
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The letter exchange became a life-line of communication for many of the students 

as they dealt with real-life issues [p. 3, Lines 5-7, Comment 17 RJH]. Gem wrote, “You 

always help me on stuff, Mrs. Wasiuta. Thank you for that and sometimes I give you 

mean looks and I’m sorry for those times” [Gem 3, March 31, SL]. In that same letter she 

spoke of her grandmother, “My grandmother is passing away because she’s getting old. I 

hate it at home and my life, but it’s not my parents, it’s my friends. They annoy me which 

means they make me mad” [Gem 3, March 31, SL]. I replied to all student letters 

throughout the year. Here is the reply I made to Gem.  

April 2, 2010 
 
Dear Gem, 
 I’m so sorry to hear about your grandmother… does she live near by so you can 
go see her? I was lucky growing up because my grandmother lived right next to us in her 
own house and I could see her every day! She really helped to raise me. That’s why, 
when I read to you and I’m sitting in her chair, I feel close to her even though she’s been 
gone for a long time. 
 I’m glad to know that some of my words have helped you… that kinda reminds 
me of Ms. Minifred in Baby, you know? And don’t worry about any mean looks you give 
me… I probably deserve them sometimes 
 What did you do for Easter? 
 
     Hang in there, 
     Mrs. Wasiuta 

 

The majority of my correspondence followed this same format. Some students 

were prolific letter writers. They wrote on notecards, post-its, notebook paper, colored 

paper… anything they could find [Gem 4-7, April 4, 8, 12, May 23, SL]. The following 

are some excerpts from students’ letters that reflect our emotional connections. 
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“First of all you are a great teacher and your two poems you wrote was [sic] about 

Grey, your cat, and the other poem was the great [Grand Canyon, family vacation] 

canyon and you are my best writing teacher” [Rissa 1, November 10, SL]. 

I know you want some help and I want to be that help. I wish we had time to sit 

down and talk. I wish I was in your class [homeroom] because I enjoy spending 

time with you. [Lyssa 1, November 10, SL] I will miss you so much at _____. I 

really don’t care if it’s a good school. It’s not going to be the same there without 

you. I’d rather be here and be with you everyday Sun.-Sat. just to learn in your 

classroom your way. I love everyone there like my own family especially you, 

Mrs. Wasiuta. Love, Your #1 Fan. [Lyssa 3, March 31, SL]  

“I wish every teacher was sort of like you” [Jaime 1, November 10, SL]. 

“I love being in your class… Sky said you would be mean to everyone all the 

time… I don’t think you’re mean all the time” [Kate 1, November 10, SL]. 

Mrs. Wasiuta, I really liked when we were learning about figurative language 

because I thought that it was a really fun thing to do when you or someone else is 

in a bad mood. When I got a write-up it made me feel a lot better because the way 

you say things. [Ally 1, November 10, SL] 

You’re the best, best, best teacher I ever had and I am sorry about your cat [the 

death of my cat, Grey, whose obituary was posted on our large monitor]… I love 

cats. [Ava 1, November 10, SL] 

“I’m sorry about Grey. I bet she [he] was nice. You are always available to help” 

[Patty 1, November 10, SL]. 
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 “When I hear the “Locomotion” song, I think about you and me when you forget 

a part of the song” [Glory 1, November 10, SL]. 

 “Mrs. Wasiuta, don’t you wish time went by slow and we can just stay in here 

instead of moving back and forth? I do. Love, well, you already know…” [Sara 1, 

November 10, SL]. 

 “You are my favorite teacher… shh, don’t tell anybody, ok?” [Caddie 1, 

November 10, SL].  

“I think you’re cool” [John 1, November 10, SL]. 

 “Your jokes make me laugh” [Cal 1, November 10, SL].  

 “When you make all of those funny voices it makes me giggle” [Kate 1, 

November 10, SL].  

 Lyssa had a close relationship with me as shown in Figure 2. “Thank you for 

Figure 2. Lyssa’s Drawing  

helping me out today. I really appreciate it. You’re the only teacher that makes me feel 

better when I’m having a rough day” [Lyssa 2, January 20, SL].  
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 “Sorry note. Sorry for interrupting you during read-aloud. The next time I’m 

gonna talk I’m going to say to myself, ‘Shut up, Don and pay attention’” [Don 2, May 21, 

SL]. 

 “I’ve been feeling happier since I’ve talked to you, [but] in my heart it’s hurting” 

[Gem 6, April 12, SL].  

 “Sorry for being disrupting. I will have more common sense next time” [Addie 2, 

December 19, SL]. 

 Happy Birthday to you. Just writing a little song and showing a picture for you 

and just for you and also showing a little love about you. I like your class a lot. I 

always tell my parents about you and they really like you. You are like my best 

friend for life! [Ana 2, December 2, SL] 

 “I know you have a rough time with me. So I’m going to tell you that if I give you 

rough times, I’m sorry I do” [Sahara 3, February 2, SL]. 

 “Do you ever get tired of writing letters?” [Kate 4, April 10, SL]. 

 “I love you as a friend. I think you’re a fun teacher because you take some of your 

time and write to me. I trust everything [you] say. You’re my BFF” [Gem 5, April 8, SL]. 

“Can you do something about it? [trouble with girl friends] I’ll explain it to you 

when you get a chance” [Ava 3, April 12, SL]. 

 Big trouble with E. and A. … Can you give me advice? That would help. [Kate 3, 

April 9, SL]. Well, all I got to say is stuff about my life. Ava, Sam, Sara, and me 

are in a club. We call each other captains. [Kate 6, April 13, SL] 

 Have you had trouble with your friends because I am and I need advice from you 

‘cause in the past few letters you’ve been telling about your friends so much that I 
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need you, please?! I will miss you. It will be hard, but I’m going just to try. [Gem 

8, May 26, SL] 

Thank you for your advice and your story about [being] tight with your friends. I 

would not imagine teachers when they were little [that] they climbed trees. When 

you were little, did you ever have a pet you loved but then [it] ran away or 

something? You know I really like writing you, it’s kind of fun. [Kate 6, April 13, 

SL] 

 I sometimes get in fights with my friends then the next day we are best friends for 

life. When we are in your classroom we bring us together again and that’s what 

makes our friendship in your classroom. [Dani 3, May 26, SL] 

 “If I was one of those [troublesome] kids, then I am really sorry. I am really close 

to you and there’s no way I will not come and visit you” [Patty 3, May 26, SL]. 

 “Mrs. Wasiuta is cool and amazing and funny [in a letter to future fourth-graders) 

and if you act crazy, she will call you a dingbat” [John 2, May 26, SL]. 

 “I will miss the way you make jokes about the boys. I am going to stop by to say 

hi (the next school year)” [Kate 7, May 26, SL]. 

 “It was fun writing back and forth, that was one of my favorite things to do” 

[Foster 4, May 26, SL]. 

“At the beginning we had a weak relationship. As the year went by our 

relationship sees to have gotten stronger” [Shawn 2, May 26, SL]. 

 You are the best teacher I ever had in my life. You tried to teach whatever you 

can in a small time and in a small time you liked me very much. You are the first 
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teacher to like me in a short time. That’s why I like you so much. Just to let you 

know how much I care about you. This is the first time I ever said this to my 

teacher. [Mica 1, May 26, SL] 

Notice that the above excerpts intertwine comments about the content of my 

teaching to their feelings about me as their teacher. Their letters flow from the evaluative 

aspect to a sympathetic, almost empathetic one. The students view “what” I teach as 

inextricable from “how” I teach which is how my identity is formed in their perspective. 

“I’m going to miss you, Mrs. Wasiuta. This year you were like a second mom to 

me” [Sally 5, May 26, SL]. 

“You know when we wrote letters to each other, well guess what? I still have 

them” [Sara 4, April 12, SL]. 

 “Don’t forget us. I will try to visit you. I am glad I was in your class” [Sara 6, 

November 10, SL].  

Forget them? With letters such as these showcasing the emotional connections we 

made with each other, long lasting memories were forged into “the ties that bind.” 

Love that poetry. “I have been teaching 9-11 year old boys and girls how to 

write. But it’s so much more than that. It’s about self-expression. It’s about ‘Wondrous 

Words’ and how reading and writing about ourselves and the world around us open 

portals upon portals” [p. 1, Lines 2-5, RJD]. I have found out from much experience that 

one cannot force students to write. They must want to write… for whatever reason. In 

order for my students to want to participate fully in the Writing Workshop, I knew I 

needed a genre of reading and writing that was truly inviting. I chose poetry because it, 

more than any other genre, has the potential to form emotional bonds with young readers 
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and writers [p. 1, Line 20, Comment 7 RJL]. In a Reading Rockets interview, notable 

children’s author Nikki Grimes (2008, para. 7) said, “I think poetry does have a magical 

element to it in terms of slipping past the intellect… it’s touched your heart before you 

even knew it was coming” [p. 3, Lines 18-23, RJL]. The students loved our time with 

poetry [p. 1, Lines 6-13, RJH]. The time we spent reading, writing, listening to, 

memorizing, and reciting poetry laid the foundation for all of our literacy encounters for 

the rest of the school year. Students responded with enthusiasm to my recitation of 

“Hello, Ocean” (Ryan, 2001) (http://ecx.images-

amazon.com/images/I/5139Z5J6STL._SL500_AA300) 

complete with props and background music [p. 1, Lines 

15-16, Comment 6, RJL]. Students then chose their own 

poems to recite which they could perform facing me or the rest of the class [p. 1, Lines 6-

11, Comment 5, RJH].  

In their letters, the students showed their enthusiasm for the poetry recitations. “I 

had an awesome time doing my poem ‘Books Fall Open’” [Andrew 1, November 10, 

SL]. “I liked whenever you made us go up and do them [sic] poems. It was fun” [Don 1, 

November 10, SL]. “I had fun doing ‘Keep a Poem in Your Pocket.’ I hope we can do it 

again” [Glory 1, November 10, SL]. “I liked when you told us to memorize a poem at the 

beginning of the year” [Axel 1, November 10, SL]. “When you did that poem, I really 

liked it. You didn’t even need the book to say all of the stuff” [Kate 1, November 10, 

SL]. “I love poetry because you let us pick our poem” [Ava 1, November 10, SL]. “I 

loved when we did the poems the most” [Sally 3, December 19, SL]. “I liked it when we 
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did the poem, like ‘Books fall Open’” [Adam 1, May 26, SL]. “Roses are red, violets are 

blue, I’m so special and so are you” [Ava 7, May 26, SL].  

Noted children’s author Eve Bunting (2008) in a Reading Rockets interview, 

talked about how her father “inoculated” her with poetry and that this helped shape her as 

a reader and writer [p. 3, Lines 1-8, Comment 19, RJL]. I considered her recollection and 

provided a “shot” of poetry, to hook the students, to entice them [p. 2, Lines 15-16, 

Comment 16 RJL]; this came about with Love that Dog, Hate that Cat, and Locomotion. 

 (http://ecx.images-

amazon.com/images/I/21HpM9XW5gL._AA160_.jpg), (http://ecx.images-

amazon.com/images/I/214%2BOnsBJmL._SL500_AA300_.jpg), (http://ecx.images-

amazon.com/images/I/31A4NCoWrYL._SL500_AA300_.jpg). 

During the first semester of the school year, I inundated the students with poetry, 

usually “spring boarding” off of these books. Poetry is meant to be read aloud. A poem 

that is read aloud adds a “depth, a directness, a personal immediacy that the printed page 

cannot provide. The human voice also calls forth – literally – a resonating response from 

within the listener which is not possible in an encounter with a printed page” (Trousdale 

& Harris, 1993, p. 196).  

 The poetic journeys. Love that Dog, a short novel written in free verse by Sharon 

Creech, intrigued us with the story of Jack, who thinks boys do not write poetry, only 

girls do. With the first few pages the students and I were mesmerized by Jack, his teacher 
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Miss Stretchberry, and his yellow dog [p. 1, Line 13, Comment 6 RJH]. The book flap 

said, “This is the story of Jack who finds his voice with the help of paper, pencil, teacher 

and dog” (Creech, 2001). We followed him, identified with his struggles with poetry, 

especially when he said, “I tried. Can’t do it. Brain’s empty” (Creech, p. 2). Sharon 

Creech pulled us into Jack’s world [p. 1, Lines 6-7, Comments 2-3 RJD]. As Jack’s story 

unfolds, Creech, through the voice of the teacher, led us into many poems which we 

found in a special section at the end of the book. As Jack explored these poems, their 

form, meter, rhythm, and rhyme, so did we. As we listened to “The Red Wheelbarrow” 

(Williams as cited in Creech, 2001) we gazed upon several pictures of wheelbarrows 

taped to my easel. We were fascinated at how Jack used this poem and all the rest – 

“Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening,” “The Tiger,” “Dog,” “The Pasture,” “Street 

Music,” “The Apple,” and “Love That Boy” – (Creech, 2001) as springboards for his 

own poems. We “fell” into this book [p. 2, Lines 9-10, Comment 15 RJL]. Nikki Grimes 

(2008, para. 7) said in a Reading Rockets interview, “They’re [the audience] constantly 

caught off-guard, and poetry does that. Before you’ve had a chance to think about it, 

you’re weeping, or you’re taken back to that moment in your own childhood that you 

didn’t even know was so close to the surface… it happens all the time with poetry” [p. 4, 

Lines 1-5, Comments 25-27 RJL].  

Jack became part of our class and we became part of his. We even went to the 

next grade level with him and his teacher Miss Stretchberry in Hate that Cat. Everyday, 

the kids asked me if we were “going to the back for Jack” [p. 1, Lines 6-9, Comments 2-

4]. The students expressed how they felt about Jack and the poetry they encountered in 

this book. “I loved Walter Dean Meyer’s poem ‘Love that Boy’” [Rocky 1, November 
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10, SL]. “Especially I loved Robert Frost” [Sahara 1, November 10, SL]. “When we read 

Love that Dog, I felt like crying when Jack’s dog got run over” [Glory 1, November 10, 

SL]. “I almost cried when the blue speeding car ran over the dog” [Faire 1, November 10, 

SL].  “I love the poems we do… that poem by Robert Frost, the winter one” [Izzy 1, 

November 10, SL]. “I like the poem that Robert Frost wrote because when you read them 

[it] I feel relaxed and calmed down” [Lee 1, November 10, SL]. “I like ‘So much 

Depends Upon’ (‘The Red Wheelbarrow’)… the best poem I’ve ever heard in my life” 

[Lee 1, November 10, SL].  “I like to go to the back… wish we had more time” [Addie 1, 

November 10, SL]. “My favorite book is Love that Dog so much that it is my library 

book” [Kate 1, November 10, SL]. “I can’t wait until we finish the book” [Sara 1, 

November 10, SL]. “Hate that Cat was hilarious. It made me laugh so hard I couldn’t 

stop” [Gem 1, November 10, SL].  

 We said good-bye to Jack and hello to Lonnie Collins Motion, the African-

American boy in Jacqueline Woodsons’s book Locomotion (2003) [p. 1, Lines 20-22, 

Comment 9 RJF]. The students expressed an on-going desire to know “what’s next?” [p. 

2, Line 4, Comments 11-13 RJH]. Locomotion, written in free verse, tells the story of 

Lonnie and his little sister, Lili, who lost their parents in a fire. The children are placed in 

foster care. Lonnie deals with the situation through the poetry of others as well as his own 

unique musings. Woodson invited us in to Lonnie’s world. We accepted her invitation, 

and our feelings ran deep. “I’m loving Lonnie so far…” [Ike 1, November 10, SL]. 

“Can’t wait until we finish the book Locomotion” [Maddie 1, November 10, SL]. Nikki 

Grimes (2008) said, “So, it’s important to remember that if you present poetry as if it 

were castor oil, no one will like it. A way around that is to find poetry that you love, that 
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you are excited about, and that you’re passionate about – because students are going to 

pick up on your attitude” [p. 4, Lines 9-11, Comments 25-27 RJL]. My attitude toward 

Love that Dog, Hate that Cat, and Locomotion was of unabashed enthusiasm. The 

literature drives my enthusiasm along with the kids [p. 1, Line 3, Comments 1-9 RJF].  

 Pam Muñoz Ryan (2008, para. 4), who wrote Hello Ocean, the book/poem I 

recited to the students, said in a Reading Rockets interview, “I’m not sure why I fell into 

books, but I suspect it was because I was coping through them. They became redeeming 

to me, because I could escape into them… it was how I adapted to my new environment” 

[p. 2, Lines 5-15, Comments 9-10 RJD]. This emotional pull was felt by many of my 

students as well including the relating to foster care. “In Locomotion it was sad when his 

parents died and he was taken away from his little sister” [Izzy 1, November 10, SL]. “I 

really really love Locomotion because Lonnie has been through so much. When he pours 

his feeling on a piece of paper, he does a good job at it. I think he is a genius” [Dray 1, 

November 10, SL]. “I like Love that Dog because Jack is like me sometimes” [Ally 1, 

November 10, SL]. “I liked the character of Lonnie. I’m lonely sometimes too” [Erin 1, 

November 10, SL]. “I don’t know what it feels like to lose my parents, but I do know 

how it feels to be in foster care. I was in it for six or seven months” [Morrey 1, November 

10, SL]. Foster was also in foster care [p.3, Line 13, Lines 15-20, Comments 20 and 59 

RJH]. He had this to say, “Is Walter Dean Myers a real person? I want to talk to you 

about Love that Dog” [Foster 1, December 3, SL].  

The students showed their interest in a more personal relationship with Jacqueline 

Woodson as seen in this email correspondence (personal communication, March 26, 

2010): 
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Dear Ms. Woodson, Our class read your book Locomotion. Our teacher got Little 

Eva singing the song "Locomotion" and we thought it was pretty cool. One of my 

students thought it wasn't fair that Lonnie didn't get to live with his little sister. 

But we understand that life isn't fair. Not the way it's supposed to be sometimes. 

We wanted to read Peace, Locomotion, but it wasn't in our school library. Our 

librarian is supposed to order it for us. Anyway, we think that you are a wonderful 

writer. We just saw your web site. Thanks for writing such a great book. Mrs. 

Wasiuta's 4th-grade class. 

Dear Ellen Wasiuta, Thanks so much for taking the time to write; I'm so glad 

your students loved the book. Best wishes, Jacqueline Woodson 

Despite a short reply, the students were still amazed that she even replied at all; at 

least she became “real” to us [p. 7, Lines 6-7, Comment 45 RJD]. We “met” the author 

through Lonnie, his classmates, his teacher Ms. Marcus, and his foster family. We also 

met her through her website (http://www.jacquelinewoodson.com/) and her reply to our 

email. Another tie that binds.  

Students were actively engaged and forming their own perceptions of themselves 

as learners, Mrs. Wasiuta as teacher, and of our “poetic” interactions in this new world of 

Writing Workshop. 

We adopt a baby.  In Patricia MacLachlan’s book Baby 

(http://ecx.images-

amazon.com/images/I/51tWsqlnfuL._SL500_AA300_.jpg), we met a 

little toddler named Sophie who arrives in a basket with a note, “I 
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cannot take care of her now, but I know she will be safe with you…” (1993, p. 21). With 

these words, Sophie becomes part of another family, and we became part of that family, 

too [p. 2, Line 6, Comment 11 RJF]. Our love affair with poetry continued, of course, as 

MacLachlan’s novel wove poetry throughout in a seamless fashion. We bonded 

emotionally with the characters, such as Larkin, the narrator, her best friend Lalo, the 

grandmother Byrd, and Ms. Minifred, the teacher/librarian, who said, “All the world can 

be found in poetry. All you need to see and hear. All the moments, good and bad, joyous 

and sad” (p. 61). Yes, we fell in love with this story early on [p. 3, Line 1, 4-7 Comments 

19, 22-23 RJF]. “I like the new story about people dying and going down to the dirt, 

WOW!” [Lee 2, December 3, SL]. “Well, I’m lovin’ the book Baby” [Lee 7, January 13, 

SL]. “I like Baby. It gets to your heart in the beginning” [Sally 2, December 1-2, SL]. 

Students’ Journal Responses also reflected their emotional connections to the 

characters, events, and author of Baby. “I like Larkin. She likes poetry just like me” 

[Glory, Baby, SRL]. “I like Larkin because she reminds me of myself” [Sam, Baby, 

SRL]. “It made me laugh when Sophie said ‘damn it.’ I could hardly stay sitting down 

when she said that” [Ally, Baby, SRL]. “When Mrs. Wasiuta read the part where Julia 

was taking Sophie away, I felt like I was going to cry” [Jaime, Baby, SRL]. “I like 

Sophie. I wish I could meet Sophie and Patricia MacLachlan” [Caddie, Baby, SRL]. 

“Lalo is the kind of guy who just knows when to back off... [if] I’m not feeling very well, 

so he will just back off and leave me alone. That’s what I would expect in a friend” 

[Becca, Baby, SRL]. “It’s hard to lose a grandma because it feels like a part of your heart 

has been punched out” [Gem, Baby, SRL]. “Ever since I read this book, I feel a 

connection with Larkin and it’s good to have someone who feels the same as me” [Sam, 
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Baby, SRL]. “Baby is the best book in the world” [Kate, Baby, SRL]. “Larkin inspires me 

to be just like her when I grow up” [Glory, Baby, SRL]. 

The students keenly missed the read-aloud time when external pressures squeezed 

our time [p. 2, Lines 14-15, Comment 15 RJF]. “I have missed reading the book Baby” 

[Dani 2, January 5, SL]. “I miss reading aloud. I love the first day reading Baby” [Ava 2, 

December 19, SL]. “I kind of miss our read-aloud thing” [Foster 3, December 19, SL]. 

“Why didn’t we get a chance to read Baby?” [Lee 5, January 5, SL]. “Why don’t we read 

Baby anymore? Please read it” [Mikey 2, December 19, SL]. “Poor Baby… we haven’t 

got to read it” [Gem 2, December 15, SL]. “I do miss our read-aloud time. We’re always 

so busy so we’ll have to get to it after Christmas” [Sally 3, December 19, SL]. “I am so 

glad we can get to read Baby. If I had one wish, I would wish we had more time” [Sara 2, 

January 7-8, SL]. Lyssa said, “But it’s three whole days until we have Baby again!” [p. 4, 

Line 7, Comment 23 RJF].  

We believe in a china rabbit. In Kate DiCamillo’s novel, The Miraculous 

Journey of Edward Tulane (2009), we met a china rabbit who became 

known to us as simply “Edward.” This book (http://ecx.images-

amazon.com/images/I/51ld8wKYiWL._SL500_AA300_.jpg) became the 

crowing glory of our year of read-alouds. We followed the china rabbit 

through all of his adventures as he unwillingly traveled with many characters, all of 

whom were created to grab our emotions, shake them, and burrow their way into our 

consciousness. “And along the way, we are shown a true miracle – that even a heart of 

the most breakable kind can learn to love, to lose, and to love again” 

(http://www.edwardtulane.com/Overview/tabid/52/Default.aspx). 



Texas Tech University, Ellen Ryan Wasiuta, December 2011 

 100 

It is the number one book that students ask about when they return for a visit. [p. 

1, Line 6, Comment 1 RJF; p. 2, Lines 21-23, Comment 16 RJJ; p. 3, Lines 2-3, 

Comment 9 RJI]. Everyone remembers Edward. He captured our hearts. Students showed 

their attachment to Edward in their journal responses. “Edward Tulane is the most 

emotional book I’ve ever heard. Edward really got in my head. I was dejected when the 

book was over” [Andrew, Edward, SRL]. “I would never forget about Edward Tulane, all 

the characters. Well, good-bye Edward and have a wonderful ending with Abilene and 

Maggie” [Caddie 1, Edward, SRL]. “Wow! I can’t believe the journey that Kate 

DiCamillo has put Edward through. The part that broke my heart and almost made me cry 

was when Bryce went to see Edward and was told to leave…” [Gem 2, Edward, SRL]. “I 

feel sorry for Edward because he already had punishment. I hope something good will 

happen to him” [Sara 1, Edward, SRL]. “Kate DiCamillo dragged me into her book with 

one sentence… how powerful her words can be. Like when it said, ‘Once, oh marvelous 

once, there was a rabbit who found his way home,’ made my eyes water and I almost 

cried in front of the whole class. There is a lot of sadness and gladness in this book, but I 

still like it. Even though it can be very sad, it will get to your heart more than any other 

book in the world” [Sally 3, Edward, SRL]. “I just love the way she [DiCamillo] made 

such a heart touching book. The best part is you can share it with older people or young 

children… She did a good job of making books so wonderful that my teacher Mrs. 

Wasiuta starts crying at the end” [Sam 2, Edward, SRL].  

As we finished reading The Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane, students’ 

emotions bubbled over. The look on Mikey’s face was one of pure delight as I read the 

last sentence. Prior to that, he was almost bouncing in his chair with anticipation. Jaime 
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and Kate cried. So did I [p. 15, Lines 29-31, Comments 111-112, RJD]. “Since the book 

ended, I really miss it and if I had to choose I would pick this book because it is a journey 

to Edward and everyone else” [Kate 3, Edward, SRL]. “At the end of the story I learned 

that if somebody loves you then you better love them back because one day you’ll get 

lost and never see that person that loves you again unless you find your way back home” 

[Caddie 2, Edward, SRL]. In some instances, students showed some resistance to the 

read-alouds because of the emotions they exposed but, as Sipe and McGuire (2006) 

explained, this can be viewed in a positive light. “Children’s resistance may be the 

occasion for powerful teachable moments, generating deeper comprehension and more 

thoughtful interpretation” (p. 6). These students’ reflections proved this to be true.  

Love me, love my books. Award winning author Katherine Patterson wrote:  

So what happens is a reciprocal gift between writer and reader: one heart in hiding 

reaching out to another. We are trying to communicate that which lies in our 

deepest heart, which has no words, which can only be hinted at through the means 

of a story. And somehow, miraculously, a story that comes from deep in my heart 

calls from a reader that which is deepest in his or her heart, and together from our 

secret hidden selves we create a story that neither of us could have told alone. (as 

cited in DiCamillo interview, 2010, p. 1) 

Paterson (2010) also said, “… it is the books we read together and talk about 

together that bring us closer together. We can read for pure delight, and if we do this as a 

… classroom we can build wonderful memories” (p. 1). Through emotional connections 

– to me, each other, the books and their authors – we built those wonderful memories. 
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Cognitive Connections 

 In the domain of cognitive development, my students reaped what was sown from 

the read-alouds. The benefits of the read-alouds as far as growing and branching 

dendrites (Rushton, Eitelgeorge, & Zickafoose, 2003) under the influence of 

Cambourne’s conditions of learning (1995) were primarily revealed in the creation of our 

literary envisionment with the read-alouds. I believed the learners in my classroom would 

come to possess a “variety of motivations to gain conceptual understanding by using 

cognitive competencies and participating in a diversity of social interchanges” (Guthrie, 

1996, p. 434).  Their conceptual understandings are illustrated in varied and interesting 

ways. Students analyzed characters [Caddie, Baby, SRL], related to characters [Glory, 

Baby, SRL], and even evaluated the author’s message [Sally 3, Edward, SRL]. Student 

writing reflected a point of view [Kate 3, Edward, SRL], life-lessons learned [Caddie 2, 

Edward, SRL], and a clear understanding of the idea that readers can “fall into books” 

[Gem 1, Edward, SRL]. In this section I discuss our worlds in worlds including poetic 

worlds and story worlds. Next the students respond to the read-aloud of Baby and The 

Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane. Following the discussion of these responses, I 

consider students’ connections to the authors through “Hey, you really should read this 

book,” Marian, the librarian, ways to get books into kids’ hands, and my stash of books. I 

continue with a focus on the text talk generated by the read-alouds, followed by listening 

like a writer with attention to poetry and Wondrous Words. The discussion then moves to 

students’ narrative writings, their Brain Jumps, and a teenager’s reflections on reading 

and writing. I conclude the cognitive section by presenting students’ perceptions of 

themselves as readers and writers as well as their perceptions of reading and writing. 
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 Worlds in worlds. The concept of literary envisionment, which refers to the 

understandings readers have about a text (Langer, 1995; Baumann & Ivy, 1997), grew 

and evolved as we interacted with the read-alouds, the authors, and each other. Serafini, 

2001) stated, “We read literature to enter the world the author creates, and to follow 

along with the characters we have come to know and love. We empathize with them, cry 

with them, and chase their dreams” (p. 15).  

 The poetic worlds. Thomas Newkirk (2010) made a case for what he called “slow 

reading.” He stated that the acoustical properties of written language need to be savored, 

that we should return to passages that sustain and inspire us. He advocated memorization, 

“knowing by heart,” as a way to possess a text in a special way. My students appreciated 

the “sounds” of the poetry as well as their own recitations [p. 1, Lines 10-14, Comment 6 

RJF]. As we explored the worlds of Jack (Love that Dog, Hate that Cat) and Lonnie 

(Locomotion), we truly fell into the books just as the poem by my door said, “Books fall 

open, you fall in, delighted where you’ve never been, reach world on world, through door 

on door…” (McCord, 1986). The sounds and rhythms of the poetry leaked into our 

everyday world as we recited the lines to “Things” (Greenfield, 1978) while we changed 

classes [p. 1, Lines 12-13 RJH]. This pattern of spontaneously bursting into lines of 

poetry continued with Frost (1978) “… but we have promises to keep and miles to go 

before we sleep and miles to go before we sleep” [p. 2, Lines 2-5, Comment 12 RJL] 

after we heard his poetry in Love that Dog and Hate that Cat. “Especially I loved Robert 

Frost” [Sahara 1, November 10 SL]. “I love the poems we do, that poem by Robert Frost, 

the winter one” [Izzy 1, November 10 SL]. “I want to learn more about Robert Frost” 

[Ike 1, November 10 SL]. Newkirk (2010) recognized the pleasure of “savoring 
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passages” (p. 4). As we read and reread the poetry, the words seemed to become a part of 

us. 

 The students also appreciated the sounds of the poetry that I read aloud even when 

they were not completely sure of what the poem meant [p. 2, Line 3, Comment 12 RJH]. 

In Love that Dog Jack said the same thing, “I am sorry to say I did not understand the 

tiger tiger burning bright but at least it sounded good in my ears” (p. 8). “It [the poem] 

sounds good” [Kate 2, November 17, SL]. The tone of voice, inflection, and body 

language also helped the English Language Learners. Mikey and Beryl closely followed 

me with their eyes as I read aloud and would “get” the nuances, even the subtle ones. 

This was usually reflected in their genuine laughter when something I read struck them as 

amusing [p. 5, Lines 8-12, Comment 32 RJH; p. 1, Lines 21-23, Comment 8 RJG]. Noted 

poet Maya Angelou (n.d., para. 1) said, “Words mean more than what is set down on 

paper. It takes a human voice to infuse them with meaning.”  

 In a Reading Rockets interview, Jacqueline Woodson (2008, section 7, para. 1) 

said:  

What happens with readers is they step inside those worlds, and they experience 

them in a way that they might not in their real life, and it gives them a chance to 

think about a bigger society and the greater good. I think we have to be respectful 

of the young people and say where are you in this book. I think that’s the first 

thing to get them to see themselves in the literature. In Locomotion there are so 

many kids, black, white, Latino, Chicano, who live like Lonnie lives. [p. 1, Lines 

13-18, Comment 5 RJD]  
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The first three read-aloud books all had strong male characters, Jack and Lonnie 

[p. 1, Lines 17-18, Comment 3 RJM].  My boys needed to see themselves in these books, 

especially about poetry, if I wanted to hook them and reel them into this new world of 

literacy.  [p. 2, Lines 3-7, Comments 1-4 RJG; p. 1, Line 20, Comment 6 RJB]. Turner 

(2008) posed these questions:  

What if poetry, especially short poetry, is perfect for introducing boys to a deep, 

rich, variety of literature?  What if it’s a good way for teaching struggling readers 

to take risks with language and develop text stamina?  What if boys really love 

poetry, and we’re just looking at it the wrong way up? (p. 2) 

From her work with middle school students, Turner discovered, as I had, that boys 

really can not only fall in love with poetry, they can connect with it and remember it long 

after the pages are turned [p. 5, Lines 20-22, Comments 36-37 RJL].  

Hepler and Hickman (1982) stated that “the book is not yet quite separate from 

the voice that reads it aloud; good feelings about teacher and story are intertwined. In the 

classroom, the author is not the only person behind the book” (p. 279). As the worlds of 

Jack, Lonnie, Creech, and Woodson collided with ours, the students began to notice the 

intersections and overlaps [p. 5, Lines 14-16, RJL]. The students believed Jack was 

real… at least initially; that what he learns, we learn, and that his teacher Ms. 

Stretchberry is just like me… or vice versa [p. 1, Lines 3-5, Comments 1-3 RJG]. Dray 

came to believe the character Lonnie was an actual person! “I really really love 

Locomotion because Lonnie has been through so much. When he pours his feeling on a 
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piece of paper, he does a good job at it. I think he is a genius” [Dray 1, November 10, 

SL]. 

Our worlds became so intertwined that it was difficult for some students to tell 

where one stopped and another began. And that was a good thing. 

The story worlds. In her acceptance speech for the Newberry Award for The 

Giver (1994) Lois Lowry said, “… each time a child opens a book, he pushes open the 

gate that separates him from Elsewhere. It gives him choices. It gives him freedom. 

Those are magnificent, wonderfully unsafe things” (p. 9). When we entered the worlds of 

Larkin (Baby) and Edward (The Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane), our literary 

envisionment grew deeper and more complex. Students relied on their participation in 

text worlds to further enhance their understanding of their own lived worlds. This 

sociocultural frame takes into consideration the complexities of the reader-text 

transaction that is embedded in multiple worlds (Galda and Beach, 2004). Mooney 

(1994), a noted New Zealand educator, said, “… the listener and reader unconsciously 

mesh what they hear and see with what they know or feel, confirming or extending the 

knowledge they bring to all subsequent readings” (p. 2). In a story engagement, “we 

leave the present place to join company and landscapes far beyond the place from where 

we listen” (Kuyvenhoven, 2002, p. 4). The students and I became so involved with the 

characters and the events in Baby and The Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane that 

even though the stories were experienced in our imaginations, they were deeply felt and 

left memory traces. I was the conduit to the inside of the stories. Because I was the 

reader, the listeners were able to leave the world of the text to look around in the story 
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world, to be there. The listeners brought their own experiences and knowledge into 

participation with the story to make meaning. 

Some of the students preferred to follow along with their own book as I read 

aloud. Others just preferred to listen… and let the pictures come into their heads. This 

cognitive connection was reflected in the student interviews. “I feel good about read-

alouds because whenever you read it, I can picture pictures in my mind… I can see a little 

TV in my head” [Sara, p. 1, IN]. Dev said, “When you read aloud, I see a little movie in 

my head” [p. 17, Comment 55 RJA]. “You [Mrs. Wasiuta] give us pictures in our minds 

to know what is happening in the stories and like what’s going to go on” [Shawn, p. 2 

IN]. Kay said in response to a question about what I do during a read aloud:  

She makes her voice… she helps us go in to the book with them [the characters]. 

She has this spot fit that no one can take away from her, that the spot she has as a 

narrator. With the voices she has it helps us with their feelings and how they’re 

acting and their moods and stuff” [Kay, p. 6-7, IN]. 

Ike added, “It’s like the authors say their characters come alive. It’s like they’re 

coming alive and sitting right next to us telling us a story. And you’re [Mrs. Wasiuta] like 

the characters” [Ike, p. 7 IN]. 

Frankenberg (2009) talked about induced images, which means the capturing of 

words, interpreting them, and then producing an ongoing image. When a child is listening 

to a read-aloud, she creates a movie set in her mind. Gambrell and Jawitz (1993) found 

that “imagery may facilitate the reader’s entry into the secondary world of the story, 

resulting in greater depth of processing and increased story comprehension and recall” (p. 
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272). Mendoza (1985) wrote about a student who, when asked what is the best thing 

about having someone read to you, said, “If your eyes aren’t busy, your imagination is 

free to roam” (p. 527).  

The benefits of the read-alouds as far as growing and branching dendrites 

(Rushton, Eitelgeorge, & Zickafoose, 2003) under the influence of Cambourne’s 

conditions of learning (1995) were also revealed in our written literature responses to 

Baby and The Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane. Student responses reflected their 

deep interactions with the story. Students analyzed the characters as illustrated by Ike’s 

comment, “Even though Edward was in the depths of despair, he still had hope because 

of one old doll. Edward opened his heart and found love once again in his doll life” [Ike, 

Edward, SRL]. Students empathized with the characters as seen in Rhee’s remarks: “If I 

was Bryce I will go tell his dad it’s just me and you, so let’s put our foot down. Me and 

you are going to work… find a better place to live and have a better life” [Rhee, Edward, 

SRL].  Students made emotional connections such as when Dray wrote, “I’d wake up just 

to slap him (Sarah Ruth’s dad) across the face ‘cause he doesn’t deserve Sara Ruth dead 

or alive” [Dray, Edward, SRL].  

Student responses reflected their use of Wondrous Words that we encountered on 

the journey such as when Zeke wrote, “As Edward wasn’t in a good mood of an 

exasperating feeling of adversity” (Zeke, Edward, SRL]. Students’ insights and 

reflections on the characters’ motives and actions can be seen in Morrey’s response to 

Edward’s plight: “What I’m saying is… Life is hard but loving life and hope is never 

gone. Life is about loving and caring” [Morrey, Edward, SRL] and Lee’s response, 



Texas Tech University, Ellen Ryan Wasiuta, December 2011 

 109 

“Karma is when fate pays back on you. That’s what happened to Edward because look 

where he’s at now. Karma gave him a second chance” [Lee 1, Edward, SRL]. 

Still others examined the presence of the author and illustrator. “Kate DiCamillo 

does a marvelous job of persuading the reader into her books” [Sally 3, Edward, SRL]. 

Jasmine spoke of how the illustrator, Bagram Ibatoulline, made it possible for us, the 

readers, to disappear into the cover [p. 14, Line 12, Comment E105 RJD]. 

The depth and complexity of students’ envisionments and their thinking processes 

was illustrated through their written responses to Baby and The Miraculous Journey of 

Edward Tulane as illustrated in Tables 4.1 and 4.2 respectively, in the next section. As I 

read and reread the students’ written responses, I formed “response” categories as a way 

to make sense of their diverse reactions and interactions with the literature. The 

categories presented me with insights into individual students’ thinking processes, thus 

informing my instruction.  

Responding to Baby. Students liked the idea of writing essays. Faire wrote, “Will 

we get a chance to get another book to read… will we keep on writing S.A.[essays]?” 

[Faire 4, April 12 SL]. Foster agreed, “My favorite part of all is writing essays” [Foster, 

May 26, SL]. The excerpts listed below represent ten essays written by ten different 

students. These essays were written in March and April, after the state writing 

assessment. The students were then able to write without the time pressure and 

expectation of producing a two-page composition in response to a generic prompt. The 

table illustrates the varied, individualistic, idiosyncratic, and personal responses of the 

students. These excerpts illustrate how the students expressed their perspectives, 

viewpoints, opinions, reflections, analysis, insights, and emotional reactions to the read-



Texas Tech University, Ellen Ryan Wasiuta, December 2011 

 110 

alouds. Their past experiences with the on-going “text-talk” that surrounded Love that 

Dog, Hate that Cat, and Locomotion paved the way for responses such as these.  

Rosenblatt (2004) suggested that the personal, lived-through evocation is more 

appropriate when reading and interpreting literature. The aesthetic stance encourages the 

reader to become absorbed in a text world of imagination and feeling in which “attention 

is focused on what [the reader] is living through during the reading event” (Rosenblatt, 

1985, p. 38). These responses reflected their aesthetic stance.  

Table 4.1. Excerpts from Selected Students’ Written Responses to Baby 

Student Response Category Quote 
Addie insight Characters come to life in a book like my favorite 

character, Sophie. 
Addie character analysis/ 

references text 
Sophie likes to repeat. [mimics people around her] Julia, 
Sophie's mom, said, "Sophie talks." Sophie said, "Sophie 
talks." 

Addie opinion/ references 
text 

It was ugly in my head how Sophie set up the Christmas 
tree. She [Sophie] cut up wads [cotton] of [on] the tree. 

Addie character analysis I think Sophie has a good attitude. Sophie is also smart. 
Addie references text I think so because she already knew how to play patty 

cake. 
Addie references text Because they [Larkin’s family] were great to Sophie… 

they treated Sophie as if she was their real daughter. 
Addie opinion I am glad Sophie got to experience a family like that. 
Addie opinion I am glad Julia chose Larkin's family. 
Addie references text Like in one part…Papa got mad and a not nice word 

slipped out. 
Alicia insight Words can change a person's life by just speaking them. I 

know that sounds weird, but that's how words are. So it 
doesn't matter how you use them [words], it's how you say 
them 

Alicia references text Like when Lalo said good-bye Sophie and she said it back 
to him but instead of saying good-bye Sophie, it's good-
bye Lalo. 

Alicia character analysis So what I'm trying to say is she [Sophie] copies people 
until she can say her own words 

Jeremiah opinion I think Patricia M. made a really good character named 
Ms. Minifred [the librarian/teacher]. 
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Table 4.1. Continued 

Student Response Category Quote 
Jeremiah character analysis Ms. Minifred can teach anybody. She is also a school 

librarian and is intelligent and smart because she knows 
the power to words - Wondrous Words (Ms. Minifred 
coined this term; we adopted it for what we call our 
unusual, interesting, vivid vocabulary words which are 
posted around the classroom). 

Jeremiah character analysis Ms. Minifred knows that the kids she is [are] teaching will 
go on with their lives and still know the power of 
Wondrous Words. 

Jeremiah character analysis It [the death of her brother] made Ms. Minifred empathize 
with what Larkin was going through. 

Jeremiah character analysis I think that we can tell that Rebel [the janitor] loves Ms. 
Minifred. 

Jeremiah references text Because she [Ms. Minifred] was on the back of Rebel's 
motorcycle. 

Glory personal reflection Larkin inspires me to be just like her when I grow up. 

Glory character analysis I like Larkin because she is not scared to share her 
feelings. 

Glory references text Like when Lalo was telling Larking why didn't you name 
him. 

Glory character identification I like Larkin… is that she likes poetry just like me. 

Glory opinion After what I told you about Larkin you might want to read 
this story too… Patricia M. is a genius with this story. 

Glory references text Like the part when there was no school and Larkin sighed, 
"No poetry." 

Ike references text He [Lalo] said his mom is at peace because the electricity 
is out. 

Ike references text I liked that Lalo said Mrs. Minifred looked "wondrous." 

Ike personal reflection When I grow up I want to write a book and have a 
character like Lalo in it. That way people will say, "That's 
just like Lalo in Baby." 

Ike character analysis He (Lalo) doesn't say normal stuff, he says Wondrous 
Words. 

Ike Insight/ character 
analysis 

Characters make books wondrous and cool especially 
when they have a character like Lalo. What I like about 
Lalo is that he is a smart alec. To be a smart alec you have 
to be smart but be funny at the same time. 

Ike insight Patricia M. told more (about Lalo) and made us want to 
read more. 
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Table 4.1. Continued 

Student Response Category Quote 
Foster references text In my mind she [Sophie] looks funny when she’s soft shoe 

dancing with Papa. It [text description] also puts a picture 
in my head when she plays with the red ruby [Byrd’s 
necklace]. 

Foster character analysis I would have to say that Sophie likes to be a secret 
conversation listener.  

Foster character identification It would be kind of cool to be Sophie for a day and act like 
her… talk like her and wear red rubber boots. 

Foster emotional connection It would be fun to have a sister like Sophie. 
Lee insight Characters such as Sophie make books come to life like 

you are really right there with the person telling the story 
and feeling what they are feeling 

Lee character analysis They [Larkin's family] cared for her [Sophie] and loved 
her. 

Lee insight But that wasn't a good idea to love her because if she 
leaves they will miss her. 

Lee references text He [Papa] did the tap dance on the marble table. 
Lee insight He danced like there was no tomorrow. 
Lee references text The day there was no light Sophie climbed into bed with 

Larkin and Byrd…Sophie opened and closed her hand 
[over Byrd's ruby necklace] 

Lee emotional connection At the end guess who has the ruby… Sophie. 
Kay references text Like how Sophie expresses herself all the way through the 

story [her baby-talk, facial expressions, gestures]. 
Kay character analysis/ 

references text 
Sophie is funny because at Lalo's house when his father 
was putting up the Christmas tree and she said something 
unacceptable. 

Kay character analysis … how Sophie is a very talented little baby learning the 
soft shoe in short notice, Sophie is a very smart chick. 

Kay insight Sophie takes us to many places and gives us thoughts to 
enjoy and that we can share with others. 

Kay references text Like when Larkin and Lalo went to school, how Sophie 
looked out the window and put her face on it [expressing 
her feelings at that moment, missing the kids]. 

Kay insight Sophie brings us [together] in the book with all the other 
characters.  

Kay insight I think Patricia M. did a good job bringing Sophie like a 
real person to us. 

Kay insight Characters take us to many different places and let us 
think different things. 
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Table 4.1. Continued 

Student Response Category Quote 
Kay character analysis But Sophie is still a baby not knowing what words mean 

yet. 
Kay character analysis Sophie is like a magnet [drawing in Larkin’s family and 

Lalo and the people on the island]. 

Becca character analysis Lalo sort of worries about how the future will end up. 

Becca character analysis Lalo is the kind of guy who just knows when to back off 
[when Larkin needed space to sort out her feelings]. 

Becca references text Like when Byrd said, "Sophie will always remember us." 
He said, "What if her mom comes by to pick her up?" 

Becca emotional connection For example, I'm not feeling very well, so he [my friend] 
will just back off and leave me alone, that's what I would 
expect in a friend. 

Gem insight What I like about Sophie is that she has two moms [her 
“Island Mom,” Lily and her birth mom, Julia] that care for 
her. 

Gem character identification It's hard to lose a grandma [Byrd]. 

Gem character analysis/ 
references text 

She [Sophie] is funny… like when Lalo said, "So Sophie," 
and Sophie said, "So, Lalo." 

Gem emotional connection Because it feels like a part of your heart has been punched 
out [when someone you love dies]. 

Sam character identification I like Larkin because she reminds me of myself…He (my 
baby brother) died the next day with double pneumonia 
[like Larkin’s brother died when he was a baby]. 

Sam emotional connection Ever since I read this book I feel a connection with Larkin 
and it's good to have someone who feels the same as me. 

Sam emotional connection Having a favorite character is cool for me because I feel 
empathy for him or her and that makes me feel like I'm in 
the story and when I'm in the story it makes me read more 
and more. 

Sam insight It [losing Sophie to her birth mother] has brought back a 
tragic, unspoken loss [when Larkin’s family lost the baby 
boy]. 

 



Texas Tech University, Ellen Ryan Wasiuta, December 2011 

 114 

From Addie’s insight, “Characters come to life in a book like my favorite 

character, Sophie” [Addie, Baby, SRL] to Sam’s emotional connection and insight, 

“Having a favorite character is cool for me because I feel empathy for him or her and that 

makes me feel like I’m in the story and when I’m in the story it makes me read more and 

more” [Sam, Baby, SRL], we can see the students’ responses becoming more articulate 

and sophisticated. 

Responding to The Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane. The most intensive 

and cognitively revealing responses written by the students occurred in April and May. 

The students truly extended and broadened their stances regarding envisionment in the 

following ways (Langer, 2011): 

1. Students went from the outside to the inside as they stepped into the text 

world, “being out and stepping into an envisionment” as seen in the 

category of “immersion.”  

2. Students moved through the text world, connecting personal experiences 

and background knowledge, “being in and moving through an 

envisionment” as seen in the categories of “character analysis,” 

“judgment of character,” and “insight/reflection.” 

3. Students went from the text world back to the real world to reconsider 

their own lives and the world around them, “stepping out and rethinking 

what one knows” as seen in the categories of “identification with 

character” and “emotional response.” 
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4. Students viewed the text once more to critique it in terms of author’s 

craft, imagery, and interpretations of the text, “stepping out and 

objectifying the experience” as seen in the categories of “references text,” 

“Wondrous Word,” “lit evaluation,” and “author intent” as created by me. 

Table 4.2. Excerpts from Selected Students’ Written Responses to The Miraculous 

Journey of Edward Tulane 

Student Response Category Quote 
Alexa 1 Wondrous Word … being disrespectful to Edward 
Alexa 1 character analysis I already knew Lolly was a witch that treats 

people the way she wants to treat them. 
Alexa 1 insight/reflection No wonder Nellie and Lawrence can't tell her 

[Lolly, their daughter] the truth. 
Alexa 1 Wondrous Word Lolly is so vicious. 
Alexa 1 insight/reflection I think if Edward wouldn't have been so vain, 

selfish, and stuck up these things wouldn't have 
happened to him. 

Alexa 1 insight/reflection I bet no one wants to be her [Lolly] friend. 
Alexa 1 character analysis I bet if Edward had arms he will slap Lolly 

silly. 
Alexa 2 character analysis I think Pellegrina knew what was happening… 

that Edward was selfish and stuck up. 

Alexa 2 insight/reflection That's why she [Pellegrina] told him the story 
[about the selfish princess who didn’t believe in 
love and wound up being turned into a warthog 
who was shot by hunters]. 

Alexa 2 insight/reflection If Edward couldn't have gone through all that 
drama he wouldn't have found Abilene. 

Andrew emotional response Edward Tulane is the most emotional book I've 
ever heard. Edward really got in my head. 

Andrew emotional response/wondrous 
word 

I was dejected when the book was over. 

Andrew insight/reflection The places that Edward went didn't just change 
him, it taught me something too. It taught me 
that don't just care about yourself, care for other 
people too. And Bryce [the young boy who had 
to give Edward up in order to save him] taught 
me that if something sad happens to just move 
on with your life. 
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Table 4.2. Continued 

Student Response Category Quote 
David references text/ Wondrous Word Like when Rosie [a neighbor’s dog] came in the 

house uninvited and unleashed yellow urine on 
the tablecloth, it was exasperating. 

David character analysis I learned that Edward was one stuck up brat 
because all he cares about is himself. 

David 2 identification with character I like Grandma because she doesn't like vain 
people like I do [don’t]because all they care 
about is themselves. 

Alexa 2 character analysis Edward was so into himself that he couldn't see 
that she [Abilene] loved him. He was too busy 
thinking about himself. 

David 2 emotional response Grandma is the kind of grandma I would love to 
have because she is smart and hates vain 
people.  

David 2 emotional response If there was a vain doll in my house I would 
throw him in a wood chipper. 

Desi 1 identification with character If I were in this story being Edward I would not 
just care about myself. I will care about 
everyone around me in this world. 

Desi 1 character analysis I think right now Edward would want to be with 
Nellie and Lawrence because Edward is starting 
to have love. All he [used to] care about is 
himself and how fancy he was because he came 
from a fancy place. 

Desi 1 immersion I wonder what's going to happen next. I wonder 
if he's going to end up somewhere else. I want 
to know if he's going to go back with Abilene 
or just stay with somebody else… 

Desi 2 identification with character This situation [Edward being fought over with 
Amos & Martin] reminds me of a similar 
situation in my own life. It happened when my 
little sister Caddie had her doll in her arms and 
my sister and I took it from her and we were 
passing it back and forth in the car so my sister 
couldn't get it. When she got mad she pushed 
me and the window was open and it flew out 
and we didn't know where it went so my sister 
and I had to buy her a new one with our money. 

Desi 3 author intent I think Kate DiCamillo wrote a lot of marvelous 
words for us to keep on reading so we could get 
what it's all about.  

Desi 3 author intent/ references text I think the author planned for everything  that 
happens in the story like when bad stuff 
happens, how Sarah Ruth dies and how the dad 
never took care of the kids. 

Desi 3 immersion I didn't want to read it anymore but I did 'cause 
I wanted to see what happened. 
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Table 4.2. Continued 

Student Response Category Quote 
Dray emotional response/immersion I'd wake up just to slap him [Sarah Ruth's dad] 

across the face ''cause he doesn't deserve Sara 
Ruth dead or alive. 

Dray emotional response/immersion Bryce was her brother but Bryce [is] still a 
better father than the real father. Bryce was the 
better man. 

Dray character analysis No matter strength or size, Bryce might have 
lost that fight, but he won that war [being in the 
“right” in his love and care of his little sister 
that died]. 

Dray identification with 
character/wondrous word 

If I were Bryce, I would think of the dad as a 
nemesis. 

Jaime 1 insight/reflection The idea that they didn't want to tell her [their 
mean daughter, Lolly, about Edward] because 
probably when Lolly was little Nellie and 
Lawrence were paying more attention to 
Raymond than Lolly. Lolly probably didn't 
want Nellie to pay attention to Edward. 

Jaime 1 Wondrous Word Lolly will rue the day…supercilious daughter 

Jaime 1 character analysis Nellie loved Edward so much that if Nellie saw 
Lolly throw Edward her heart would be broken. 

Jaime 1 connections/character analysis She [Lolly] reminds me of the witch [in 
Pellegrina’s cautionary tale for Edward]. 

Jaime 1 emotional response I loathe Lolly.  

Jaime 1 references text When Mrs. Wasiuta read that part out loud I 
thought about why they [Nellie & Lawrence] 
didn't want to tell her [about Edward in the 
highchair]. 

Jaime 1 insight/reflection Edward is like a newborn to Nellie. No mother 
would like to see their newborn thrown across 
the room. 

Jaime 2 lit evaluation/ references text Bagram [illustrator] did an amazing job 
drawing the pictures. My favorite picture in the 
entire book is when Bryce has his hand on the 
doorknob. He's looking straight at us. 

Jaime 2 Wondrous Words … a unique picture, Abilene was anguished… 

Jaime 2 character analysis He's [Bryce] hopeless without Edward. He has 
no one. 

Jaime 2 lit evaluation Kate DiCamillo is an amazing writer. She 
always surprises people… 

Jaime 2 immersion Every chapter I hoped that Abilene was going 
to pop up but she never did. 
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Table 4.2. Continued 

Student Response Category Quote 
Jaime 2 insight/reflection The lesson that I learned is that I should never 

just love myself. If I do I will regret it like 
Edward. 

Morrey insight/reflection What I'm saying is… Life is a hard but loving 
life, hope is just never gone. Life is about 
loving and caring. 

Foster insight/reflection I wonder what would happen if Mrs. Wasiuta 
was in the story. Who would she be like? … I 
think Nellie because Mrs. Wasiuta loves china 
dolls or should I say china rabbits. 

Asia insight/reflection Those places [all the places where Edward 
traveled] are going to teach Edward a lesson. 
He's going to start missing Abilene, and when 
he comes back he will start caring about other 
people too. 

Kay identification with 
character/insight 

This story also reminds me of myself. I one 
time had a very special doll that goes around as 
one of my family's traditions. Just like Abilene 
has a doll, that doll I had was more than a doll 
to me. It was like another sister. 

Gem 1 immersion It's [the ideas in the story] like a pennant flying 
everywhere up and down all around side to 
side. It fills my brain with more ideas. It 
exploded in a million pieces. 

Sally Wondrous Word The part that surprised me was when Pellegrina 
told that spellbinding, weird, and disturbing 
story to Abilene. 

Sally insight/reflection I mean it was so depressing that I don't even 
think it would be a fairy tale [Pellegrina’s 
cautionary tale for Edward] at all. 

Sally character analysis Surely Abilene was disturbed when Pellegrina 
said the end and Abilene wanted the story to 
end happily ever after. 

Sally insight/reflection/ references text It's very weird how the story is related to what's 
really going on in the book. Like when the 
witch said, "You disappoint me," but in the real 
world for… Pellegrina leans over to Edward 
and whispers, "You disappoint me." 

Sally insight/reflection I mean that's just weird, because she's the one 
who had him made in the first place. Everything 
is just making connections between each other. 

Kay lit evaluation Kate made Edward like a real person and did a 
good job at it. 

Lee 1 judgment of character Karma is when faith [fate] pays back on you. 
That's what happened to Edward because look 
where he's at now. Karma gave him a second 
chance.  
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Table 4.2. Continued 

Student Response Category Quote 
Shawn 1 emotional response/insight The only reason I liked that part best is he got 

laughed at by the other dolls. It felt as if he was 
getting a taste of his own medicine. 

Shawn 1 character analysis I bet if Edward heard that I called him that [it] he 
would go nuts inside. 

Shawn 1 insight/reflection Even though he had fancy clothes he still was 
missing something, and that was LOVE!! 

Shawn 2 insight/reflection It was like Edward was on a roller coaster. 

Shawn 2 insight/reflection To me it feels like Lolly's the new sheriff in town. 
I bet when Lolly was little she got everything she 
wanted. 

Shawn 3 connections The song "I've got a Friend" reminded me of 
Abilene when she all of a sudden finds Edward 
again. 

Shawn 3 insight/reflection Friendship can last a very long time if you have 
the right friend. A true friend is there whenever 
you need his or her help. 

Autumn lit evaluation I love the end of the story 'cause Edward found 
Abilene and Abilene found Edward. The ending of 
the very back of the story [Coda]...I like the last 
part 'cause Edward finds his way home. 

Neela 2 insight/reflection When I saw the picture on Chapter 20 I knew it 
was Abilene. Why? Because all the books that I 
read about journeys the missing thing always 
comes back to the owner. 

 

The depth and breadth of their responses amazed me. From Neela’s insight about 

books with journeys [Neela 2, Edward, SRL] to Shawn’s insight [Shawn 3, Edward, 

SRL] about a character’s motives, these students as well as the others in Tables 4.1-4.2, 

demonstrated their wide-ranging repertoire of well-thought out responses to high quality 

literature [p. 1, Line 7, Comment 1; p. 2, Lines 1-2, Comment 11, Line 22, Comment 14; 

p. 3, Lines 3-4, Lines 7-8, Comment 17, Line13, Comment 19, Line16, Comment 21; p. 

4, Lines 1-3, Comment 23, Line 19, Comment 28 RJK]. We can see and hear each 
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student’s unique perspective, voice, and style come through.  “This story reminds me of 

my baby cousin because she likes to look at herself in the mirror… she only cares about 

herself all the time just like Edward” [Rick, Edward, SRL]. “Wow! I can’t believe the 

journey that Kate DiCamillo has put Edward through” [Gem 2, Edward, SRL]. Students 

began to see the author behind the writing. 

Author, author, who art thou? Students’ cognitive connections were further 

strengthened as they began to “put a face” to the authors whose works we read aloud. 

From writing a letter to Jacqueline Woodson while we read Locomotion [p. 7, Lines 8-24, 

Comment 45 RJD] to watching a video about the writing and illustrating of The 

Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane and interviews with Sharon Creech and Bagram 

Ibatoulline (http://www.edwardtulane.com/) [p. 11, Lines 17-22, Comments 72-73 RJD], 

we began to comment about the authors as if we really knew them. Several students 

referred to Ms. Camillo as simply, “Kate.” [p. 94, Lines 9-11, Comment 63 RJ]. Andrew 

wondered if the cover showing Edward in a dream going home to Egypt Street was 

Kate’s favorite part [p. 94, Lines 9-10 RJ]. The work of the illustrator was also noted. 

“Bagram [illustrator] did an amazing job drawing the pictures. My favorite picture in the 

entire book is when Bryce has his hand on the doorknob. He's looking straight at us” 

[Jaime 2, Edward, SRL]. The students noticed the author’s intentions [p. 1, Lines 1-3, 

Comment 14 RJD; Desi 3, Edward, SRL]. Students noted how the authors created the 

characters [Jeremiah, Baby, SRL; Ike, Baby, SRL; Kay, Baby and Edward, SRL]. Barrs 

(2000) suggested that listeners form a relationship with the author through the read-aloud. 

The students also noticed that I, Mrs. Wasiuta, was reading Baby in the voice of Larkin, 

the girl. But it all came from Patricia MacLachlan, a grandmother who wrote all of the 
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words in the book! So, in a read-aloud, it’s the author, the character, the reader, and the 

listeners in multi-faceted transactions [pp. 5-6, Lines 22-23, 1-2, Comment 36 RJH].  

Hey, you really should read this book! Once exposed to a certain author, many 

students searched for other books by the same authors of our read-alouds [p. 3, Lines 10-

15, Comments 25-26 RJF; p. 4, Lines 12-13, Comment 25 RJK]. Lesesne (2003), 

discovered that teacher read-alouds can introduce books to students they might not locate 

on their own. Students began to display signs of independent thinking in their book 

choices. 

I noted that Sam showed me her own copy of Esperanza Rising (Ryan, 2002) 

after I advertised several Depression books [p. 11, Lines 21-22, Comment 78 RJH]. After 

I read Robert Frost’s poetry in Love that Dog, students such as Foster  gobbled up other 

books by Frost [p. 3, Lines 14-15 RJH]. Others grabbed River of Words, (2008) a book 

about William Carlos Williams whose poetry caught their attention during the read-aloud 

of Love that Dog. Lee had this to say about one of his poems, “I like ‘So Much Depends 

Upon’ (‘The Red Wheelbarrow’). It’s the best poem I’ve ever heard in my life” [Lee 1, 

November 10, SL].  I realized that what I advertised, they chose to read [p. 1, Lines 10-

11, Lines 15-17, Comment 5 RJF]. Rick saw my new book from our library, Peace, 

Locomotion, which was the sequel to Jacqueline Woodson’s book Locomotion that we 

read aloud, and he yelled, “I got dibs on it!” [p. 3, Lines 22-23, Comment 31 RJF]. Sara 

beat him to it. “I am almost done with Peace, Locomotion” [Sara 4, April 12, SL]. The 

following is a list of the books they were reading as of April 23 based on my 

recommendations, author connections, and connections to historical content encountered 

in The Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane: Mikey – Blue Willow; Asia – Blue 
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Willow; Cap – Love that Dog, Hate that Cat; Ally – Out of the Dust; Jaime – Out of the 

Dust; Wes – Peace, Locomotion; Sam – Caleb’s Story (MacLachlan); Sara – Skylark 

(MacLachlan); Alexa – Skylark (MacLachlan); Axel – Locomotion; and Sally – Hate that 

Cat [p. 7, Lines 12-23, p. 8, Lines 1-2, Comment 44 RJK]. Students began to see the 

librarian as a person of interest. 

Marian, the librarian. Students also showed their independent thinking as they 

began to prioritize their reading choices. As soon as we finished a read-aloud, a mad dash 

for the library was underway [p. 2, Lines 7-8, Lines 11-12, Comment 12 RJF; p. 1, Lines 

18-19, Comment 8 RJH]. Some students could not wait for the “next” book. Alexa wrote, 

“I am going to check it out at Mahon Library. I won’t give it [the plot] up, I promise. I 

just want to see what it’s about” [Alexa 2, May 5, SL]. “I’m planning on getting Love 

that Dog, Hate that Cat, and Locomotion from the library. What is our next book?” 

[Caddie 2, December 16, SL]. Penny Pierce, our librarian, even though she was shared 

with another school, always responded to our pleas for help. One day as I was reading 

aloud the picture book All the Places to Love (MacLachlan, 1994), I came to the part 

about hay and gold dust in the air. I paused and made a big deal of making a connection 

to a fairy tale. Only one student made the connection with me. I soon realized that only 

about four kids in each class had heard the story of Rumpelstiltskin. I sent a student down 

to the library to get the book, but when he returned, it was not the version I wanted. So I 

sent an email to Penny asking for the Zelinsky version which we did not have, and before 

I knew it, her husband, a school principal, delivered the desired version to her and she 

brought it to me! [pp. 72-73, Lines 18-22, 1-2 RJ]. The students in my class at that time 

expressed their amazement at the lengths to which we would go to get a good book.  
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Our school has a tiny library and the schedule only allowed for a once-a-week 

visit, so I gathered the majority of the books in “bursts,” and transported them back to my 

classroom in a special cart. Penny always responded to my emails over the course of the 

year and ordered new books as her budget allowed. She also sent out notices to other 

schools in the district when I wanted multiple copies for my read-alouds. She and I were 

on the same “wave-length” when it came to high-quality literature for the students. 

Penny, with her master’s degree in library science, expressed her professional 

views on the positive outcomes of teacher read-alouds:  

When a teacher takes the time to read aloud to her class, she is showing that she 

truly cares about the outcomes of her students. To me it is like a parent nurturing 

their child and wanting the very best for them. As students listen to stories and 

discuss them in class, they are learning to make inferences on plots and 

characters. Teachers are modeling thinking strategies to their students. Most 

students’ actual reading levels and enjoyment levels are two different things. Most 

students cannot read on their enjoyment level, but love to listen to stories that are 

read to them. I find that students who have been read aloud to during their early 

elementary years have a love for books. They love to read on their own and can 

make their own conclusions about the stories they have read. (P. Pierce, personal 

communication, May 10, 2010) 

When I asked her about the difficulties of keeping the read-alouds alive and well 

in the curriculum, she responded: 
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I am finding by working in a variety of schools that time is the biggest obstacle in 

reading aloud. They [teachers] are required to teach certain elements of core 

subjects and that takes up all their time. They feel that reading aloud is a luxury 

that they cannot afford during the school day. (P. Pierce, personal communication, 

May 10, 2010) 

Penny had this to say about the specific books that I read aloud to my students and 

how the students clamored to check them out:  

Love that Dog and Hate that Cat are superb books for reading aloud. I cannot 

keep the books on the shelf. If they are not checked out by a 4th grade student 

then a 5th grade student has them. Every time 4th or 5th graders come into the 

library, someone is asking for those books. The disappointment on their faces 

when I tell them they are checked out is heartfelt. The smiles on their faces when 

they actually find one on the shelf are great to see. It is something familiar to 

them that they cannot wait to read. Even though you have just finished the book, 

that is what they want to check out. I am quite convinced that it wouldn’t matter 

how many copies I obtained in the library, there wouldn’t be a single copy [of the 

read-alouds] left on the shelf. We are even telling the third-graders about the 

books they will be reading next year. Some of them have siblings that have gone 

through your class and already are looking forward to reading those books. You 

model how a book is read in your classroom. It makes a difference whether some 

students like to read or not. Your enthusiasm has definitely caught on with your 

classes. (P. Pierce, personal communication, April 20, 2010) 
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As seen from her comments, Mrs. Pierce provided substantial support for my 

efforts in keeping the read-alouds alive and well in my classroom. She helped me to keep 

my “line in the sand” stance regarding the power of read-alouds from being swept away 

by acquiring the books when I needed them. She enthusiastically endorsed the time-

honored practice of the read-aloud, not only as a library practice, but as a worthwhile 

endeavor that should have priority in the classroom. Mrs. Pierce and I realized the power 

of providing the students with opportunities to buy their own books. 

Getting books into kids’ hands. Students constantly asked me where they could 

get their own copies of Love that Dog, Hate that Cat, Locomotion, and Baby. They 

wanted to re-read our read-alouds in an independent manner, in their own time and in 

their own way. The cognitive connections that were made with the read-alouds were so 

strong that many students wanted to revisit our read-aloud texts whenever they wished to 

experience the stories once more. 

Every November, our school participated in a book fair. I was looking forward to 

this year’s book fair so my students could purchase the books we had read aloud by that 

point in time. Students wanted to own their own copies of our read-alouds. Caddie wrote, 

“I have a $1 bill and I might buy Love that Dog, Hate that Cat, or Locomotion” [Caddie 

1, November 10, SL]. “The book fair was to have had multiple copies of all three books, 

but despite valiant efforts by Penny, the librarian, we did not get them. Many kids were 

disappointed” [p. 2, Lines 9-10, Comment 13 RJF]. Penny knew of our desire to get these 

books and she communicated this to the book fair representative many weeks prior to the 

event. Promises were made, but none were kept. “Needless to say, every day I had many 

4th grade students inquiring about buying the books” (P. Pierce, personal communication, 
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January 27, 2010). Penny noted that the book fairs have deteriorated in the quantity and 

quality of books offered for sale; there is a great deal of what we consider “trivial 

trinkets” being sold instead. Penny asked the question, “When did book fairs begin to put 

books as second or third choices as their priority merchandise?” (P. Pierce, personal 

communication, January 27, 2010). Because of the size of our library, Penny was forced 

to clear out old, worn out books. She, my partner in literacy, put many aside for me; she 

knew I would gladly adopt them.  

The students had another chance to buy some of our read-alouds through “book 

orders” with my teammate reading teacher. Sally, Ty, Caddie, and Ana told me they 

bought Hate that Cat from the book order with Ms. Forrest [p. 4, Line 1, Comment 32-

33, RJF]. This actual purchasing of a book, which cost about $6, reflected these students’ 

desire to own their own copies. They wanted to read the book for themselves. For these 

low socioeconomic students (SES), this book purchase was an important milestone. Of 

course, for those students who could not purchase a book, there was always my personal 

library that was open every day for every student. 

My stash of books. Sometimes, after I did a short read-aloud (usually a picture 

book) students wanted to borrow those books from my own personal library. Outside of 

our main novels, I also read aloud many picture books, most notably the ones with rich 

language and character development such as Chrysanthemum (1996) and Julius, the Baby 

of the World (1995) by Kevin Henkes. I liked to introduce the busy body character 

Victoria and the outrageous little girl Lily. I also read aloud books by Patricia Polacco 

such as Thundercake (1997) and Thank you, Mr. Falker (2001) [p. 19, Lines 5-20, RJ]. 

David wrote, “I want to check out a book from your stack of books. Can I see The Night 
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Before Christmas to check out? It would be an honor to check it out” [David 2, December 

15, SL]. Students reread their favorite books [p. 3, Lines 16-17, Comments 27, 29 RJF, p. 

9, Lines 21-22 RJH].  Axel wanted me to know he was reading Alphabet Soup (1994). I 

said, “Isn’t it a cool book?” He said, “Yeah, I’ve read it before. I’m just reading it again” 

[p. 3, Lines 19-20, Comments 27, 29 RJF]. Some students asked me for a 

recommendation. “I love Jerry Spinelli’s book Star Girl (2002). I would like to know 

about some books he’s written that are really good” [Sally 3, December 19, SL]. The 

books were in baskets, boxes, shelves and displayed on the dry-erase board railing, there 

for the taking. Even struggling readers like Morrey would pick up a book that I 

recommended. He wanted to read Tikki Tikki Tembo (Mosel, 1968) after I mentioned it 

was one of my son’s favorite books when he was young [p. 2, Line 20, RJK]. Faire made 

her own connections when she noticed Sunday Morning (Viorst, 1993) and then went 

hunting through my other books to find Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No-Good, 

Very Bad Day (Viorst, 1972) and Alexander, Who Used to be Rich Last Sunday (Viorst, 

1978) [p. 4, Lines 5-8, RJK]. As seen by these comments, the students’ brains were 

becoming “wired” to follow-up on my recommendations and pursue their own 

independent reading choices [p. 7, Lines 12-23; p. 8, Lines 1-2, Comment 44 RJK].   

Talk, talk, talk. The benefits of the read-alouds as far as growing and branching 

dendrites (Rushton, Eitelgeorge, & Zickafoose, 2003) under the influence of 

Cambourne’s conditions of learning (1995) were revealed in our text talk that surrounded 

the read-alouds. During this interactive process of reading, listening, responding, arguing, 

and taking a stand for a position or a point of view, we worked on cooperative 

negotiation and the construction of meaning (Morrow, 1992). This talk that surrounded 
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our read-alouds may be, according to many researchers (e.g. Beck & McKeown, 2001; 

DeTemple & Snow, 2003; Flood, 1977; Heath, 1980; Roser & Martinez, 1985; Teale & 

Martinez, 1996), the key to maximum literacy growth. The read-alouds were conducted 

in such a fashion that talking was encouraged; no hands had to be raised, even “polite” 

interruptions were par for the course. The following excerpts from transcribed audio 

recordings of reading aloud Baby illustrate the kind of talk we engaged in on a regular 

basis. 

Chapter 10 of Baby told about Lalo’s mother, Marvella. The talk flowed regarding 

her “peculiarities.” The talk was also concerned with the character of Lalo, the best friend 

of the central character of Larkin, the narrator of the story. 

Me: This next part is gonna tell about Lalo’s mother and she’s a nut. (Laughter)  But 

she’s a nice nut. The word would be eccentric. When someone acts a little bit strangely, 

but it’s not bad strangely and to be polite we don’t want to look at them and go yeah, 

you’re nuts, instead we just might say you’re eccentric. Eccentric means you’re a little 

strange, but not bad.  

Boy Student: But you’re weird. 

Me: You may be right. 

Reading aloud Chapter 10. 

Me: There’s a clue to that word efficient (referring to Lalo’s mother). She’s running the 

inn. 

Erin: She can stay on her toes for a very long time without falling asleep or anything or 

dozing off. 

Me: I like that! 
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Girl Student: A manager. 

Me: Manager, very good. We put you’ alls two meanings together and they’re fantastic.  

Reading aloud Chapter 10. 

Me: Ok, do you get that this is a little bit eccentric on her [Marvella) part? A little nuts? 

She just said, “I hate water!” And who’s she marrying? 

Students: A fisherman. 

Me: And where does she live? 

Students: On an island…surrounded by water. 

Me: Is that normal? 

Students: No! 

Me: OK, I’ve got a great “why.” If she hated the water… 

Girl Student: Why did she go to the island? 

Boy Student: Why did she marry a fisherman? 

Boy Student: Why live on an island? 

Me: Exactly, that is the question. So, I’m going to wait for somebody to think… If she 

hated the water why would she marry a fisherman and live on an island? Hmmm. 

Boy Student: Probably because she don’t [sic] want, like, it to control her? 

Girl Student: Just for a vacation? 

Zavier: She found it relaxing. 

Me: Maybe, sounds good to me. But I don’t know if that would be a strong enough 

reason. There’s gotta be some reason that would keep her there. 

David: She [Marvella] wanted somebody so she wouldn’t be alone.  
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Erin: Maybe she’s just trying to do that so he [her husband – Lalo’s father] could quit his 

job and he’s starting to almost figure it out when they met. 

Me: So we know he did because he opened the inn, the motel. Remember the part where 

they [Larkin and Lalo] were loading up the suitcases and all the people [tourists] were 

leaving on the ferry? That’s his folks [Lalo’s parents who own the inn].  

Glory: ‘Cause it [the book] said she’s fallen in love and everybody says love is stronger 

than anything else. 

Me: I love that answer. That was pretty insightful. So you think because she loved him, 

she got over being afraid of it [the ocean] or at least decided to stay anyway… 

Girl Student: Try to ignore it. 

Ike: They [Lalo’s parents] love each other and trust each other because if they didn’t trust 

each other she [Marvella] wouldn’t have started the business with him [her husband – 

Lalo’s father], the motel. 

Me: I agree, too ‘cause that takes a lot of trust to run a business with somebody. You’re 

scared you might lose your money. So… we know she’s eccentric about the water and the 

island. Let’s keep going… 

Reading aloud Chapter 10. 

Me: Wait ‘till you hear what she [Marvella] has to say about electricity. 

Reading aloud Chapter 10. 

Me: Does anyone know what an electric socket is? 

Boy Student: Like a battery? 

Glory: It’s the plug on the wall. 

Me: It’s where you plug it in! 
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Students: Ahh [murmurs of assent] 

Me: Eccentric Marvella…Did Marvella think anyone should stand near it? What did she 

think would happen with the sockets? 

Girl Student: You’ll be like shocked? 

Me: Yeah, what does she make Larkin do? 

Kay: She makes her stand in the center of the room. 

Me: Now see, now do you get what I mean by eccentric? In other words, she’s not a nut 

like mean or bad or crazy. 

Girl Student: She’s nice. 

Me: She’s nice. She’s just a little bit strange. So that’s eccentric. 

Reading aloud Chapter 10. 

Me: (Pause with a few giggles) I’m gonna wait a second. I’m going to read it again and 

let it sink into your brain. Remember I told you he [Lalo] was a smart dude. [Reread part 

about Marvella being at peace without electricity]. [Lots of laughter!] Who wants to 

explain it to me? Sometimes you have to reread the good parts. 

Andrew: ‘Cause some people like to take naps but if the TV’s on it’s going to be all 

loud… 

Me: Oh, I get what you mean! But Lalo can be a smart-alec. Lalo’s a smart guy. He’s like 

you, Andrew…  sometimes. [Laughter from other students] So I’m surprised you didn’t 

catch his “smart-alecness.” But in a nice way, not in a bad way. He’s a great guy. He 

looked at Larkin’s mom and said [in reply to Larkin’s mom questioning him about how 

his mom was doing] “At peace, there’s no electricity.” Now, you got to think, what was 

he getting at? 
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Beryl: He was trying to… because you know how Lalo’s mom don’t [sic] let Larkin 

stand by electricity… so she’s at peace, so she [Marvella] can stand anywhere. 

Me: So, do you get it? 

Kids: Murmurs of yes. 

Me: He’s got a lot more to do in this book. So, be sure and pay attention to Lalo; he’s a 

wonderful character. 

Reading aloud Chapter 10. 

Me: [Laughter when Sophie replies in full sentences to Lalo] 

Me: He’s probably… 

Erin: He was flabbergasted. 

Me: Flabbergasted, very good, Erin, because when he left like a week ago, before all the 

electricity went out, she was just still doing baby talk.  

The preceding conversation, in written form, assumes a much slower cadence 

than what actually transpired. In actuality, the talk was rapid fire in our close-knit group 

as the students sat at the back of the room on the carpet close to me in Ma’s white wicker 

rocking chair. This read-aloud took place in March, and the students appeared to be quite 

comfortable at stating their impressions, defending their positions, and trying out 

“Wondrous Words” in their conversations.  

The following excerpts illustrate the text talk that accompanied reading aloud 

chapters 10-11 of The Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane. In these chapters, Edward 

(now renamed Susanna), the vain, china rabbit, has been rescued from the depths of the 
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ocean by a poor fisherman and his wife. Their daughter, Lolly, is jealous of Edward and 

throws him in the town dump. 

Me: The part that we’re going to read today has a lot to do with these (Great Depression 

books. [teacher instructions] 

Me: The time that we’re talking about in this book (The Miraculous Journey of Edward 

Tulane) the people or the kids might have looked like this kid. The way he’s dressed… 

the car… Do you remember that Lolly said she was going out to the truck? The truck 

probably looked like this. An old truck. That’s what you’re going to see in here. I’ve got 

some great pictures of some great trucks. So, what Lolly probably drove with the garbage 

cans, Chuck, probably looked like this.  

Chuck: This car? 

Me: It’s really old-fashioned. 

Group: [Discussion of a car show] 

Me: I think I’m going to go ahead and start this chapter… what Gem? 

Gem: When I’m going off to practice for baseball, they always have… and there’s like 

thousands of them… little cars… old fashioned cars. 

Me: Those cars are from the 1930s. Do you remember what year this story started in? If 

you don’t, look at the very first picture and look at the magazine… down in the magazine 

rack. 

Boy: 1936. 

Me: 1936. Isn’t that cool? That was Kate DiCamillo and the illustrator’s way of putting in 

a date, but not interrupting the story to tell us the date. She just thought… she probably 

knew and so did the illustrator that many kids are curious to know when it happened. So 
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it was in the ‘30s. So those pick-up trucks that I just showed you were from the 1930s. 

We’re going to do a lot more of that in just a little bit because the next part of the story 

you won’t get unless I show you some of this. 

Me: All right, let’s jump in. On page 79, there is Susanna/Edward on the garbage dump. 

Adam: On my essay, I do, like the little bunny on there to remind me of Edward. I drew a 

little bunny. 

Sally: Edward like… feel  excruciatingly [sic] because it might be painful under cans and 

stuff like that… 

Me: Yeah, he’s got some excruciating pain. Look at the tire next to him and all the junk. 

All right, let’s go ahead and start a bit and then… and I’ll watch the clock. 

Me: [Reading aloud] 

[After Ernest appeared and crowed as “King of Garbages” over the trash heap where 

Edward, the china rabbit had been deposited.] 

Boy: [crows] 

Sally: That’s weird. He’s loco-cocoa. 

Me: What’s that word? [pointing to “daft” on our Wondrous Words Chart paper] 

Girl: Daft. 

Me: He’s definitely daft. I mean he just called himself “King of the Garbages.” You 

know, I just did a Brain Jump… King of the World… in the movie Titanic?  

Group: Yeah! 

Me: My brain, when the guy was at the front of the ship, Leonardo DiCaprio,  

Boy: I’m King of the World! 
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Me: He’s at the front of the ship and he’s like “King of the World” as they’re sailing 

across the ocean. Anyway, that made me think of that. In my mind, I see Ernest on top of 

the garbage dump… “I’m King of the Garbages.” 

Group: Laughter 

Me: Which, of course, means he’s a little bit wacky! 

Boy: No, no, no, no! [in protest as I close the book] 

Me: So we were talking about Ernest, the King of the Garbage Heap…and he crows…. 

so Zeke, do that again for me. 

Zeke: [Crows] 

Me: Yes, and that’s exactly what Ernest did. Becca, what was your question? 

Becca: How could you get cock-a-doodle-do with “er, er, er, er?” It sounds like there 

would be an "r" in there somewhere. 

Me: It does, but when they wrote books for little kids who liked to read animal sounds, 

they had to make it words they could say. 

Becca: Oh. 

Me: And so they printed it cock-a-doodle-do. That’s like with a cow… 

Group: [mooing sounds] 

Me: that says moo, but it doesn’t really… 

Group [more mooing sounds] 

Me: OK [resume read-aloud] 

Me: “He lay there buried alive.” 

Girl: Ah ha! 

Me: Which is kinda funny because… 
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Sally: Because he’s not alive! 

Me: So what kept Edward going was that he would hope that he would find Lolly and 

make her… 

Boy: rue the day. 

Me: “exact his revenge!” 

Boy: Dum, dum, dum, dum [ominous music sound] 

Me: “He would pick her up by the ears…” 

Boy: Like Chuckie. 

Me: “He would bury her under a mountain of trash.” Is that gonna happen? 

Group: No! 

Me: “And gave in to”… 

Sally: Despair. 

Dray: He gave up hope. 

Girl: He felt hopeless. 

As we talked, there was a great deal of support that could be heard as we 

negotiated meanings of vocabulary, motives of characters, and the time frame of the 

novel. What might be extremely difficult for a reader to comprehend in silent isolation, 

became fluent and fluid in this read-aloud situation. The text talks provided scaffolding 

from our community of learners for individual students as they took a more active role in 

constructing meaning from the text. Their responses were validated or challenged, 

expanded or condensed, questioned or affirmed in an on-going conversation with the text, 

the students, and me. 
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Me: He sank into hopelessness. “It was…” Listen to this… because a lot of kids probably 

think, well, you know, is it as bad as the ocean? “It was worse, much worse than being 

buried at sea. It was worse because Edward was a different rabbit now.” Somebody talk 

to me about that. Whatever your brain jumps to… Gem. 

Gem: He’s thinking when he was a boy, now he’s grown, when he was a boy he was 

thinking he was, but now he thinks he’s a girl, he doesn’t think he’s so tough anymore… 

Me: This is cool… her [Gem’s] brain… what she had to say just then was really 

interesting because her brain is going from… “Oh well he was a boy then, and he thought 

like that and now he’s a girl.” So that’s what her point of view is. 

During these read-aloud “talk fests,” students might come up with amazing 

insights into the characters, as Gem did with what Edward might be thinking. If it was a 

bit complicated, I would usually restate what I think the student meant for clarification 

and understanding by the rest of the class. 

Me: Dray, what do you think? 

Dray: I think, I don’t think it’s based on if he’s chosen not to grow horrible. I think it’s 

just the way he thinks. At the first he thought he was, it was all about him. But ever since 

he went at [sic] the bottom of the ocean, he started thinking different and having a better 

heart.  

Me: That’s cool. Now here’s what I’m loving. Completely different opinion, but you’re 

both thinking about what you think Kate DeCamillo’s point is. When she had Edward 

saying it’s worse, even though for most of us being at the bottom of the ocean for a year 
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would be worse than a garbage dump, but they’re saying it’s worse for Edward being at 

the garbage dump because he’s different. Who else has something to say? Lee. 

Lee: Because he’s starts to recognize life and he’s starting to love people that he meets, 

except Lolly. 

The students felt free to disagree with each other, and even more importantly to 

back up their positions and opinions with explanations and elaborations on those 

explanations. 

Lee: It’s like what karma… what comes around, goes around.  

Me: Yeah, and for Edward, definitely, you’ll get what you deserve? 

Lee: Yeah. 

Sally: Since he was under the sea, that actually gave him emotions and he started to be 

nicer and now he’s thinking about others instead of just himself. He’s not like, “I’m 

everything.” Now he’s like… other people are his family. He misses others. 

Me: He’s beginning to be… what? 

Sally: A regular person instead of like a king… 

Foster: You know Edward at the beginning, he had no heart and thought of no one but 

himself. That made me think of how the Grinch is… 

Me: He (Foster) made a Brain Jump! 

Foster: Because the Grinch wanted to mess up Christmas and then Edward thought about 

himself. And then he (Grinch) started to have a heart and gave them back their presents. 

And now Edward just has a heart now and he thinks about other people too.  
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Andrew: Before he was all rich and had a gold watch and stuff and now he’s all dirty 

and… 

Me: Poor… 

Andrew: and a girl! 

Group: Laughter 

Me: Kay? 

Kay: He’s different because he’s in the dumpster and he used to see the stars at night and 

he feels differently because no one cares about him and he feels like he’s trash like all the 

other trash.  

Me: Ooh, I like that… did you hear that? Glory? 

Glory: I think he’s different because you know how in the last paragraph he called out 

Lawrence and Nellie’s names and that’s when he felt love. 

Kate:   Because at first when he was thrown overboard, and Abilene left him but he didn’t 

love her and now when he gets thrown in the garbage, he still loves Nellie and Lawrence 

and he has to give up his new life. 

These students actively dissected the ups and downs of Edward’s adventures and 

his emotional ties to the people he encountered on his journeys. They quite easily gave 

him human attributes and emotions and speculated with logical reasoning what he must 

be feeling and why. This talk energized the students, and as I repeated many of the things 

I heard from one class to another, this helped spur even further in-depth conversations. 

“Human learning presupposes a specific social nature and a process by which children 

grow into the intellectual life of those around them” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 88). The text 
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talks provided a process by which these students could grow into that intellectual life of 

our learning community with the read-alouds at the center of our Writing Workshop. 

Listening like a writer. The benefits of the read-alouds as far as growing and 

branching dendrites (Rushton, Eitelgeorge, & Zickafoose, 2003), i.e., making cognitive 

connections within the framework of Cambourne’s conditions of learning (1995), were 

revealed when students listened like writers as they wrote poetry and cultivated a writer’s 

vocabulary. The phrase “reading like a writer” (Smith, p. 562) is well-known. Through 

the read-alouds, my students became experts at listening like writers. Carver & Leibert 

(1995) had an intriguing theory that if students were engaged in listening to materials that 

were relatively hard, i.e., harder than what they could read silently and independently, 

those materials would provide a sort of “listening bootstrap,” whereby students could 

“pull themselves up” to another level. “Getting students to listen to relatively hard 

material seems to be a more promising way to improve reading level and vocabulary” (p. 

46). Based on my own study and others (e.g., Atwell, 1998; Calkins, 1994; Graves, 1994; 

Harwayne, 2001; Lancia, 1997; and Ray, 1999) I would add that the improvement of 

writing would also benefit from the reading aloud of high-quality literature. Researchers 

(e.g., Barrs, 2000; Dressel, 1990; Michener, 1989; and Romano, 1998) have found that 

students appeared to enhance their own writing styles through hearing quality writing 

read aloud. Margaret Meek (1988) suggested that we can find the effects of reading aloud 

to children in their own writing. Mem Fox (1993) said it best:  

The gains we make as writers, from hearing literature read aloud, aren’t bound by 

form. Rhythm and vocabulary transcend form: they’re tools of power that can be 

transported easily from one genre to the next according to our needs… In 
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practical terms I am advocating the reading aloud of powerful literature in pursuit 

of the creation of powerful writers (pp. 113-114) 

My students heard good writing read aloud, thus leading them to find their own strong 

writing voices as they kept the echoes of the read-alouds in their heads. 

Poetry bits and pieces. As we began to write our own poetry, we picked up on the 

idea of borrowing techniques, styles, words, and some ideas from the poetry that was 

read aloud and the massive amount of poetry that permeated our classroom. Recognizing 

that Jack had done this rather successfully in his poem “Love that Dog,” we decided we 

could do so as well [p. 1, Lines 2-3, Comment 1 RJC]. In Love that Dog (Creech, 2001), 

the main character hears a poem, “Love that Boy,” by Walter Dean Myers. Jack takes 

“bits and pieces” from Myer’s poem and puts them into his poem about his dog. Don, just 

like Jack with his own rendition of “Love that Boy” which evolved into “Love that Dog,” 

created his version, “Love that Mom” [p. 1, Lines 21-23 RJL]. Here is an excerpt from 

the original poem “Love that Boy” from Walter Dean Myers’ book Brown Angels (1996): 

Love that boy, 
like a rabbit loves to run 
I said I love that boy 
like a rabbit loves to run 
Love to call him in the morning 
love to call him 
“Hey there, son!” (Myers, 1996) 

 

Here is Jack’s version: 

Love that dog, 
like a bird loves to fly 
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I said I love that dog 
like a bird loves to fly 
Love to call him in the morning 
love to call him “Hi there, Sky!” (Creech, 2001, p. 86) 

 
Figure 3. Poem by Don 

Here is Don’s version as shown in Figure 3: 

I love my mom 
like an angel loves 
to fly. 
I said I love my mom 
like an angel loves to fly. 
Love to call her 
in the morning, 
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Love to call her 
“Hey there, Mom.” (2009, A Celebration of Poets, p. 34) 

 

Don’s poem reflects what Rosenblatt (1978) wrote: “… the reader’s attention to 

the text activates certain elements in his past experience – external reference, internal 

response. Meaning will emerge from a network of relationships among the things 

symbolized as he senses them” (p. 105). Don, along with 14 other students, had his poem 

published in A Celebration of Poets: Texas, Grades 4-6, Fall 2009. All of the students 

wrote their own poems, reflecting what Mitchell (2002) said, “When I hear a poem, I 

want to write” (p. 152). 

Another student who picked up on the idea of borrowing “bits and pieces” was 

Rhee. For her poetry recitation she used “Things” by Eloise Greenfield (1978) [p. 1, 

Lines 12-13, RJH]. Here is the original version: 

Went to the corner 
Walked in the store 
Bought me some candy 
Ain’t got it no more 
Ain’t got it no more 
Went to the beach 
Played on the shore 
Built me a sandhouse 
Ain’t got it no more 
Ain’t got it no more 
Went to the kitchen 
Lay down on the floor 
Made me a poem 
Still got it 
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Still got it (1978, Greenfield) 

 

Figure 4. Poem by Rhee 

Here is Rhee’s version as shown in Figure 4:  

I walked to the store 
bought me a toy 
Don’t got it 
Don’t got it 
I ran outside 
built me a clubhouse 
My dog ran through it 
Don’t got it 
Don’t got it 
I skipped to my room 
made me a jacket 
My dog got it 
and scratches it up 
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with his paws. 
I got mad at my dog 
I told my dog to go outside and so he did 
I made me a new one 
When I was done with my jacket 
I jumped on my bed 
Wrote me a poem I still got it (2009, A Celebration of Poets, p. 121) 

 

Mendoza (1986) wrote, “Hearing the musical language of great literary works has 

prompted many a young writer to take pen in hand” (p. 302). Elements of that “musical 

language” of poetry that was read aloud resonated with the students and appeared in their 

own works. In the following poem, Faire used repetition to illustrate her theme: 

I Wish… 
Dark and the moon is out. 
Stars shine bright 
as a diamond in the sky. 
I see a shooting star. 
I make a wish. 
I wish to be rich. 
I wish to have power. 
I wish I had a dog. 
I wish I was a teenage popstar. 
I wish I had no homework. 
I wish to have a big house. 
I wish my mom’s job to be wonderful. 
Dark and the moon is out. 
 I pray to God to be another star. (2009, A Celebration of Poets, p. 18) 
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Addie tried her hand at using figurative language to describe a season in this 

poem while also keeping the repetition pattern that so many of the students admired from 

“Things:” 

Fall 
Fall what a beautiful season 
a season where you feel the bright sun 
shining on you 
the fast wind 
blowing on you 
a season where you see different color leaves 
the orange one is as bright as the sun 
the red one twinkling more than a star 
in the night sky 
the yellow leaves shining so much brighter than the sunset 
sometimes the leaves 
blow away 
the leaves might crunch in little pieces 
Fall the season that puts the happiest smile on my face 
Sadly fall has to come to an end 
But it will be back next year 
Good-bye for now 
Good-bye for now. (2009, A Celebration of Poets, p. 23) 

 
Kay used the poem “Hello Ocean” (Ryan, 2001), that I recited, as her inspiration 

for the following poem: 

The Sea 
Love the waves 
their beauty. 
The color as the sky. 
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The wonderful 
peace of the water. 
As if I  
was floating 
in the sky. 
Me going to jump in. 
An enormous 
spring 
“Splash” 
So wonderful to see 
the sparkling hue 
dazzling like a 
shimmering 
full moon 
in the sky. (2009, A Celebration of Poets, p. 28) 

 
David used onomatopoeia and figurative language to describe the object of 

affection in his poem: 

The Car 
Car dashes like a  
comet in space 
“Vroom” Swoosh” “Slash” “Dash” 
going faster than the speed 
of light in the night! 
Compare the speed of a shiny coat with the black dot 
of a cheetah 
to the speed of a  
shiny “glooming” car! 
The car goes furiously 
out of control! (2009, A Celebration of Poets, p. 88) 
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Georgia Heard (1989) has written about how powerful poetry can be in 

developing students’ writing voices. Poetry “can be the genre that excites children and 

motivates them to read and write” (Duthie & Zimet, 1992, p. 14). As these students used 

“bits and pieces” from mentor texts (Ray, 1999), they found their voices. They realized 

that they, like Jack and Lonnie, could write powerful poetry.  

Wondrous Words. As we listened and then wrote like writers, we discovered the 

power of words… Wondrous Words (MacLachlan, 1993). We fell in love with Ms. 

Minifred, the librarian/teacher in Baby. Ms. Minifred said, “In this room, in these books, 

there is the power of a hundred hurricanes. Wondrous words.” (p. 43). Soon, this idea of 

“Wondrous” Words became an integral part of our read-alouds and our Writing 

Workshop [p. 2, Lines 20-22, Comment 8 RJC]. Wondrous Words became a highly 

visible symbol of how we were developing our cognitive connections from the read-

alouds to other texts, other people, and the world at large. 

The use of read-alouds to improve students’ vocabulary acquisition has been well-

documented (Baumann, Ware, & Edwards, 2007; Kindle, 2009). In our classroom, the 

rich vocabulary associated with our read-alouds was absorbed by the students. The read-

alouds were the bridge to accumulating a wealth of vocabulary, especially since the 

books chosen were of a higher reading level than what many of my struggling or 

reluctant readers would choose to read independently. 

Biemiller and Boote (2006) found that students immersed in high-quality 

literature had the ability to transfer word meanings to new contexts. The students in my 

fourth-grade classes delighted in doing just that. Many students began to “collect” 
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Wondrous Words in their Composition Notebooks, other small spiral notebooks, and 

even scraps of paper which they deposited on my computer keyboard so I could post 

them on the large colored strips of paper placed around the room [p. 2, Line 19; p. 7, 

Lines 17-18; p. 8, Lines 24-28, Comment 50, p. 10, Line 13, Comment 62 RJC]. The 

more we found, the more we looked for them – those juicy, unusual sounding, unusual 

looking, fascinating words that intrigued us. We started with the vocabulary from our 

read-alouds right from the beginning when I noted how outrageous Lily was in Julius, 

the Baby of the World (Henkes, 1995). Some days I could barely keep up with the 

Wondrous Words that flowed into the classroom [p. 9, Lines 19-20, Comment 6 RJC]. 

Table 4.3 is a smattering of the Wondrous Words that we accrued, from the read-alouds, 

books read independently, television shows – which, according to Pantaleo (2009) is also 

a kind of “text” – other teachers, and, of course, from me. 

Table 4.3. Excerpts from Wondrous Words 

Student Wondrous Word Source 
[all of RJC] 

Comments 

Lyssa ecstatic Her personal 
narrative 

Doesn’t remember 
where she heard it 

Adam malevolent Mrs. Wasiuta’s 
comment about 
editing stamp with 
Voldemort’s eyes 

Discussion during 
PRG Conference 
for Personal 
Narratives  

Ms. Forrest’s class resounding and 
enrich 

A story they were 
reading about 
immigration 

Students actively 
pursuing Wondrous 
Words 

Adam vicious Mrs. Wasiuta Used it in a writing 
example of my 
personal narrative 

Andrew ambled Putrescent Petra Our on-going 
proofreading story 

Erin flabbergasted commercial TV as text 
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Table 4.3. Continued 

Student Wondrous Word Source 
[all of RJC] 

Comments 

Lyssa rue TV show – I, Carly She connected this 
to Lily in Julius 

Faire grudge TV show – Waverly 
Place 

She calls her list 
Wonder Words 

Addie flabbergasted Her book, Stories 
from Wayside 
School 

Independent reading 

Ike subterfuge TV show – I, Carly TV as text 
Ike linger His mom and her 

Bible studies 
From family 

Mrs. Wasiuta redundant Patricia MacLachlan 
- Baby 

Became one of our 
most used, or “try to 
use” words 

Mikey loathed Ms. Forrest’s 
reading 

He pronounced it 
“lawthed” 

 

The word “redundant” cropped up repeatedly in our conversations. We first 

encountered this word while we were proofreading our on-going Putrescent Petra. In one 

part of the passage, the skunk “ambled slowly.” Once I modeled “ambling,” I pointed out 

that the skunk walked slowly, slowly. And that’s how redundant came into our lives. Not 

long after that we heard from the characters in Baby. One of the students, Portia, said in 

her report to the class about cleanliness being next to godliness, “… it would be quite 

excellent to have clean air, clean water, and clean houses” (p. 59). Rebel, the janitor, who 

had been listening at the back of the room, said, “There’s redundancy there” (p. 59). 

“Yes, most assuredly there is,” said Ms. Minifred. “You don’t need to say ‘quite 

excellent,’ Portia. Excellent is its own definition. It stands alone” (pp. 59-60). After this, 

many students were enthralled with coming up with their own “redundancies.” Andrew 

said, “Super, super ecstatic!” [p. 5, Line 12, Comment 24 RJC]. During proofreading 
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Putrescent Petra, Ally took out “the writing teacher” next to my name, saying the 

“writing” part was redundant [p. 5, Lines 21-22 RJC]. Andrew struck again when he 

announced, “I almost put ‘so ecstatic’ in my paper. That would’ve been redundant” [p. 6, 

Lines 3-4, Comment 31 RJC]. “Redundant” later came up when we prepared for the 

TAKS test and decided that the answers we did not want were more often than not 

redundant [p. 8, Lines 5-6, Comment 48 RJC]. To drive the point home even further, 

Alexa showed her understanding of “redundant” in one of her practice TAKS 

compositions when she wrote “very surprising,” and then wrote “redundant” under 

“very” and drew an arrow to it [p. 9, Lines 1-2, Comment 52 RJC].  

Jane Yolen (2008), who wrote one of our read-alouds, Owl Moon (1987) said, 

“Kids who never hear good words, who never get stretched by them, are not going to be 

word lovers. So, at least in our books, let's give them great words.”  There was a poster in 

my room showing a kid eating words off a page. That is what we did. We ate up 

Wondrous Words. 

Write me a story. We started by eating up the Wondrous Words, and then we 

began to spit them out into our writing: our responses to literature, our essays, our 

personal narratives, and our test writing. The Writing Workshop in our classroom was 

structured in such a way that students were actively reading, writing, collaborating and 

conferring with each other. Johnston has said, “Children grow into the intellectual life 

around them” and “that intellectual life is fundamentally social” (p. 65). We made good 

use of our PRGs to sustain our writing efforts. Ketch (2005) observed that conversation 

that pulls the student into the story and makes a personal connection heightens 

vocabulary acquisition, enhances deep thinking, promotes overall comprehension, and 
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influences their writing. The benefits of the read-alouds as far as growing and branching 

dendrites (Rushton, Eitelgeorge, & Zickafoose, 2003), i.e., cognitive connections within 

the framework of Cambourne’s conditions of learning (1995), were further revealed as 

students developed a writer’s style in writing personal narratives. As active participants 

in the read-alouds and Writing Workshop, the students’ personal narratives showed a 

deepening of the quality of cognitive connections made between the text read aloud and 

their writing. 

When asked about the voice, vim, and verve of her writing, Addie commented, “I 

watch a lot of movies with my dad and I try to make it that way in my writing. I get it 

from what you read to us, too” [p. 3, Lines 11-14, RJC]. Kirby and Liner (1988) said, 

“When you read good writing you hear the sound of another human being talking to you” 

(p. 137). Double that for when I read aloud.  

When authors are asked what students should do to develop their writing abilities, 

they usually tell us to have the students read a lot. Sharon Creech (2009), author of our 

read-alouds Love that Dog and Hate that Cat, gave the same advice in a discussion with 

her editor. Gail Carson Levine, who wrote Ella Enchanted (2004), advised students: 

The payoff for this pleasure [reading books] is that reading books shows you how 

to write them. Reread! There’s nothing wrong with reading a book you love over 

and over. When you do, the words get inside you, become part of you. (Levine, 

2011)  

These authors made the connection between reading and writing. They recognized their 

writing improved because of what they read. My fourth graders began to do the same. 
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When I posed the question of why I was reading aloud to the students in a “writing 

class,” Ike responded, “You read aloud in writing class because some of it may show up 

in our writing and you do it to inspire us” [p. 6, Lines 5-8, Comment 39 RJB]. This 

exchange took place in February, and it reflected one of the high points of my year. 

 Jacqueline Woodson (2008), author of our read-aloud Locomotion (2003), said 

the following in an interview, “The way you learn to write is by reading. Read the same 

books over and over.” Kate DiCamillo (2008) in her Reading Rockets interview kept it 

simple. “Listen. Write. Read.” Katherine Paterson (2010), the National Ambassador for 

Young People’s Literature, had this to say when asked to give advice to young writers: 

“Read, because that’s the way you learn how the language works. That’s the way you 

learn about emotion… and you just absorb it. You’re learning, and you’re enjoying it 

while you’re learning.”  

The read-alouds served as a natural teacher of writing, with me as a guide along 

the way. Meek (1988) said, “Our favorite texts are where, as readers, we apprentice 

ourselves to writers” (p. 269). Woodson (2008) stated, “I wrote all the time, I copied 

writers.” Camillo (2008) said, “If you want to write, you should pay attention to people – 

everybody has a story – and listen to people when they talk. Not because you want to 

steal their story, but because almost everybody’s interesting…” [p. 2, Lines 15-22, 

Comments 12-14 RJB]. Lester Laminack (2006) wrote about his teacher, Mrs. Hand. 

“She read aloud to us to woo us in, to seduce our minds and souls into the spell of 

reading. And today, I am convinced it was in that moment that I was born as a writer” 

(p. 16). Our conversations, our Wondrous Words, the influx of read-alouds, and increased 
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amount of independent reading all found its way into our writing [p. 4, Lines 9-11, 

Comment 25 RJB]. 

The following excerpts are from the students’ personal narratives that were 

published (final copies on “fancy paper” attached to colored construction paper and 

placed on the hall walls) in December. The students wrote about anything they wished. 

Of course, we brainstormed a list of topics that might be of interest to them. Students 

tried to incorporate many elements of the read-alouds they heard: interesting plot, great 

characters, Wondrous Words, and figurative language – Show, Not Tells, as we called it 

– such as similes and metaphors. The final copies were the result of a great deal of hard 

work, i.e., writing a rough draft, meeting in their PRG with me to revise, rewriting, 

meeting again to edit, and finally writing a final copy [p. 3, Lines 7-8, Comment 16 RJB]. 

They began to appreciate the hard work of writing [p. 2, Lines 17-19, Comment 12 RJB].  

Addie wrote of the death of her father:  

I woke up in the middle of the night by a crying sound. It was mom. She told me 

the saddest news. I felt like my heart was going to pop out of my chest. Like 

everything in my body stopped working… The only thing I liked was my dress, 

but it still didn’t make me happy. It did put a smile on my face, then it went 

straight to a frown… If someone in your family is sick, spend more time with 

them to make memories to last [Addie, Personal Narrative, SW].  

Lyssa wrote of playing baseball: 

My family explodes with joy when I scream, “Batter up!” I slid to base [home 

plate], picked up that bat, and did my pose and stared my baseball stare. You 
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wouldn’t believe I hit that ball so hard it broke our house window. I felt so 

powerful and in trouble [Lyssa, Personal Narrative, SW]. 

Sally remembered a thunderstorm: 

I didn’t know until I was four that thunder could take out your lights and scare the 

life out of you. One night I heard, “Boom, crash, clang!” Suddenly I jumped up 

with my blanket and went straight underneath my bed. I was shaking in fright 

from the thunder. You could hear the wind howl [Sally, Personal Narrative, SW]. 

The following excerpts are from the students’ TAKS writing practice and 

illustrate the effects of the read-alouds on their writing; the excerpts highlight their use of 

word choice which lets their voices shine through. 

In response to a prompt to tell of a time when something surprising happened, 

Faire wrote about the birth of a new family member. “When my sisters and I came home 

from school my mom was standing in my face staring at us. Just then a tear shredded 

down the carpet with a splash!” [Faire, TAKS, SW]. 

Desi wrote about the arrival of a new baby puppy: 

When I got home, I sat on my couch to do my homework. My sisters were in their 

world, so I didn’t mind them. When I took him outside, he started crying. I was 

worried because I think he was not so comfortable with us yet. [Desi, TAKS, SW] 

Kay wrote of how life changed with a new baby sister: 

Before all this happened, it was cool. I liked it because it was just my big sister 

Bre and I. It wasn’t that hard for my mom and dad because we’re already potty 

trained and potty training is really a hard thing to do. Finally, when I saw her she 
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was like an angel; however, a couple of years past and well, let’s just say things 

didn’t turn out how they were supposed to. [Kay, TAKS, SW] 

Sahara also wrote about a new baby:  

One time my mom looked fat. She always looked fat, but now she’s not. Guess 

why? My mom told me in the car that she was pregnant. I looked at her like 

flabbergasted. I looked at her stomach and I said, “No wonder you looked fat.” 

[Sahara, TAKS, SW] 

Glory wrote about a birthday party. “If anybody tries to surprise you, you can tell if they 

are because they are always saying, ‘Is it ready?’ or taking you everywhere you want and 

that is not normal for parents” [Glory, TAKS, SW]. 

Dani wrote about seeing her dad for the first time in two years: 

When you have someone in your life that is in jail or far away, you can write them 

a letter or go and see them. I went to see my dad ‘cause I haven’t [sic] seen him in 

over a year or two. Sometimes surprising happens once in a lifetime. [Dani, 

TAKS, SW] 

What these students have in common is their willingness to put down on paper the words 

of their story in such a manner as to evoke a response from the reader. Graves (1994) had 

this to say. “… children [need to] see themselves as authors with something to say, as 

writers with the power to initiate texts that command the attention of others” (p. 44). 

When my students heard great read-alouds, they realized the authors commanded our 

attention, be it with the plot, characters, or language used. The authors just grabbed us 

and would not let go. The writers in my room strived for that kind of story writing. 
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Shawn expresses this eloquently when he wrote, “So if you ever become a writer don’t 

stop writing. Let the characters take you where they want to go” [Shawn, Baby, SRL]. 

Here are a few examples of students trying their hand at using Wondrous Words 

and figurative language. 

Ike wrote a response to a prompt about a time he was sick. “I was ballistic ’cause 

I couldn’t play with my friends or my games. I told my mom I was sick and tired of being 

sick and tired” [Ike, TAKS, SW]. Glory wrote about a time she hurt her leg:  

Being sick is exasperating. So is being hurt… The glass cup [to take leaves out of 

the pool] cut my leg open. It was bleeding like a waterfall… The doctor came to 

me and said, “Are you ready?” I told him, “No, I am not ready.” It [the stitches] 

felt like a thousand nails stabbing me in the leg. [Glory, TAKS, SW]  

Jaime also wrote about an injury: 

I got up off the couch and headed towards the kitchen and BAM I felt a sting in 

my foot. I sat back down on the couch and started to scream at the top of my 

lungs. I started to cry mournfully… He [the doctor] pulled out the tools. I was still 

whimpering a little bit. As soon as I felt a tool touch my foot I would clutch my 

dad’s hand. I turned around and peered at my foot and a piece of glass was jutting 

out. [Jaime, TAKS, SW]  

We learned to take risks in our writing, to play with our words. Rick illustrated this when 

he wrote me a note after he got in trouble for playing with a blue bouncie ball in another 

class. He wanted to explain what happened and to request the ball’s return. He did so in 

writing. “I got caught BLUE-HANDED!” I was amazed at how he did a play on words 
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with the expression to get caught red-handed. The ball was returned [p. 6, Lines 19-22, 

Comment 35 RJC]. 

These students’ writings demonstrated the literary phenomena of intertextuality 

(Cairney, 1990), whereby their writings reflected the sum total of what they had been 

exposed to, although how they made their own connections and to what extent was quite 

diverse in application.  

Brain Jumps. One of the most fascinating discoveries of this research was the 

amount and quality of cognitive connections made by the students as they participated in 

the read-alouds and Writing Workshop. So many students popped up with ideas that 

connected to other ideas, it was as if the ideas were “jumping” from one student’s brain 

to another’s. This led to the creation of the term “Brain Jump.” This term (coined by me) 

refers to the connections the students and teacher made to their own worlds, communities 

and past personal experiences in addition to the world at large, and to other texts. These 

“Brain Jumps” – also known as cognitive connections – enabled students to better 

comprehend the read-alouds (Fountas & Pinnell, 2006; Keene & Zimmerman, 2007).  

Meanings were unearthed, discussed, transformed, shuttled about, negotiated, and 

even rejected or discarded because we were purposefully engaged in thinking about the 

read-alouds even after the physical act of reading was completed. Amongst the ordinary 

rituals of class, such as passing out folders, handing in papers, or lining up to change 

classes, students began to verbalize connections from the read-alouds to absolutely 

anything that would pop into their heads [p. 2, Lines 1-14 RJE]. What began as open-

ended questions that I proposed morphed into students’ questions, answers, comments, 

and quandaries. Unconsciously, at least in the beginning, I slowed down my read-aloud 
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time to allow for these tentacles of thought to extend and intertwine. It dawned on me, 

sometime in January, that our conversations had outgrown our scheduled read-aloud time 

and that ideas were being articulated all day long in a sophisticated fashion beyond my 

expectations. Of course, I capitalized on this and “named” what we were doing – “Brain 

Jumps.” The students took over from that point on. This term became part of their 

lexicon. The students began to notice their own observations, readings, and conversation 

in hopes of finding Brain Jumps that they could report to me. They thought about their 

own thinking; they became metacognitive readers and writers as they addressed their 

thinking in an inner conversation that helped make sense of what they read or heard 

(Harvey & Goudvis, 2000).  

The following table (4.4) illustrates the variety, originality and deep thinking of 

the students’ Brain Jumps. 

Table 4.4. Excerpts from Selected Students’ Brain Jumps 

Student Brain Jump Source 

Ana “We’re falling into Baby just like my 
poem ‘Books fall Open’” (she then 
recited it) 

p. 2,  Lines 3-4 RJE 

Dray Found a calendar picture he felt showed 
characters in Baby 

p. 2, Lines 5-9 RJE 

Asia She read Babushka’s Doll-said the little 
girl learned a lesson of how to behave 
just as Edward should have learned a 
lesson in humility from Rosie the dog 
(Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane) 

p. 3, Lines 4-6 RJE 

Shawn Electricity in science class to Lalo’s 
mother who wanted Larkin to stand in 
the middle of the room to avoid an 
electric shock (Miraculous Journey of 
Edward Tulane) 

p. 3, Lines 1-2 RJE 
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Table 4.4. Continued 

Student Brain Jump Source 

David  Connection of Lawrence and Edward 
(Miraculous Journey of Edward 
Tulane) going outside to see stars to 
Papa and Larkin doing the same thing 
in Baby 

p. 5, Lines 10-12 RJE 

Cap From DiCamillo’s woman outside the 
Winn-Dixie with the tambourine 
(subject of an essay she wrote) to 
Ernest, the crazy garbage man 
(Miraculous Journey of Edward 
Tulane) 

p. 6, Lines 16-18 RJE 

Dray From how everyone knew who 
Malone/Edward (Miraculous Journey 
of Edward Tulane) was to how 
everyone knew Sophie (Baby) 

p. 6, Lines 19-20 RJE 

Lee From Lonnie being homeless and 
lonely to having Miss Edna 
(Locomotion) to Bull being the same 
way and now having Malone/Edward 
(Miraculous Journey of Edward 
Tulane) 

p. 7, Lines 8-9 RJE 

Neela From school desks in Depression book 
while reading Miraculous Journey of 
Edward Tulane to Charlotte’s Web and 
how Fern tried to hide Wilbur in such a 
desk 

p. 7, Lines 3-4 RJE 

Kate Connected “journey” of Edward 
(Miraculous Journey of Edward 
Tulane) to the “journeys” of characters 
in movie Mr. Magorium’s 
WonderEmporium  in which they 
discover their inner “sparkle” 

p. 8, Lines 11-12 RJE 

Sally Lonnie (Locomotion) becomes part of a 
new family just as Sophie does (Baby) 
and Edward too (Miraculous Journey 
of Edward Tulane) 

p. 7, Lines 10-11 RJE 
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Table 4.4. Continued 

Student Brain Jump Source 

Jeremiah From TV show ER patient coughing up 
blood to Sarah Ruth with dust 
pneumonia (Baby) 

p. 10, Lines 1-2 RJE 

Ally From Bryce (Miraculous Journey of 
Edward Tulane) repeating he wasn’t 
going to cry anymore to “Things” Ain’t 
got it no more, ain’t got it no more 

p. 10, Lines 6-7 RJE 

Jaime From Nellie singing “Mockingbird” to 
Edward (Miraculous Journey of Edward 
Tulane) to Byrd singing drunken sailor 
songs to Sophie (Baby) 

p. 5, Lines 17-18 RJE 

Faire From Edward’s pocket watch 
(Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane) 
to the rabbit with his watch in Alice in 
Wonderland (the movie) 

p. 6, Lines 14-15 RJE 

Ally From Lolly throwing Edward into the 
trash (Miraculous Journey of Edward 
Tulane) to her dad throwing her doll into 
the trash… “bad days” 

p. 6, Lines 5-6 RJE 

Cap From Papa teaching Sophie (Baby) 
about clouds to Lawrence teaching 
Edward about stars (Miraculous Journey 
of Edward Tulane) 

p. 5, Lines 15-16 RJE 

 

These excerpts of Brain Jumps illustrate fictional narrative connections (Asia, 

David, Cap, Jaime, Dray, Lee, Sally), nonfiction narrative connections (Shawn and 

Neela), poetry connections (Ana and Ally), personal connections (Ally), and visuals/ TV/ 

movie/internet connections (Dray, Cap, Faire, Kate, Jeremiah). These vocalizations of 
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students’ thoughts encouraged others to do the same thing. Those who took the plunge 

and experimented with Brain Jumps became role models for others, who even if they 

might not have said their thoughts out loud, they could not help but be influenced by 

those who did.  

A teen-ager’s reflections. It would be interesting to check back with my students 

in 6 years or so to see what they had to say about our read-alouds and their writing. In 

order to give a voice to their thoughts of the future, I have extrapolated those possible 

cognitive connections from a high-school sophomore in an attempt to project a futuristic 

perspective upon my current students. Wasiuta (2006) conducted an interview with a 

teenage reader/writer, John, who had much to say about his own literacy experiences as 

well as advice for creating readers and writers. When asked about how he learned of good 

books in elementary school and the influence of those books on his developing literacy, 

he responded: 

The one series that I read through a good portion of my elementary years was the 

Animorphs' series, which I was hooked on ever since I saw the first book of the 

series in my third grade classroom. I finished the series in my sixth grade year. 

Looking back, it was probably that series that got me permanently hooked on the 

science fiction and fantasy genres. (J. Wasiuta, personal communication, 2006) 

When he was asked about what helped to shape his reading preferences and his 

motivation, he replied: 

I’m willing to try most anything once, and if a book is recommended I will give it 

a try. On the other hand, I’m extremely picky when I look for a book on my own, 
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and I like what I like. I’m looking for something that will interest me. 

Specifically, it should do most of the following: Give me good characters, give 

me a good plot, make me laugh, make me think, make me satisfied at the end of 

the book, and most of all make me happy that I read it. (J. Wasiuta, personal 

communication, 2006) 

 In making the read-writing connection, I asked John how what he read influenced 

his own writing. He replied in this fashion: 

I have been greatly influenced in my writing by what I have read. When I read 

something I like, usually because it’s funny, or weird, or because of how multiple 

plot lines come together, I like to try to write similar things. When I read things 

that deal with certain topics or ideas, they tend to float into my writings, though 

generally juxtaposed with other ideas that have been circling in my head. (J. 

Wasiuta, personal communication, 2006) 

In the next section, John shows how the ownership of his writing was important to 

him: 

I had loads of fun with those [creative writings], and although it’s true we had to 

read them in front of the class, I didn’t mind so much because they were my 

writings and I was proud of them, not to mention they allowed me to put some of 

my crazy thoughts on paper and then perform them to the class. (J. Wasiuta, 

personal communication, 2006) 

John advised that teachers should advertise books to their students to spark their 

interests and motivation:  
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If they [the students] did [like a read-aloud] you should recommend a similar 

book to them. A few might take you up on it, read the book and like it, and then, 

perhaps, they will come back to you for more suggestions. This will mold readers 

out of your students, and will make them better writers, too. (J. Wasiuta, personal 

communication, 2006) 

The young teen-age reader/writer talked about the importance of a reading good 

book in developing young readers and writers:  

The main issue is to make reading [and writing] more fun for the students, and 

you can do that by discussing the book and making the book interesting. But, to 

do that, you must first have an interesting, or at least good book. You have to 

realize that your students should like and enjoy what they are doing, because if 

they don’t, then you don’t have readers. Instead, you have automatons who go 

through the motions and learn nothing. So my point is this: Good readers [and 

writers] are good because they like to read [and write] and they enjoy reading 

[and writing]! (J. Wasiuta, personal communication, 2006)  

Every year since this interview was conducted, I reread this young man’s answers 

to remind me of what is important when I teach reading and writing to my fourth graders. 

The clarity of his responses give me insight into the possibilities of what the voices of my 

students might sound like several years into the future as they reflect upon their own 

literacy experiences. 

As the teen-age reader-writer so artfully explained, the texts he encountered were 

woven into his life in meaningful ways. Davis, Sumara and Luce-Kapler (2000) wrote of 
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the etymology of the word text which is derived from the Latin textura (web) which, in 

turn, comes from the Latin verb, texere (to weave). With this is mind, I understood how 

the texts I read aloud were woven into the lives of my students, and how the students, in 

turn, created their own webs of understanding as they “spun” (wrote) their poetry and 

stories. The students were now in charge of their own cognitive connections. The 

following poem “Right Here” (Schertle, 2001) illustrates what many of the students tried 

to accomplish with their writing as they became more metacognitive about their thinking. 

Right Here 
Right here 
on this 
clean 
white page 
I’ll scatter some words, 
watch them grow. 
I’ll plant 
a meadow. 
I’ll dig a pond right here 
Dig down deep until 
the water 
and the words 
run clear. 
I’ll build me a barn 
Lay the lines out straight and 
raise the roof! 
Write! 
here.  

Students’ perceptions: readers/writers and reading/writing.  The Writing 

Workshop in our classroom was structured in such a way that students were actively 
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reading, writing, collaborating, and conferring with each other. Johnston (2004) has said, 

“Children grow into the intellectual life around them” (p. 65). Trelease has said we read 

to children to “reassure, to entertain, to bond, to inform, or explain, to arouse curiosity, to 

inspire… [and to] also condition the child’s brain to associate reading with pleasure” (p. 

4). Based on what Trelease calls “Reading Fact No. 1: Human beings are pleasure 

centered” (p. 4), we read aloud because it is fun for both the listener and the reader 

(Trelease, 1989). Noted author Mem Fox (1993) said: 

Surely the greatest good by far that comes from hearing language read aloud with 

love is enabling listeners to love literature, too: to hear books and stories and poems… 

that they may never have heard before and may never hear again. (p. 117) 

Daniel Pennac (1999) discovered that when he read aloud to his students, their 

enjoyment of reading was reawakened:  

If he [the one who reads aloud] really reads, if he adds all his understanding to the 

act and masters his pleasure, if his reading becomes an act of empathy with the 

audience and the book and the author, if he can communicate the necessity of 

writing by touching our deepest need for stories, then books will open their doors, 

and those who felt excluded from reading will follow him inside. (pp. 204-205) 

Teachers must help students to perceive themselves as readers and writers, as members of 

a “literacy club.” Smith indicated that students need to be initiated into this “literacy 

club” by an active member, such as a teacher who shows them that reading and writing 

are interesting, possible, and worthwhile. “Effective teachers make newcomers members 

of clubs to which they themselves belong” (Smith, 1992, p. 434). Margaret Meek (1982) 

wrote, “…good readers pick their own way to literacy in the company of friends who 
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encourage and sustain them and that… the enthusiasm of a trusted adult can make the 

difference” (p. 34). I would add that this applies to good writers also. Shirley Brice Heath 

said, in order to have literate people emerge from classrooms, examples must be provided 

of “joyfully literate adults” for students to emulate. “The single most important condition 

for literacy learning is the presence of mentors who are joyfully literate people” (S. 

Heath, personal communication, November 27, 2010). In a similar vein, Serafini and 

Giorgis (2003) wrote that one of the most important roles the teacher plays in her 

classroom is that of a “joyful promoter of literature and reading” (p. 11). 

Csikszentmihalyi (1990) expressed it this way: “Basically, young people are influenced 

by adults who appear to enjoy what they do, and who promise to make youth’s life more 

enjoyable too” (p. 133). Eleanor Duckworth (2009) has said, “Nobody can force 

themselves to get poems or hums – or to have new ideas. But if we cannot force them, we 

can ready them – we can get them to a place where new ideas can find them” (p. 188). 

The classroom in this research study was established with these aforementioned 

ideas in the forefront. It was my intent to create an inviting and intellectually stimulating 

environment where students would follow my lead as their mentor into a world of joyful 

literacy. As David McCord’s poem “Books fall Open” expressed it, I wanted my students 

to “fall” in to literacy in such a manner that they would form positive associations, 

perceptions, and memories of our time together. I wrote in my Researcher’s Journal, 

“Books give us the world” [p. 15, Line 32, Comment 47 RJA]. The read-alouds, Love 

that Dog (Creech, 2001), Hate that Cat (Creech, 2008), Locomotion (Woodson, 2003), 

Baby (MacLachlan, 1993), and The Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane (DiCamillo, 

2006), provided the way in which we could “reach world on world, through door or door, 
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find unexpected keys to things locked up beyond imaginings” (McCord, 1986). Zeke put 

it this way, “You pick out fine books” [Zeke, November 10, SL]. 

First and foremost, the students loved the read-alouds. Izzy wrote, “I like it when 

we go to the back so we can listen to the books” [Izzy 1, November 10, SL]. Jaime 

concurred with this comment, “When we read at the back, I really enjoy it” [Jaime1, 

November 10, SL]. The students keenly missed the read-aloud time when external 

pressures squeezed our time [p. 2, Lines 14-15, Comment 15 RJF]. Dani, Ava, Foster, 

Lee, Mikey, and Gem all wrote about missing reading time with Baby [Dani 2, January 5; 

Ava 2, December 19; Foster 3, December 19; Lee 5, January 5; Mikey 2, December 19; 

Gem 2, December 15, SL]. “I do miss our read-aloud time” [Sally 3, December 19, SL]. 

“I am so glad we can get to read Baby. If I had one wish, I would wish we had more 

time” [Sara 2, January 7-8, SL]. Lyssa said, “But it’s three whole days until we have 

Baby again!” [p. 4, Line 7, Comment 23 RJF].  

Students expressed their “ownership” of our literacy time together by reminding 

me when it was “time to go to the back” (my reading spot with the easel and white wicker 

rocking chair) [p. 1, Lines 10-13, RJI]. Sara wrote, “Mrs. Wasiuta, don’t you wish time 

went by slow and we can just stay in here instead of moving back and forth? I do” [Sara, 

November 10, SL]. Wes said, “We should get more books at the back because the ones 

we have read are so fun” [Wes, November 10, SL]. Students showed their perceptions of 

reading as being a pleasurable activity by constantly asking me for more books that they 

would enjoy. In a letter to Jacqueline Woodson, author of Locomotion, we wrote, “We 

wanted to read Peace, Locomotion, but it wasn't in our school library. Our librarian is 

supposed to order it for us.” (E. Wasiuta, personal communication, March 26, 2010) 
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Students used the read-alouds as springboards to broaden their literary horizons. After 

learning about Robert Frost in Love that Dog, Ike wrote, “I want to learn more about 

Robert Frost” [Ike 1, November 10 SL]. The literacy experiences, such as the poetry 

recitations, stayed in their heads. This was exemplified when they would recite the words 

to “Books fall Open,” (McCord, 1986) on many occasions as we lined up to change 

classes (in response to a poster with the title on it hanging by our door) [p. 7, Comment 

E28 RJI]. 

Students began to exhibit the attributes of active, engaged, and invested readers. 

They responded to our read-alouds with comments that showed their emotional 

investment. “Ever since I read this book, I feel a connection with Larkin and it’s good to 

have someone who feels the same as me” [Sam, Baby, SRL]. “I’m loving Lonnie so 

far…” [Ike 1, November 10, SL]. “Can’t wait until we finish the book Locomotion” 

[Maddie 1, November 10, SL]. “Edward Tulane is the most emotional book I’ve ever 

heard. Edward really got in my head. I was dejected when the book was over” [Andrew, 

Edward, SRL]. “Having a favorite character is cool for me because I feel empathy for 

him or her and that makes me feel like I'm in the story and when I'm in the story it makes 

me read more and more” [Sam, Baby, SRL]. “I wonder what's going to happen next. I 

wonder if he's going to end up somewhere else. I want to know if he's going to go back 

with Abilene or just stay with somebody else…” [Desi 1, Edward, SRL]. The depth and 

breadth of their responses amazed me. From Neela’s insight about books with journeys 

[Neela 2, Edward, SRL] to Shawn’s insight [Shawn 3, Edward, SRL] about a character’s 

motives, these students as well as the others elaborated upon in Tables 4.1-4.2, 
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demonstrated their wide-ranging repertoire of well-thought out responses to high quality 

literature. 

The students’ perceptions of their writing and its connection to the read-alouds 

were interwoven throughout this study. Sally had this to say: “The more you read it keeps 

me to keep writing, so I get more ideas when I hear your voice” [Sally, p. 1, IN]. Sara 

spoke of her evolution as a writer: 

The read-alouds have helped me write a little bit better… like whenever you’re 

reading aloud to us, we have a lot Brain Jumps and a lot of ideas and we write it 

out and some of it turns out good and some of it doesn’t. At the beginning of the 

year, I was bad at writing stuff, and now I’m very good at writing stuff. [Sara, p. 

2, IN] 

Sally and Sara came to believe they were capable writers. This belief, in and of itself, did 

not create increased writing competence, but it helped create greater interest in writing, 

more sustained effort, and greater perseverance and resiliency when obstacles appeared, 

such as preparing for the state writing test. As this study has shown, the students’ levels 

of self-efficacy increased as they experienced growing confidence in their abilities to 

express themselves both orally and in writing.  

These students’ perceptions of themselves as writers grew in proportion to their 

beliefs that they had something worthwhile to write about. The read-alouds, according to 

the students, were definitely worth writing about [Rocky 1, Izzy 1, November 10; Lee 7, 

January 13, SL]. The more invested they became in having their voices heard, the more 

persistent they were with their writings including poems, personal narratives, literature 
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responses, and letters exchanged with me. The cognitive and emotional became 

inseparable in our community of literacy learners. Zambo and Brem (2004) explained, 

“Emotions matter and they matter in a powerful and long-lasting way. Emotions 

influence cognition and cognition influences our reactions to the emotions we feel” (p. 

202). McLeod (1987) observed that writing is as much an emotional as a cognitive 

activity. The strong connections revealed in this study concur with his observation. Rick 

wrote, “I want to jump around and keep writing until I die. [The books] helped me write 

my own [poem]. I loved hearing you read aloud” [Rick, November 10, SL]. Ana 

commented, “I really love writing because it’s fun. I love writing my guts out and how I 

feel. I wish I never grow up because I will love to stay at this school forever” [Ana 1, 

November 10, SL]. The idea of pleasure and fun was reiterated in Foster’s comment. “It 

was fun writing back and forth. That was one of my favorite things to do. But my favorite 

part of all is writing essays” [Foster 4, May 26, SL]. Writing about the read-alouds gave 

students the opportunity to express their thoughts, opinions, musings, and reflections. 

Alexa showed how she looked forward to writing essays when she asked, “Will we get to 

write essays for the new book that we are going to read?” [Alexa 2, May 5, SL]. Glory 

showed her pride in her writing accomplishments when she wrote, “I would like it if you 

showed it (her story) to the third graders next year. It would really make me happy” 

[Glory, 2, December 15, SL]. 

The students’ intrinsic motivation and self-efficacy grew as they listened to the 

read-alouds; they began to believe they were the experts who had an intimate knowledge 

of the worlds of Jack, Lonnie, Larkin, and Edward. From such intricate discussions such 

as the ones involving Marvella and her fear of the ocean and electricity to poor Edward 
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having to suffer the rantings of Ernest, the “King of Garbages,” the students were 

enthusiastically involved. In a sort of “no-holds-barred” conversation, ideas, points, and 

counterpoints flowed fast and furious. The “experts” and “voices of authority” began to 

let themselves be heard on paper. Lee showed he was comfortable with expressing his 

opinion and unique perspective of the plot of Baby. “I like the new story (Baby) about 

people dying and going down to the dirt” [Lee 2, December 3, SL]. Andrew wrote of his 

connection to the china rabbit Edward. “Edward really got in my head. I was dejected 

when the book was over” [Andrew, Edward, SRL]. The students began to see the writer 

behind the books. Foster revealed his perception of himself as a reader/writer with 

authority and interest when he asked, “Is Walter Dean Myers a real person? I want to talk 

to you about Love that Dog” [Foster 1, December 3, SL].  Together we traveled into 

those imaginary worlds of our read-alouds and back into our somewhat sobering world of 

reality. And yet… we kept our ties to those literary envisionments. The students spoke 

and wrote with joy and authority in their voices. Their perceptions of themselves as 

literate human beings were revealed through their writing. Kay appeared to have a 

positive perception of her own developing literacy: 

The read-alouds have made my stories better. Every chapter we read, every day, 

it’s like when we write, it’s like we’re in the stories with them and I’m just taking 

notes and taking notes of what has happened and what I think and what I want to 

do to the story. I’m adding my own little mix to the story. [Kay, p. 3, IN] 

Bill Halloran wrote, “It is the teacher’s job to be the leader, the motivator, the stimulator, 

the one who creates an exciting atmosphere in which it is impossible not to write” (1976, 

p. 5). Sally conveyed this perception of an interesting atmosphere when she wrote, 
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“When you read Edward, it’s spellbinding… makes me have so many thoughts and brain 

jumps that when I put the pencil on paper I just can’t stop because it’s so interesting” 

[Sally, April 13, SL]. Patty and Sally both expressed their love of writing and a desire to 

be writing teachers when they grew up [Patty 1, November 10, SL; Sally 1, November 

10, SL]. Sally went further in expressing her perceptions about reading and writing when 

she wrote, “Writing rules! Write until your brain explodes with ideas… write stories, 

write poems, express yourself. Reading will help you write, too” [Sally 1, November 10, 

SL]. Neela expressed her pleasure by writing, “Writing is great! At first I thought it was 

dull. But I heard the read-aloud and it was great” [Neela 2, May 26, SL]. Patty went so 

far as to say, “Writing is almost my life because I think I grew up with a pencil in my 

hand!” [Patty 2, December 15, SL]. What makes this statement so interesting is that Patty 

was a struggling writer [p. 4, Lines 9-10, RJH], and yet her perception towards her 

difficulties with punctuation and spelling was to ask for “extra credit” in those areas so 

she could improve. 

This study has shown that many of Patty’s classmates had the same positive 

perceptions of their developing abilities to write and read. The students recognized they 

might have some difficulties, but did not let them become obstacles to their love of what 

they were doing, i.e., listening, discussing, writing, and reading in response to the read-

alouds. Patty ended the year by writing, “Now, since you taught me a-lot this year (she 

made sure to let me know that “a” and “lot” are 2 separate words by putting a dash 

between them to make sure I noticed her acquired knowledge of what I had previously 

taught), I really got better” [Patty 3, May 26, SL]. Many students showed pleasure in 

their newly acquired writing abilities. Desi wrote, “When we read all the stories it made 
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me get better… especially when we read Edward I got really good. I never thought I was 

going to get a ‘4’ (score)” [Desi, May 26, SL]. Davion, upon hearing his poem was to be 

published, said, “Being published is the best part of my whole life!” [p. 5, Lines 17-19, 

RJI]. Sally expressed how she felt about the read-alouds and her writing when she wrote: 

Mrs. Wasiuta, when you read to me it helps me get an image of what I should 

write. When I hear your voice, it’s like a beautiful song coming from a violin, but 

when I read it’s like a pencil tapping my desk. Whenever I write in your class, I 

feel that I’m free to express my feelings on anything and everything we do. I just 

want to write all the time [Sally 5, May 26, SL]. 

A wonderful moment came in April when we read Kate DiCamillo’s biography 

on her web site. She wrote about her experiences of writing essays when she was in 

college. Rick shouted out, “That’s what WE do!” [p. 11, Lines 19-20, RJD]. These 

Writing Workshop students in Room 114 perceived themselves to be readers and writers. 

Pedagogy Connections 

The importance of the Researcher’s Journal to my growth as a literacy teacher 

became clearer as I realized how much information I was absorbing every minute of 

every day. This “light-bulb” moment is illustrated by these comments: “Taking notes at 

school to aid in writing in this Journal. Must continue. Really helps” [p. 48, Lines 16 RJ]. 

“Notebook makes a big difference in the amount of observation anecdotal notes. Didn’t 

think it would be that big of a deal… well, I was wrong” [p. 60, Lines 10-11 RJ]. I did 

not write these thoughts until January and February. I knew it was important and 

necessary to the research, but what I did not realize was just how important the note-
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taking would be to my instruction. Jotting down observations of what students did, 

recording what they said, and adding quick reflections and questions regarding the day’s 

events became part of my teaching routine. As I transferred these notes to my 

Researcher’s Journal on my home computer, I realized I had made a commitment to the 

research process, the recording of the literacy growth (or lack thereof) of my students, 

and the vow to keep the read-aloud at the heart of our Writing Workshop. 

“There is always time to make the commitment to read and defend reading, and it 

is a commitment that is always worthwhile” (Ozma, 2011, p. 271). As I worked my way 

through this research study, I discovered the word “commitment” fit perfectly with my 

“line in the sand” view. The most readily apparent “teaching connection” that appeared in 

the ruminations in my Researcher’s Journal was my conviction that reading aloud to 

students was worth the time and effort needed to make it happen. Sumara (1994) talked 

of the dangers of just “touring” through literature on our way to something else. He 

suggested that students need to “dwell,” to remain in place for a while with a text in order 

to sustain more thoughtful engagements with them. The read-alouds provided this time as 

I had a “commitment to read thoughtfully with an attitude of caring and attention to the 

texts that we read and to the persons with whom we read” (p. 45). 

Time after time. Time was a precious commodity in our classroom. Students 

noticed how quickly time flew during our Writing Workshop. One former student wrote a 

poem about our clock and how it kept on ticking no matter what [p. 1, Lines 14-16, 

Comment 7 RJH]. We usually had our read-alouds at least three times a week, and if we 

missed our time, the students let me know they were not happy about it [p. 1, Lines 10-

16, Comment 5 RJI]. We made time for what we thought was important. We wrote letters 
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to each other; some students replied on the same day they received a letter from me [p. 3, 

Lines 6-11, Comment 14 RJH; p. 11, Lines 13-14 RJ]. I used our time to keep our 

interpersonal connections strong. Students need ownership, motivation, time, and 

personal connections in order to produce quality writing (Atwell, 1988; Calkins, 1994; 

Fletcher & Portalupi, 2001; Prevallet, 2001). We needed time for our read-alouds. We 

needed time for discussion. We needed time for writing. We needed time for reflection. I 

became the gatekeeper of time. 

Being the gatekeeper of time was not an easy job. I knew that our Writing 

Workshop structure and process met the curriculum objectives for English Language Arts 

in our state. But to an untrained eye or outsider, it might not be so transparent. So I, as a 

classroom teacher, occasionally worried about administrators who would question my use 

of time. Hahn (2002) also confronted this conundrum. She wrote out a list of all the skills 

and strategies that she taught and realized she covered them all, and not just covered; 

through her literature based reading and writing classes, she taught them in-depth and in 

context when needed. As I looked over my lesson plans from the year of this research, I 

recognized that I, too, had taught the objectives required by the state. And yet, there were 

times when the read-alouds became a bit rushed as described by Copenhaver (2001) 

especially in January and February as we prepared for the state writing test. It seemed as 

if the clock had turned against us [p. 4, Lines 10-11 RJM].  

The teacher in me. The two big “Ts,” Time and Testing, have been my constant 

companions for the past 10 years or more (Wasiuta, 2006). I did not deny their presence. 

I dealt with it. I chose to have my students actively participate in Writing Workshop as 

well as being engaged listeners in the read-alouds. As an educator, I used my professional 
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judgment – based on my well-honed expertise combined with a background knowledge 

of best practices in literacy as uncovered by the research of others and myself – to inform 

my decision making. This was my job. 

I knew, along with Eisner (2005) and Graves (1994) that the teacher is the most 

important learner in the classroom and that the growth of the students is related to the 

intellectual growth of the teacher. I refused to be “deskilled.” Luke (1998) wrote, “The 

deskilling of teachers' work, then, occurs when teachers are required to perform specific 

tasks and pedagogies without having any direct control or say in their conceptualization 

and evaluation” (p. 9). This attitude has become pervasive in the last decade and 

continues to try and erase “my line in the sand” a bit more each year [pp. 1-2, Lines 19-

23 and 1-10, Comments 4-5 RJM]. Luke posited that this “deskilling” would lead to an 

increased reliance on prepackaged curriculum, formulaic teaching, and ultimately a 

reliance on testing. From the perspective of my own professional journey during the 

course of this research, Luke was correct in his predictions. 

This technocratic approach to classroom pedagogy whereby teaching was reduced 

to following a script so that all students received the same instruction in the same way 

was counterintuitive to my philosophy of teaching. This realization was expounded upon 

in my Researcher’s Journal [p. 5, Lines 9-23, Comment 13 RJM] as I wrote about yet 

another curriculum scope and sequence to be foisted upon unsuspecting students. The 

students in my class were not the same; they were not made of “ticky-tacky.” Malvina 

Reynolds (1962) sang:  

Little boxes on the hillside, 
Little boxes made of ticky-tacky, 
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Little boxes, little boxes, 
Little boxes, all the same. 
There's a green one and a pink one 
And a blue one and a yellow one 
And they're all made out of ticky-tacky 
And they all look just the same.  
 

As I mulled this over, I checked out the term “ticky-tacky” and discovered it meant 

“sleazy or shoddy material” (http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/ticky-tack). 

The students that followed me through this year of literacy wandering and wondering 

were definitely not made of “ticky-tacky,” nor did they produce that type of work. 

However, there were some individuals in the business community who viewed our school 

system as an “education factory” and compared it to “a business whose job was to 

produce 100 widgets, not 87 or even 70. If that was the case, it would not be in business 

very long” [p. 13, Lines 7-15, Comments 36-37 RJM]. My goal, as a well-educated 

professional educator, was to help my students become literate human beings, not 

widgets. 

According to Giroux (2009), technocratic and instrumental rationalities have 

begun to play an increasing role in reducing teacher autonomy in the planning and 

teaching of curriculum. Instead, packaged curriculum written by faceless individuals are 

being touted as “teacher proof,” so that it can be easily and readily implemented by 

trained teachers. This idea of the teacher as a technical-production manager (Lampert, 

1985), did not match my conceptualization of myself as “teacher” [p. 6, Lines 1-9, 

Comments 15-16 RJM]. One English/Language Arts Central Office person, speaking of a 

new curriculum, had this to say, “Now there is no excuse for not doing what you should 
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be doing” [p. 14, Lines 5-6, RJM]. This statement also reflects a technocratic and 

instrumental rationale. 

As I made decisions about how best to teach my students, I found myself in 

agreement with Eisner (2005) when he wrote, “Teaching is an activity that requires 

artistry, schooling itself is a cultural artifact, and education is a process whose features 

may differ from individual to individual, context to context” (p. 40). In my growth as a 

literacy educator, I have found myself leaning towards an “artistry” model. In my 

Researcher’s Journal, I noted that although I painted by numbers when I was a child, that 

did not mean I was an artist [p. 12, Lines 11-14 RJM]. From Calkins’ The Art of 

Teaching Writing (1994) to Hahn’s (2002) quote, “Read-aloud lends itself well to artful 

teaching” (2002, p. 3), I taught in complete accord with their expressed philosophies. 

Eisner (2005) put forth the theory of educational connoisseurship, the art of perception 

that makes appreciation, an awareness of characteristics and qualities, possible. This 

educational connoisseurship was what I fostered and refined during this year of read-

alouds. This dissertation illustrates how I developed my level of connoisseurship to make 

“intellectual clarity possible” (Eisner, 2005, p. 52).  

I drew my line in the sand to keep the read-alouds at the heart of my literacy 

curriculum because I knew it was the best way to open the doors of literacy to my 

students. This research was done to better understand all the intricacies of the read-

alouds, the Writing Workshop, and the personal relationships that led to this intellectual 

clarity.  
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Forging a community of learners: We’re in this together. As my observations 

began to intensify, students began to sit up and take notice of my scribblings [p. 7, Lines 

1-4, Comment 36 RJC]. The “Sorting-Hat Kitty” notebook went with me to Ma’s rocking 

chair so I could jot down quick notes on what we said and did. Students quickly became 

accustomed to me “quoting them.” They would even remind me of “who said what” or 

“who did what.” As this continued, I realized that they felt a part of my research into our 

literacy practices. Students spoke up, wrote notes, and even re-checked with me to be 

sure I wrote down exactly what they said or did. Don was concerned that his comments 

would not be kept after he got in trouble for fighting [p. 12, Lines 14-16, Comment 86 

RJH]. Of course, I assured him I kept his comments. 

Other students decided to get their own personal notebooks which they used 

primarily to record Wondrous Words of their choosing. Lyssa, Faire, Glory, Josh, and 

Lee showed me their notebooks [p. 2, Lines 19-20, Comment 9 RJC; p. 7, Lines 17-18, 

Comment 44, p. 8, Lines 24-28, Comments 50-51 RJC]. Glory told me, “It cost $1 at 

Target” [p. 8, Line 24 RJC]. She proudly showed me her “monkey” journal with the 

elastic band wrapped around it to keep it closed and to mark her place.  

The students who were interviewed about their reactions to the read-alouds, their 

writing, and me took their job seriously. They all gave up one elective class time to 

scrutinize the written transcription of their words. Each student had his/her own copy and 

marked it up with additional comments and clarifications [Kay, IN; Lee, IN; Foster, IN; 

Sally, IN; Glory, IN; Sara, IN; Jaime, IN; Shawn, IN].  

I began to realize that, if I let them, my students would willingly become part of 

my teaching… which, of course, I knew intellectually. But I certainly did not realize the 
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extent to which our partnership in teaching and learning could be bonded. Our Writing 

Workshop community of learners became stronger as the students became my “partners 

in research” into their own literacy practices.  

Testing with a chance of testing, followed by more testing. From years of 

experience I knew the pressures of standardized testing could create an enormous drain 

on teachers’ time and energy resulting in a narrowing of the curriculum (Kohn, 2000; 

Hoffman, Assaf, & Paris, 2001). Furthermore, I realized that it was taking a significant 

amount of energy to speak out against the inherent dangers of over-testing and over-

reliance on test scores to evaluate students’ progress. I was ignored and/or patronized 

which did nothing to bolster my efforts in the classroom or support my professional 

growth as an educator [p. 13, Lines 19-26, Comment 38 RJM]. Shirley Brice Heath 

wrote: 

This country is far from recognizing that teachers stand in the very top layer of 

professionals on whom the future of this country depends.  Yet, the public and 

politicians lead administrators to ignore their value and put them in as robots 

"trained" to do the bidding of curricula sales forces.  Many of us who do our 

research on learning know this is the case and wish we had the power to make real 

changes.  Though our research publications may say critical things, they will 

never have the power to turn around the American perspective on the need to 

value teachers. (S. B. Heath, personal communication, November 28, 2010) 

The bottom line was that I had to do what was necessary to get satisfactory scores 

on the TAKS writing test so that I would be allowed to continue teaching with the read-

alouds at the heart of my instruction. This sort of “catch-22” situation has haunted me for 
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several years and will continue to do so. If my students had unacceptable scores, my 

“artistry in teaching” would be questioned and possibly the artistic license would be 

revoked. To that end, Miss Nelson (the “nice” Mrs. Wasiuta) was replaced with Miss 

Viola Swamp from Miss Nelson is Missing (Allard, 1985). Miss Viola Swamp was not a 

particularly nice character [p. 2, Lines 1-4, Comment 9 RJN]. The students were warned 

that she would make an appearance after Christmas; they understood the literary 

reference from yet another read-aloud. Tough times were upon us [p. 1, Lines 10-12, 

Comment 4] as shown in these student comments. Ike wanted to know when we would 

use our composition books again [p. 5, Lines 11, RJN]. Other students wanted to know 

when we would add to our Wondrous Words list [p. 5, Lines 8-10, RJN]. Some students 

wanted to know why we had missed some of our read-aloud time. “Why didn’t we get a 

chance to read Baby?” [Lee 5, January 5, SL]. I wrote of this predicament in my 

Researcher’s Journal in January. “Painful, painful, painful. Working on our TAKS (state 

writing assessment) Proud (prompt) composition, we, of course, ran out of time, didn’t 

get to read aloud on Thursday or Friday” [p. 3, Lines 3-11, RJN]. The following quote 

from my Researcher’s Journal shows how clearly the frustration was building:  

Several students expressed dissatisfaction. But running out of time to build up 

stamina for TAKS compositions. Also didn’t get to our proofreading, Putrescent 

Petra. So must get to it this week. AND finish our compositions. AND read Baby. 

AND begin a new composition. AND look at past compositions to see scores of 

3s and 4s. The pressure has arrived. [p. 3, Lines 7-11, RJN] 

These “testing times” had the potential to alter the relationships between the 

students and me because, as Eisner (2005) wrote, “If a teacher focuses primarily on the 
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attainment of clearly specified objectives, she is not likely to focus on other aspects of the 

educational encounter, for although clearly specified objectives provide windows, they 

also create walls” (p. 33). Yes, testing preparation did create walls. My struggles to 

“deal” with the outside pressures, the “walls,” can be seen in this excerpt from my 

Researcher’s Journal: 

I have no Curriculum Guide or Scope and Sequence for the teaching of writing, at 

least so far. MJ heard the district was writing one. The last one we had was 

bought from a Regional Education Service Center. Was never implemented, but 

we did have a workshop on it. Waste of time. I have the TEKS (Texas Essential 

Knowledge and Skills) to guide me and the objectives of the TAKS. Of course, at 

the moment we’re required to use the OLD TEKS to write CFA’s (Common 

Formative Assessments) because the software Eduphoria program for 

electronically recording all tests and assessments is not set up for the NEW 

TEKS. Ironic, isn’t it, that we were REQUIRED to have training on the new 

TEKS. Futility, futility. The CFAs are to be done by teachers so they will know 

whether or not their students have mastered the student expectations as stated in 

the TEKS. Only if we use graphite will we know this. I surely won’t know if my 

students have not mastered their, they’re and there if I have not had them bubble 

in an answer document that has been scanned and scored and the results posted on 

Eduphoria. Of course not. Sucks the joy right on out, doesn’t it? [p. 3, Lines 7-20, 

Comment 8 RJM] 

I further elaborated on the “time crunch” of trying to keep the read-alouds alive 

and well while preparing the students for the upcoming test: 
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Already turning into Viola Swamp. So much pressure to get scores into the online 

program Eduphoria. Was told it was only a formative assessment over what had 

been taught so I’d know what needed to be taught. I already know. I watch them 

work. I listen to them talk. I grade their spelling tests. I conference with them to 

revise and edit. I KNOW what needs to be taught. I don’t need a bubbled answer 

sheet to tell me, nor do I need the SE’s (student expectations) with their 15 (A) 

numbers and letters to tell me what types of editing mistakes they are making. I 

don’t need printouts with colored columns. What I need is time. Found that I’m 

rushing the read alouds – not good, not good at all. I should like to enjoy the 

journey a bit more, without the destination of a test score as the impetus for speed 

[p. 4, Lines 3-13, Comment 10 RJM]. 

These statements from my Researcher’s Journal reflect the frustration and inner 

struggle that I dealt with the entire school year. While I certainly did intend to keep my 

“line in the sand,” I found that it was not an easy stance to maintain. The Researcher’s 

Journal provided a place for me to pour my frustrations out on paper which, in a way, 

was the means to “shelve them,” so I could focus on my true goals, the creation of 

readers who want to read and writers who want to write. The Researcher’s Journal 

allowed me to see not only the struggles and impediments, but to see the successes, thus 

giving me the impetus to “keep up the good fight.”  

“Testing” the ties that bind. The student motivation for writing in my classroom 

came from me as I was the central guiding and nurturing force whose conceptions of 

reading and writing provided a model to shape students’ beliefs (Bruning & Horn, 2000). 

My students responded, for the most part, to my affection, attunement to their needs, and 
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my allocation of time for read-alouds, in a positive manner. Skinner and Belmont (1993) 

found that as the teacher’s liking for students is communicated to children, it has 

pervasive effects on the way in which students experience their interactions with the 

teacher. And for us, most of the time, it was a positive experience. 

The personal connections that had been forged between the students and me were 

sorely “tested” during our test preparation time. As I felt the time slipping away and 

outside forces pressing for assurances of high test scores, the stress level increased. In 

turn, some of this stress and pressure was passed on to the students. The majority of 

students handled it well, but a few did not, and they showed it in their interactions with 

me [p. 4, Line 1; p. 6, Lines 10-14, Comment 39 RJH]. This was illustrated by the 

following negative case “tale of Morrey.” 

Morrey was a student who became dependent on me for feedback about 

everything in his life, from academic concerns, relationships with friends, and his family 

life [p. 2, Line 18, Comment 15 RJH]. His family life was in constant turmoil as he 

struggled to cope with many siblings and his single-parent mother. He had been in foster 

care and then returned to his mother with whom he had a volatile relationship [p. 2, Lines 

5-6 RJH]. He transferred some aspects of that familial relationship into his relationship 

with me. He sought my attention and affection by giving me a gift of blue snowmen 

bedroom slippers [Morrey 2, November 23, SL] for my birthday. He wrote letters asking 

questions about my family. “P.S. How old are you? If I guess you look young, you really 

do” [Morrey 2, November 23, SL]. “I have a question for you if you can send a letter of 

your sons’ names and birthdays. Oh, and who was first? I keep your letters” [Morrey 3, 

November 25, SL]. 
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Morrey tried to become too close to me and ended up being so dependent on me 

that he tied his successes and failures to me in a personal way [p. 2, Lines 13-20, 

Comment 15 RJH]. If events in his life were going well, he was all smiles and gave me 

undue credit. If things went badly, he blamed me and even sought retaliation for what he 

perceived to be my lack of attention, i.e., he destroyed a little picture viewer of some 

caverns that he knew belonged to one of my sons [p. 2, Comment RJH]. 

I spent a great deal of time with Morrey trying to bolster his confidence in 

himself. Many stories were told about my childhood successes and failures, and Morrey 

would seemingly absorb the message and try again to have some success with his writing. 

However, he was not willing to revise and edit to the extent that was needed to pass the 

TAKS writing test. In turn, I applied more pressure which resulted in a sort of domino 

effect. The more pressure I felt to produce acceptable scores from all students, the more I 

passed this pressure and stress onto Morrey.  Ultimately Morrey began to shut down. I 

would step in and prop him up, but the cycle would begin anew [Morrey 4, December 3, 

SL; Morrey 4, January 5, SL; Morrey 7, May 26, SL]. As Morrey continued to receive 

unacceptable scores on his TAKS practice writing, his motivation to continue with the 

work declined. Morrey wrote, “I never ever will like writing again. Every time I write a 

story it’s either a ‘1’ or ‘2.’ That’s what makes me mad” [Morrey 7, May 26, SL]. The 

negative effects of high stakes testing, i.e. the writing to a prompt with limited time and 

assistance whereby success was measured by a score, affected his writing motivation 

(Pajares, 2003).  

In the majority of my interpersonal relationships with the students, Goldstein’s 

(1999) theory – that if we are attentive to those relationships and deal with the affective 
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as well as the intellectual dimensions, the child’s educational experience will be 

strengthened – held true. This was not the case for Morrey [p. 6, Lines 19-23; p. 7, Lines 

1-3, Comment 43 RJH]. Although I certainly entered into his zone of proximal 

development (ZPD), and provided that bridge between what he could do with me to what 

he could do independently, ultimately that bridge turned into an enabling mechanism. 

Morrey wanted more from me (affectively) than I could give [p. 2, Line 18, Comment 15 

RJH]. The effects of high-stakes testing “short-circuited” our relationship, at least 

temporarily. At the end of the year, Morrey wrote, “It’s not you. I don’t hate you. I love 

you. To tell the truth, you’re my favorite teacher of all” [Morrey 7, May 26, SL]. But 

even the strong emotional bonds that were forged, the joy of our read-alouds, and the 

community of our Writing Workshop could not provide a passing “score” for Morrey. 

Morrey did not pass the TAKS Writing test (TAKS Grade 4 English, Spring 

2010). He made a “1” on the composition and a scale score of 2064 on the revising and 

editing section. A score of “2” and a scale score of 2100 were required to pass the test. A 

grade-level placement committee determined that Morrey should move on to fifth grade. 

I did not see him the following year as he also moved to a different school.  

This so called “failure” as seen in the results of the TAKS test illustrates that 

while the power of read-alouds may affect growth in the literacy lives of students as 

shown in this study, it will not provide a “miracle” solution for the acquisition of higher 

test scores. My struggles with Morrey can be seen in this excerpt from my Researcher’s 

Journal: 

January 21 – Morrey struggling over his score of “1.” Said he was “a no good 

“writer.” Explained to him that it wasn’t him. He just had a bad day and his 
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writing didn’t turn out the way he hoped. We went over the writing and I showed 

him that, specifically, his spelling was way off from what I knew he could do. He 

was being “careless” which was one of our spelling words and the word I left on 

the board for a week to remind us about the consequences of being careless. He’s 

so down on himself. Told him about John [my son] wearing his drag suit at a 

swim meet in middle school and how he forgot to take it off. He did not do well 

with his time, his drag suit fell off and he had to dive back in at the end of the 

meet to retrieve it. Compared it to Morrey’s situation. I know he “got it” but he 

does not have the support situation at home that John had from his family. John 

was down and out, but temporarily. He recovered and went on because basically 

he has self-confidence and self-efficacy. Morrey does not. Saw Morrey’s mom at 

the end of the day. Let her know of the situation. Don’t know if she will or even 

can help. Morrey’s poem will be published. And yet, with the “1” on the TAKS 

writing, it undid the effect of that. So, I guess with Morrey, I’d better not go 

below a 2-, realistic or not. The damage is not worth the realism of the score. (p. 

47, Lines 18-23; p. 48, Lines 1-9 RJ) 

The last sentence is quite telling – “The damage is not the worth the realism of the 

score.” Morrey did have his poem published. My goal for students like Morrey was to 

provide them with the richest literate environment possible so they might want to 

continue in their literacy endeavors. Having his poem published, his essays, letters, and 

comments recognized for their insights – I hoped those would be the successes he will 

remember from his days of read-alouds in our Writing Workshop classroom.  
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“Special” circumstances. For the majority of my students, the relational zone in 

the ZPD brought about positive outcomes, even during “testing times.” The idea of caring 

as a central dimension of effective teaching (Noddings, 2006) was a core precept of my 

approach to working with high-risk, ELL, and special education students. For students 

such as Dev, Ava and Rhee, who felt insecure about their writing abilities, my 

psychological presence (Spaulding, 1995a) was a benefit [p. 5, Lines 8-12, Comment 32 

RJH; p. 8, Lines 7-8, Comment 49 RJH; p. 5, Lines 3-5 RJL]. These students went to 

special classes several times a week to meet the required minutes for their Individual 

Education Plan (IEP). Their special education teacher was impressed with their reactions 

to the read-alouds:  

As a special educator of 20 plus years, I have always noticed how much my 

students love to be read to. Most of my students have trouble reading and very 

few can read on grade level. Reading aloud to these students removes the barrier 

of not being able to read on grade level themselves. The teacher read-alouds are 

motivational, promote discussion, increase overall interest in reading, promote 

higher-level thinking skills and increase student self-esteem and ownership of 

learning. (B. White, personal communication, May 10, 2010) 

Barbara told me that her students always reminded her that they had to be back in time 

for the read-aloud [p. 9, Lines 5-6, Comments 54-55 RJH]. She also explained that she 

just had to read The Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane after hearing her students go 

on and on about it:  
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I have seen the motivation increase, discussion flourish and story vocabulary 

used. The learners are all ‘happy’ and have a job about sharing what they have 

read… Read-alouds are extremely motivating – and isn’t that half the battle in 

education? For the student to become a self-learner because they enjoy the 

experience. They WANT to. (B. White, personal communication, May 10, 2010) 

An example of a student who enjoyed the read-aloud experience was Dev who retained a 

great deal from his encounters with Jack in Love that Dog and Hate that Cat. When he 

underwent his annual Assessment, Review, Dismissal (ARD) process, Dev was asked to 

write a story. Instead he insisted on writing a poem complete with line breaks [p. 5, Lines 

3-5, Comment 31 RJL]. Ava found some joy in the writing also. “I got to pick my own 

poem and I love writing a story” [Ava 2, December 19, SL]. I continued to hear from Ava 

the following year. The read-alouds stayed with her as well as our proofreading times. “I 

still miss all your books: Edward, Baby, Hate that Cat, Love that Dog, and this is not a 

book, ‘Shark Attack’” [Ava 8, September 15, SL]. These students had their own 

particular struggles with reading and writing, and moreover, they knew their past test 

results had not been equal to those of their classmates. The literate environment in our 

classroom gave them ways to be successful that did not involve a single test score, i.e., 

the poetry recitations, writing poetry, writing personal narratives, and responding in their 

journals to the read-alouds. These special education students were supported in their 

literate endeavors (Strickland and Walker, 2004). Gerla (1996) wrote that her students 

would comprehend texts better when they made personal connections to texts. Rhee 

exhibited this personal connection in one of her responses to The Miraculous Journey of 

Edward Tulane:  
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If I was Bryce I will go tell his dad it’s just me and you, so let’s put our foot 

down. Me and you are going to work, and the money they give to us, we are going 

to save so we can leave that small little junk and find a better place to live and 

have a better life. [Rhee, The Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane, SRL] 

Bauer & Manyak (2008), in writing about English-language learners (ELL), concluded 

that teacher read-alouds provide a way to make rich language comprehensible with 

visuals, realia, gestures and dramatization. Mikey and Beryl, ELL students, also 

benefitted from the read-alouds in our Writing Workshop. In my Researcher’s Journal I 

noted: 

Mikey so closely follows what I say and do. Really noticed that today and in the 

read-aloud. Home language Spanish, has some difficulty with written English, but 

certainly understands and “gets” many nuances of what I read aloud, especially 

when I change my tone of voice or inflection. Laughs in the right places with a 

genuine response. [p. 5, Lines 8-12, Comment 32 RJH]  

Beryl’s participation in the read-alouds can be seen in this reflection from my 

Researcher’s Journal: 

Beryl has terrible time writing. Her syntax is all mixed up. But, wow, she can sure 

respond to the reading of Baby. She knew that the characters shouldn’t get too 

attached to Sophie because they ran the risk of getting hurt when the mom comes 

back. So, once again, the read-aloud gives her access to literacy that would not be 

possible if I didn’t do it! GREAT! [p. 42, Lines 7-11 RJ] 
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Both Mikey and Beryl were required to take the regular TAKS test in writing. They did 

not pass [p. 7, Comment 48 RJB; p. 5, Comment 32 RJH]. The failing scores they 

received did not negate the positive aspects of the read-alouds, their written responses to 

the literature, and their active participation in our Writing Workshop. During the read-

alouds they both would have the “look” – that sort of eyes glazed over with a mesmerized 

expression that showed me they had disappeared into the book with me (Gallas, 1997; 

Polacco, n.d.). These students experienced delight in the books I read aloud, a type of 

situational interest that I believed would afford them the opportunity for developing long-

term motivation (Guthrie, Hoa, Wigfield, Tonks & Perencevich, 2006).  

Conclusion 

The themes presented in this research – physical connections, emotional 

connections, cognitive connection, and pedagogy connections – revealed the depth and 

complexity of our Writing Workshop in which the read-alouds were used as a fulcrum 

around which students’ perceptions of reading and writing were formed. 

The layout of our classroom with its star quilt on the wall, grouped desks with 

PRG signs, walls abounding with banners and signs, the easel and basket filled with 

books, and my grandmother’s white, wicker rocking chair – these were the physical 

manifestations of the literate community we sought to create. As the music resounded off 

the walls, students began to take notice that “something was about to occur” in our 

milieu. As seen in many of the students’ comments, the physical environment became a 

conducive pathway for the emotional and cognitive connections that were to follow. 



Texas Tech University, Ellen Ryan Wasiuta, December 2011 

 193 

The emotional connections became readily apparent as the students began to 

interact with the read-alouds and with me. From the comments in their letters dealing 

with our personal lives to their heart-warming reactions to the poetry, the characters, and 

the authors of our read-alouds, the students showed how crucial the emotional bonds 

were to their cognitive growth. The students were active and energized during the read-

alouds and in their writing. The letter exchange between the students and me illustrated 

this energy in action. Many of the letters they wrote were quite personal, such as Gem’s 

sorrow-filled expression over the impending loss of her grandmother [Gem 3, March 31, 

SL] and Alexa’s heartfelt tribute to my teaching abilities [Alexa 4, May 26, SL]. 

Our Writing Workshop reflected Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) assertion, “…the 

chief impediments to literacy are not cognitive in nature. It is not that students cannot 

learn; it is that they do not wish to” (p. 115). He believed that the obstacles to learning are 

primarily motivational, not cognitive in nature; that is, the aesthetics of learning are of 

primary importance. The students in this study reflected this motivational, aesthetic 

perspective whereby their emotional connections to me, the read-alouds, and their own 

inner voices were paramount to their growth as readers and writers. 

The cognitive connections that were revealed in this study illustrated the amazing 

power of the read-alouds to pull/push students into realms of thinking that would not 

otherwise be possible. Following the framework of Langer’s theory of envisionment 

(2011), we stepped in, moved through, re-thought, and evaluated the texts we 

encountered through our read-alouds. Students’ responses to Baby and The Miraculous 

Journey of Edward Tulane reflect the many facets of the students’ thinking as they 

developed an ever-changing repertoire of both oral and written “exchanges” with the 
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texts, the authors, and me. Their dispositions became suited to think deeply and use 

strategies for learning from text. Some students ventured into reflections about what they 

learned from a minilesson about figurative language [Ally 1, November 10, SL] and even 

presented critiques of my writing [Ava 1, November 10 SL].  They reflectively engaged 

during reading and writing. Guthrie (2004) said, “To gauge whether a learner has been 

strategic, we need to examine his or her text-based writing or literature discussion” (p. 4). 

The students’ written poetry reflected their ability to adopt and then adapt a 

writer’s style and make it their own. The students’ narratives showcased their increased 

sophistication to respond with clarity to a prompt while retaining their own individual 

voices in the process. As the year progressed, the quantity and quality of the Wondrous 

Words and Brain Jumps continued to soar as students reveled in their ability to showcase 

their “finds” on our charts, in their writing, and in my Researcher’s Notebook.  

As the students’ cognitive connections developed, matured, and became more 

sophisticated, their perceptions of themselves as readers and writers and their perceptions 

of reading and writing grew in accordance with their abilities. First and foremost, the 

students loved the read-alouds. Students expressed their “ownership” of our literacy time 

together. Students began to exhibit the attributes of active, engaged, and invested readers. 

The students’ heightened perceptions of their writing and its connection to the read-

alouds were shown in their letters and interviews. The students’ intrinsic motivation and 

self-efficacy grew as they listened to the read-alouds. The students were enthusiastically 

involved in the read-aloud discussions where the “experts” and “voices of authority” 

began to let themselves be heard on paper. The students spoke and wrote with joy and 
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authority in their voices. Their perceptions of themselves as literate human beings were 

revealed through their writing. 

The pedagogy connections as seen in this study showcased my journey and 

growth as a literacy educator. Reflections and comments from my Researcher’s Journal 

illustrated the realization that our Writing Workshop was developing into a community of 

learners, a sort of “we’re in this thing together.” This was a positive aspect to my 

teaching situation as I  struggled with time constraints, pre-packaged curriculum, teacher 

“training” workshops, and, of course, high-stakes testing, always present in my 

consciousness. As I worked my way through the school year, I faced many conflicts of 

interest between what I knew to be best practices in literacy and the required 

accommodations I had to make in order to achieve acceptable test scores. 

In one particular negative case, the student, Morrey, was pushed further than he 

was able to go. The read-alouds did not rescue him or prevent his failure with the TAKS 

test. However, the read-alouds did provide him access to worlds of literacy, and in the 

process a well-written poem that was published, thus, providing some semblance of 

success.  

In a teacher-to-teacher pedagogy connection, the special education teacher 

provided me with much insight into our students as they interacted with the Writing 

Workshop and the read-alouds. Mrs. White supported the read-aloud time in our 

classroom and expanded on the literacy connections in her classroom as well. Her 

students benefitted doubly from our collaboration. 
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In another teacher-to-teacher pedagogy connection, the librarian and I 

collaborated continuously as we strove to provide the students with books that were 

stimulating and appealing. Mrs. Pierce provided substantial support for my efforts in 

keeping the read-alouds alive and well in my classroom. She helped me to keep my “line 

in the sand” stance regarding the power of read-alouds from being swept away by 

acquiring the books when I needed them. She enthusiastically endorsed the time-honored 

practice of the read-aloud, not only as a library practice, but as a worthwhile endeavor 

that should have priority in the classroom. 

The most readily apparent pedagogy connection that was revealed in this study 

was my conviction that reading aloud to students was worth the time and effort needed to 

make it happen. This is reflected in the following Brain Jump to one of my favorite 

fantasy novels, The Dark is Rising: 

When the dark comes rising six shall turn it back… 
All shall find the Light at last, silver on the tree. (Cooper, 1986) 
 

Be it the “darkness” of packaged curriculum, scripted delivery of instruction, or 

high-stakes testing stealing away our time, we “six” turned it back… Jack, Lonnie, 

Larkin, Edward, Ms. Minifred, and Mrs. Wasiuta. We found the “light at last, silver on 

the tree” – the worlds in our read-alouds.  
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

The purpose of this study was to understand how and why read-alouds became a 

central component of a fourth-grade English classroom. This centrality of the read-alouds 

was illuminated by noting the effects of the read-alouds on the students’ self-selected 

readings, their compositions, and their perceptions of their own developing literacies. The 

study was framed by four major research questions: (1) What is the nature of the 

evolution of fourth graders’ writing and self-selected reading as influenced by on-going 

read-alouds by the teacher? (2) How does the chosen text to be read aloud influence 

students’ perceptions of themselves as readers/writers – literate human beings? (3) What 

is the relationship between the genres selected for the read-aloud and the writing 

produced by fourth graders as well as their self-selected reading choices? and (4) What 

does a teacher learn about her own growth as a literacy teacher through an 

autoethnographic study? 

Discussion 

In the following sections I provide my findings relative to each research question. 

I close the chapter with implications of the study, recommendations for future research, 

and my final thoughts. 

Evolution of fourth-graders’ writing and self-selected reading. I believed the 

learners in my classroom would come to possess a “variety of motivations to gain 

conceptual understanding by using cognitive competencies and participating in a 

diversity of social interchanges” (Guthrie, 1996, p. 434). The intertwining of our Writing 

Workshop, PRGs, daily read-alouds, independent reading, and direct instruction made 
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this conceptual understanding possible. The students were active and energized during 

the read-alouds and in their writing. The letter exchange between the students and me 

illustrated this energy in action. The letters they wrote ranged from the personal, such as 

Gem’s sorrow-filled expression over the impending loss of her grandmother [Gem 3, 

March 31, SL], to critiques of my writing [Ava 1, November 10 SL]. Some students 

ventured into reflections about what they learned from minilessons about figurative 

language [Ally 1, November 10, SL]. Their dispositions became suited to think deeply 

and use strategies for learning from text. They reflectively engaged during reading and 

writing. Guthrie (2004) said, “To gauge whether a learner has been strategic, we need to 

examine his or her text-based writing or literature discussion” (p. 4). The literature 

discussions during the read-alouds showed the high-level thinking skills of the students as 

they were pushed to extend and expand their meanings and thinking. I built directly on 

their preferences, questions, interpretations, and opinions as our discourse soared to new 

heights. Students expressed their thoughts freely during our read-aloud conversations. 

This was shown in the many comments from student letters [SL] about the character of 

Jack in Love that Dog and Hate that Cat. The students responded emotionally to the loss 

of Jack’s dog and to the funny situation where Jack winds up adopting a cat. The “talk” 

that surrounded the read-aloud texts laid the foundation for the written responses that 

followed. With such in-depth discussions, the writing began to show a level of quality 

approaching that of the discussions. Many such insightful, thoughtful, emotional, and 

relational responses were revealed in this study. 

In some instances, students showed some resistance to the read-alouds, but, as 

Sipe and McGuire (2006) explained, this can be viewed in a positive light. “Children’s 
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resistance may be the occasion for powerful teachable moments, generating deeper 

comprehension and more thoughtful interpretation” (p. 6). Some of the moments in our 

read-alouds were painful to hear, i.e., the death of a pet, the loss of a sibling, the 

separation of siblings in foster care. However, these events provided opportunities for us 

to share our own concerns, anxieties, and confusion in a supportive environment. We also 

were able to respond to characters who were both alike and different from us, and in 

doing so, gain perspective on our own lives. As the students responded to the read-

alouds, their writing began to take on a patina of sophistication. Students analyzed 

characters [Caddie, Baby, SRL], related to characters [Glory, Baby, SRL], and even 

evaluated the author’s message [Sally 3, Edward, SRL]. Student writing reflected a point 

of view [Kate 3, Edward, SRL], life-lessons learned [Caddie 2, Edward, SRL], and a 

clear understanding of the idea that readers can “fall into books” [Gem 1, Edward, SRL]. 

Dray certainly showed how he fell into the book Locomotion as he came to believe the 

character Lonnie was an actual person! “I really really love Locomotion because Lonnie 

has been through so much. When he pours his feeling on a piece of paper, he does a good 

job at it. I think he is a genius” [Dray 1, November 10, SL]. 

Their thinking became visible through the discussions and their writing, thus 

enabling me to be responsive to their ideas. My responses, both verbally and in writing, 

drove the students onward to further explore their ideas in our on-going exchange. The 

exchange was iterative, responsive, visible, and collaborative as we sought to build 

meaning together. The students were working their way into places they had not been, to 

read and write themselves into worlds and discourses they would need to master (Gallas, 

1997). Sumara (1994) talked of the dangers of just “touring” through literature on our 
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way to something else. He suggested that students need to “dwell,” to remain in place for 

a while with texts in order to sustain more thoughtful engagements with them. The read-

alouds provided this time as I had a “commitment to read thoughtfully with an attitude of 

caring and attention to the texts that we read and to the persons with whom we read” (p. 

45).  

Because of this “dwelling” time with the read-alouds, students expressed a desire 

to reread the text to “dwell” once again. As Penny, the librarian, noted, students 

constantly asked for the read-alouds from our library (P. Pierce, personal communication, 

April 20, 2010). Several students also purchased the read-alouds from the book fair (P. 

Pierce, personal communication, January 27, 2010), or through school book orders [p. 4, 

Line 1, Comment 32-33, RJF]. As the students enthusiastically showed me the books they 

were reading around the end of April, it was quite apparent they had made many 

connections to our read-alouds, my recommendations, and favorite authors. 

As shown in this study, students felt ownership of our Writing Workshop and 

read-aloud time. They were possessive of our time together. They were possessive of our 

books, our poetry, our Author’s Chair, our final copies posted on the walls in the hall. 

They felt empowered, and with this sense of empowerment, the students demonstrated 

initiative. They checked out books from the school library, my classroom library, and the 

public library. Some bought books. They watched TV shows and movies with an eye and 

ear for Wondrous Words, interesting characters, and plot twists. They shared what they 

heard and saw with me and with each other. Miller and Meece (1999) found that students 

who had high-challenge tasks preferred them because they felt creative, experienced 

positive emotions, and worked hard. My students were quick to point out when they felt 
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something was boring. This usually occurred with more of a low-challenge task requiring 

minimal thought. Students liked the idea of writing essays. Faire wrote, “Will we get a 

chance to get another book to read… will we keep on writing S.A. [essays]?” [Faire 4, 

April 12 SL]. I was acutely aware of Gordon Wells’ (1986) idea that most of the time we 

fail to exploit the full potential of language. I wanted the students to exploit their 

language potential exponentially. I wanted to be someone who took the time to make the 

sounds of written language a part of the legacy that these students carried with them.  

As a result of this year of Writing Workshop filled with rich read-alouds, the 

music of poetry and Wondrous Words, the students wrote longer responses of higher 

quality with more insight, voice, and authority. Students had something to say and they 

wanted to say it, both to me, each other, and the outside world. The students gained 

confidence and, for the most part, self-sustaining momentum as they wrote poetry, 

narratives, literature responses (essays), and letters to me. Jack in Love that Dog and Hate 

that Cat gave the students someone with whom they could identify. As Jack learned 

about poetry and writing and the world, we did too. With Lonnie in Locomotion, we 

faced some of life’s hard realities right along with him. He kept his love of poetry. So did 

we. He wrote about his feelings. So did we. With Larkin in Baby, we explored life and 

death and the complexities of family relationships, all of which added a layer of richness 

to our discussions and writing. And, finally, with Edward in The Miraculous Journey of 

Edward Tulane, we ultimately explored what it means to be human. Sam put it this way, 

“I just love the way she [DiCamillo] made such a heart touching book. The best part is 

you can share it with older people or young children… She did a good job of making 

books so wonderful that my teacher Mrs. Wasiuta starts crying at the end” [Sam 2, 
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Edward, SRL]. Caddie wrote, “At the end of the story I learned that if somebody loves 

you then you better love them back because one day you’ll get lost and never see that 

person that loves you again unless you find your way back home” [Caddie 2, Edward, 

SRL]. What the students discussed, reflected upon, and wrote about reflected such deep 

thinking and adult-like insights that, without the stacks of student writing and transcribed 

conversations, outsiders might not believe such creative, imaginative learning on the part 

of nine and ten year olds is possible.  

Perceptions of themselves as readers/writers – literate human beings. The 

Writing Workshop in our classroom was structured in such a way that students were 

actively reading, writing, collaborating and conferring with each other. Johnston (2004) 

has said, “Children grow into the intellectual life around them” (p. 65). Trelease has said 

we read to children to “reassure, to entertain, to bond, to inform, or explain, to arouse 

curiosity, to inspire… [and to] also condition the child’s brain to associate reading with 

pleasure” (p. 4). Based on what Trelease calls “Reading Fact No. 1: Human beings are 

pleasure centered” (p. 4), we read aloud because it is fun for both the listener and the 

reader (Trelease, 1989). Noted author Mem Fox (1993) said: 

Surely the greatest good by far that comes from hearing language read aloud with 

love is enabling listeners to love literature, too: to hear books and stories and 

poems… that they may never have heard before and may never hear again. (p. 

117) 

Daniel Pennac (1999) discovered that when he read aloud to his students, their 

enjoyment of reading was reawakened:  
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If he [the one who reads aloud] really reads, if he adds all his understanding to the 

act and masters his pleasure, if his reading becomes an act of empathy with the 

audience and the book and the author, if he can communicate the necessity of 

writing by touching our deepest need for stories, then books will open their doors, 

and those who felt excluded from reading will follow him inside. (pp. 204-205) 

Teachers must help students to perceive themselves as readers and writers, as members of 

a “literacy club.” Smith indicated that students need to be initiated into this “literacy 

club” by an active member, such as a teacher who shows them that reading and writing 

are interesting, possible, and worthwhile. “Effective teachers make newcomers members 

of clubs to which they themselves belong” (Smith, 1992, p. 434). Margaret Meek (1982) 

wrote, “…good readers pick their own way to literacy in the company of friends who 

encourage and sustain them and that… the enthusiasm of a trusted adult can make the 

difference” (p. 34). I would add that this applies to good writers also. Shirley Brice Heath 

said, in order to have literate people emerge from classrooms, examples must be provided 

of “joyfully literate adults” for students to emulate. “The single most important condition 

for literacy learning is the presence of mentors who are joyfully literate people” (S. 

Heath, personal communication, November 27, 2010). In a similar vein, Serafini and 

Giorgis (2003) wrote that one of the most important roles the teacher plays in her 

classroom is that of a “joyful promoter of literature and reading” (p. 11). 

Csikszentmihalyi (1990) expressed it this way, “Basically, young people are influenced 

by adults who appear to enjoy what they do, and who promise to make youth’s life more 

enjoyable too” (p. 133). Eleanor Duckworth (2009) has said, “Nobody can force 
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themselves to get poems or hums – or to have new ideas. But if we cannot force them, we 

can ready them – we can get them to a place where new ideas can find them” (p. 188). 

The classroom in this research study was established with these aforementioned 

ideas in the forefront. It was my intent to create an inviting and intellectually stimulating 

environment where students would follow my lead as their mentor into a world of joyful 

literacy. As David McCord’s poem “Books fall Open” expressed it, I wanted my students 

to “fall” in to literacy in such a manner that they would form positive associations, 

perceptions, and memories of our time together. The read-alouds, Love that Dog (Creech, 

2001), Hate that Cat (Creech, 2008), Locomotion (Woodson, 2003), Baby (MacLachlan, 

1993), and The Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane (DiCamillo, 2006), provided the 

way in which we could “reach world on world, through door or door, find unexpected 

keys to things locked up beyond imaginings” (McCord, 1986). Zeke put it this way, “You 

pick out fine books” [Zeke, November 10, SL]. 

First and foremost, the students loved the read-alouds. Izzy wrote, “I like it when 

we go to the back so we can listen to the books” [Izzy 1, November 10, SL]. Jaime 

concurred with this comment, “When we read at the back, I really enjoy it” [Jaime1, 

November 10, SL]. The students keenly missed the read-aloud time when external 

pressures squeezed our time [p. 2, Lines 14-15, Comment 15 RJF]. Dani, Ava, Foster, 

Lee, Mikey, and Gem all wrote about missing reading time with Baby [Dani 2, January 5; 

Ava 2, December 19; Foster 3, December 19; Lee 5, January 5; Mikey 2, December 19; 

Gem 2, December 15, SL]. “I do miss our read-aloud time” [Sally 3, December 19, SL]. 

“I am so glad we can get to read Baby. If I had one wish, I would wish we had more 
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time” [Sara 2, January 7-8, SL]. Lyssa said, “But it’s three whole days until we have 

Baby again!” [p. 4, Line 7, Comment 23 RJF].  

Students expressed their “ownership” of our literacy time together by reminding 

me when it was “time to go to the back,” (my reading spot with the easel and white 

wicker rocking chair) [p. 1, Lines 10-13, RJI]. Sara wrote, “Mrs. Wasiuta, don’t you wish 

time went by slow and we can just stay in here instead of moving back and forth? I do” 

[Sara, November 10, SL]. Wes said, “We should get more books at the back because the 

ones we have read are so fun” [Wes, November 10, SL]. Students showed their 

perceptions of reading as being a pleasurable activity by constantly asking me for more 

books that they would enjoy. In a letter to Jacqueline Woodson, author of Locomotion, 

we wrote, “We wanted to read Peace, Locomotion, but it wasn't in our school library. Our 

librarian is supposed to order it for us” (E. Wasiuta, personal communication, March 26, 

2010). Students used the read-alouds as springboards to broaden their literary horizons. 

After learning about Robert Frost in Love that Dog, Ike wrote, “I want to learn more 

about Robert Frost” [Ike 1, November 10 SL]. The literacy experiences, such as the 

poetry recitations, stayed in their heads. This was exemplified when they would recite the 

words to “Books fall Open” (McCord, 1986) on many occasions as we lined up to change 

classes (in response to a poster with the title on it hanging by our door) [p. 7, Comment 

E28 RJI]. 

Students began to exhibit the attributes of active, engaged, and invested readers. 

They responded to our read-alouds with comments that showed their emotional 

investment. “Ever since I read this book, I feel a connection with Larkin and it’s good to 

have someone who feels the same as me” [Sam, Baby, SRL]. “I’m loving Lonnie so 
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far…” [Ike 1, November 10, SL]. “Can’t wait until we finish the book Locomotion” 

[Maddie 1, November 10, SL]. “Edward Tulane is the most emotional book I’ve ever 

heard. Edward really got in my head. I was dejected when the book was over” [Andrew, 

Edward, SRL]. “Having a favorite character is cool for me because I feel empathy for 

him or her and that makes me feel like I'm in the story and when I'm in the story it makes 

me read more and more” [Sam, Baby, SRL]. “I wonder what's going to happen next. I 

wonder if he's going to end up somewhere else. I want to know if he's going to go back 

with Abilene or just stay with somebody else…” [Desi 1, Edward, SRL]. The depth and 

breadth of their responses amazed me. From Neela’s insight about books with journeys 

[Neela 2, Edward, SRL] to Shawn’s insight [Shawn 3, Edward, SRL] about a character’s 

motives, these students, as well as the others elaborated upon in Tables 4.1-4.2, 

demonstrated their wide-ranging repertoire of well-thought out responses to high quality 

literature. 

The students’ perceptions of their writing and its connection to the read-alouds 

were interwoven throughout this study. Sally had this to say, “The more you read it keeps 

me to keep writing, so I get more ideas when I hear your voice” [Sally, p. 1, IN]. Sara 

spoke of her evolution as a writer: 

The read-alouds have helped me write a little bit better… like whenever you’re 

reading aloud to us, we have a lot Brain Jumps and a lot of ideas and we write it 

out and some of it turns out good and some of it doesn’t. At the beginning of the 

year, I was bad at writing stuff, and now I’m very good at writing stuff. [Sara, p. 

2, IN] 
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Sally and Sara came to believe they were capable writers. This belief, in and of itself, did 

not create increased writing competence, but it helped create greater interest in writing, 

more sustained effort, and greater perseverance and resiliency when obstacles appeared, 

such as preparing for the state writing test. As this study has shown, the students’ levels 

of self-efficacy increased as they experienced growing confidence in their abilities to 

express themselves both orally and in writing.  

These students’ perceptions of themselves as writers grew in proportion to their 

beliefs that they had something worthwhile to write about. The read-alouds, according to 

the students, were definitely worth writing about [Rocky 1, Izzy 1, November 10; Lee 7, 

January 13, SL]. The more invested they became in having their voices heard, the more 

persistent they were with their writings including poems, personal narratives, literature 

responses, and letters exchanged with me. The cognitive and emotional became 

inseparable in our community of literacy learners. Zambo and Brem (2004) explained, 

“Emotions matter and they matter in a powerful and long-lasting way. Emotions 

influence cognition and cognition influences our reactions to the emotions we feel” (p. 

202). McLeod (1987) observed that writing is as much an emotional as a cognitive 

activity. The strong connections revealed in this study concur with his observation. Rick 

wrote, “I want to jump around and keep writing until I die. [The books] helped me write 

my own [poem]. I loved hearing you read aloud” [Rick, November 10, SL]. Ana 

commented, “I really love writing because it’s fun. I love writing my guts out and how I 

feel. I wish I never grow up because I will love to stay at this school forever” [Ana 1, 

November 10, SL]. The idea of pleasure and fun was reiterated in Foster’s comment. “It 

was fun writing back and forth. That was one of my favorite things to do. But my favorite 
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part of all is writing essays” [Foster 4, May 26, SL]. Writing about the read-alouds gave 

students the opportunity to express their thoughts, opinions, musings, and reflections. 

Alexa showed how she looked forward to writing essays when she asked, “Will we get to 

write essays for the new book that we are going to read?” [Alexa 2, May 5, SL]. Glory 

showed her pride in her writing accomplishments when she wrote, “I would like it if you 

showed it (her story) to the third graders next year. It would really make me happy” 

[Glory, 2, December 15, SL]. 

The students’ intrinsic motivation and self-efficacy grew as they listened to the 

read-alouds; they began to believe they were the experts who had an intimate knowledge 

of the worlds of Jack, Lonnie, Larkin, and Edward. From such intricate discussions such 

as the ones involving Marvella and her fear of the ocean and electricity to poor Edward 

having to suffer the rantings of Ernest, the “King of Garbages,” the students were 

enthusiastically involved. In a sort of “no-holds-barred” conversation, ideas, points, and 

counterpoints flowed fast and furious. The “experts” and “voices of authority” began to 

let themselves be heard on paper. Lee showed he was comfortable with expressing his 

opinion and unique perspective of the plot of Baby. “I like the new story (Baby) about 

people dying and going down to the dirt” [Lee 2, December 3, SL]. Andrew wrote of his 

connection to the china rabbit Edward. “Edward really got in my head. I was dejected 

when the book was over” [Andrew, Edward, SRL]. The students began to see the writer 

behind the books. Foster revealed his perception of himself as a reader/writer with 

authority and interest when he asked, “Is Walter Dean Myers a real person? I want to talk 

to you about Love that Dog” [Foster 1, December 3, SL].  Together we traveled into 

those imaginary worlds of our read-alouds and back into our somewhat sobering world of 
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reality. And yet… we kept our ties to those literary envisionments. The students spoke 

and wrote with joy and authority in their voices. Their perceptions of themselves as 

literate human beings were revealed through their writing. Kay appeared to have a 

positive perception of her own developing literacy: 

The read-alouds have made my stories better. Every chapter we read, every day, 

it’s like when we write, it’s like we’re in the stories with them and I’m just taking 

notes and taking notes of what has happened and what I think and what I want to 

do to the story. I’m adding my own little mix to the story. [Kay, p. 3, IN] 

Bill Halloran wrote, “It is the teacher’s job to be the leader, the motivator, the stimulator, 

the one who creates an exciting atmosphere in which it is impossible not to write” (1976, 

p. 5). Sally conveyed this perception of an interesting atmosphere when she wrote, 

“When you read Edward, it’s spellbinding… makes me have so many thoughts and brain 

jumps that when I put the pencil on paper I just can’t stop because it’s so interesting” 

[Sally, April 13, SL]. Patty and Sally both expressed their love of writing and a desire to 

be writing teachers when they grew up [Patty 1, November 10, SL; Sally 1, November 

10, SL]. Sally went further in expressing her perceptions about reading and writing when 

she wrote, “Writing rules! Write until your brain explodes with ideas… write stories, 

write poems, express yourself. Reading will help you write, too” [Sally 1, November 10, 

SL]. Neela expressed her pleasure by writing, “Writing is great! At first I thought it was 

dull. But I heard the read-aloud and it was great” [Neela 2, May 26, SL]. Patty went so 

far as to say, “Writing is almost my life because I think I grew up with a pencil in my 

hand!” [Patty 2, December 15, SL]. What makes this statement so interesting is that Patty 

was a struggling writer [p. 4, Lines 9-10, RJH], and yet her perception towards her 
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difficulties with punctuation and spelling was to ask for “extra credit” in those areas so 

she could improve. This study has shown that many of her classmates had the same 

perceptions of their developing abilities to write and read. The students recognized they 

might have some difficulties, but they did not let them become obstacles to their love of 

what they were doing, i.e., listening, discussing, writing, and reading in response to the 

read-alouds. Patty ended the year by writing, “Now, since you taught me a-lot this year 

(she made sure to let me know that “a” and “lot” are two separate words by putting a dash 

between them to make sure I noticed her acquired knowledge of what I had previously 

taught), I really got better” [Patty 3, May 26, SL]. Many students showed pleasure in 

their newly acquired writing abilities. Desi wrote, “When we read all the stories it made 

me get better… especially when we read Edward I got really good. I never thought I was 

going to get a ‘4’ (score)” [Desi, May 26, SL]. Davion, upon hearing his poem was to be 

published, said, “Being published is the best part of my whole life!” [p. 5, Lines 17-19, 

RJI]. Sally expressed how she felt about the read-alouds and her writing when she wrote: 

Mrs. Wasiuta, when you read to me it helps me get an image of what I should 

write. When I hear your voice, it’s like a beautiful song coming from a violin, but 

when I read it’s like a pencil tapping my desk. Whenever I write in your class, I 

feel that I’m free to express my feelings on anything and everything we do. I just 

want to write all the time [Sally 5, May 26, SL]. 

A wonderful moment came in April when we read Kate DiCamillo’s biography on her 

web site. She wrote about her experiences of writing essays when she was in college. 

Rick shouted out, “That’s what WE do!” [p. 11, Lines 19-20, RJD]. These Writing 

Workshop students in Room 114 perceived themselves to be readers and writers. 
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Relationship of read-aloud genres to students’ reading and writing. This 

study demonstrated that student writing benefits from the reading aloud of high-quality 

literature. Researchers (e.g., Barrs, 2000; Dressel, 1990; Michener, 1989; Romano, 1998) 

have found that students appeared to enhance their own writing styles through hearing 

quality writing read aloud. Margaret Meek (1988) suggested that we can find the effects 

of reading aloud to children in their own writing. Mem Fox (1993) said it best, “The 

gains we make as writers, from hearing literature read aloud, aren’t bound by form. In 

practical terms I am advocating the reading aloud of powerful literature in pursuit of the 

creation of powerful writers” (pp. 113-114). 

My students heard good writing read aloud, thus leading them to find their own 

strong writing voices as they kept the echoes of the read-alouds in their heads. As we 

began to write our own poetry, we picked up on the idea of borrowing techniques, styles, 

words, and some ideas from the poetry that was read aloud and the massive amount of 

poetry that permeated our classroom. From Love that Dog (Creech, 2001) and Hate that 

Cat (Creech, 2008), we learned about poetry right beside the main character of Jack. The 

students believed Jack was real, at least initially; that what he learns, we learn, and that 

his teacher Ms. Stretchberry is just like me, or vice versa [p. 1, Lines 3-5, Comments 1-3 

RJG]. Our worlds became so intertwined that it was difficult for some students to tell 

where one stopped and another began. We continued our exploration of poetry with 

Lonnie in Locomotion (Woodson, 2003). Of course, it was not “just” poetry. All three of 

these read-alouds are really narratives – realistic fiction – that skillfully wove compelling 

plots with fascinating characters, all the while infusing the stories with “freewheeling” 

poetry as well as actual poems by such notables as Robert Frost, William Carlos 
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Williams, and Walter Dean Myers. The students heard the stories, absorbed the 

Wondrous Words, identified with the characters, and slowly, but surely, began to weave 

what they had heard into their writing. 

Don created his own version of Meyers’ poem “Love that Boy,” which he entitled 

“Love that Mom.” Another student who picked up on the idea of borrowing “bits and 

pieces” was Rhee who adapted the poem “Things” by Eloise Greenfield (1978) into her 

own unique version. As these students used “bits and pieces” from mentor texts (Ray, 

1999), they found their voices. They realized that they, like Jack and Lonnie, could write 

powerful poetry. Don and Rhee, along with 13 other students, had their poems published 

in A Celebration of Poets: Texas, Grades 4-6, Fall 2009. All of the fourth-grade students 

wrote poems, reflecting what Mitchell (2002) said, “When I hear a poem, I want to write” 

(p. 152). An example of this power of poetry upon students’ writing was also illustrated 

through an experience with Dev, a special education student. Dev retained a great deal 

from his encounters with Jack in Love that Dog and Hate that Cat, and when he was 

asked to write a story as he underwent his annual Assessment, Review, Dismissal (ARD) 

process, he insisted on writing a poem complete with line breaks [p. 5, Lines 3-5, 

Comment 31 RJL]. 

Ketch (2005) observed that conversation that pulls the student into the story and 

makes a personal connection heightens vocabulary acquisition, enhances deep thinking, 

promotes overall comprehension, and influences their writing. Our conversations, our 

Wondrous Words, the influx of read-alouds, and the increased amount of independent 

reading all found its way into our writing [p. 4, Lines 9-11, Comment 25 RJB]. When I 

posed the question of why I was reading aloud to the students in a “writing class,” Ike 
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responded, “You read aloud in writing class because some of it may show up in our 

writing and you do it to inspire us” [p. 6, Lines 5-8, Comment 39 RJB]. 

As we segued into Baby (MacLachlan, 1993), we began to focus more on the style 

of the narrative itself, although poetry continued to be a large part of the story. At this 

point in the school year, the students began to write personal narratives. Topics of their 

personal narratives ranged from the death of a parent to playing baseball to the birth of a 

new family member. What these students had in common was their willingness to put 

down on paper the words of their story in such a manner as to evoke a response from the 

reader. Graves (1994) had this to say. “… children [need to] see themselves as authors 

with something to say, as writers with the power to initiate texts that command the 

attention of others” (p. 44). When my students heard great read-alouds, they realized the 

authors commanded our attention, be it with the plot, characters, or language used. The 

authors just grabbed us and would not let go. The writers in my room strived for that kind 

of story writing. We learned to take risks in our writing, to play with our words. Rick 

illustrated this when he wrote me a note after he got in trouble for playing with a blue 

bouncie ball in another class. He wanted to explain what happened and to request the 

ball’s return. He did so in writing. “I got caught BLUE-HANDED!” I was amazed at how 

he did a play on words with the expression to get caught red-handed [p. 6, Lines 19-22, 

Comment 35 RJC]. These students’ writings demonstrated the literary phenomena of 

intertextuality (Cairney, 1990), whereby their writings reflected the sum total of what 

they had been exposed to, although how they made their own connections and to what 

extent was quite diverse in application. 
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The Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane (2006) is a fantasy and was quite a 

departure from what we had been reading. And yet, it continued the thread of poetry 

while exploring the central idea of what it means to be human in such a manner that it 

required the students to do much soul-searching as they wrote their responses to this 

amazing book. No one said it better than Sally. “Kate DiCamillo dragged me into her 

book with one sentence… how powerful her words can be. Like when it said, ‘Once, oh 

marvelous once, there was a rabbit who found his way home,’ made my eyes water and I 

almost cried in front of the whole class. There is a lot of sadness and gladness in this 

book, but I still like it. Even though it can be very sad, it will get to your heart more than 

any other book in the world” [Sally 3, Edward, SRL]. This aesthetic stance, as expressed 

by Sally, encouraged the reader to become absorbed in a text world of imagination and 

feeling in which “attention is focused on what [the reader] is living through during the 

reading event” (Rosenblatt, 1985, p. 38). The students “lived through” everything that 

Edward did as the china rabbit traveled across American during the Great Depression. 

Student responses reflected their deep interactions with the story. Students 

analyzed the characters as illustrated by Ike’s comment, “Even though Edward was in the 

depths of despair, he still had hope because of one old doll. Edward opened his heart and 

found love once again in his doll life” [Ike, Edward, SRL]. Students empathized with the 

characters as seen in Rhee’s remarks, “If I was Bryce I will go tell his dad it’s just me and 

you, so let’s put our foot down. Me and you are going to work… find a better place to 

live and have a better life” [Rhee, Edward, SRL].  Students made emotional connections 

such as when Dray wrote, “I’d wake up just to slap him (Sarah Ruth’s dad) across the 

face ‘cause he doesn’t deserve Sara Ruth dead or alive” [Dray, Edward, SRL].  Student 
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responses reflected their use of Wondrous Words that we encountered on the journey 

such as when Zeke wrote, “As Edward wasn’t in a good mood of an exasperating feeling 

of adversity” (Zeke, Edward, SRL], students’ insights and reflections on the characters’ 

motives and actions as seen in Morrey’s response to Edward’s plight, “What I’m saying 

is… Life is hard but loving life and hope is never gone. Life is about loving and caring” 

[Morrey, Edward, SRL], and Lee’s response, “Karma is when fate pays back on you. 

That’s what happened to Edward because look where he’s at now. Karma gave him a 

second chance” [Lee 1, Edward, SRL]. Still others examined the presence of the author 

and illustrator. “Kate DiCamillo does a marvelous job of persuading the reader into her 

books” [Sally 3, Edward, SRL]. Jasmine spoke of how the illustrator, Bagram 

Ibatoulline, made it possible for us, the readers, to disappear into the cover [p. 14, Line 

12, Comment E105 RJD]. 

Once exposed to a certain author, many students searched for other books by the 

same authors of our read-alouds [p. 3, Lines 10-15, Comments 25-26 RJF; p. 4, Lines 12-

13, Comment 25 RJK]. Lesesne (2003) discovered that teacher read-alouds can introduce 

books to students they might not locate on their own. I noted that Sam showed me her 

own copy of Esperanza Rising (Ryan, 2002) after I advertised several Depression books 

[p. 11, Lines 21-22, Comment 78 RJH]. After I read Robert Frost’s poetry in Love that 

Dog, students such as Foster  gobbled up other books by Frost [p. 3, Lines 14-15 RJH]. 

Others grabbed River of Words (2008), a book about William Carlos Williams whose 

poetry caught their attention during the read-aloud of Love that Dog. 

I realized that what I advertised, they chose to read [p. 1, Lines 10-11, Lines 15-

17, Comment 5 RJF]. Rick and Sara fought over my new book from our library, Peace, 
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Locomotion, which was the sequel to Jacqueline Woodson’s book Locomotion that we 

read aloud [p. 3, Lines 22-23, Comment 31 RJF; Sara 4, April 12, SL]. Some students 

could not wait for the “next” book. Alexa wrote, “I am going to check it out at ____ 

Library. I won’t give it [the plot] up, I promise. I just want to see what it’s about” [Alexa 

2, May 5, SL]. “I’m planning on getting Love that Dog, Hate that Cat, and Locomotion 

from the library” [Caddie 2, December 16, SL]. 

Our librarian let me know how much the students clamored for the read-alouds. 

She wrote: 

The disappointment on their faces when I tell them they are checked out is 

heartfelt. The smiles on their faces when they actually find one on the shelf are 

great to see. I am quite convinced that it wouldn’t matter how many copies I 

obtained in the library, there wouldn’t be a single copy [of the read-alouds] left on 

the shelf. (P. Pierce, personal communication, April 20, 2010) 

Students constantly let me know what they were reading. From David [David 2, 

December 15, SL] who wanted to check out my books, to Axel [p. 3, Lines 19-20, 

Comments 27, 29 RJF], who was rereading a “cool” book, the students appeared to catch 

my enthusiasm for “finding” books [p. 3, Lines 16-17, Comments 27, 29 RJF; p. 9, Lines 

21-22 RJH]. Many students asked me for a recommendation. Sally wrote, “I love Jerry 

Spinelli’s book Star Girl (2002). I would like to know about some books he’s written that 

are really good” [Sally 3, December 19, SL]. Even struggling readers like Morrey would 

pick up a book that I recommended. He wanted to read Tikki Tikki Tembo (Mosel, 1968) 

after I mentioned it was one of my son’s favorite books when he was young [p. 2, Line 
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20, RJK]. Faire made her own connections when she noticed Sunday Morning (Viorst, 

1993) and then went hunting through my other books to find Alexander and the Terrible, 

Horrible, No-Good, Very Bad Day (Viorst, 1972) and Alexander, Who Used to be Rich 

Last Sunday (Viorst, 1978) [p. 4, Lines 5-8, RJK]. Students also wanted to own their own 

copies of our read-alouds. Caddie wrote, “I have a $1 bill and I might buy Love that Dog, 

Hate that Cat, or Locomotion (from the school book fair) [Caddie 1, November 10, SL]. 

The read-alouds chosen for my fourth graders, as shown in this study, impacted 

their writing and their self-selected reading in a positive manner. While this sounds 

relatively banal, it is really quite a momentous declaration. Their letters, literature 

responses, personal narratives, and poetry declare this is so. Their voices chime in from 

the audio of the read-alouds and the interviews. But perhaps, the poet of Jack’s books, 

William Carlos Williams, expressed it best when he said, “Catch an eyeful, catch an 

earful, and don’t drop what you have caught” (as cited in Coles, 1992, p. 117). 

My own growth as a literacy teacher. Insight into this question comes from 

some lines I wrote in my Researcher’s Journal. “Taking notes at school to aid in writing 

in this Journal. Must continue. Really helps” [p. 48, Lines 16 RJ]. “Notebook makes a big 

difference in the amount of observation anecdotal notes. Didn’t think it would be that big 

of a deal… well, I was wrong” [p. 60, Lines 10-11 RJ]. I did not write these thoughts 

until January and February. I knew it was important and necessary to the research, but 

what I did not realize was just how important the note-taking would be to my instruction. 

Jotting down observations of what students did, recording what they said, and adding 

quick reflections and questions regarding the day’s events became part of my teaching 

routine. Students began to sit up and take notice of my scribblings [p. 7, Lines 1-4, 
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Comment 36 RJC]. The “Sorting-Hat Kitty” notebook went with me to Ma’s rocking 

chair so I could jot down quick notes on what we said and did. Students quickly became 

accustomed to me writing down something that they said or did. They would even remind 

me of “who said what” or “who did what.” As this continued, I realized that they felt a 

part of my research into our literacy practices. Students spoke up, wrote notes, and even 

re-checked with me to be sure I wrote down exactly what they said or did. Don was 

concerned that his comments would not be kept after he got in trouble for fighting [p. 12, 

Lines 14-16, Comment 86 RJH]. Of course, I assured him I kept his comments. Other 

students decided to get their own personal notebooks which they used primarily to record 

Wondrous Words of their choosing. Lyssa, Faire, Glory, Josh and Lee showed me their 

notebooks [p. 2, Lines 19-20, Comment 9 RJC; p. 7, Lines 17-18, Comment 44, p. 8, 

Lines 24-28, Comments 50-51 RJC]. Glory told me, “It cost $1 at Target” [p. 8, Line 24 

RJC]. She proudly showed me her “monkey” journal with the elastic band wrapped 

around it to keep it closed and to mark her place.  

The students who were interviewed took their job seriously. They all gave up one 

elective class time to scrutinize the written transcription of their words. Each student had 

his/her own copy and marked it up with additional comments and clarifications [Kay, IN; 

Lee, IN; Foster, IN; Sally, IN; Glory, IN; Sara, IN; Jaime, IN; Shawn, IN].  

First and foremost, I realized that, if I let them, my students would willingly 

become part of my teaching… which, of course, I knew intellectually. But I certainly did 

not realize the extent to which our partnership in teaching and learning could be bonded. 

And what I mean by “if I let them,” is if I, as the teacher, made a physical, mental, 

emotional space for them in my educator consciousness. My instructional decisions 
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would be based on our day-to-day learning experiences. In fact, those decisions would 

lose all validity if they were not based on our needs and desires as curious, perceptive 

literate beings. 

I found a parallel in this autoethnographic study of my growth as a literacy 

teacher to the “inside – outside” envisionment stances of readers and writers as explored 

by Langer (2011). The students and I went from the outside to the inside of each other’s 

worlds. We moved through our worlds, connecting personal experiences and background 

knowledge. We did this in our daily interactions with the read-alouds, our letters to each 

other, and our every-day “talk.” Students wanted to talk to me, to bring me into their 

worlds. This would usually occur when we lined up to switch classes. This was not 

usually an opportune moment, so we decided we would write letters back and forth for 

the rest of the year [p. 2, Lines 5-11, Comment 14 RJH]. The letter exchange became a 

life-line of communication for many of the students as they dealt with real-life issues [p. 

3, Lines 5-7, Comment 17 RJH]. Gem wrote, “You always help me on stuff, Mrs. 

Wasiuta. Thank you for that and sometimes I give you mean looks and I’m sorry for 

those times” [Gem 3, March 31, SL]. We traveled back into our own worlds to reflect 

upon our experiences and communicated across worlds with our letters. Through the 

letters we interpreted each other’s worlds in terms we could understand and comprehend. 

In order to be aware of what was going on in my classroom where our “worlds” collided, 

I “scribbled” copious notes to myself as often as possible during the course of the day in 

my wire-bound “kitty” journal. Students became accustomed to seeing me rapidly write 

notes to myself. They were quite curious as to what I wrote down, and I shared my 

observations with them, asking for clarifications as needed. Several students became 



Texas Tech University, Ellen Ryan Wasiuta, December 2011 

 220 

adept at reminding me of “thoughts” that arose during our conversations, particularly 

when discussing our read-alouds. I might tell them to remind me to write down a note 

“later,” when I had a chance… and they would do just that [p. 33, Lines 7-8, p. 52, Line 

15 RJ]. At home I recorded my notes in my Researcher’s Journal where all of these 

“scribbles” were fleshed out and reflected upon to not only inform my teaching, but to 

inform my perspective and shape my attitude. On some occasions, I would say the 

Researcher’s Journal kept me sane as it gave me a place to vent my frustration, especially 

as I realized I was teetering on the brink of becoming one of the “we” as Eisner (2005) 

explained: “Objectives are future oriented, and when the future becomes increasingly 

important to us, we sacrifice the present in order to achieve it” (p. 38). Crossing over into 

my “teacher world” for reflection helped me to keep my priorities straight, keep the read-

alouds alive, and not “sacrifice the present” literacy-rich moments that gave us all so 

much pleasure.  

On the outside of the students’ world, I became on occasion, sad to say, an 

objective teacher who viewed the student as a potential “score.” I was required to keep 

records on each child’s progress as measured by multiple-choice revising and editing 

tests. I felt like Alice in Through the Looking Glass (1871/1986) when the Queen said, 

“No, here, you see, it takes all the running you can do, to keep in the same place. If you 

want to get somewhere else, you must run at least twice as fast as that” (p.23). In my 

Researcher’s Journal I noted that “I should like to enjoy the journey a bit more, without 

the destination of a test score as the impetus for speed” [p. 1, Lines 12-13, RJM]. This 

“outside view” was kept hidden from the students for the most part. But sometimes the 

students were aware of that other side of me. I also brought them into that world, 
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intentionally, from time to time so they would not be caught unaware when I was quite 

brusque with them. I put a picture of Miss Viola Swamp (the grumpy alter ego of Miss 

Nelson in Allard’s book Miss Nelson is Missing, 1985) on my large computer monitor in 

December to let the students know she would arrive in January [p. 2, Lines 1-5, RJN]. By 

and large, this was a defense mechanism for both me and the students. The literary 

reference made us laugh and provided a buffer, albeit a small one, against the pressure 

and stress of test preparation that was to come. Some students did take notice of a 

“change in the wind.” Ike wanted to know when we would use our composition books 

again [p. 5, Lines 11, RJN]. Other students wanted to know when we would add to our 

Wondrous Words list [p. 5, Lines 8-10, RJN]. Some students wanted to know why we 

had missed some of our read-aloud time. “Why didn’t we get a chance to read Baby?” 

[Lee 5, January 5, SL]. During January and February, we practiced writing a personal 

narrative each week in response to a test-writing prompt. I tried to keep the writing as 

“authentic” as I could, but the students sensed that I had drifted away from them into that 

“other world.” They saw me covering the walls to hide the Comma Boys (a “rap” list of 

commas and their usage) and Wondrous Words [p. 5, Lines 1-3, RJN]. Students knew 

they had to enter my “testing” world to focus on making good scores on their 

compositions [p. 3, Lines 5-11, RJN]. And so they waited for the return of Miss Nelson, 

the “nice, friendly teacher.” And return she did, along with the china rabbit Edward in the 

Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane (Creech, 2006). As soon as the writing test was 

over, the read-alouds resumed in full force with a renewed sense of purpose and overall 

joy. I could now leave my “outside” world and rejoin the students in our close-knit 
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community of literacy learners immersed in yet another world, the world of Edward 

Tulane. 

On the positive side, I learned that if I was a dedicated “kid watcher” (Goodman, 

1978), wrote down what I saw and heard, valued students’ perspectives, and constantly 

learned  from them as they learned from me, my instruction would then be tailor fitted for 

them. This study has shown that when I focused on the rewards intrinsic to literacy, the 

students would be interested enough to explore “the various domains of learning for the 

sake of what they can find there” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p. 125). My excitement and 

enthusiasm for the read-alouds and our essays was contagious. As we saw in the literature 

responses for Baby and The Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane, the students really 

took ownership of the essays and how they chose to respond. From responses such as 

“This story reminds me of my baby cousin because she likes to look at herself in the 

mirror… she only cares about herself all the time just like Edward” [Rick, Edward, SRL] 

to a totally different type of response, “Wow! I can’t believe the journey that Kate 

DiCamillo has put Edward through” [Gem 2, Edward, SRL], we can see and hear each 

student’s unique perspective, voice, and style come through. From Addie’s insight, 

“Characters come to life in a book like my favorite character, Sophie” [Addie, Baby, 

SRL] to Sam’s emotional connection and insight, “Having a favorite character is cool for 

me because I feel empathy for him or her and that makes me feel like I’m in the story and 

when I’m in the story it makes me read more and more” [Sam, Baby, SRL], I learned that 

assessment does not have to be a multiple-choice answer on a bubble sheet that can be 

scanned electronically. I saw students’ growth in their literacy endeavors through their 

written poetry, essays, and narratives. I heard their growing literacy communication 
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skills, such as defending a position, explaining a stance, and analyzing a character’s 

motives through the read-aloud discussions. I even learned of their literacy aspirations 

and writing insights. Ike wrote, “When I grow up, I want to write a book and have a 

character like Lalo in it. That way people will say, ‘That’s just like Lalo in Baby’” [Ike, 

Baby, SRL]. Shawn wrote, “So if you ever become a writer don’t stop writing. Let the 

characters take you where they want to go” [Shawn, Baby, SRL]. From their writings, 

their self-selected readings, and their discussions, I had all the “data” I needed for a true, 

valid assessment of their literacy growth. Graue and Walsh (1998) wrote: 

Why study children? Our answer: To find out. And to keep finding it out, because 

if we do not find it out, someone will make it up. In fact, someone probably has 

already made it up, and what they make up affects children’s lives; it affects how 

children are viewed and what decisions are made about them. Finding it out 

challenges dominant images. Making it up maintains them (p. xvi). 

I learned, or rather re-learned, that my teaching, viewed as artistry, puts me in a 

precarious position with outsiders who see teaching as a scientific experiment where 

students and teachers progress through the “covering of content” in lock-step fashion and 

success is defined by a test score. One English/Language Arts Central Office person, 

speaking of a new curriculum, had this to say, “Now there is no excuse for not doing 

what you should be doing” [p. 14, Lines 5-6, RJM]. This statement exemplifies the idea 

that if teachers do not teach the same content in the same manner, students will not be 

successful. And “successful” is defined by test scores. In the current data-driven climate, 

any activity, such as a read-aloud, that does not produce a direct quantifiable result might 

be questioned as to its “effectiveness.” Eisner (2005) wrote: 
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The uniqueness of the particular is considered “noise” in the search for general 

tendencies and main effects. This, in turn, leads to the oversimplification of the 

particular through a process of reduction aimed at the characterization of 

complexity by a single set of scores. Quality becomes converted to quantity and 

then summed and averaged as a way of standing for the particular quality from 

which the quantities were initially derived. For the evaluation of educational 

practice and its consequences, the single numerical test score is used to symbolize 

a universe of particulars, in spite of the fact that the number symbol itself 

possesses no inherent quality that expresses the quality of the particular it is 

intended to represent. (p 38) 

In my professional experience, no one has ever said it better! 

Conclusion. The bottom line was that I had to do what was necessary to get 

satisfactory scores on the TAKS writing test so that I would be allowed to continue 

teaching with the read-alouds at the heart of my instruction. This sort of “catch-22” 

situation has haunted me for several years and will continue to do so. If my students had 

unacceptable scores, my “artistry in teaching” would be questioned and possibly the 

artistic license would be revoked. I gained a deeper understanding that the range, 

complexities, and richness of my classroom phenomena could not be measured 

quantitatively. Eisner (2005) wrote that if we propagate a narrowing of the curriculum 

with a means/end orientation, we run the risk of creating a sort of “just tell me what you 

want me to know” culture. That is not what I wanted for my students. I wanted them to 

develop intellectual dispositions where they had a curiosity and interest in engaging and 

challenging ideas. In striving to protect our world of Writing Workshop and read-alouds, 
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I often referred to our classroom as our castle with a moat surrounding it. I told the 

students we needed to keep the moat filled with crocodiles and the drawbridge up to 

protect our read-alouds. This does not mean that I ignored the realities of “The Test.” I 

learned to balance the needs and wants of students as well as the requirements of the 

curriculum and standardized testing. Eisner (2005) wrote that we need an artistic 

approach to our view of the educational world, “not as a rejection of the scientific, but 

because with both we can achieve binocular vision. Looking through one eye never did 

provide much depth of field” (p. 74). I understood his point and agreed; however, as 

shown by my reflections in my Researcher’s Journal, the monocular vision of curriculum 

and instruction driven by incessant assessments with bubbled answer sheets had such a 

firm hold that the artistic had little room to bloom. I wrote, “Painful, painful, painful. 

Working on our TAKS (state writing assessment) Proud (prompt) composition, we, of 

course, ran out of time, didn’t get to read aloud on Thursday or Friday” [p. 3, Lines 3-11, 

RJN]. The following quote from my Researcher’s Journal shows how clearly the 

frustration was building:  

Several students expressed dissatisfaction. But running out of time to build up 

stamina for TAKS compositions. Also didn’t get to our proofreading, Putrescent 

Petra. So must get to it this week. AND finish our compositions. AND read Baby. 

AND begin a new composition. AND look at past compositions to see scores of 

3s and 4s. The pressure has arrived. [p. 3, Lines 7-11, RJN] 

I kept my “line in the sand,” but its position shifted depending on the prevailing winds. 

From time to time, I had to redraw it. My growth as a literacy educator is reflected in the 
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fact that I continued to redraw the line as needed. The read-alouds would not go “gentle 

into that good night,” at least not on my watch.  

Implications 

Teachers should recognize that, as Csikszentmihalyi (1990) put it, “… the chief 

impediments to literacy are not cognitive in nature… if educators invested a fraction of 

the energy they now spend trying to transmit information in trying to stimulate the 

students’ enjoyment of learning, we could achieve much better results” (p. 116). This is 

what read-alouds do: They stimulate students’ enjoyment of learning. Read-alouds are 

one of the few literacy practices endorsed by researchers and educators alike.  

Read-alouds for reading. Jerome Harste (1992) said that we should see reading 

aloud to children “not as a reward, but as a birthright of the literate society in which they 

were born” (p. 10). In reading aloud to children, we inculcate a love for reading, a cri de 

coeur on behalf not just of children’s literature but of children’s hearts and imaginations. 

I wrote in my Researcher’s Journal, “Books give us the world” [p. 15, Line 32, Comment 

47 RJA]. Johnson and Giorgis (2003) wrote that the read-aloud is “both a gift and a 

responsibility, and the rewards are numerous” (p. 704). Laminack (2006) explained, “… 

reading aloud is not a luxury or a treat, but… it is essential to the literate lives of 

students” (p. xvi). Mem Fox (2008) wrote of continuing to read aloud books that are 

more difficult than they can read independently to middle and high school students. She 

advised that we [teachers] should keep reading aloud forever. 

Artley (1975) wrote that college students, when asked about commendable 

practices of past teachers, responded that teachers reading to the class was the most 

memorable. Even students in high school can benefit from read-alouds. Sanacore (1992) 
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and Ross, Hunter, and Chazanow (2006) talked of the read-aloud as being a neglected 

strategy for older readers and how it had the potential for nurturing the literacy 

development of all students. “Reading aloud could inspire and motivate students – honors 

and non-honors alike – to read more on their own…” (Ross, Hunter, & Chazanow, p. 41). 

Dreher (2003) found that his struggling high school juniors, just as my fourth-grade 

students who had reading and writing difficulties, were able to discuss complex ideas and 

this showed up in the quality of their critical essays. Teachers need to realize that reading 

aloud to students has no age limit, no expiration date. “We all love to be read to, to allow 

our minds and imaginations to sink into a great story” (Dreher, 2003, p. 53). Serafini and 

Giorgis (2003) also wrote of the importance of reading aloud to older students, although 

they stressed that teachers should read with the students, in which the read-aloud is 

envisioned as a unified literacy event, a “synthesis of teacher, literature, and students that 

constructs meanings and shares interpretations” (p. 2). Lee Bennet Hopkins wrote: 

Reading aloud to children? It is the most important thing a teacher can do. Be it 

pre-school or high school, what child/young adult wouldn’t benefit by being read 

to? After all, hasn’t the oral tradition gone back as far as time itself? Keep reading 

aloud. (L. B. Hopkins, personal communication, December 15, 2009) 

From the emergent readers and writers (Elster, 1994) to the middle school students 

(Frick, 1986) and on up through the college students, read-alouds encourage thoughtful 

responses to text, stimulate intellectual curiosity and promote intrinsic motivation to read 

and write. Teachers need to realize that read-alouds are a deeply pleasurable and 

emotionally satisfying activity. From my interview with a teen-age reader/writer 
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(Wasiuta, 2006), we can gain valuable insight into the joy that is possible if conditions 

are just right. This “wise-beyond-his-years” young man said: 

Give me good characters, give me a good plot, make me laugh, make me think, 

make me satisfied at the end of the book, and most of all make me happy that I 

read it. (p. 4) You [the teacher] should take a bit of time to see how well your 

students like the book, and if they did you should recommend a similar book to 

them. A few might take you up on it, read the book and like it, and then, perhaps, 

they will come back to you for more suggestions. This will mold readers out of 

your students, and will make them better writers, too. But, of course, the main 

issue is to make reading more fun for the students, and you can do that by 

discussing the book and making the book interesting. You have to realize that 

your students should like and enjoy what they are doing, because if they don’t, 

then you don’t have readers [or writers]. Instead, you have automatons who go 

through the motions and learn nothing. So my point is this: Good readers [and 

writers] are good because they like to read [and write] and they enjoy reading 

[and writing]! If you want readers [and writers], that is what you need, and if you 

do at least some of what I have said, that is what you’ll get. (J. Wasiuta, personal 

communication, 2006) 

Teachers need to recognize that read-alouds provide fantastic teachable moments. 

Hahn (2002) wrote, “… my opportunities for good teaching during read-aloud increase 

proportionally to how well I know my students and how willing I am to follow where 

they lead my teaching” (p. 2). She advocated putting the read-aloud at the heart of 

reading instruction. 



Texas Tech University, Ellen Ryan Wasiuta, December 2011 

 229 

Read-alouds for writing. I advocate putting the read-aloud at the heart of writing 

instruction as well. Teachers should recognize the importance of the read-aloud to the 

writing process. Read-alouds immerse the listeners into the worlds of the authors whose 

finely crated works provide countless examples of exemplary writing. Young writers will 

have ample opportunities to “try their hand” at writing in the footsteps of the writers they 

hear read-aloud. The read-alouds become mentor texts for these young apprentice writers.  

Growing writers can begin mightily with poetry. Poetry should be seamlessly 

integrated into the literacy curriculum; it is not an add-on, but a living, breathing, viable 

piece of everyday reading and writing. This research study illustrated the power of poetry 

as it permeated all facets of our classroom community. Poetry is meant to be read aloud. 

The images, the stirring of the senses and emotions, the “oohs” and “aahs,” the music of 

the rhythm… “Poetry will breathe life into all writing if we honor it with our voices and 

time” (Laminack & Wadsworth, 2006, p. 113).  

The power of great read-alouds. The National Endowment for the Arts (2007) 

reported that reading for pleasure correlates strongly with academic achievement in both 

reading and writing. One of the conclusions of the report was that the likelihood of 

writing well is increased with maximum exposure to texts. But, not just any texts. 

Katherine Paterson (1997) expressed it this way: “Without pleasure, the reading 

experience is a mighty dry desert. But there is a deep pleasure that can be experienced 

only in the intensive reading of a rich book” (p. 20). Teachers should not underestimate 

the power of a great book in the hands of a teacher who knows how to use it. The great 

books I chose – Love that Dog, Hate that Cat, Locomotion, Baby, and The Miraculous 

Journey of Edward Tulane – were the “right books” for us. The “right book” must be 
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chosen wisely. Teachers need to know their students, consider their needs and wants, 

consider the curriculum requirements, bond with the school librarian, and then choose a 

book that resonates with them on so many levels that it would be impossible not to read it 

aloud. Each book has a voice of its own; teachers must discover which book calls to 

them. 

Teachers who read aloud to their students will find that situational interest, where 

students are delighted and engaged in a particular book (and to that I would add poetry), 

may develop into long-term reading motivation (Guthrie, Hoa, Wigfield, Tonks, & 

Perencevich, 2006). Teachers should recognize the importance of promoting intrinsic 

motivation for both reading and writing. The growth of intrinsic motivation has been 

linked to the growth of situated motivation. Translation: Read a fantastic book to 

students, ham it up, take them with you into its world. They might just want to take 

another trip. 

Teachers need to be aware of the influence of self-efficacy on their students’ 

reading and writing. What students believe about their capabilities will influence their 

efforts. Bandura (1994) has described self-efficacy as a type of mechanism of personal 

agency. This mechanism mediates between the influences that are the sources of its 

creation and subsequent behavior. For example, if students believe they are capable 

readers and writers, they will act accordingly. They will have a greater interest, effort, 

perseverance, and resiliency in their reading and writing (Pajares & Valiante, 2001). 

Therefore, teachers have a responsibility to increase students’ confidence in conjunction 

with their competence. Students’ perceptions may play a large role in whether or not they 

will be successful with their literacy interactions as well as their future academic success. 
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Read-alouds pave the way for many “small” successes in myriad ways, thus providing a 

solid foundation for future “grand” successes. 

The priority of read-alouds. Teachers who are facing the realities of high-stakes 

testing in an all-consuming fashion, need to slow down and find the joy in teaching that 

reading aloud to students can bring about. But teachers must try to set priorities of how to 

use the time they are given. Priorities are posited on perceived values of the time 

expenditures. It is my contention and that of so many others, that the read-aloud is worthy 

of the time expended on its implementation. The read-aloud has great value, great joy. 

Ray (1999) said, “I’m reading to them because it’s good for me” (p. 80). “The fire of 

literacy is created by the emotional sparks between a child, a book, and the person 

reading” (Fox, 2008, p. 10). Hahn (2002) wrote, “To describe read-aloud in a literacy-

rich classroom is to describe one strand in a tapestry of teaching, in which read-aloud is 

woven into the classroom community, the reading and writing workshops, and the 

teaching that is part of every classroom event” (p. 3). Close the door, gather the kids 

around you, and savor the moment. It is time to read aloud. 

Recommendations for Further Study 

This study focused on understanding how and why read-alouds became a central 

component of a fourth-grade English classroom. The research noted the effects of the 

read-alouds on the students’ self-selected readings, their compositions, and their 

perceptions of their own developing literacies. The findings point to a need for further 

research in several areas. First, because the read-alouds in this study were primarily 

composed of poetry, realistic fiction, and fantasy, further research might explore the 

effects of expository text read aloud on students’ nonfiction writing, (e.g., scientific 
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reports, biographies, etc.) and self-selected reading. While this research study focused on 

the aesthetic stance of the reader/writer in conjunction with fiction, a future study might 

focus on the efferent stance in conjunction with nonfiction read-alouds. 

Secondly, research could center on the students’ abilities to become more 

strategic readers and writers through the read-aloud process. A study to explore what 

strategies the students apply in their assigned and self-selected readings and how those 

strategies were developed through the read-alouds would add depth to this field of 

literacy research. In addition, a more in-depth study into the writing strategies that 

students apply in their composing process as influenced by on-going read-alouds is 

warranted.  

Finally, given the findings of this study which showcased the students’ love of the 

read-alouds and positively influenced their perceptions of their own literate lives, a study 

is needed to discover how professional development might be shaped that would 

encourage and sustain teachers as they made read-alouds the center of the literacy 

curriculum. Such a study might examine several classrooms and their teachers as they try 

to implement read-alouds on a regular basis in a high-stakes testing climate.  

Final Thoughts 

One would hope that the following statement by Applegate and Applegate (2010) 

is accurate: “Teachers with the will to extend the literacy horizons of their students, and 

show them how to think about text as they think about life, will never be without 

theoretical or practical support” (p. 232). I do not doubt the veracity of the theoretical 

part; it is the practical support that I question. Katherine Paterson (1997) remarked:  
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… to act as a free seeker after wisdom means taking risks [which might] get a 

seeker into a lot of trouble. I know a lot of pretty lonely librarians and teachers 

around the country [for whom] the casualty rate among seekers after wisdom is 

growing by the day. (p. 22) 

Many school administrators might give lip-service to the efficacy of read-alouds. 

But if those read-alouds take away so-called “instructional time,” those same 

administrators will probably show signs of unease, unless, of course, the scores for the 

high-stakes assessments are satisfactory at the end of the year. We should bear in mind, 

however, that the mechanics of reading and writing are tested, not the intangibles such as 

attitude, motivation, and engagement. The aesthetics of reading and writing are not 

measured by scores. Thus they may be deemed irrelevant to those in the education 

“business.” In our current educational testing situation, our thick, rich, vibrant “learning” 

is reduced to a set of scores, which is a pale reflection of the reality it espouses to 

represent. The current term for curriculum, instruction, and assessment is “rigor.” To this 

I reply, “mortis.” 

Layne (2009) is convinced that when people are informed about the power of 

read-alouds, they will make time for them, removing any obstacles they encounter. I do 

not think that “being informed” is enough. Teachers must experience the power of read-

alouds in order for the practice to continue… or even begin. Eisner (2005) wrote: “… if it 

is true that the universal does indeed reside in the particulars which artistic activity 

constructs, the renderings of those constructions in critical language should open up 

aspects of classroom life that participate in such universals” (p. 57). Perhaps through this 

teacher’s research, the “particulars which artistic activity constructs” have provided a 
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window into my classroom, through which other educators might vicariously participate 

in the joy of our read-alouds. And perhaps, just perhaps, those educators might “act as a 

free seeker after wisdom” and “take a risk.” From those of us who have gone before, we 

wish them joy in the journey. 
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APPENDIX A 

Student Assent Form 
 
I love to read aloud to you. I try not to miss that special time. Even though I teach you 
writing, I still take time to read aloud to you. I would like to find out what you think 
about me reading to you.  
 

 I am your English teacher, Mrs. Wasiuta. I am doing a big research study at Texas 
Tech University. 

 
 I am asking you to be in my research study because I am trying to learn more about 
what you think about our reading aloud time. I also would like to know about your own 
reading and writing. 

 
 If you say it is ok, I will write letters to you, talk to you, and maybe record you 
talking to me. I will also make copies of your rough drafts, your final compositions, 
and your letters. I will write down things you say to me. I will not use your real name 
when I write about what I have learned.  

 
 You will get more time to be with me. 

 
 Talk to your parents before you decide if you want to be part of my study. Even if 
your parents/guardians say “yes,” you can still decide you don’t want to.    

 
 It doesn’t matter if you say “yes” or “no.” Nothing will change in our classroom.  

 
 If you don’t want to be in this study, you don’t have to. I won’t be upset if you don’t 
want to be in it or even if you change your mind later and want to stop. 

 
 You can ask any questions that you have about the study. If you have a question later 
that you didn’t think of now, you can email me at ewasiuta@lubbockisd.org or ask me 
during class.   

 
 Signing your name at the bottom means that you think it’s ok to be in my study. You 
and your parents will be given a copy of this form after you have signed it. 

 
________________________________________  
Your Signature (First and Last in cursive) 
 
________________________________________  ____________________ 
Your Printed Name (First and Last)     Date 
 
Expiration Date: March 31, 2011 
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APPENDIX B 

Cover Letter For Parents 
Dear Parents/Guardians: 
 

Most of you probably already know that I read aloud to your children nearly every 
day. You may have heard your child talk about the stories they have heard.  
 
 Many of you have read your child’s stories that they have written themselves. 
They are becoming authors just like the ones we are reading in class. 
  
 In a way, I am an author, too. I write down notes in a journal about all the 
interesting things your children say and write, and boy, do they have cool things to tell 
me! These are just plain old “teacher notes.” 
 
 Now, I would like to “officially” write about what your child does and says and 
writes. My writing is for a research project for Texas Tech. I am working on my 
doctorate degree in education. I am really interested in studying how children become 
readers and writers. 
 
 Of course, anything I write about will never use your child’s real name. So all of 
their writing and comments would be anonymous… did you know that your child learned 
the meaning of this word from one of our read-alouds?! Isn’t that great? 
  
 So, I guess that’s it. Your kids are with me every day. We have a blast! I would 
just like to share our experiences with other people who are interested in how students 
learn to read and write.  
 
 Here’s a sample of things I will be noticing: 
 how does your child’s writing change because of my read-alouds 
 how does he/she use our “Wondrous Words” (really interesting vocabulary words) 
 what your child has to say about our read-alouds 
 how your child feels about reading 
 how your child feels about writing 

 
Here’s a sample of some questions I might ask your child: 

 How do you feel about read-aloud time? 
 Why do you think I spend time reading aloud to you? 
 How do you think my reading aloud has affected your own writing? 
 How do you think my reading aloud has affected your reading? 

 
As you can see, I’m just exploring with your child his/her ideas about what they 

are learning in my English class. They really like it when I ask them their opinions! I 
truly enjoy having your child in my class this year.  
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Attached is a consent form for you to sign if you agree to allow your child to 
participate in my study. 

    Thank you, 
    Mrs. E. R. Wasiuta 

 
Parent Consent Form 

 
 I give permission for my child, 
____________________________________________, to take part in a research study 
with Mrs. Wasiuta.  
 

This research is to explore how 4th graders feel about their teacher reading aloud. 
The study will also check how reading aloud helps your child’s own reading and writing. 

 
Who is doing this study? Well, that’s me,  Mrs. Ellen Ryan Wasiuta, your child’s 

fourth grade English teacher. You can call me at [(806) 794-7606 – Home or (806) 543-
3415 – Cell]. Your child will be part of the study for the rest of this year. 
 
 I might interview your child about his/her experiences in the classroom. Your 
child and I might write letters to each other. Some of the interviews will be audio 
recorded. The computer files will be saved on a disk and locked in my home filing 
cabinet. The files on my home computer will be erased. I might make copies of your 
child’s written work. At the end of the study, a report will be written and parts of the 
interviews, conversations, and student writing will be used to show what I learned and 
what I think is important. Your child’s real name will not be used in this report. 
 
 This study will take place during the regular school day/year. I might interview 
your child during independent work time. Don’t worry. He/she won’t miss out on 
anything! There is no risk to your child being part of this study. The only benefit is that 
your child might spend some extra time with me during the interview process, a sort of 
“up close and personal” time. All information that I collect will be kept private. 
Remember, if I do use anything your child says or writes, I won’t use his/her real name. 
 
 If you have any questions about this research, you can contact Dr. Carole Janisch 
at (806) 742-1997 Ext. 282 or Dr. Peggy Johnson at (806) 742-1998 Ext. 437. For 
questions about your rights contact the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board 
for the Protection of Human Subjects, Office of Research Services, Texas Tech 
University, Lubbock, Texas 79409. Or you can call (806) 742-3884. 
 
 If you don’t want your child to be part of my research, that’s OK!  That means I 
won’t write down anything he/she says to me or make copies of any of his/her stories. I’ll 
keep right on teaching just like normal.  
 
 
Yes, I agree. 
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Signature of Parent or 
Guardian:_________________________________Date:______________ 
 
This consent form is not valid after March 31, 2011. 
 
(Remember, even if you do say, “Yes,” now, you can change your mind later.) 
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APPENDIX C 

Librarian and Special Education Assent Form 
 
I talk to you two nearly every day about reading, literature, how our students are doing, 
etc. In short, I think we have a professional, collegial relationship of the highest caliber! I 
would love to have your input for my study as discussed in the information sheet. But, 
please understand, you certainly do not have to participate. With our crowded schedules, 
it would be completely understandable. 
If you would like to participate, please indicate below: 
 
 
________________________________________  
Your Signature  
 
________________________________________  ____________________ 
Your Printed Name/Position      Date 
 
 
Expiration Date: March 31, 2011 



Texas Tech University, Ellen Ryan Wasiuta, December 2011 

 280 

APPENDIX D 

Sample from Researcher’s Notebook 
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APPENDIX E 

Sample Researcher’s Journal

1 
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APPENDIX F 

Sample Student Interview Transcription 
Interviews: Don, Sara, Shawn, Josh 
May 4, 2010 
 
Me: How do you feel about our read aloud time now that we’re drawing down to an end? 
We’re about to start Night of the Twisters. It’s going to be a little bit different. It’s not 
going to be me at the back. In other words, I’m going to tell you about that this afternoon. 
It’s different. But from the very beginning of the year with everything that we’ve done… 
anything that jumps into your head about the read aloud time, your writing, your reading, 
anything that you want to say, this is your chance to say it. So who’s got something to 
say? 
Sara: I feel good about read alouds because whenever you read it, I can picture pictures in 
my mind.  
Me: Anybody else have anything they want to add to that? 
Shawn: It allows you to express your feelings, to decide when you write, like what 
you’ve learned about it and what is your opinion about the story? 
Me: Is that important to you? To be able to have your own opinion? 
Shawn: Yes. 
Me: Why do you think I spend time reading aloud to you in the first place? This is an 
English classroom. We write. We learn English. Why am I reading aloud? Why do you 
think? 
Josh: To make us feel happy. 
Me: And why would that be important? 
Josh: To express us… whenever you read Edward you give us details about what 
happened. 
Me: Why do you think it would be important to me to have you be happy in our 
classroom? 
Sara: I have to disagree with you [Josh]. Some of it is right, but… the reason why I think 
you read aloud to us and let us do essays is to express what we want to say on our piece 
of paper. 
Me: And Don, what do you want to say to that? 
Don: I disagree. 
Me: ‘Cause why? 
Don: Because the only reason you read aloud to us is to write essays… for us to write 
essays and to write about the story. 
Me: Why do I do that? 
Don: You want us to know that we’re paying attention to you. 
Me: Interesting. 
Josh: The essays are like little sub-movies… 
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APPENDIX G 

Sample Student Letter 
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APPENDIX H 

Sample Student Literature Response 
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APPENDIX I 

Sample Transcript Baby Read-Aloud 
Me: What were we just talking about…Why am I reading aloud and this is a writing 

class? Why do I bother reading aloud which takes time away from us doing our 

compositions? 

Ike: Because the more we read, the more we put on our paper and be inspired. 

Me: OK, I’ve got a great “why.” If she hated the water… 

Girl Student: Why did she go to the island? 

Boy Student: Why did she marry a fisherman? 

Boy Student: Why live on an island? 

Me: Exactly, that is the question. So, I’m going to wait for somebody to think.. If she 

hated the water why would she marry a fisherman and live on an island? Hmmm. 

Boy Student: Probably because she don’t want, like, it to control her? 

Girl Student: Just for a vacation? 

Zavier: She found it relaxing. 

Me: Maybe, sounds good to me. But I don’t know if that would be a strong enough 

reason. There’s gotta be some reason that would keep her there. 

David: She wanted like somebody so she wouldn’t be alone.  

Erin: Maybe she’s just trying to do that so he could quit his job and he’s starting to 

almost figure it out when they met. 

Me: So we know he did because he opened the inn, the motel. Remember the part where 

they were loading up the suitcases and all the people were leaving on the ferry? That’s his 

folks.  

Glory: ‘Cause it said she’s fallen in love and everybody says love is stronger than 

anything else. 

Me: I love that answer. That was pretty insightful. So you think because she loved him, 

she got over being afraid of it or at least decided to stay anyway… 

Girl Student: Try to ignore it. 

Ike: They love each other and trust each other because if they didn’t trust each other she 

wouldn’t have started the business with him, the motel. 
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