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Question and Subquestions

What happens in my classroom when my fifth graders and | create litedegtcugsion

guidelines together? | focused on the following subquestions during my project:
* What should my role be in helping students create and carry out discussion guidelines?
* Which lessons do | need to teach in order for my students to engage in meaningful
literature discussions?
» How does student reflection and evaluation affect the conversations?

* Which strategies help reluctant or nonparticipatory students take partdisthigsions?

¢ What is the correlation in reading comprehension as observed in whole-classaliscuss

and as measured by standardized tests?
Rationale

Last year (2004 — 2005) was my first year teaching fifth grade. sliawaverwhelming,
exciting, draining, and fast-paced year. Since | had previously taught seadedIdrad to
learn how to teach everything at this new level, including reading. So along wgngiim for
a wild year, | jumped into taking a yearlong course offered by the RodleellEund called
Reading for Deeper Meaning (RDM). Other fifth grade teachers anchelbaow to facilitate
discussions of novels by improving our questioning techniques. The course emphasieed teac
using a framing question (defined as a main, interpretive question) anced ietter of
guestions to get the students to explehg certain events and changes occur in a novel. Based
on what I learned through my participation in RDM, | was able to facilitate ceati@ns
grounded in the text so that my students talked to one another, not just to me. During these
conversations my students sat in a rectangle formation (to facilitateoetat), took turns
listening to and speaking with each other without raising their hands (this tookiswjieand
delved into higher-level conversations about books.

At the end of the school year | was proud of the work my students and | did, but upon
reflecting on the RDM experience | identified two areas that didn'tdeslli The most obvious
was the extent of teacher control and influence on the direction of the discudbiesaie of
the students’ control. In the RDM model only the teacher prepares the questi@re thsed in
the discussion based on the belief that students are unable to generate good intguestiones

that get to the heart of a novel's themes. | experienced how time-consumingfiantt thifs
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task is, when we (a group of about 20 teachers) struggled for hours to create “gotidhgues
Last year developed questions prior to the discussions in my classroom, amdhadeio get my
students to discuss my questions so they could understand the book’s multiple layersrgd.mea
| felt | had to lead them through a path, so that at the end of it they could understandritie “gra
meaning” of the book better. This did happen with various degrees of success, but perhaps
contributed to the second issue that concerned me about RDM discussions - thetyfuwrefen’
some students. | always looked forward to them, but several students expressed quiet
disappointment when we had to have the discussions. | realized that the discussionsemay ha
been too structured by the teacher’s questions and discussion parameteibs ttwstdna
grounded in the text at all times, and not include personal feelings or connections), and the
students’ needs or interests were not being met. As a new participant in an adulubpbk cl
could now empathize with students who needed an outlet for aslemguestions and
expressingheir feelings about the books.

In my action research project this school year (2005 — 2006) | did use some asjects of
RDM discussion model, and adapted other aspects in order to make the discussions more
student-centered. Instead of telling the students my rules and expectatidissidissions, |
allowed for us to create the discussion guidelingether. By the term discussion guidelines |
mean both the interactional norms (for example, look at the speaker, don’t play witls objec
while someone is talking, use an appropriate volume when speaking) and the content
expectations (for example, stay on topic, make connections to life and otheregxts\d to
others’ comments). This project allowed me to step back and analyze the discuss#ss pr a
way | was not able to do during my first year teaching fifth grade. This pedgergave my
students many opportunities to grow as participants in discussions, an impoftdot ski
conversing about literature and other topics.

Review of Literature

Why have literature discussions?

“To voice their own ideas, to hear others in ways that push their own thinking, to be
sensitive to viewpoints not necessarily their own, to think deeply and communezaigcl
(Langer, 1995, p. 144). Couldn’t these goals be those of any educator in any subjecifth As a f
grade teacher of all subjects, including reading, | too have these lofty goalg §tudents.

Judith Langer’s words resonate for me, since | have the opportunity to guide mytstade
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experiencing the power of literature discussions. Literature discussinrea@ vehicle for
understanding and/or enriching understanding of text. Up to this point my school hadn’t been
obsessed with standardized reading scores, but this year my colleaguesead tsfeel the
pressure to better prepare the students for the big test, the ISAT (llliantagts Achievement
Test). We were given several “ISAT Curriculum” packets that includetbgtes for students to
be active readers and short stories with multiple choice and extended respotisesjuébe
suggested curriculum didn’t include literature discussions as a way to pronthigyrea
comprehension. Even so, | continued with my plan to have literature discussions as a
cornerstone of my reading instruction for two reasons: 1) Discussions caratigritical
thinking, and 2) Discussions can provide powerful social learning opportunities.

To me critical thinking includes the ability to go beyond the presented fatksnk
things over time, and to connect ideas. In my short career as a fifth graus tdsmve worked
with just a few students who naturally do this. I'm not sure if this is because ofghiéva
stage of most fifth graders, or if most students experience education akisgrimetvhich they
have a passive role and see learning facts, instead of thinking, as the main gbgl efg1aging
in whole-class literature discussions | wanted to exghlinking how the facts in the text, in
combination with the experiences of the discussion participants, and exploratiorr aietisas
more interesting than memorizing facts or choosing from multiple-choicecasisBy having a
lot of discussion experiences and explicit instruction, | hoped that more of mgriitlers could
get better at thinking things through.

Why is literature such a good subject for the stimulation of critical thinkiRige Junior
Great Books Program states it simply: “Thinking and reading skillslasely related” (Great
Books Foundation [GBF], 1993, p. xx). By patrticipating in discussions, this program believes
students will be better able to synthesize and analyze information. The stadamts|ot about
interpreting literature, but there are also long-term benefits to emgagdiscussions in
elementary school. Nora Flynn (2004), in her TNLI paper “Student Discussions in the Soc
Studies Classroom: An Action Research Study” states that engagirsguissions “Is an
essential skill in itself; the processes of critically analyzioegs@ering, and communicating are
the basis of human interactions” (p. 3). She teaches high school students, and sees the need for
teachers at earlier grades to incorporate discussion-based adtivitedp student achievement

(p- 19). Langer (1995) even argues that students who engage in literature @islcessme
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better humans, not just better thinkers. She states that the critical thinlgog/ers students
and supports a “sense of humanity, an expectation that through the differences aoptegmk
ideas we will learn not only to better understand the world and how it works but also how to
become our best selves” (p.144).

Literature discussions also serve as authentic social learning oppostuiMije
experiences with RDM last year lead me to agree with Daniels and(Bd@8). “Reading is a
social act, and truly engaged readers always want to talk about whatdldewymnd teachers
[should] use collaborative classroom structures to support both conversations and
comprehension” (p.42). Being a part of a community of readers is one way fortsttade
experience a real-world example of people coming together to share ideasxplrenced
reading as both a private and social act. The social perspective is new ta tearasgr, since
this has been my first year in a book club. At the book club sessions, I've experiengatie
of hearing companions say something | had never thought about, and changing or gxpgndin
interpretation of a text. Creating a safe community of readers tdketsaefd time, but | thought
it was worth it because | wanted my students to also experience this growtlsinlideaer
(1995) refers to it as envisionment building (envisionments refers to what you undetstand a
certain point in time). She states, “The comments shared by a classwvatléd potential to set
a student thinking, exploring, and moving beyond the envisionment that she or he had a moment
before” (p. 53). | believed at the outset of this project that engaging in conmessatith other
students about texts could aid their comprehension better than individually readin&Aafort
passages and selecting from multiple-choice answers.

Hybrid model of discussion

One of my subquestions was “What should my role be in helping students create and
carry out discussion guidelines?” The first thing | had to do was to set up the {easdiore
having discussions in my room. | used my experience with RDM, read journal aatides
books, and talked to colleagues in order to clarify my vision for parameters to stihetur
discussions. Students had a big role in developing the interactional and content guidetime
my role as limit-setter | had to decide on some of the basics. The tabledusionarizes some
of the differences between two major literature discussion models. RDM isramriuy
Chicago Public School teachers taught by the Rochelle Lee Fund, a local atiganii#t shares

key features with the Junior Great Books Program (JGB), a nationalyigis¢al model for
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facilitating discussions. For this reason | grouped them together in comgiemgdo a different
established way of having conversations — literature circles. | skkutecombined structures
from these two models (RDM/JGB and literature circles) to create ahylbdel of discussions
that worked for my class and me. The shaded boxes indicate the element®Iaisetture my

class’s discussions.

RDM/JGB Literaturecircles

Size of discussion group Small groups of 4 — 6 students

Students select from teacher-

Who selects the text?

chosen set

Who asks questions used in

the discussion?

What kind of support is valid Text-based

in responding to questions?

Style/culture of the

conversations

Who evaluates the discussion? Teacher

| chose to engage in whole-class discussions rather than small group disdussause
I had more experience with the RDM model than with literature circles. uBeage had whole-
class discussions | was the one who selected the texts, since | had to maketsasieenough
copies of the texts for each student.

To me one of the most unsettling aspects of the RDM model was the level of teacher
control, which was mainly due to the teacher having the sole power to ask questiamsed to
share the responsibility with my students, since it had tmbeiscussion, not just mine.

Several educators, such as Routman (2000), Jewell and Pratt (1999), and Metsala and
Commeyras (1996) advocate letting students pose questions. | whole-heapted yith
Routman (2000) when she says, “Asking questions . . . is a hallmark of a well-educatadapers
well as a necessary skill for being a critical, intellectual thinker imsodeatic society” (p. 173).
RDM has the teacher create the questions because they believe it'®agehfdl students to do

it well. 1 knew this was a difficult task, but also believed that my inquisitive stadeould be

able to create interpretive questions that pointed to issues that mattered. tdvtbesala and
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Commeyras (1996) found that questions that mattered to their students were hedatyt
ones (p. 263), which usually lend themselves to multiple interpretations. They betiekers
should value all student questions, since “Students posed questions that addressed what they
needed and wanted to understand about literature and life” (p. 263).

Another component | decided to try out this year was allowing students to support thei
answers with text-based, prior knowledge, and personal connections. RDM valitlgittesxt-
based support because it wants the conversations to stay grounded, not whisked ofém differ
directions by personal anecdotes. In the RDM model it's possible that sperelemgite time
focusing on the text the discussion can help students develop a deep understanding ofshe theme
in a novel. But literature circles, according to Daniels and Bizar (2005), welparsonal
connections and digressions” (p. 131). This is not at the expense of understanding the text, but in
support of the human tendency to make connections (text-to-self, text-to-texdxatwworld).
Bringing students’ lives and cultures into the conversation can help studestaidetand better
evaluate multiple meanings. Because I'd experienced the value of pesonatitons and have
read about other educators’ experience with it, | encouraged my class to litseatuee circle’s
way of responding to questions. Jewell and Pratt (1999) found that primary students tgere qui
adept at using personal connections in conjunction with text-based support to focus on the
“personal construction of meaning” instead of on what they thought the teacher wanteéd them
understand (p. 4). Another researcher, Carico (2001) worked with adolescent girls, and found
that encouraging personal connections motivated them to take part in the small grosgials
(p. 2) and “reader response, with its emphasis on expression, examination, and conneaggon, is
model we should continue to use” (p. 8).

By having students ask their questions and using both textual and personal support, I've
made an attempt to have the discussions be more natural and less formal thanethest wear.
| wanted the style to be more like adult book club conversations — at times personé&beed] re
at other times analytical. Last year | felt like a teacher in Gaitlds’s (1994) study — | was so
intent on getting my students to “get” the deep layers of meaning that | reelglleeir feelings,
thus lending our discussions an air of objective formality. My experience niittzaeof the
teacher in Gilles’s study, who realized she was “prodding them to be evaluatigealytical”
(p. 4) and had neglected the “aesthetic side of the story” (p.3). Unfortunatelynigyttisil
think | alienated some students and failed to use the power of human experience to draw i
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reluctant readers to our discussions. Judith Langer (1995) believes the obijketatality to
scrutinize something in an analytical, distant way) and subjective (the &bilise our internal
selves to understand something) experiences in literature work togethetottiegonflict (p.7).
By nurturing both types of experiences | thought they could be more meaningfulejraads
enjoyable for more students.

Just like in the literature circle model, | wanted to share the respadydibilevaluation
with my students. Last year | was so overwhelmed with facilitatingisissens for the first time
that | mostly evaluated myself. But this year, because | had moreengemanaging the
discussions and increased familiarity with the texts, | decided to leadittents in evaluating
how the discussions developed. Routman (2000) states that involving students in evaluation can
lead them to be more accountable for their work (p. 198). One way | did this was by using
videotaping as a tool. Although it's not unusual for discussion research projects to use audio or
videotaping, I'm not sure how common it is for students to view them. By viewing the
videotapes students were able to notice things that they didn’t notice in the aclusdidis

times. According to Routman (2000) videotape is an excellent self-critiquingtdd§).

School and Classr oom Context

“This is an amazing place!” | wrote in my journal after fingt day of student teaching at
my school on March 25, 2002. | was in awe of how some of the buzzwordg teacher
preparation classes were actually being brought to life, fample authentic assessment and
cooperative grouping. Now, four years later, | still find myseldwe of the work the teachers
and students do at this school. | feel fortunate to work in a schdoldedicated teachers,
parents, and great students. My school is a public dual-languagksfi#Spanish) school for
preschool through eighth grades in Chicago. Each day, approximatelytugiéhts receive
instruction in both languages, regardless of their original langdagenance. It is a long and
demanding process for the students to gain literacy and fluertsyiskboth languages. Many
Hispanic families are drawn to a school in which their childran keep and develop their
heritage language in an English-dominant society. Many ngpaHis families are drawn to it
for the opportunity for their children to become bilingual at an ey, One of the goals of the
school is for each student to understand and appreciate his/heutiuwne,cand accept that of
others.

At my school we teach units of study that often involve sotiglies themes at the core.
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In first grade students learn about the Native American aitins of North America, in second
grade about the Tainos, in third grade about the Incas, in fourth dradethe Mayas, in fifth
grade about the Aztecs, and so on. In addition to focusing on the study Anericas, many
social studies units have a social justice component to them. For example, in therdtgosents
fundraise to buy llamas for families in Peru, in fourth grade stgd®ise money to save a part
of the rain forest, and in fifth grade we raise money to hejprozations that help immigrants.
When students come to me in fifth grade they have already hadricd and powerful
experiences with school and tend to be curious and engaged students.

In regard to experiences with reading, by the time studente §j&h grade they are used
to choosing their own trade books to read and reading in both langicegesmework each
night. Each classroom has a classroom library (often supplementedrking with the
Rochelle Lee Fund) and the students are encouraged to check theseliooRéhat is new in
fifth grade is the required reading of several whole-classlsioMe fourth grade students read
two informational books as a class, but in fifth grade we tend to fmecd&tional whole-class
novels. This year we are going to study six whole-class ndheé in each language. When
not reading whole-class novels, students are reading selfesklécioks, magazines, and
newspapers.

| started the school year with 22 students, but in November one student transfexred, whi
left me with 21 students. Thirteen are English-dominant, fivé&Spenish-dominant, and three
are equally comfortable with both languages. One of my Spanish-dunsin@ents is new to
the country and starting to learn English, which means she didritipate in the English
language discussions. All of my students could participate in Spanish languagsidiss. The
majority of students have a positive outlook towards reading, butaiteeynore heterogeneous
when it comes to scoring on standardized testing. The resulke @tanford Learning First
assessment given out in October 2005 and January 2006 are given inclvendptable. The
Chicago Public Schools introduced Learning First in the fall 2005.is & new Reading
assessment for students in grades 3 — 8, and it will be adnedistethe fall, winter, and spring
of each year. According to the parent report, the purpose dfeduming First is to “provide
teachers and educators with timely and useful information about stpéeftrmance in

Reading”.

October 2005 January 2006
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Score of above 70% on the reading 10 out of 20 students 7 out of 20 students
comprehension (1C) standard of the test (50% of students) (35% of students)
Score of 50% to 70% on the reading 4 out of 20 students 8 out of 20 students
comprehension (1C) standard of the test (20 % of students) (40 % of students)
Score of below 50% on the reading 6 out of 20 students 5 out of 20 students
comprehension (1C) standard of the l‘est (30% of students) (25% of students)

By the time my students get to me in fifth grade they tme@atkemany opportunities to talk
about books with each other and the teacher. In the primary gradesltbeussions most often
takes the form of the teacher reading aloud to the students, and gskistions during or after
the book is finished. As far as | know, for most students fiftllayia when they experience
what it’s like to form a whole-class circle or rectanghel garticipate in formal discussions like

the ones I've structured for my class.

Toolsand Data

Discussion exit dlips

One of the first things | had to do was to get the students thinking about different
elements of a discussion. Early in the research process | had students coisplston exit
slips. The exit slip had open-ended questions like “What did you notice?”, “What was dbne wel
in the discussion?” and “What was not done well or could be improved?” These are the notable
results of the first discussion exit slip.

Responses to “What was done well?” Responses to “What could be improved?
» 8 out of 31 comments were about e 17 out of 32 comments referred to the
students paying attention and listening need for the speakers to use a louder

to one another. voice.

e 6 out of 31 comments were about

1)

students doing a good job ignoring th

camera.

Video reflection sheets
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After watching the videos (I recorded portions of discussions in November, Felandry
April) the students filled out video reflection sheets. My students requesteudetinattch each
video twice: the first time they just absorbed it and laughed at themselagschaght on
screen; the second time they settled down and answered questions like “What Ve&rfuwelt
could be better”, “What surprised you?” and responded to a section for other comments.

On the first video reflection sheet in November, the category with the most cisnime
“What went well?” was that the volume was louder than before. Under “What could b&@’bette
two categories had the most comments. Sixteen out of 42 comments were about how students
shouldn’t be playing and 11 out of 42 were about getting better at ignoring teeacabnder
“What surprised you?” most comments had to do with the widespread playing around for the
camera. The comments | wrote in my video reflection sheet were similae tlass’s
comments. | was completely surprised by the amount of goofing off (makieg, faaving side
conversations, playing with hands) that most of the students did when the camera was on them
These are things | had totally missed while the actual discussion was takiel After
watching the video twice, | didn’t mention this inappropriate behavior to the clagssovfee
students said, “Now you know (about the playing around)” and “Are you mad, teaditedpi’t
respond to these questions, because at this point in the project | wanted to nalyexyplmier
rules and expectations, and instead wanted to have the students realize standssdssidmli
behavior for themselves. Instead of being mad, | was very proud of them for houslsettey
watched the video the second time around and filled out the video reflection sheet.

On the second video reflection sheet in February, the category with the mostrtemme
for “What went well?” was once again that the volume was louder (11 out of 26 comments). |
agreed that this was a positive, since during the first discussion we had back iroNiotlesn
lack of appropriate volume was the most immediate area we had to improve upon. In “What
could be better?” 9 out of 24 comments referred to the need for everyone to have a chance to
participate instead of having a small group of people dominate the conversatisnvasta
major issue especially after the February discussion, because it viiast tti@e the class had
agreed to take turns like adult book clubs and dinner conversations, and not to raise hands.

After watching the April video, | had the students fill out a self-asserssof
performance sheet instead of a regular video reflection sheet. | explalatafynder the

“Self-assessment performance sheet” of this “Tools and Data” section.
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Guideline checklist

After the students had had some experience noticing elements in a discusitiom |
needed to create a guideline checklist. |led a brainstorm session in Jarwiaich | selected
four categories: “Listeners”, “Speakers”, “Taking turns”, and “Whashauld talk about”. |
then presented the categories to my students and had them give me suggestions for our
discussion guidelines. | didn’t offer any of my own guidelines or reject atheofsuggestions.
| did help reword some of their suggestions so they were more clearly underst@ostudents
and | ended up with 15 guidelines, such as “Don’t talk while someone is talking” or “Dortit touc
or play with friends or objects”. They mentioned some guidelines that | had not thbaght a
beforehand or had never taught them in minilessons during current event discussions. F
example, they included guidelines such as “Speak clearly and slowly”, “Look tiedlgext the
speaker”, “Don’t laugh unless the speaker says something funny”, and “Ev@aicgates”.

The students and | used the guideline checklist after each of the next énederkt
discussions. Each person had to select two items that he/she thought went well sgardgwo i
that could be better. | used the checklist to have a written reminder for studehts @fev
agreed up to this point and to make it easier for me to tabulate the resultsa disiewssion |
would tabulate which two guidelines from each category were chosen most ofterclasthe

The following table shows the results.

What went well? What could be better?

“Charles” on 1/26/06 *Speaks loud enough for all to hearDon’t touch or play with friends
*We talk about the book or topic ator objects.

hand. *Everyone patrticipates.

“Eleven” on 1/31/06| *Speaks loud enough for all to heabon'’t interrupt someone.

*We talk about favorite parts, *Don’t talk while someone is
questions, comparisons, and talking.
connections.

“Geraldine Moore, | *Speaks loud enough for all to hearDon’t talk or interrupt while
the Poet” on 2/10/06 *Everyone follows the way we someone else is talking.
agreed to take turns. *Don’t touch or play with friends

or objects.
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Rubrics based on guideline checklist results

| then used the guideline checklist results to create rubrics to assessgraspm the
two most selected items in each category. For example, after the idisafgbie short story
“Charles” | created a rubric using the two guidelines most cited bglde as having gone well:
"Speaker speaks loud enough for all to hear” and “We talk about the book or topic at hand”. It
also included two guidelines most cited by the class as needing improveraetit@fiCharles”
discussion: “Listeners don’t touch or play with friends” and “Everyone partisipatelecided
to only use the two most selected guidelines instead of the entire list of 15rpsdedia way
for students to get better at evaluating the whole-class’s performancgiby adention only to
a few manageable criteria. The class evaluated themselves usiypéhes tubric on two
occasions. The rubric was scored on a 1 to 4 scale, as follows:

1: A few people followed the guideline - below expectation.

2: Some people followed the guideline - almost meets expectation.

3: Almost everyone followed the guideline - meets expectation.

4: Everyone in the class followed the guideline — above expectation.
The students were used to using this 1 to 4 scoring rubric from other classroom assigmuie

their report card grades. Below is the average score for each guteline rubrics.

What went well? What could be better?

After the “Eleven” | *Speaks loud mough for all to hearn *Don’t touch or play with friends

discussion on Score: 2.95 or objects. Score: 2.5

1/31/06 *We talk about the book or topic at*Everyone participates. Score:
hand. Score: 3.15 2.3

After the “Geraldine | *Speals loud enough for all to heg *Listeners pay attention to the

Moore, the Poet” Score: 3.5 speaker and don’t touch or play

discussion on *Speaker talks about favorite partswith friends or objects. Score: 2|1

2/10/06 guestions, comparisons, and *Listeners don’t talk or interrupt
connections. Score: 2.5 while someone else is talking.

*Everyone stays focused by talkingScore: 1.9
about the topic we are supposed tc*Everyone participates. Score:

be discussing. Score: 2.6 2.3
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Videotape analysis

In addition to having the students watch the videotapes with me, | reviewed the
videotapes on my own. When | watched each of the videos | paid attention to whaelient w
and what needed to be better. Reviewing the videotapes helped me reflect on wdlat my
should be and what kinds of minilessons my students needed.

| transcribed the February video (our text was “Geraldine Moore, the Poet”) maorde
take a look at the participation levels and code the types of support used by thes tege
personal connections, and background knowledge). | found that 3 students dominated the
conversation, they each participated between 13 to 15 times. Nine students sdithgomet
between 2 to 5 times. One student participated once, and 7 students never spoke to the whole
class once during the discussion session. | looked at the different types of sumpbyt tinge
students and saw that the majority of the time was spent using text support. Byehis |
referring to specific parts of the text or talking about general everts stary. | counted three
instances of students using background knowledge to try to connect ideas to this sterg. Onc
student referred to the author Shel Silverstein, stating that the maintehafamur story did not
intentionally create a poem, unlike Silverstein. Another time a student argued ricaithe
character actually creating a poem, since she knew that a poem “doesnt Hawae or
anything” (we had studied freeform poetry earlier in the year). Ansthdent brought in her
background knowledge by arguing that although the main character did not intentiozetityacr
poem, she still created one, just like the main character in the Sharon Creech bodkdtove
Dog. Only twice did students use personal connections as a way to make their points. Once a
student said that unlike the main character, he would have demanded more money te tike car
a neighbor’s dog. Another time the same student who said she knew poems didn’t have to rhym
said “Yeah, mostly all our poems didn’t rhyme. My sister, oh my god, she sagspgbam has
to rhyme”.

For the last video in April | decided to make a T-chart with the categoriest“Wéra
well?” and “What could be better?” and also focus in and pay attention to 4 students and notice
their contributions to the discussions. | decided to focus in on Flor, Jimmy, Nini, andlCityst
chose Flor because she is usually a quiet, shy student; the type of student who might be

intimidated in a whole-class discussion session. | chose Jimmy becaused teaatow more
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about his comprehension level. He has struggled with decoding most of his schooheareer:
was retained in second grade because his reading skills were low, and wasetidag March
2006 with a reading learning disability. | chose to follow Nini because slse’s&hy and quiet
student. She almost never speaks during a whole-class discussion, yet ligizedintith how
much she spoke during a half-class discussion about a current events artaned to

investigate why there was such a noticeable difference in her rate oifgaidin. | wanted to
know more about Crystal because she appeared to be very aware of the guidehges duri
discussion: she’d point out when someone ignored a guideline, yet she wouldn’t stop herself
from doing inappropriate things.

During this April discussion session Flor and Nini were both attentive and in bleadra
appropriate behaviors. Neither of them participated by saying somethingwbdlesclass,
except when we did a sweep of the class in which each person had to answer the same ques
Crystal, on the other hand, had a mixture of appropriate and inappropriate behavioesshiewic
participated by answering a classmate’s question and most of the timalsteweas listening
by looking at the speaker. However, on several occasions she would do things that were
counterproductive to the discussion. For example, at the beginning of the sessiontshiagvas
to let a classmate know he wasn’t supposed to have water bottles out. She mads tgelsim
and finally said “No water bottles!” before turning back to look at the spealater in the
session she was banging on her desk and loudly said “SH!” and “Stop fighting!” &smate.

On these occasions she was likely trying to help the group by pointing out inapprograt®ibe
in others, yet her behaviors came across as distracting. At timaal@ige had inappropriate
behaviors of her own, for example, playing with a pencil, tapping it on her desk, and talking
classmate while someone else was talking to the group.

Jimmy participated six times during this discussion session. He answeresi othe
guestions in a variety of ways, demonstrating he was carefully responding taskimates. For
example, once he said, “I disagree with Gemini and agree with Angela becaoserBg mean
to people cause he wants to be in control.” At a different time there was an exaitAnge
Yoshi, who asked why Byron (a mean character) rescued his own brother from drowning.
Jimmy argued that saving your brother’s life had nothing to do with how you normesityybur
brother. He then used personal support to compare the situation to his own family. Another time

he put himself into a character’s situation in trying to answer a classngatestion about why
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Byron invented the part about garbage trucks picking up frozen Southern people fronetke stre
Jimmy demonstrated an understanding of the text and how to participate in aiaisdugs
also saw room for improvement in his behavior. At times he had side conversatiorewith t
person next to him, put his head on the desk, and played with his hat while other people talked.
Open-ended student reflections

My class and | had a period between mid-February and the end of March wheth we ha
fewer discussions that | had foreseen at the outset of the project. This wasduaitd having
to devote reading instruction time to preparing for and taking the ISAT tesie Be testing
was over at the end of March we were able to resume regular literaturesiissusDuring the

first week of April we had a final discussion about a novel | read aloud to them (Then&/'&o

to Birmingham, 196Band a Spanish novel we were in the midst of reading. Instead of having

them fill out a discussion exit slip with my questions or use the guideline cteckiad them

write open-ended reflections on the conversations. | told them they could include anynt®mme
about the class or themselves they wanted to share, then we talked about their soriheent
reason | had them write open-ended reflections was because | wanted totsbeywvare

thinking, and to have a more open-ended forum for them to tell me about what they felt was
important.

After the discussion about the The Watsons Go to Birmingham, #63indings struck

me as typical of their responses. First of all, many (11 out of 16 responsgsgdssimerical

grades to the discussions. They either gave it an overall grade using sicering rubric we

were used to using or they wrote down some of the guidelines and graded each one iydividual
Second, more than half of the responses commented on their own performance, in addition to or
instead of the group performance. Up to this point in the process, we’'d been assigtasy gr

and commenting on the group’s overall performance. | had decided to do this in orderto foste
an atmosphere of community and to relieve some of the stress the studenfeeh@hgrading

their own performance. Yet on this reflection 9 out of 16 respondents commented on an aspect
of theirown participation and performance that they needed to improve upon - comments that |
found relevant and agreed with. Examples of these comments are: "l thinkdbkt of

avoided playing with my red soda drink”, "This was a good discussion, but | think more people
should talk more (like me). We need to work on paying attention”, and "I think that a lot of

people (including me) were playing with things."
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Self-assessment performance sheet

In April | realized that even though the students had grown in their ability to keow t
difference between appropriate and inappropriate behaviors, they were ongchkely to point
them out in other people than to correct their own inappropriate behaviors. Afteingate

April video of the discussion on the The Watsons Go to Birmingham, 1968 the students

complete a self-assessment performance sheet instead of a videmnefleeet. The major
difference was that this time they had to assess their own individual perfeymestead of the
class performance. | had them use the 1 to 4 scoring rubric to assess theomsalvé® items
on the class’s guideline checklist. | also added these two questions, “Whatymant of
performance are you happy about and plan to continue?” and “What part of youmpeder
are you unhappy about and plan to improve?” For “What part of your performance are you
happy about and plan to continue?”, the category with the most comments was abagt twanti
continue not interrupting other speakers. As a class we had worked for sestoaissels how
to carry on a conversation without raising hands and without interrupting each other. Under
“What part of your performance are you unhappy about and plan to improve?”, 8 out of 14
comments had to do with wanting to improve the amount of participation.
Teacher journal

| also collected data in a teacher journal. In the journal | wrote down mstiangs
concerns, and comments about how the classroom discussions were proceedmig.cludisd
comments on the process of action research, as well as a record of conversathoa with
colleagues and articles I've read. In the journal | also included in-class, matluding

participation data that | took while discussions took place.

Findings
What should my role bein helping students create and carry out discussion guidelines?

Setting up the parameters

As | explained in the Review of Literature section of this paper, one ofratydies was
to be a decision maker in order to set up the parameters for the structure of ussiaisc |
decided to have the following components: 1) The students could ask questions, 2) The students
could support their answers with text-based, prior knowledge, and personal connections, and 3)

We’d try to have a discussion style that was at times natural and at tiatgscah | explain



Rivas, 18

more about the parameters in the “Conclusion” section.

Creating an awareness in students

Aside from my role of deciding the structure for our discussions, | played #hefrol
someone who builds awareness. By this | mean | helped shape how the students thought about
the discussion performances. Now that the school year is ending I'm noticiegliffieeent
phases in the project.

In the first phase, from approximately November to January, | helped my student
become aware that there are various expectations for speakers and listardisgsussion by
having them fill out discussion exit slips and video reflection sheets on whichdl ‘Askat
went well?” and “What could be better”. Then I'd type up their comments, and beanestilts
with all the students, so they could see what others were thinking. The resulssasidreness
helped create the guideline checklist, which we started using in January.

The next phase of awareness was having the students pay attention to evaluating the
class’s performance using the guideline checklist. This phase lasteddmuary to February,
during which we used the guideline checklist on three occasions. When | looked oveulthe res
of the April open-ended student reflection sheet | realized many of the studemgehaalized
the 1-4 scoring rubric we used and assigned a grade to the class’s perfdewandbough |
hadn’t asked them to do this). Eleven out of 16 responses had assigned numerical grades to the
discussions. Nine of these gave it an overall grade using the 1-4 scoring rubrio @hadents
wrote down some of the guidelines and graded each one individually. The students who gave
overall discussion grades to the class were “2”s and “3"s. A “2” nszanépeople followed the
guidelines - the discussion almost met the expectation for our class. A “Bt areast
everyondollowed the guidelines — the discussion met the expectations.

The last phase | see in levels of awareness is noting and impomeiggownbehavior
during a discussion. Once the students were paying attention to what went well anolhat ¢
be better, and were capable of assessing the class’s performancerubing &saw that they
had to get better at monitoring their own individual behavior. Just like Crystal did onlsevera
occasions, | noticed that during some discussions students would point out inappropriate
behaviors in others. Crystal had comments like “Everyone’s having side convefsatidrisio
water bottles!” and “Stop fighting!” Yet she wasn’t always monitoheg own inappropriate

actions. This was typical of the discrepancy | observed in several other stuelergen what
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they knew about expected behaviors and their actual behaviors. | felt | had togatients to
lessen their focus on how the class did as a whole and start focusing on how to improve one’s
own behavior. In this final phase of the project | had them fill out self-aseasperformance
sheets after a discussion and publicly state one thing they wanted to improvesalviesm

Changing my level of direct instruction

Over the course of the project | struggled with how much direstruction | should
provide my students. On the one hand | wanted them to discover and &dtereeffective
content and interactional guidelines without too much of my interventiom orBthe other hand,
as their teacher | had more experience with discussions, assviike influence to shape the
sessions. During the first half of the project from Novembeayutin February | tried to be as
hands-off as possible. During this time | decided not to telstagients what my expectations
and guidelines were. When | presented feedback to them about the idiszusswvas an
aggregate of their responses, not just mine. | knew | did havev@ersome direct instruction
with minilessons on aspects of how effective discussions proceedchasé to do this during
other times of our day. When we had our weekly current eventssdisas I'd start off the
session with a minilesson to raise their awareness for @watlire discussions. In the next
session of this paper | list some of the minilessons | taught.

There have been benefits to being as hands-off as | was dusngribi but there have
also been drawbacks. From the first day, | had to bite my tamgju® point out all the aspects
that weren’t going well, since there were many. Afterectihg on how the discussions were
progressing, at the beginning of March | realized | had to be exmigit with my students. |
needed to be more direct and “teacherly” in pointing out what wagygvell and what we
needed to start or stop doing. | started to teach more minilessauhi@mt-related guidelines,
and at times interrupted the discussions to encourage or discoursgja behaviors. For
example, during one discussion in April, | decided to stop the sessiomaridira noticing too
many side conversations right now, let’s stop doing that and starg @ll our attention to the
one person who is talking to the whole group”.

Which lessonsdo | need to teach in order for my studentsto engage in meaningful
literatur e discussions?

Interactional guidelines
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The heart of my project was that | didn’t impose my expectations of guigddtinéhe
discussions; | wanted the students to notice them for themselves and graduallg beifdrthe
criteria we used to evaluate ourselves. Maloch (1999) found that the transition tstundlers-
centered discussion formats could be “problematic and might require the teatipgort as
student develop new skills related to both the ‘how’ (interactional aspect) and (adatent-
related aspect)” (p. 20). She also found that by making the evaluation criéariatl explicit,
“[it] forwarded students’ discussion expertise” (p. 13).

| don’t think that at the outset of the project | understood Maloch’s recommendation
completely, for this reason | was less direct in my feedback than Itvlzes end of the project.
At the beginning of March | realized that even though my class had improved congptred t
beginning of November and they were aware of the desirable interactional bghanigisome
students were following through and actually meeting my expectations foohHmeihave and
interact during a discussion. For example, I'd taught minilessons on speakgra gsfficiently
loud volume and listeners looking at the speaker, but still, in April too many studests wer
inaudible and not paying attention to the speaker. | think I relied too much on thejrtabilit
notice and correct things for themselves. After going through this projeet Mialoch was
correct in starting that students need the teacher’s support. | realizedeldito have given
more immediate feedback to the class and to individuals — both the positive and negatvie thing
saw.

Below is a list of some minilessons | have taught, sometimes multipgds,tbommmy students.

I've also listed minilessons that | will teach later in the year or Wsd done earlier.

I nteractional norms| had focused on in Minilessons| still needed to do

minilessons (as of 4/24/06)

*Speak with a loud volume. *Do not address your comments only to the
*Listeners’ bodies should face the direction pteacher. (again)

the speaker. *Let others speak — don’t overparticipate and
*Speakers’ eyes should scan the listeners, nalominate the conversations.
just focus on one person in the room (like the*Don’t correct each other's mistakes in a mean
teacher). way.

*Participants should not have objects or *Don’t leave your chair while a discussion is

playthings out during a discussion. going on.
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*Participants should not have side
conversations while someone is speaking to| the
group.

*What to do when two people speak at the

same time.

Content-related quidelines

| have found that some students are more adept at carrying souasibon than others.
Not just in terms of their ability to follow the established iat¢ional norms, but also in sharing,
listening, and furthering their ideas. Some students have surpres&dth their ability to carry
on a sophisticated discussion. They listened carefully to thesjetadd support from the text
and other sources, and connected their ideas to their classrdates’liestimated that 1/3 of my
students can carry on and deepen a conversation with easeeathieé to believe that | needed
to increase the support in this area for the majority of mpgcl8 of my students needed more

explicit lessons and guidance in order to perform well on content-related gusdeline

Content-related norms | had focused on in minilessons (as of 4/24/06)

*Use text references.

*Use textual, prior knowledge, and personal connections to support what you say.
*Understand the difference between factual and interpretive questions.

*Connect your comments to what other people have said by referring to them ljpicigyg).
*Use comments like “l agree with " or “| disagree with

*Don't attack a person or his/her ideas, but maintain a calm tone and demeanor to promate
respectful discussions.

*Ask for clarification if you don’'t understand something, for example “What did younrbga
that?”

How does student reflection and evaluation affect the conver sations?
In order to evaluate the students, | took observational notes and used rubrics developed in

conjunction with the class. The students also evaluated their performance usrgathes
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rubrics. Daniels and Bizar (2005) describe this as a best practice, becadeattsand teachers
become partners in evaluation, instead of the teacher dictating a grade” (p. 247)

After each discussion, the students reflected on how they proceeded by aggnpleti
discussion exit slips, rubrics, or talking about how we did. | also used videotapitgoa$oa
evaluation. Three times this year | videotaped a session and had the studentsenatigos
with me and complete a video reflection sheet. | found that playing back a videotapewoin
discussions created a new role for students, because it allowed them to have tsmee ficsn
the sessions. By this | mean that in addition to being participants, the students haduwagte
from that role and become evaluators. This meant being honest and noticing thethapacnt
well, that we wanted to encourage, and the aspects that could be improved. This inchgled bei
honest even if it meant not putting oneself or the class in the best light. Viewaugapds
helped me notice new things that | had not even been aware of during the actusiatiscus
session. After we viewed the first videotape, 16 out of 42 comments referred to therriked fo
students to stop playing (with people, with objects) during a session. Also, 11 out of 42
comments were about how the students should ignore the camera and not wave and make face
at it. Amany summed it up when she wrote this after the first videotape viéWinigk we
shouldn’t play so much and pay attention to the discussion more.” After filling out the second
video reflection sheet in February, | agreed with my students that our volunmeti@eably
improved. Under “What could be better?”, 9 out of 24 comments referred to the need for
everyone to have a chance to participate instead of a small group of people eldimeinat
conversation. Timmy was honest when he said, “I did well at paying attention amdld c
better at talking more.” Another student said, “At the end we stopped taking turns ad som
people didn’t say anything.” This showed me that | was not the only one concerned with havi
more contributions from all members of the class.

This year | was fascinated by being able to share the burden of evaluationywi
students. | feel they took it seriously and it created a cooperative atmospramifed by the
many “We” statements the students used. After viewing the first videNiapstated, “We
need to fix our silliness”. She didn’t just mention what she had to do, but what the group had to
do in order to significantly improve. After this same session Flor wrote, “I thenkhesuld look
professional. We have to be serious.” This comment is significant to me becaisa skry

serious and well-behaved student, but she was concerned about the group as a wholégnot just



Rivas, 23

performance. After viewing the second videotape Rob said he was surprised by howenuch th
class had improved in using an appropriate volume. He wrote, “We talked louder than the last
discussion.” Other comments that showed me | was not the only one concerned with the
unfolding of the discussion sessions was when students compared current discusSemsU® pr
ones. After viewing the February videotape Jessica wrote, “I think thighedest discussion.”
She was one of the students who did not contribute anything to the whole group, yet sile was st
able to feel herself as part of the group and reflect on the group’s past perfamance

Last year | felt like it was entirely my responsibility to evadutite group’s performance,
because | was not transparent in my evaluation expectations. This yeaehasuzch different,
and | found some of this year’s students took the opportunity to point things out to other
students. They “called each other out” when they saw something they feltagsisally
inappropriate. At one point during the February discussion | videotaped Crydtdllsss is
going horribly”. Towards the end of the discussion she repeated herself, sahiagg “
something to say, this is going horribly, everyone’s having side conversatioagtédd with
her that there were inappropriate behaviors, yet at this time in Febwidrytlwant to interrupt
a discussion, since | wanted them to experience the productive and unproductive beBaviors.
Crystal couldn’t hold herself back, she was visibly bothered by what some of lsenaias
were doing. Another student, Amany, also commented directly to a classayaig,“dimmy,
stop talking, | don’t think you guys should be having side conversations, since most of ds agree
to use this method (of taking turns).” | didn't necessarily agree with the toneyAmad with
her classmate, but | infer that the intention behind her comment was she wan&tddo se
classmate correct an unproductive behavior.
Which strategies help reluctant or nonparticipatory studentstake part in the discussions?

Last year one of the things | noticed was that not everyone regularly spaig tther
discussions. This year | wanted to identify students who were reluctadeah ® the group
during the sessions and try strategies to increase the rate of paoticipat different points in
the year | tried the following strategies:

» Asking students to rate the book in terms of how much they liked it using a 1-4 scale.

The purpose for doing this was for all students to state their opinions and generate

conversation in talking about the rationale for the particular grade. Irdtead
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focusing on the objective side of the story, a student could use his/her subjective
experience to say something during a discussion session.

* At some point in the discussion having a “sweep” around the room, in which each
student had to answer a question quickly. They were typically yes/no or imited
choice answers. The purpose was again, for all students, even those who had not said
a word to the class, to have a chance to speak. This had the potential to generate
conversation, because other participants could ask those reluctant participants to
explain their answers.

» Having students write questions and comments on post-it notes while they were
reading or rereading a text. The purpose of this was for students to come tatblass w
a ready list of topics they wanted to talk about. If students didn’t have any
guestions/comments while reading, | had them take a few moments before a
discussion and generate some.

* In my role as a facilitator | would occasionally call on individuals in tloigyr saying
something like, “Timmy, what do you think about what Yoshi said?” or “Jessica, we
haven't heard from you, what are some of your questions about the book?

* Informally talking to students in order to ask them about their level of partmipati
tried to keep a gentle/non-intimidating tone when asking them about why they hadn’t
spoken up and encouraged them to speak up in the next conversations. The kids were
always receptive to what | had to say and said they’d try to speak up the next time.

After reviewing the participation rate data | have kept in my teacharggurhave to say

that I'm disappointed with how many of my students never or rarely spoke up during a
discussion. In the first part of the project | wanted to capture some baseticpg@on data, in
discussion sessions in which | didn’t use the strategies I've alreadyomahti In a January
discussion about a short story called “Charles”, 6 out of 19 students never spoke up. This is
approximately 1/3 of my class. In spite of using the strategies to encqandigeation, by the
end of my project | still had a substantial number of students who rarely or never spoke
voluntarily (without me calling on them or during a sweep). After consideringhb&wear in
terms of level of participation, | see that my students fall into three dexa¢egories. Three of
my students could sometimes participate a lot, maybe even too much. Another 9 shatedts s
their thoughts and questions occasionally, which was appropriate for the sessiemsstT
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another 9 students, rarely or never spoke up voluntarily during the discussions. To me this
indicates that the strategies | used weren’t enough; | know that raextlyave to be more
focused on encouraging these reluctant individuals. [ think | have to work more elitbel
them, and incorporate smaller sized discussions and individual coaching. | exglaitittle
more in my next steps part of the Conclusion.

What isthe correlation in reading comprehension as observed in whole-class discussions

and that measured by standardized tests?

| focused on English reading comprehension for this project because the staaddardiz
reading tests are in English and the data | used in this project was from woitkirignglish
texts. All of my students except one can read in this language. When my ers#eead
Spanish texts | used other teaching techniques instead of discussion, because manhynyor
students needed basic vocabulary support. My students took three Learning [6lirs) Fesas
this year (in October, in January, and in May) and the lllinois Standards AchigvE€est in
March. As of June 5th | only have the results for the October and January Ldarsiinegsts,
therefore | will use data from these two tests to compare four studentss sadrow |
interpreted their reading comprehension in whole-class discussions. Thestlmntst describe
are the same four students whose participation | reviewed in the “Videotapsisiralpsection
of the “Tools and Data” portion of this report. | determined comprehension during thesUsg
the students’ participation and comments.

Standard 1C is “Comprehend a broad range of reading materials” on the Learsting Fir
Reading test. This is the standard that | will focus on in this report bec@igeitmost relevant
one to my project. The test results for my class were reported to me in thsedhese who
answered 70% or more of the questions correctly, those who answered between 50% and 70% of
the questions correctly, and those who had answered less than 50% of the questions correctl
Crystal
On the October administration Crystal answered 70.6% of these questions (usesut@ mea
standard 1C) correctly, and 91.7% of these reading comprehension questions on thent@st gi
January. | can't accept that the test alone measures reading comehenseveral reasons.
One of these reasons is that it is a small sample of passages and questibmsakbgit
difficult to generalize comprehension to a broad variety of reading mateAaother reason is

that it is highly improbable in real life to go from understanding approximafiéty of what you
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read to approximately 92% of what you read in 3 months, like Crystal's scoressugg
Regardless of my doubts about the test’s validity, | interpret the resultatotheg according to

this test Crystal has good comprehension skills, because she is in the overetifrycdn
classroom discussions | have also observed Crystal to have good comprehensioeskidghe s

| recorded Crystal didn’t generate her own questions, but was often wilargstver those of
others’, even though she sometimes got frustrated when others didn't get hethesmponses.

In spite of occasional disruptive interactional behaviors, she demonstrateahdimea again to

be able to listen to classmate’s questions and respond to them with reasonabétatitergr In
Crystal’s case | see a positive correlation between her comprehensieasisred on a
standardized test and as observed during literature discussion participation.

Jimmy

| see a negative correlation between Jimmy’s comprehension as measthredvio tools. In
classroom discussions Jimmy contributed to the conversations by answerintatggsanswers
and on occasion asking his own questions. His responses demonstrated an understanding of the
factual events in a story as well as an understanding of the characterstiomivén

discussions he at times referred to comments his classmates had made engechdiem with

his own interpretation. At times he used textual, personal, and prior knowledge suppaifiyto just
his ideas. Jimmy is a student who continues to have difficulty decoding certain udrdgen

he has the opportunity to be read to, or read with a partner, or talk about the texts lasee he h
good comprehension of them. Yet, on a test like the Learning First he didn’t scoveslevy

the comprehension standard. On the October administration Jimmy answered agphpxim

18% of these questions correctly, and approximately 33% of these reading lvemsjpe

guestions on the test given in January. According to these numbers he scores in thietowes
(below 50%) in comprehension.

Nini

The correlation between Nini’'s reading comprehension as measured on a staddesdiand in
discussions is harder to determine. On the October administration Nini answered6th&%
standard 1C questions correctly, and 66.7% of these reading comprehension questioresbn the t
given in January. Both times she was in the Learning First’s middle tieh) Winirpret to

mean according to this test she had average comprehension skills. It would bethakpdéuh

breakdown of the types of questions Nini had trouble with, but the test results are ndhigive
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way. In class literature discussions Nini almost never participate# to@sestion or respond to

a classmate’s question. When we did a sweep of the room she would answer, but never did she
offer her thoughts independently. This is why it’s difficult for me to know whawsise
understanding based solely on discussion participation, and therefore there is no positive nor
negative correlation in what | was attempting to measure. I've talked t@bbni her

participation in class, and know that at times she felt too intimidated to talk tdtie group

when others were talking at once and she didn’'t want others to talk louder than her. Since
February my class agreed to have discussions without anyone raisirtgatigsy but one of the
drawbacks of this system is that quiet, less aggressive students like Nirnnsesrggt

overshadowed by louder voices. In order to assess her reading comprehension’'ve class

relied on other assessments such as individual reading conferences with hegraampalork,

and read-aloud interactions.

Flor

Flor's case is very similar to Nini's in that she did not participate enough dhergerature
discussion sessions for me to find a correlation to her standardized test comprebema. On

the October administration of the test Flor answered 76.5% of the 1C questionsyc@nelct!

25% of the 1C questions in January. This means that on the Learning First assslssmemnit

from being in the top tier (above 70%) to the lowest tier (below 50%). This reminds riteethat
score a particular student receives on a test can vary, depending on a numbersof Tée test

is supposed to show progress over time in one skill, but in Flor's case it shows that shecanswe
fewer questions correctly during the second administration. | don’t think | cathe&akeores on

this type of reading assessment as an accurate measure of what FloandderSbes she
understand approximately 77% of what she reads, or 25% of it? |interpretabaiée to mean

that she answered 77% and 25% of the questions correctly, not understands what she reads 77%
and 25% of the time. She is not consistent in answering questions about reading pakgages, w
could be caused by a multitude of factors. These could include not feeling well $ectre
administration, not understanding key vocabulary, the passages or the questions couldrhave be
more convoluted the second time, or perhaps she was less motivated to carefulhecheck
responses. | don’t know what caused Flor’s scores to drop so drastically, but | do knibw tha
want to measure her reading comprehension | have to rely on other assessmexas)ple

individual reading conferences, small group reading sessions, and written redpditseature.
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As a result of what I've noticed about four of my student’s comprehension in the
Learning First reading assessment and during literature discufgsmneme to believe that |
can’t relyexclusivelyon standardized test scores discussion sessions. When it comes to
reading comprehension numbers don'’t tell the whole story, in this situation the dized &est
scores and the participation levels. In Crystal’s case there was a pasitelaton between the
reading assessment and the discussion contributions, in Jimmy’s case themegasve
correlation (demonstrated better understanding in discussions), and in Nini's dad&des
there was no correlation (yet still demonstrated better understandingdarsiaed testing
compared to almost zero contributions in discussions). Does failure to participtaeature
discussions mean a student has low comprehension of a story? It depends on the student;
sometimes they are not participating because they don’'t understand partdafthed
sometimes they are not participating due to other reasons. | believe thatyicasas, even
when a student does not contribute to the class he or she is benefiting from listertiregs’
ideas.

Instead of trying to pinpoint a student’s comprehension ability with one type otwctivi
or assessment, | found that | have to use a variety of tools in order to crezteeagiiwhat a
student is comprehending as he or she reads. These tools can include litei@igssods,
written responses to literature, participation during read-alouds, individual geaatiferences,

guided reading groups and informal observations of the interactions in readimgy glaps.

Conclusions

Hybrid model decisions

When | did the literature review in the fall, before my class started hasgudar
literature discussions, | was hopeful my choices for a hybrid model (takiegtaf RDM and
literature circles) would work for me and my class. | didn't make it thesfof my research to
see how students asking questions, having both textual and personal support, and nurturing
objective and subjective experiences affected the discussions. Yet, basedefliectigns in
my journal and discussion experiences | am confident that the parametersd stsedttire the
discussions worked in my classroom.

It's been a positive experience for me share control of asking questions ystiuadents.
| have found they’ve asked relevant questions that | would have asked anyvexarfgle,

when Gemini asked “So does Geraldine want to be a poet or doesn’'t she?” during ourodiscussi
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of “Geraldine Moore, the Poet”. Or when Jimmy A. asked “Is Byron good or bad?” during our

discussion of The Watsons Go to Birmingham, 196felt less stressed prior to a discussion,

knowing that even without a list of my questions my students and | would find a lot to talk about
Of course, there were times when the students took the conversations in a diridmirfind

overly important to understanding the story, but | accepted it as issues theatimattifth-

grader’s mind. For example, during the “Geraldine Moore, the Poet” the stutdgmets s

grounded in the story and talked for about a minute about whether it was fair for Getaldi

take care of a neighbor’s dog twice a week for a dollar. During this yeagarch project |

didn’t analyze the types of questions my students asked (because | focused ospettis),dut

| know that the students’ questions were a mixture of factual and interppatee | feel they

were almost always relevant and focused on understanding parts of the stories.

Allowing my fifth graders to integrate text-based, prior knowledge, arsbpal
connections has also been a good choice for my class. On two of the three occasiorstimewhic
students selected two guidelines that we did especially well during a disctiesy chose
guidelines that referred to our ability to stay on task (like “We talk about the book oatopic
hand” and “We talk about favorite parts, questions, comparisons, and connections”). In the
“Videotape analysis” subsection in the “Tools and Data” part of this repgeddribe how the
class mainly used text-based support, but also occasionally brought in prior knowledge and
personal connections to make their points during the discussion of a short storyderctmsi
discussion typical of our discussions in terms of the type of support they used. Thérefore
opening up what we could talk about enriched, rather than detracted from, our conversations

By nurturing both objective and subjective types of experiences during the diasuss
believe this year’s discussions have been more enjoyable for more of my studehtgreinskee
myself going back to the old way | led discussion sessions last year.

Thetrade-off

This year has taught me something about the trade-off in negotiating part of my
instruction. Instead of setting out the guidelines | thought were importantfastitscussion
session, I've tried to let my students gradually gain awareness and ib8iyan3 he majority
of the time it has been frustrating to me, because as a teacher I'm usedng aadncorrecting
inappropriate behavior immediately. | didn’t actually start expliatigring my thoughts about

the progress in the discussion until approximately March. Would my students have grown as
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participants in discussions if | had been more “teacherly” and direct, dnstéstting them
gradually realize things for themselves? I'm not sure, but I've learned ihakecessary to
allow a lot of time if students are to have more control in terms of deciding theliges and
evaluation. As teachers one of the biggest challenges we have is having eneugtfitim all
the things we need to teach. Yet, if | want my students to learn and interhadg=edt their
own pace then | have to be comfortable with the process possibly taking longedtlia I
Successes

After reflecting on my students’ progress this year | feel there heme $ome successes.
Some students take literature discussions seriously and as a class haveay liot tives
discussions. My fifth graders have an interesting dynamic in terms ofitpand immaturity.
They can be mature and independent in their thinking, yet they can also besgxpiayful and
young and act “inappropriately”. | have seen this dynamic play out in the simesisand have
realized that | have high expectations in terms of the level of maturity aadrdaability | ask of
my students. Overall, though, the students have met my expectation in terms of tedahg &
discussions seriously. Yes, often they still play with water bottles and havelistinecting and
inconsiderate behaviors, but the level with which they can handle the content duriogs se
literature discussions is impressive. A few months ago one of my friends thasevivhile |
was reviewing the February videotape of a discussion session. He was astouheeahioyunt
of conversation my fifth graders were able to carry on. They can answgueasions, and carry
on a conversation by asking their own questions and sharing their own comments abotd.the tex
This class has never been accused of holding back (in fact, quite the opposite), thmidiéairto
have harnessed some of their conversation ability to explore our thinking about books.
Next steps

| know I've grown as a result of undertaking this year-long project, and sssfmy
improving upon what I've done this year. For my next steps, | envision:

» Starting the discussions earlier in the year, and using this teaching tecmuicgieften
with other subjects. There are so many different levels to having literasaressiions
with fifth graders, and I'd like to explore more of them. Next year I'd likddvote
more time to analyzing the types of comments students have during a i&eratur
discussion, as well as the types of questions they have. I'd like for us to see ohodels

both student and adult discussions. | think I'll be able to go further in exploring
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discussions, and be better prepared for the ISAT preparation interruption.

» Using a variety of discussion sizes. Whole-class discussions can bégresxt year
I'd like to explore smaller-sized discussions. This year there were a afuptees
when we had half-class discussions, and | saw how in this setting more studehts coul
share their contributions. I'd also like to mix in small group discussions, in order for
students to have more independence and share their contributions in a less-ingmidat
setting.

» Having individual discussion conferences like | do with reading and writing workshops
Yes, this could be time-consuming, but | see the benefits of having students have
individual sessions with me to discuss their progress and brainstorm solutions to
roadblocks/difficulties they have as participants in discussions. Confereaze an
atmosphere of intimacy and cooperation that I'd like to explore, in order to see how they

impact my students progress in this area.

Policy Recommendations

Based on my yearlong project, | have four policy recommendations. The firat is t
teachers have more opportunities to have professional development focused onrfgcilitati
literature discussions. Like with any other instructional model, teacherstterme good
professional development thaffisxible and supportive of the teachers’ needs. My first
experience with facilitating discussions was RDM. Because of that prdggained a
foundation, a framework with which to start evaluating discussions. Of cowsendide
adaptations in order to have literature discussions that work for me and my class, lhas thi
only been possible as a result of having the RDM foundation. Participating in RDM was a
voluntary decision; | decided to commit to out-of-school time sessions. | think it waatlyg
benefit other teachers to have a chance to learn about facilitating cecugsether it be at
school-wide professional development sessions or sessions outside of regular school hours.

Limiting class size is essential in order for teachers to provide moredudiiaed
assessment and instruction in literature discussions. My school limite @4etudents, and
this year my class had 21 students, which is smaller than normal. Having 21sstodéatit
possible to have productive whole-class discussion sessions. The more students there ar

room, the more difficult it is to have active participation and negotiate the guadelivith my
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small class | was more effective in assessing and supporting the stihdentsvould have been
with a larger class.

| also recommend that students have the opportunity to demonstrate reading
comprehension in a variety of ways. | found that neither standardized testrsmores
participation in literature discussions gives a complete, accurate paftwieat a student
understands. Teachers and school district policy makers have to understandhbes tesed to
use a variety of assessments to determine what a student comprehends and lodve lpetbtet
student comprehend more of what he or she reads. | think it's not helpful to rely so beavily
standardized test scores to determine at what level a particular studerglemagrwhat he or
she reads.

My last recommendation has to do with providing all teachers access to arre>csit
evaluative tool: video recording equipment. | have benefited from having easytacaes®
recording equipment at my school. Videotaping discussion sessions has gipatlynmg
class. Students have had a different perspective to evaluate the clask&iramar
performance in the discussions. It's also helped me reflect upon and angligaching
practices. Many times after teaching a lesson or a unit I've wistmald press the rewind
button and do something differently. With a videotape, teachers can litera$theerewind
button, see things in a multitude of ways, reflect upon them, then improve instruction in the

future.
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