Chapter 2: Understanding Children’s Response to Literature

CHAPTER SUMMARY AND OUTLINE
Children respond to literature in several ways. They vary in their interests and preferences for particular books due to differences in age, gender, intelligence, environment, social factors, and self-concept based on developmental stage. Children respond to books based on physical and mental growth factors. Studies in physical, cognitive, language, moral, personality, and story concept development offer knowledge that can be adapted to the use of books with children. A number of studies of the theory of response to literature have implications for the use of literature with elementary school children. Several types of responses are adaptable to work with children. Developmental changes in children’s response to literature are potential guidelines for teachers and librarians. Research studies suggest ways responses can be elicited and how teachers can keep track of the responses.

I. READING INTERESTS AND PREFERENCES

A. Age and Gender Differences

B. Other Determinants of Interest

C. Explaining Children’s Choices

II. GROWTH PATTERNS THAT INFLUENCE RESPONSE

A. Physical Development

B. Cognitive Development

C. Language Development

D. Moral Development

E. Personality Development

F. Guides for Ages and Stages

III. RESPONSE IN THE CLASSROOM

A. Theories of Response

B. Types of Response

C. Interpreting Children’s Responses


1. Recognizing Patterns of Change

2. Younger Children (Preschool to Primary)

3. Children in Transition (Primary to Middle Grades)

4. Older Children (Middle Grades to Middle School)

D. Collecting Children’s Responses

ASSISTING STUDENT LEARNING

INTRODUCTION

· Note the outline of major topics at the beginning of the chapter. Use these to organize your thinking about the information that is presented.

· Find several meanings of “response to literature” discussed in this chapter.

READING INTEREST AND PREFERENCE

· Determine the topics and literary elements that, over the years, have been of interest to children.

· Note conclusions about age and sex differences that have been shown historically by research to be characteristics of children’s interests in books.

· Find the caution that is stated in regard to sex-role stereotyping about children’s interests.

· Learn the effects of the following factors on children’s reading interests:

a. intelligence

b. illustration

c. accessibility

d. peer recommendations

GROWTH PATTERNS THAT INFLUENCE RESPONSE

· Draw a conclusion regarding the relationship of knowledge about physical development and the use of books with children.

· Explain how the use of children’s books can be related to Piaget’s theory of cognitive stages and to Vygotsky’s theory of growth.

· Note the caution that is given regarding cognitive stage theory and literature use.

· Give a generalization about the use of children’s books based on the information gleaned from theories of language development.

· Explain what is meant by varying moral complexities in children’s books.

· Find a major implication for the use of children’s books based on the information gleaned from theories of cognitive development.

· Distinguish features of the three stages in the process of becoming based on theories of Erikson and Maslow that are in the realm of elementary school children and therefore relevant to children’s books. How might these be different according to Gilligan’s work?

· Become acquainted with the “Resources for Teaching: Books for Ages and Stages” chart in order to use it as a reference guide when working with specific groups of children.

RESPONSE IN THE CLASSROOM

· Explain the statement that response to literature is dynamic.

· What are implications for teaching based on the dynamic theory of reader response?

· Britton and Rosenblatt both advocate that readers shift their role in reading. Find an implication for teaching based on that theory.

· Find at least four types of responses to literature made by elementary school children.

· Contrast the differences in the characteristics of response to literature among children in preschool, primary, and middle grades.

· Find a generalization regarding children’s growth over the years in response to literature.

· What caution is given regarding the formal teaching of literature?

· What types of information can teachers and media specialists learn from observing children as they interact with books?

· In what ways can teachers keep track of children’s responses to literature?
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ORGANIZING THE TEXTUAL MATERIAL
COMBINING WITH OTHER CHAPTERS

This chapter fits very well with Chapter 13. Have students skim Chapter 13 simultaneously with this chapter to see how response activities fit into the entire scheme of working in the classroom or school library media center.

PLANNING FOR SPECIFIC AUDIENCES

Undergraduates may need help in linking the information in this chapter to their studies of child development and psychology. Ask them to bring in texts or notes from those courses and review in small groups the knowledge and concepts from those courses.

New graduate students who have not been in touch with practices of whole-language and literature-based curricula may find this chapter foreign to their view of teaching. Encourage them to read in greater depth on these topics. When new graduate students sense that a whole area of study is unfamiliar to them, their frustration level rises. When they are faced with the logistics of finding information about the topic in the university library, the same thing occurs. One way of easing the burden is by having a transportable large cardboard file box fitted with hanging files and organized according to research studies. Place copies of specific issues of Language Arts, Reading Teacher, and other professional publications with pages marked for the research reports. Include selected issues of journals aimed for the class teacher, such as Teacher and Learning, which usually contain very practical articles on the classroom activities. Bring the file box to the college classroom and allow students to borrow these articles between class sessions. This will prove to be a much-used resource in the classroom.

School library media specialists may not see immediate use for knowledge about response to literature. Encourage them to observe teachers who use information from children’s responses. Following the observations, have them interview the teachers for ways in which the library media specialist might be of help. On-site observations usually convince persons of the value of this teaching process.

INTRODUCING THE CHAPTER

Poetry that suggests children’s responses to the world would be appropriate for this chapter. Lee Bennett Hopkins’ Through Our Eyes: Poems and Pictures about Growing Up (Little, Brown, 1992) has several poems that exemplify the feelings that are part of growing up. Becky Bloom’s Wolf (Orchard, 1999) and Sarah Stewart’s The Librarian (Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1995) are books in which characters are avid readers. Either of these would make a nice introduction to the chapter.

TEACHING WITH THE TEXTBOOK

1. DETERMINING CHILDREN’S READING INTERESTS

Give students an opportunity to create an interest inventory instrument and technique that would enable them to learn the interests of specific elementary school students. Ask them to devise an instrument and method of administering that could elicit children’s answers quickly, honestly, and with candor.

Guide students to use the textbook information on age, gender, and other determinants to get ideas for the content of the instrument. For example, they might include items that would refer to animals, humor, action, suspense, and surprise—factors noted over time as having appeal for many students. Other content material might be drawn from currently popular books and from television and movies.

Motivate creativity in the construction of the instrument and technique. It might consist of a short questionnaire, a forced choice between pairs of plot summaries, a selection of two books from six brightly colored preselected jackets, or a sentence completion activity (e.g., “I am happy when . . .” or “When I grow up I want . . .”). Jill M. Stoefen-Fisher (1987) describes a reading interest inventory in “Teacher Judgments of Student Reading Interests: How Accurate Are They?” (American Annals of the Deaf, 135, 252–256). You may want to inform students about computer programs that concern reading interests.

Encourage students to use these tools as they go into classrooms. The actual gathering of information will provide them opportunities to act as researchers learning pertinent information from children.

Evaluation: Note students’ work during the class period by observing their process in developing the instrument. It is unlikely that the project will be completed during the class session, but the planning process will have been put in motion. Judge students on the following points: (a) use of established criteria for content, and (b) selection of unique idea for form. Use the following scale for determining the point on the scale that typifies the student’s performance on each of the two points.

A. USED ESTABLISHED CRITERIA FOR CONTENT

	Not used
	Minimal
	Attempted Use
	Scattered Use
	Good Use
	Excellent Use

	0
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5


B. SELECTED UNIQUE IDEA FOR FORM

	Not Done
	Weak Choice
	Attempted
	Common Choice
	Good Choice
	Excellent Choice

	0
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5


2. SELECTING BOOKS FOR AGES AND STAGES

Use single issues of recent reviewing journals to help students gain feelings of confidence in selecting additional books for the chart “Resources for Teaching: Books for Ages and Stages,” pages 45–54 in the textbook. Bring in recent copies of Horn Book Magazine, School Library Journal, Booklist, and the Bulletin of the Center for Children’s Books so that there are enough copies for students to work in pairs and each peruse one issue. Many of these organizations will send sample copies to distribute to your students.

Direct students to look over the “Resources for Teaching” chart. Have them select one age grouping and read carefully the characteristics and implications for that age range. Have students work in pairs to read reviews in the journal at random and select books that would fit the various categories and therefore supplement the list. Pairs working at the same age ranges could combine their lists.

Reflecting on Methodology: This activity is useful for several reasons. It shows students that the chart is not static but can be enlarged. It also shows the value of well-written reviews that offer guidance for the teacher-reader. Delving into the chart affords students an opportunity to know the various categories and to form a clearer picture of children at differing periods of development.

3. ENCOURAGING TALK ABOUT BOOKS

Bring to class several books that can be read quickly but have interesting ideas worthy of discussion. Examples are books such as Cynthia Rylant’s When I Was Young in the Mountains (Dutton, 1982), Eve Bunting’s Fly Away Home (Clarion, 1991) and Smoky Night (Harcourt Brace, 1994), Paul Fleischman’s Weslandia (Candlewick, 1999), Dear Juno by Soyoung Pak (Viking,1999), Skellig by David Almond (Delacorte,1999), and The Same Stuff as Stars by Katherine Paterson (Clarion, 2002).

Read aloud a chapter from A Single Shard by Linda Sue Park (Clarion, 2001) and engage one group of 4 to 6 students in a discussion while the rest of the class watches and takes notes on the students’ reactions during your procedure. Invite the small-group members to talk about the book freely. Use questions to prompt talk, but be careful to use very open questions that have no right answers. Questions might include: Can you tell about some times in your life when you had feelings similar to the ones shown in this book? What questions did the author use that made the incidents especially significant to you? Tell about some of the episodes that made you feel uncomfortable. What parts of the story had an impact on you?

After the small group has responded, ask the listening portion of the class to share from their notes what they learned about the group members who participated in the discussion. Have the participants verify or argue those perceptions. Discuss the process you used to elicit talking about the book.

Next, divide the class into small groups of 4 to 6, and give each group one of the books you preselected. Have one group member read the book aloud to the group. Then have everyone in the group work together on developing questions for eliciting talk about the book.

If there is time, follow through by having two groups work together reading a book and eliciting talk. Have some group members keep track of the kinds of comments that are made. Discuss the worthiness of the questions in stimulating conversation. If time is limited, have the groups share their questions and discuss the likelihood of stimulating talk with these particular prompting questions.

If they wish to follow up this activity with similar projects in the elementary classroom, they might want to read Children Learning through Literature: A Teacher Researcher Study by June McConaghy (Heinemann, 1990), Listening In: Children Talk about Books by Thomas Newkirk (Heinemann, 1993), Talking about Books by Kathy Short and Kathryn Mitchell Pierce (Heinemann, 1998), Grand Conversations by Ralph Peterson and MaryAnn Eeds (Scholastic, 1999), or Literature Circles: Voice and Choice in Book Clubs and Reading Groups by Harvey Daniels (Stenhouse, 2002).

Evaluation: Students could keep their accounts of observing their fellow classmates and their sample questions based on the group book discussed. Be sure they date the papers; then file them in portfolios kept in the classroom. These early papers can be compared later with other activities in developing questions to use with children.

4. WRITING FREE RESPONSES TO LITERATURE

Provide an opportunity for your students to experience writing free responses to literature. Read aloud a book that will inspire some interesting reflections. Books that would be fruitful for this activity are Bad Day at Black Rock by Chris Van Allsburg (Houghton Mifflin, 1995), Pink and Say by Patricia Polacco (Philomel, 1994), or Goin’ Someplace Special by Patricia McKissack (Anne Schwartz/ Atheneum, 2002). Follow the reading by asking students to take time for thinking about the book. Then select something they want to say and write it. There are no restrictions on what should or should not be written. You might suggest that students write under an assumed name if they will feel uncomfortable with other students reading and categorizing their papers. Collect the written papers.

Introduce the categorized descriptions of reader responses found through the research of Alan Purves and Victoria Rippere and reported in their book, Elements of Writing about a Literary Work: A Study of Response to Literature (National Council of Teachers of English, 1968). Have students work in groups of 4 to 6, sharing their classmates’ writing and sorting it into the categories noted by the researchers. Papers will need to be traded from group to group in order to see a wider spread of types of responses.

When the sorting is near completion, have the students reflect on what they have learned about free response and what use could be made from the information they have gleaned. Questions such as these may bring discussion: How are free response writings worthwhile for children? In what way could a teacher benefit from reading children’s free written responses to literature? Of what value are the Purves-Rippere descriptions to the elementary teacher or school media specialist?

5. DETERMINING THE COGNITIVE LEVELS OF BOOKS

A discussion in the textbook concerns the progression of children’s thinking levels and the cognition levels of the books. Bring to class a group of books that are seemingly easy but have twists that might make their comprehension beyond the cognitive or emotional level of the children who are able to read the words. Have college students read several of the books and figure out a developmental schema showing the ranked levels at which these books might be placed. Discuss the type of thinking necessary in order to have children understand the books.

Books that might be used are Eloise Greenfield’s Grandpa’s Face, illustrated by Floyd Cooper (Philomel, 1988); Mavis Jukes’ Like Jake and Me, illustrated by Lloyd Bloom (Knopf, 1984); The Bone Stranger by Frank Remkiewicz (Lothrop, 1994); Preston’s Goal by Colin McNaughton (Harcourt, 1998); Jon Scieszka’s Squids Will Be Squids, illustrated by Lane Smith (Viking 1998); or Patricia Polacco’s The Butterfly (Philomel, 2000).

The solid test of students’ work is to try these books with children and see their responses to them. Encourage college students to give themselves the benefit of additional experiences such as this.

BOOK CART BOOKS

Bring into your classroom a cart full of sure-fire winners for children. Find books that have received accolades via the many prizes given by children. One widely publicized award is “Children’s Choices” designations from the International Reading Association’s project to select children’s preferences from a group of preselected books. Each year the current list is published in the October issue of The Reading Teacher. A similar list for older students is “Young Adult Choices” published yearly in the Journal of Reading.
WINNERS PICKED BY CHILDREN

Andreae, Giles. Giraffes Can’t Dance. Illustrated by Guy Parker-Rees. Orchard, 2002.

Burleigh, Robert. Home Run: The Story of Babe Ruth. Illustrated by Mike Wimmer. Harcourt Brace, 1998.

Burleigh, Robert. Hoops. Illustrated by Stephen T. Johnson. Harcourt Brace, 1997.

Cannon, Janell. Crickwing. Harcourt, 2001.

Child, Lauren. Beware of the Storybook Wolves. Scholastic, 2002.

Cotton, Cynthia. Snow Ponies. Illustrated by Jason Cockcroft. Henry Holt, 2002.

Creech, Sharon. Bloomability. HarperCollins, 1998.

Del Negro, Janice. Lucy Dove. DK, 1998.

de Paola, Tomie. 21 Fairmont Ave. Putnam, 1999.

de Paola, Tomie. Bill and Pete to the Rescue. Putnam, 1998.

Ernst, Lisa Campbell. Goldilocks Returns. Simon & Schuster, 2001.

Flake, Sharon G. Money Hungry. Hyperion, 2002.

Feiffer, Jules. Bark, George! HarperCollins, 1999.

Fleischman, Sid. McBroom Tells the Truth. Greenwillow, 1998.

Florian, Douglas. Laugh-eteria. Harcourt Brace, 1999.

Hoberman, Mary Ann. Miss Mary Mack: A Hand-Clapping Rhyme. Illustrated by Nadine Bernard Westcott. Little, Brown, 1998.

Keller, Laurie. The Scrambled States of America. Holt, 1998.

Krull, Kathleen. Lives of the Presidents: Fame, Shame (and What the Neighbors Thought). Illustrated by Kathryn Hewitt. Harcourt Brace, 1998.

Martin, David. Five Little Piggies. Illustrated by Susan Meddaugh. Candlewick 1998.

Matthews, Tom L. Light Shining through the Mist: A Photobiography of Dian Fossey. National Geographic, 1998.

McNaughton, Colin. Yum! Harcourt Brace, 1999.

Meade, Holly. John Willy and Freddy McGee. Marshall Cavendish, 1998.

Napoli, Donna. Sirena. Scholastic, 1998.

Naylor, Phyllis Reynolds. Achingly Alice. Atheneum, 1999.

Naylor, Phyllis Reynolds. Alice Alone. Atheneum, 2002.

Numeroff, Laura. If You Give a Pig a Pancake. Illustrated by Felicia Bond. HarperCollins, 1998.

Numeroff, Laura. Monster Munchies. Illustrated by Nate Evans. Random House, 1998.

Palatini, Margie. Zak’s Lunch. Illustrated by Howard Fine. Clarion, 1998.

Pilkey, Dav. The Adventures of Captain Underpants: An Epic Novel. Scholastic, 1997.

Pollatta, Jerry. Dory Story. Illustrated by David Biedrzycki. Taleswind/
Charlesbridge, 2001.

Pullman, Philip. Clockwork: Or All Wound Up. Scholastic, 1998.

Rathman, Peggy. 10 Minutes till Bedtime. Putnam, 1998.

Rowlings, J. K. Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets. Scholastic, 1999.

San Souci, Robert D. Cinderella Skeleton. Illustrated by David Catrow. Silver Whistle/Harcourt, 2001.

Schanzer, Rosalyn. Davy Crockett Saves the World. HarperCollins, 2002.

Schuurmans, Hilde. Sidney Won’t Swim. Whispering Coyote, 2002.

Simmons, Jane. Come Along Daisy! Little, Brown, 1998.

Simon, Seymour. Lightning. Morrow, 1997.

Steig, William. Pete’s a Pizza. HarperCollins, 1998.

Steiner, Joan. Look-Alikes. Illustrated by Thomas Lindley. Little, Brown, 1998.

Thaler, Mike. The Custodian from the Black Lagoon. Illustrated by Jared Lee. Scholastic, 2002.

Thayer, Mike. The Cafeteria Lady from the Black Lagoon. Illustrated by Jared Lee. Scholastic, 1998.

Waber, Bernard. The Mouse That Snored. Walter Lorraine/ Houghton Mifflin, 2001.

Yaccarion, Dan. The Lima Bean Monster. Illustrated by Adam McCauley. Walker, 2002.

Zemser, Amy Bronwen. Beyond the Mango Tree. Greenwillow, 1998.

EXTENDING LEARNING THROUGH AUDIO-VISUAL MATERIALS

“Development.” Part 2 of The Mind, PBS, VHS, 1988. 

This episode from the PBS series The Mind traces the development of the human brain from the fetal stage to age 6.

A Closer Look at Peter Rabbit. Weston Woods, n.d. Sound filmstrip, cassette. 
17 min. Color. Guide. 

Sonia Landers analyzes Peter Rabbit using the technique of close reading.

Grandmas Can Live Longer If They Eat. Appalachian State University, 1984. Videocassette. 28 min. Color. 

Children of various age levels speak spontaneously about their feelings and thoughts related to books.

The Making of a Storybook: Mary Calhoun, Storyteller. Chip Taylor Communications, 15 Spollett Dr., Derry, NH O3038, 1991. Videocassette. 

Elementary school children interview Mary Calhoun, author of popular books for children. Childhood photographs and excerpts of her stories are included with writing suggestions for the children.

The Power of Stories. U.S. distributor, Weston Woods, n.d. 16mm. 17 min. Color. 

An Australian-produced film featuring Maurice Saxby, Clare Scott-Mitchell, and Robbie Wilson who discuss the use of stories, which are demonstrated by parents and teachers. Children’s reactions are included, making this a film that could be used for teaching observation skills.

The Whole Child: A Caregiver’s Guide to the First Five Years. Detroit Educational Television, 2001. VHS. www.pbs.org/wholechild/video.html.

Thirteen half-hour videos taped at working child care centers. The program highlights teaching approaches and interactions with children from multicultural backgrounds and of all developmental levels, including special needs.

I Am Your Child. I am Your Child Foundation, 1997. VHS. 

Six 20–30 minute videos stress the importance of the first three years of life in the healthy development of children.

WEB LINKS LISTED IN STUDENT STUDY GUIDE

Go to www.mhhe.com/huck8e, Chapter 2, to link to these sites.

The Jean Piaget Society

This site includes links to an article describing Piaget’s life work, a short biography, and related sites.

Vygotsky Resources

A collection of links related to the life and theories of Lev Vygotsky. The links include a photo archive, a biography, and resources for teachers.

Doucette Index K–12 Literature-Based Teaching Ideas: An Index to Books and Web Sites

A searchable index of literature-related activities.

Charlotte’s Web


Created by a second-grade class, this site illustrates how students use technology to respond to a book. Included is an ABC Charlotte’s Web picture book, a quotes quiz, chapter summaries, puzzles, and resources for teachers.

Thirteen Exciting Reading Activities for Children


The Children’s Book Council offers 13 activities to introduce children to reading and books.

A to Z Teacher Stuff

This site contains a collection of literature activities indexed by book title. The activities at this site were developed by teachers. Recommended grade levels are included for each selection.

Book Links


Book Links is a Booklist publication targeting teachers, librarians, media specialists, booksellers, and parents. This site features previews of information related to children’s literature that will appear in future issues, two cumulative indexes to Book Links, submission guidelines, and links to other Booklist publications.

Booklist Online


Here you’ll find a current selection of book reviews and articles, a searchable archive of reviews and articles, an ongoing cumulative index to the print version of Booklist, and general information about subscription and other Booklist publications.

The Bulletin of the Center for Children’s Books


Produced by The Center for Children’s Books at the University of Illinois, this site provides an in-depth look at selected new children’s books and trends, a monthly theme-based list of titles, a “quote of the month” from a children’s book, and more.

The Children’s Bookwatch


Created by the Midwest Book Review, this site provides reviews of children’s books, which are categorized primarily by genre and subject matter. You may also access the previous four online issues.

Children’s Literature


This monthly online newsletter provides feature articles, reviews of books by themes, author/illustrator book and bio information, a subscription-based database of children’s books, and more.

Circle Time e-zine: Main Index of Book Reviews


Here you’ll find in-depth reviews of children’s books, which are indexed either by topic, author/illustrator, or title.

The Horn Book


This site features a selection of children’s book reviews, articles, and editorials from current issues of The Horn Book print magazine, as well as general information about the magazine.

The Looking Glass


This electronic journal about children’s literature features a variety of columns, editorials, and scholarly articles; provides guided tours of Internet sites on a topic; highlights innovative projects in the field of children’s literature; explores children’s book illustration and design; features authors and illustrators; and offers much more.

New York Times Books


This site includes the complete Sunday Book Review, daily book-related news and reviews, bestseller lists, a searchable archive of over 50,000 New York Times book reviews, and more.

Notes from the Windowsill


This site is an electronic journal of book reviews reviewed by volunteers and edited by Wendy E. Betts. Annotated bibliographies of books grouped by special interest are included.

Publishers Weekly Online


Focusing on the world of book publishing and book selling, this site provides news, editorials, articles, interviews, and book and software reviews, as well as a section dedicated to children’s literature.

Publishers Weekly Children’s Bestseller List


Here you’ll find reviews of children’s books from Publishers Weekly Children’s Bestseller List.

School Library Journal Online


Primarily targeting librarians who work with young people, this site offers articles, columns, and editorials; indexes to reviews, articles, columns, and editorials from the print magazine; a library Web site of the month as well as links to related sites; and general information about the companion print magazine.

Story Time Review


Story Time Review provides a fun and reliable online guide to the best in children’s books, including reviews on the latest books, award-winning books, news, reading lists, all-time favorite children’s books, seasonal lists, reviews written by kids, and information on children’s book authors and illustrators.
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