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ABSTRACT 

Written responses to reading have been accepted as evidence of the transaction 

between a reader and text. Reading response journals have the special feature of being 

able to “capture” the reader’s thoughts as they occur. As such, they have the potential 

to serve as a form of authentic reading assessment that is used to inform instructional 

decisions. Previous studies of the reading responses of elementary aged students 

analyzed, and at times evaluated, the students’ responses. While they have explored 

the effects of the reader and the context on response they have not examined the 

teacher’s use of response journals as part of the cycle of instruction, assessment and 

reflection. The purpose of this study was to explore the role that reading response 

journals played in the cycle of instruction, assessment and reflection in a fifth grade 

reading classroom.  

Participants in this instrumental case study included a fifth grade reading 

teacher and her students. The six-week data collection period consisted of teacher 

interviews, classroom observations, teacher think-alouds, and document collection. 

Data were compiled and themes, subthemes and patterns were identified. While the 

reading response journals did not play a significant role in the teacher’s assessment 

and instructional decision making for the class as a whole, they were a significant 

source of assessment that affected the teacher’s instructional approach toward 

individual students. Based in part on the reading response journals, the teacher 

classified her students as real readers, emerging readers and nonreaders and 

demonstrated a different teaching approach for each category of students. 
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Results of the study indicated that teachers who know their students as 

individual readers through the use of alternative assessments may be better prepared to 

address the unique needs of their students, because they have qualitative data on which 

to base their instructional decisions. In light of the time constraints that challenged the 

teacher in this study, the researcher proposed that teachers need time to meet with their 

students individually for assessment and instruction purposes. The teacher’s 

assessment of the students’ reading development included affective elements, which 

suggested that proficient reading includes qualities that cannot be objectively 

measured; both skill and aesthetic approach are characteristics of good readers. 

Although the teacher used the students’ reading response journals to learn about her 

students’ reading interests and aesthetic responses to literature, she did not consider 

this information as she planned subsequent instruction. In conclusion, the results of 

this study suggested that the cycle of instruction, assessment, and reflection can only 

be completed if the cycle is approached with intentionality and reflection guides the 

teacher’s instructional decision-making. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

Teachers are faced with a myriad of decisions every day. Many are directly 

related to student learning. Hunter (1984) defined teaching as “the constant stream of 

professional decisions that affects the probability of learning” (p. 169). Such decisions 

are part of the cycle of planning, teaching, assessing, and reflecting. At every part of 

the cycle, an effective teacher must consider the needs of the students as well as 

available time and resources. 

Some of the most common, yet crucial, decisions that teachers make are those 

directly related to planning for instruction. Teachers do a significant amount of 

curricular planning well before they deliver a lesson. State and local education 

agencies provide a standard curriculum of minimum requirements. Some even provide 

a yearlong scope and sequence of the skills to be taught. Other curricular planning 

tools may come from adopted textbook series or instructional programs that direct 

teachers as to when and how to teach each topic and skill. Sometimes, professional 

development meetings provide teachers with ideas that they decide to try in their own 

classes. With such resources as guides, teachers may plan their lessons days or weeks 

in advance. At times, teachers plan their instruction in response to the needs or 

interests of their students. Some plans even emerge or change during the course of 

instruction. 

Teachers have access to various sources of information on which to base their 

instructional decisions. State and school district officials often mandate the use of 
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standardized tests, the results of which may be used to plan for instruction. However, 

end-of-year test results arrive too late for their results to pertain to the current class of 

students. Instead, their results are assumed to be generalizable to the next group of 

students. In contrast, benchmark tests provided by some districts could be used to 

direct a teacher’s focus. A benchmark test is similar in content, length, and 

administration to the high-stakes standardized test and is given around the midpoint of 

the instructional year. Its purpose is to measure the students’ and teachers’ progress 

toward end-of-year goals. Through the disaggregation of the benchmark test data, 

teachers can identify the skills that students have mastered as well as the ones that they 

have not. Unfortunately, a focus on benchmark data and preparation for the actual test 

has the potential to lead to low-level, skills-based teaching and to neglect higher-level 

and affective domains of learning (Winograd, 1994). In addition, while standardized 

test scores can indicate student deficits, they cannot always explain why there is a 

deficit or how it should be approached instructionally (Valencia & Buly, 2004).  

Reading assessment can be especially challenging, since the reading process is 

one that requires simultaneous, largely invisible mental functions. The complex 

process is difficult to assess through the use of closed-ended-question-and-answer 

tasks alone. Teachers must look for alternative ways to understand their students’ 

thinking. By studying the written reading responses of students, teachers could gain 

insight into students’ reading processes.  
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Reflection and Teacher Decision-Making 

 Perhaps in response to high-stakes testing and legislation such as the No Child 

Left Behind Act of 2001 (U. S. Department of Education, 2002), prescribed and 

scripted reading programs have taken a significant amount of decision-making out of 

the hands of classroom teachers, implying that teachers cannot be trusted to make such 

important decisions. Unfortunately, the result can be an unresponsive curriculum that 

assumes that all children will learn in the same way at the same time. In contrast, 

teachers without a prescribed curriculum are free to determine for themselves what 

and how they will teach in response to their students’ needs. Dewey (1933) compared 

reflective thinking to a chain, and described it as a “consecutive ordering in such a 

way that each (thought) determines the next as its proper outcome, while each 

outcome in turn leans back on, or refers to, its predecessors” (p. 4). The reflective 

cycle he describes is comparable to the cycle of planning, teaching, and assessment 

that effective teachers undergo. Reflective thinking works toward a conclusion or a 

goal and begins with a question or a source of uncertainty that compels the thinker to 

acts of inquiry and a search for answers. In the case of teaching, the goal is student 

learning, and the uncertainty comes in discovering students’ strengths and needs.  

 Schon (1983) expanded Dewey’s ideas by introducing the notions of reflection 

in action and reflection on action. Reflection in action occurs when a teacher changes 

her plan in the middle of a lesson. As teachers think back on the success or 

shortcomings of lessons or analyze student data, they are reflecting on action. 
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 Repetitive action and routine can cause a teacher to miss details that may be 

important to future decision-making. Similarly, when teachers are not given the 

freedom to make decisions, they may fail to notice critical information about their 

students. Reflection, however, provides the opportunity to see everyday things in a 

new way, thus allowing teachers to make better decisions. Teachers who base 

instruction on the needs of their students are actively involved in a reflective cycle 

during which assessment data inform planning, and subsequent assessment is directly 

related to that which was taught. For these teachers, reflective thinking is essential to 

their practice. It informs how they will teach, assess, and adjust in response to 

students’ particular needs and interests. 

Determining Levels of Instruction 

In many school settings, teachers rely heavily on the results of standardized 

tests when making curricular decisions for students. In fact, test results commonly 

determine which students receive special services, which classes the students will be 

required to take, and what books they will read. Of course, the scores also determine 

which students will not receive special services, which classes they will be excluded 

from, and which books they will be discouraged from reading. The alternative to such 

a limited view of students is for teachers to employ reflective thought, both thinking in 

action and thinking on action, to determine a child’s appropriate instructional plan; 

thus, one of the most important ongoing decisions that teachers make is the suitable 

level of instruction for students. 
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The Zone of Proximal Development 

The most effective teaching takes place in a student’s zone of proximal 

development. Vygotsky (1978) defined the zone of proximal development as “the 

distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent 

problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through 

problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (p. 

85). Tasks that exist in the zone of proximal development would be too difficult for 

the learner to complete independently. They represent skills that are in the process of 

maturation and require the assistance of a teacher or capable peer. The zone 

“encompasses several levels of tasks including both the previous steps and the next 

steps” (Dixon-Krauss, 1996, p. 16). In order to teach within a student’s zone of 

proximal development, teachers can scaffold instruction. Teacher responses that 

provide scaffolding can vary from explicit directives to vague hints or suggestions, 

depending on the needs of the learner (Dixon-Kraus, 1996; Miller, 2002). Rather than 

assuming that the zone is static, teachers must constantly assess students during 

instruction to determine the most effective level of instruction and where support is 

needed.  

Assessment 

Since traditional assessments tend to measure discrete sub-skills that are easy 

to test with multiple-choice questions, more emphasis is put on these skills during 

instruction (Stiggins, 1995; Winograd, 1994). Test results provide numerical reports of 

skill deficits, but do not necessarily give teachers the information they need to make 
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instructional decisions. For example, in a study conducted by Valencia and Buly 

(2004), students failed a standardized reading test but not all for the same reason. 

While some needed help with word recognition and phonics, almost half of the 

students needed intervention for other skills such as vocabulary or comprehension. 

Moore (2003) found that standardized tests were limited in measuring skills and were 

especially limited in assessing “student attitude and behavior changes” (p. 21). 

Clearly, test scores alone cannot provide teachers with a picture of the whole learner.  

Unlike standardized tests, classroom assessment provides an opportunity for 

teachers to continually evaluate students’ progress in a more holistic manner. Referred 

to at times as alternative or performance-based assessment, classroom assessment can 

take many forms including portfolios, anecdotal notes, and journals. Classroom 

assessment data are analyzed individually, rather than being administered or graded in 

a whole-class manner. Teachers interpret the information and consider it when 

planning for instruction (Serafini, 2001; Tierney, 1998; Valencia, 1997).  

Transactional Theory of Reading Response  

While discussions of reader response have taken place since the time of Plato 

(Marshall, 2000), the primary focus was on determining the correct or intended 

meaning of the text. Vygotsky (1978) suggested that learning is a social, contextually 

based construct, just as Rosenblatt (1978) proposed that reading is shaped by the 

reader’s background and context. She suggested that although the text directs a 

reader’s attention, reading actually requires an active reader to evoke a literary 

transaction. The meaning of a text is not inherent in the text, nor is it possible to 
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determine an author’s intended meaning. Instead, particular readers in particular 

contexts construct meaning. Readers choose a stance, either consciously or otherwise, 

to take when reading. The reader’s stance affects the reading response. The purpose of 

efferent reading is for the reader to take something away from the text. When reading 

from an efferent stance, a paraphrase or summary (another text) can serve the same 

purpose as the original text. Aesthetic reading, however, is a lived-through experience. 

While the reader is important to the transaction, the text plays an important role as 

well. Different cues such as visual symbols and semantics are present in a text to guide 

the reader. 

Studies of Reader Response 

In addition to Rosenblatt, several other researchers (Richards, 1929; Purves & 

Rippere, 1968) have focused their attention on studying the variance of response 

across readers. From these studies, categories emerged that represented the ways that 

readers construct meaning, as well as the different meanings and focuses that readers 

take away when they transact with a text. Richards (1929) suggested that there was a 

hierarchy of response types, while Purves & Rippere (1968) attributed differences to 

the backgrounds of the readers and the contexts of the reading events.  

Several researchers have investigated the effects of developmental differences 

of readers on their responses to a story. Beach and Wendler (1987) suggested that 

younger children are likely to respond with more absolutes, while older students 

qualify their responses based on their broader knowledge of the world. They also 

noted that older students’ responses reflect an increased focus on abstract concepts and 
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themes. Similarly, Cullinan, Harwood & Galda (1983) found that while the responses 

of primary-aged students remain at the literal level, intermediate students are able to 

make inferences and evaluative judgments and provide valid justification. In addition 

to developmental differences, Lehr (1988) observed that students’ level of exposure to 

literature impacts their ability to generate and articulate abstract themes.  

Other researchers have studied the effects of readers’ contexts on their 

responses. The context of the reader may include the immediate context, the classroom 

community, non-school contexts, and cultural background (Sipe, 1999). Students’ 

responses are influenced by their teacher’s stance toward literature, whether efferent 

or aesthetic. Students who are taught from an efferent stance are more likely to be 

analytical and focus more on literary elements, while those taught from an aesthetic 

stance tend to make connections to the text and express emotional reactions (Wiseman 

& Many 1992).  

Reading Response Journals 

In contrast to reading assessments that require students to correctly identify a 

test-maker’s interpretation of a text, reading response journals allow students to share 

their own understanding and insights related to their reading. Students can use reading 

response journals to record and reflect on what they think and feel about a text 

(Fountas & Pinnell, 2001). Teachers can use what students write in their journals to 

assess students’ levels of thinking and their transactions with a text. When teachers 

respond back to students’ response entries, they “reinforce good thinking, extend 

perspectives, and offer challenges and suggestions” (Fountas & Pinnell, 2001, p. 173). 
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Written responses to reading have been accepted as evidence of the transaction 

between a reader and text, but researchers have not demonstrated how teachers may 

use responses to inform their instructional decisions. Reading response journals have 

the special feature of being able to “capture” the reader’s thoughts as they occur 

(Hancock, 1993, p. 336). While response categories have been useful for researchers 

studying response, the studies have not demonstrated how teachers may use them to 

inform their instructional decisions. The response categories developed by researchers 

could play a role in a teacher’s assessment of reading responses, but the link to 

instruction has not been explored. Similarly, although researchers have examined the 

effects of context and teaching approaches on students’ responses, they have not 

explored the effects of students’ responses on teaching approaches. While research has 

demonstrated that students have used journals in many ways and for a number of 

reasons, there is little evidence that teachers have used the students’ journals for 

individual assessment or to inform instructional decisions.  

Statement of the Problem 

A reader’s response to literature is influenced by the text, the reader, and the 

context of the reading and response. If reading response journals provide a glimpse 

into the transaction between a reader and a text, then they can also serve as a form of 

authentic reading assessment. Previous studies of the reading responses of elementary-

aged students analyzed, and at times evaluated, the students’ responses. While they 

have explored the effects of the reader and the context on response, they have not 

examined the teacher’s use of response journals as part of the cycle of planning, 
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instruction, assessment, and reflection. This study will offer more direct implications 

for elementary classroom practice by focusing on the teacher’s instruction, the 

students’ responses, and the teacher’s subsequent instructional decisions based on the 

responses.  

Approach to the Study 

For my study, I employed an instrumental case study method of investigation 

to explore the role of reading response journals in the cycle of planning, teaching, 

assessing, and reflecting in a fifth grade classroom. I selected the teacher and the 

students in her class for this study based on the use of reading response journals as a 

form of classroom assessment within the reading workshop. The nature of the reading 

workshop provided an ideal setting. Rather than following a scripted or prescriptive 

reading curriculum, the teacher was free to plan her lessons based on the needs of her 

students. Within the reading workshop, the students had ample opportunities for self-

selection of texts, independent reading, and written response to literature.  

Over a period of six weeks, observations, interviews, and think-alouds 

provided information about the role of the response journals in this classroom. In 

addition, I collected documents such as lesson plans, response journals, and 

assessment records. 

Four questions provided focus and direction during data collection and 

analysis. The questions that guided my study were: (a) How does one fifth-grade 

reading teacher implement reading response journals? (b) Why does the teacher 

include reading response journals as part of her curriculum? (c) How does the teacher 
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analyze and assess students’ written responses? (d) How does the content in the 

students’ response journals influence the teacher’s curricular decision-making and 

instruction? 

Definitions of Terms 

For the purpose of this study, the following essential terms and definitions 

applied.  

Aesthetic Reading Stance: An aesthetic stance toward reading is focused on a 

lived-through experience of the text. Generally, a person reading from the aesthetic 

stance is reading for pleasure.  

Benchmark Test: In the context of this study, the benchmark test is provided 

by the school district and attempts to replicate the administration of the Texas 

Assessment of Knowledge and Skills. The purpose of the benchmark is to assess 

students’ progress toward end of the year standards. The results can be used to inform 

subsequent instruction and identify groups in need of intervention. Typically, TAKS 

tests administered in previous years are given as the benchmark test. 

Buzzing: In this study, buzzing is a segment of the reading workshop during 

which students meet in small groups to talk about their reading. 

Classroom Assessment: Classroom assessment is a source of information 

about a students’ reading progress that is embedded in classroom instruction. At times, 

it is also called authentic or alternative assessment. 

Efferent Reading Stance: An efferent stance toward reading is focused 

primarily on obtaining information. 
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Independent Reading: In this study, independent reading is the segment of 

the reading workshop during which the students read by themselves from self-selected 

texts. During the independent reading block, the teacher meets with individual 

students and small groups, and students may write about their reading or post response 

journal entries. 

Instrumental Case Study: According to Stake (1994), in an instrumental case 

study “a particular case is examined to provide insight into an issue or refinement of 

theory” (p. 237). 

Minilesson: In this study, a minilesson is a segment of the reading workshop 

that may include a read-aloud, think-aloud, and/or explicit reading instruction. It 

usually occurs at the beginning of the reading workshop time.  

Reading Behaviors: Routines and procedures in place with regard to the 

reading class. For example, choosing books, filling out a reading log, or completing 

assignments on time. 

Reading Conference: A reading conference is an individual meeting between 

the teacher and a student that takes place during the independent reading segment of 

the reading workshop. The goal of the conference is for the teacher to learn more 

about the student as a reader and to reinforce and/or expand the student’s knowledge.  

Reading Log: In this study, a reading log is a record of a student’s reading. 

Each entry of the reading log includes the title, author, genre, and number of pages 

read in that period. 
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Reading Response Journal: A reading response journal is a written format 

for students to share their questions, thoughts, and reactions to their reading. In this 

study, all of the journal entries were made online using classroom computers and the 

host site nicenet.org. 

Reading Stance: Reading stance refers to the reader’s primary purpose for 

reading. 

Reading Transaction: As described by Rosenblatt (1978), a transaction 

occurs when the author’s intended meaning and the reader’s own context come 

together to create a unique interpretation or experience of a text. 

Reading Workshop: Reading workshop is an instructional context in which 

students participate in a variety of literacy activities. In this study, the workshop 

included components such as a minilesson, independent reading of self-selected texts, 

and reading conferences.  

Reflection: Reflection is the systematic study of one’s own practice. 

Scaffolding: Scaffolding refers to the support provided by a teacher that 

provides directives and clues using dialogue to guide the learner’s participation in a 

learning task. It enables the student to successfully complete a task that he or she 

could not complete independently. 

Standardized Assessment: In this study, standardized assessment refers to 

testing that is administered and scored under secure, consistent circumstances. The 

standardized test referred to most often in this study is the Texas Assessment of 

Knowledge and Skills, or TAKS. 
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Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS): The TAKS is the 

standardized assessment administered in Texas public schools in grades three-twelve. 

In fifth-grade, the context of this study, tests are given for reading, math and science 

and are administered on different dates in the spring semester. Fifth grade students 

have three opportunities to pass the test. Failure to pass the test results in retention. 

Text:  In this study, text refers to written symbols that convey meaning. 

Zone of Proximal Development:  Vygotsky (1978) defines the zone of 

proximal development as “the distance between the actual development level as 

determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as 

determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with 

more capable peers” (p. 85). 

Scope and Limitations of the Study 

In qualitative studies such as this, knowledge is believed to be constructed in 

the interactions between the parties involved (Schwant, 1994). Reality is subjective 

and my understanding of the data only represents one possible interpretation. My 

unique perception is largely influenced by my own experiences. Before beginning this 

study, I had six years of experience as a teacher in grade levels with high-stakes 

testing. For two years, I taught reading and language arts in a departmentalized fifth 

grade on a Title I campus. I also taught reading and language arts in a 

departmentalized sixth grade. Prior to the semester of this study, I taught third grade, 

self contained classes for three years, during which time the third grade students were 

required to pass the state’s standardized test in order to be promoted to the next grade 
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level. During the semester of the present study, I was the reading coach on the campus 

where the study took place. As the research instrument in this qualitative study, the 

sum of my own teaching experiences provided me with a unique perspective through 

which to consider the data that I collected. 

Through engagement in this study, I examined the role of reading response 

journals in the cycle of planning, teaching, assessing, and reflecting in a fifth grade 

classroom. As the investigator, I chose only to examine the function of reading 

response journals in one distinctive fifth grade reading classroom, so the findings may 

not necessarily be consistent with other fifth grade classrooms or with other 

classrooms that use reading response journals. Since traditional tests only provide a 

snapshot of student achievement, and packaged curriculum materials cannot 

accurately address the needs of particular students, the teacher must constantly 

evaluate the students’ strengths and needs in order to decide what needs to be taught. 

Therefore, I assumed that reflection is an essential characteristic of effective teachers 

and that the teacher chosen for this study would be reflective.  

Through this study, I attempted to describe the student-specific information 

that the teacher gained from the reading response journals. I did not choose to focus on 

other types of assessment that the teacher also used to inform her instruction. My 

focus was on the teacher and how she used the journal entries to assess her students 

and inform her teaching.  

The setting for the study was chosen because of its information-rich 

environment. I chose, however, to only focus on the aspects of the classroom directly 
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related to the teacher’s use of reading response journals. I did not choose to explore 

the unique dynamics of socioeconomic, multicultural or gender aspects characteristics 

of any and all classrooms. 

This study contributes to the existing body of research on classroom 

assessment approaches by exploring the role of reading response journals in the cycle 

of planning, teaching, assessing, and reflecting. In-service and pre-service teachers 

and researchers can refer to the research to better understand the extent to which 

students’ written responses to literature may inform teachers’ instructional decisions. 

Teachers in similar educational settings will be able to benefit from the descriptions 

offered in this study as they draw their own conclusions for classroom practice. 

Summary 

 Reading is a dynamic process that involves a transaction between a reader and 

a text. While the transaction is invisible, products of the readers’ response can offer a 

glimpse into the reader’s meaning-making process and reveal characteristics specific 

to that reader. Teachers can use such data to inform their instructional decisions. In 

this instrumental case study, I documented the extent to which a fifth grade reading 

teacher used her students’ reading response journals to assess their reading and inform 

her teaching. 

 Chapter Two of the document provides a review of the literature related to this 

study. The methods and procedures that guided the study are reported in Chapter 

Three. Chapter Four presents the case study of the reading teacher by describing and 

discussing her implementation of reading response journals as a method of authentic 
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classroom assessment. A summary of the findings, implications of the research, and 

recommendations for further research are presented in Chapter Five. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Review of Related Literature 

 In this study I explored the role of reading response journals in the cycle of 

planning, teaching, assessing, and reflecting in a fifth grade reading classroom. The 

review of literature that was relevant to and informed the study is divided into five 

sections. The first three sections relate to the area of reader response. In section one, I 

provide an overview of research related to Louise Rosenblatt’s (1978) transaction 

theory of reader response. Research on reading response in the classroom is presented 

in section two, followed by a discussion of research specifically related to response 

journals in section three. Section four explores classroom assessment and section five 

focuses on teacher reflection. 

Louise Rosenblatt’s Transactional Theory of Reader Response 

 Reader response took on new meaning when Louise Rosenblatt (1978) applied 

John Dewey’s (1933) notion of transaction to describe the reading event. Since that 

time, researchers have explored the effects that the text, the reader, and the context had 

on a reader’s response and have analyzed readers’ responses to texts. This section will 

discuss the transactional evocation, the roles of the reader and the text, the reader’s 

response, and the reader’s stance. 

Evocation 

In line with Vygotsky’s (1978) constructivist notions, Rosenblatt (1978) stated, 

“the reader’s creation of a poem out of a text must be an active, self-ordering, and self-

corrective process” (p. 11). Rosenblatt used the terms “poem” or “evocation” to refer 
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to the meaning that resulted from the transaction between the reader and the printed 

symbols on a page.  

Readers bring to the transaction the sum of all of their experiences. The text is 

only a collection of signs on the page to which the reader attends and which merely 

activate the thought processes already existing in the reader. Through readers’ 

processes of selective attention, the text guides their thoughts and directs their focus. 

Thus, a reader is vital to the creation of a poem. Any change to the reader, the text, or 

the context will change the poem. Meaning cannot be “found” in the text or “found” in 

the reader. Both have to come together to create meaning. Once an author finishes 

writing, the only thing left is a material text. A reader (perhaps even the author) is 

required for the text to acquire meaning and become a poem again. 

While the reader’s role in creating a poem should be recognized, it cannot be 

assumed that the reader is reconstructing what the author first created when writing the 

text. The author initially wrote words, continually revising and adjusting the text 

throughout a series of his or her own transactions. The author’s original creation, 

however, cannot exist when only the material text remains. Instead, readers will take it 

up and adopt a stance of their own, employing a unique process of clarification and 

revision. Different people bring their own frameworks and construct their own 

meanings based on the stance they choose. Of course, some symbols and textual 

features hold common meanings for specific groups of people. Additionally, within 

any culture, different elements will be valued or rejected. As a result, reading is both a 

shared and a personal experience. All of these things go into the evocation of a poem. 
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In reader response, readers respond to their own constructed evocations, and only the 

evocations can be interpreted.  

The Reader and the Text 

The relationship between the reader and the text is not linear. Interaction is not 

an appropriate description because it implies two entities that act and react upon one 

another. In contrast, transaction suggests the mutually essential nature of both the 

reader and the text. Both are required to create the poem. Different cues or clues 

present in a text guide the reader, however, while the text may provide cues, the reader 

must be prepared to act on them in order to create meaning (Rosenblatt, 1978). Syntax, 

visual symbols, and semantics signal particular genres and activate prior knowledge 

within a reader, thus suggesting an appropriate stance. At times, there is ambiguity or 

confusion about the author’s intended use of the text. In those cases, the reader must 

decide what is relevant and what is not, which may require a rereading or a rethinking 

of previous conceptualizations. 

The reader is important to the transaction, but the text also plays an important 

role, bringing its own “openness and constraints” (Rosenblatt, 1978, p. 71). While the 

text originates in the author’s creative construction, it is also ruled by conventional 

semantic and syntactic guidelines. Of course, the text is made up of a series of words, 

and words each have their own denotations and connotations. But again, it is the 

reader who brings meaning to the words. If the meaning of even one word is changed, 

the meaning of the entire text, and thus the evocation may be changed. The fact that 

the text is so open does not take away from its value.  
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Mid-century literary criticism put focus primarily on the text, leaving both the 

reader and the author out of the equation (Rosenblatt, 1978). In other words, critics 

argued that the reader could discover the   “true” or “real poem” (p. 104). Any views 

such as these place the poem in the position of an entity rather than an experience. Not 

only was a text written by a specific author, but in a specific time and place. Even 

subsequent readings of the same text by the same reader are likely to differ. The event 

of the reading should be held as the priority, rather than searching for the “true text” or 

the “author’s intended meaning” (p. 113). Recognition of the event is not an attempt to 

ignore the author’s role, but to accept the role of the reader and the transaction. Of 

course, this is not to suggest that all evocations of poems are equally valid. The poem 

cannot exist solely on its own or solely with the reader. For an interpretation to be 

valid, it cannot be contradicted by any evidence in the text, and nothing can “be 

projected for which there is no verbal basis” (p. 115). A transactional theory of 

reading allows the author and reader to both have a role in creating meaning and the 

text to remain in the center. 

The Reader’s Response 

 Rosenblatt (1978) stated, “The intrinsic value of a literary work of art resides 

in the reader’s living through the transaction with the text” (p. 132). She goes on to 

explain that a transactional theory of reading makes it the responsibility of the reader 

to “have as full an aesthetic experience as possible” in the initial reading of a text (p. 

132). Although a reader’s response may initially be limited to general statements of 
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like and dislike, upon reflection or rereading, a completed view of the text will begin 

to emerge, causing one to feel a sense of completion or recollection of an experience. 

A reader or critic has two essential responsibilities: first, to communicate the 

lived-through experience and second, to comment on the experience. The text should 

anchor both evocation and criticism. Sometimes, criticism is essential even to the 

evocation of the poem. For example, while reading, the readers create and organize 

meaning. If something does not fit within the organization that readers create, they 

must decide whether the incongruence lies in the text or in their reading. There is no 

ideal reader or ideal interpretation. Only readers can live through a text for themselves. 

No matter how sophisticated readers are, they cannot experience the text for another 

reader. Therefore, the evocation of ordinary readers is valid in the sense that it is a 

personal experience based on their own past knowledge and perspectives. 

Many times a reader’s evocation leads to a verbal interchange with another 

reader. When this happens, the two readers can compare the temperaments and 

experiences they brought to their readings. The interchange may lead them to reread 

with new focus on various elements of the text. Of course, the rereading leads to a new 

live-through experience. Literary critics can serve in the same capacity. While they 

may make a profession of criticism and may be considered expert readers, they are no 

more able to experience the text for another reader, nor should they dictate another 

reader’s experience. Although critics may claim to be responding to “the text,” they 

are actually criticizing their own lived-through experiences of the text. Too much 

focus on the individual elements or facets of a text puts the “critic” in an efferent 
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stance and pulls him away from the poem. The effective literary critic interprets his or 

her own aesthetic, lived-through experience. 

The Reader’s Stance 

 Readers choose a stance, consciously or otherwise, to take when reading. 

According to Rosenblatt (1978), efferent reading serves to take something away from 

the text; it is reading with the intended purpose of gleaning something from the text. In 

an efferent stance, a paraphrase or summary (another text) will serve the same purpose 

as the original text. Aesthetic reading, however, is a lived-through experience. It relies 

on the sounds of the words to guide the experience. When one reads aesthetically, only 

the author’s original text can evoke the poem, so a paraphrase or summary will not 

suffice (Rosenblatt, 1978).  

A single text can be read either efferently or aesthetically. The choice of stance 

is usually automatic, especially if readers have control of both stances at their disposal. 

Efferent and aesthetic reading stances should be thought of as two poles on a 

continuum, rather than being dichotomous. A reader’s stance typically falls 

somewhere on the continuum rather than at one end or the other. The primary stance 

readers take can affect their levels of understanding and their responses to the text as 

demonstrated by several studies. 

The stance readers take depends on the readers themselves, although features 

of the text can alert them to which one is most appropriate. For example, wide margins 

and short lines may indicate that the reader should take an aesthetic approach to the 

reading of a poem. Sometimes, though, the reader does not respond appropriately to 
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the cues, which may lead to a comprehension breakdown or rereading in an attempt to 

comprehend the text. At times, taking a certain stance may lessen the experience or 

benefit of the reading. For example, if a text is intended to provide information, yet is 

read from an aesthetic stance, the reader may not acquire the intended information. On 

the other hand, an efferent stance toward a literary work will minimize the lived-

through experience that the text offers. 

Studies of Stance 

Joyce Many (1991) explored the effects of age and stance on children’s story 

understanding by analyzing the written free responses of fourth, sixth, and eighth 

grade students to three short stories. After rating the students’ story understanding and 

stance, she found that higher levels of story understanding were generally associated 

with a more aesthetic stance or a balanced stance in comparison to a primarily efferent 

stance. 

 The teacher’s stance toward literature also influences readers’ understanding 

and responses. Many and Wiseman (1992), examined the effects of three teaching 

approaches--literary experience, literary analysis, and no discussion--on third grade 

students’ free responses to literature. While there was no statistically significant effect 

of each teaching approach on the students’ writing stances, a difference was found 

within particular content clusters. Within their aesthetic responses, students who were 

taught with an analytical approach tended to focus on specifics of character 

development rather than describing visual events or expressing emotional 

involvement. In terms of efferent responses, students taught with an analytical 
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approach were more likely to focus on a discussion of literary elements. Responses 

from the literary-experience approach tended to include biographical connections to 

the text as a way to clarify the story or response. A similar study by Wiseman and 

Many (1992) explored the effects of teacher approach on college students. The class 

taught with an efferent approach focused their oral discussions on literary analysis. 

Students’ written responses focused on their perceptions of the author’s intent or 

detached comments about the author’s writing skill. In contrast, the group taught with 

an aesthetic approach focused more on personal connections and emotional reactions 

in their oral and written responses. 

Through the case studies of five junior high school English teachers, 

Zancanella (1991) found that conflict existed between teachers’ personal reading 

stances and the stances that were supported by the school environment. While the 

teachers’ personal approaches to reading reflected an imaginative, aesthetic stance, 

they presented literature in their classes as a matter of surface comprehension or a tool 

for learning literacy terms and concepts.  

 Brewer (1980) described the overall purpose of the text, as indicated by certain 

structural features, as its discourse force. Drawing on Brewer’s notions of discourse 

force and Rosenblatt’s (1978) transactional theory, Sinha and Janisch (1996) described 

a problematic trend in reading instruction in the intermediate grades. From a series of 

observations in fifth and sixth grade classrooms, the authors found that a mismatch 

existed between the discourse force of texts and the stance with which the readers 

approached them. In one example, the text was expository, but the format of the 
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questions included with the text suggested a narrative sequence. In another example, 

the purpose of the text--and of the reading--should have been literary/aesthetic, but the 

discussion was primarily focused on surface information and sequencing; one 

aesthetic comment was quickly dismissed. In the third example, the text was again 

aesthetic/literary, but the questions the students chose to ask were on a superficial 

level. The aesthetic text was used for efferent purposes. The researchers advised that 

reading programs should include texts with varying purposes and that readers be given 

opportunities to adopt the stances suggested by the texts. 

The teacher’s stance and features of the text can influence a reader’s choice of 

stance, but other factors are involved as well. Sullivan (1995) conducted a three-year, 

qualitative study of seventy-three adolescent readers resulting in the presentation of 

six criteria for aesthetic experience with literature: unselfconscious and prolonged 

involvement, personal and real-life relevance, independent curiosity, relatively close 

attention to textual elements, emphatic and elaborated opinion, and intertextual 

significance.  

Unselfconscious and prolonged involvement was characterized by facial 

expressions and body posture that indicated the students’ complete immersion in the 

text (Sullivan, 1995). They seemed totally unaware of others, of where they were, or 

of how much time was passing. The students were also reluctant to stop reading at the 

end of the class time. The intensity of the unselfconscious and prolonged involvement 

with literature determined the level at which the students demonstrated the other five 

characteristics. 
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All of the students who were deeply involved with the books they were reading 

talked about the elements of the text that had personal and real-life relevance. Whether 

the connections were vicarious or related to their actual lives, the students in the study 

always elaborated on elements of their lives and explained their connections to the 

text. Students who had aesthetic experiences with literature demonstrated both 

independent curiosity about the text and paid relatively close attention to textual 

elements. They expressed a desire to find out about particular aspects of the story and 

read closely so that they would not miss any aspect of the narrative. Additionally, the 

students expressed emphatic and elaborated opinions about the text. They articulated 

strong points of view, not only about the text as a whole, but also concerning elements 

of the text. Finally, the students who had aesthetic experiences with literature 

recognized intertextual significance. Each text that they read reminded them of 

another text, video, or other media event (Sullivan, 1995). 

Vipond and Hunt (1984) offered an alternative framework of stance that 

included information-driven, story-driven and point-driven approaches to reading. 

Information-driven reading is similar to the efferent stance, by which the reader 

intends to learn something from the text. In story-driven reading, the reader does not 

intend to learn anything, and does not expect the narrative to assist in the construction 

of any valid point; a good story is the only expectation. In contrast, a point-driven 

reader expects the text to “enable the construction of a valid, pragmatic point” (p. 

266). The researchers found that the readers employed specific response strategies 

when taking a point-driven stance. For example, point-driven readers attempted to 
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establish coherence over the text as a whole, while story-driven and information-

driven readers focused on relevant segments or literary elements. Unlike point-driven 

readers, story-driven readers did not attend to narrative surface strategies such as point 

of view, tone, or style. Finally, story-driven and point-driven readers did not adopt 

transactional strategies. That is, they took the text at face value, rather than 

considering the motives of the implied author. 

Summary of Rosenblatt’s Transaction Theory of Reading Response 

 Features of the text and characteristics of the reader transact in the evocation of 

literature or a “poem.” True meaning is not inherent in the text, nor is it arbitrarily 

determined by the reader. Meaning is only created through a literary transaction. After 

a transaction has taken place, the reader responds to the transaction, and may do so in 

writing. The reader’s stance plays a role in the transaction. An efferent stance is 

chosen with the intent of learning something from the text, while an aesthetic stance is 

taken in order to have a lived through experience. Researchers have demonstrated that 

teachers’ stances effect the reading responses of their students. Additionally, it seems 

that school settings do not always encourage the stance that textual features suggest. 

Research Related to Reading Response in the Classroom 

Studies of reading response have focused on categorizing and explaining the 

differences in readers’ responses to texts (Applebee, 1977; Galda, 1983; Beach & 

Hynds, 1991). While early research focused on the evaluation of readers, recent work 

has shifted to a more transactional view of response, in which the reader, the text, and 

the context all play a role in the transaction and response. This section will discuss 
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categories of response as well as researchers’ attempts to investigate the effects of 

developmental differences and context on students’ responses. 

Categories of Response 

Many studies of reading response have categorized students’ responses to 

literature. I.A. Richards (1929) broke ground in the research of reading response with 

his study of university literature students’ varied responses to the reading of one poem. 

In his content analysis and resulting response categories, including imagery, 

sentimentality, and making plain sense, he attempted to explain the variances in 

responses. He suggested that his predetermined categories represented a hierarchy, and 

concluded that some response types reflected a deficit in the students’ abilities to 

understand the author’s intended meaning. Like Richards, Purves and Rippere (1968) 

designed a form of content analysis for studying written responses to literature. They 

did not, however, intend for their response categories of engagement-involvement, 

perception, and interpretation to represent a hierarchy, but to represent the different 

meanings and focuses which a reader could engage with and carry away from a text. 

Likewise, Holland (1968) criticized the limited nature of Richard’s study of response 

categories, suggesting that in addition to having the ability to analyze a text, a reader’s 

response was a result of his or her personality. He examined five readers’ responses to 

the same story and found that readers reacted positively to literary works in which 

they could identify their own identity or personality.  
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Effects of Development on Response 

 Several studies have examined the ways that the developmental differences of 

readers influence their responses to stories. One study by Beach and Wendler (1987) 

demonstrated an increased focus on social/psychological phenomena, characters’ 

beliefs, and long-range goals when comparing eighth graders and eleventh graders and 

a similar increase when comparing eleventh graders and college freshman. Similarly, 

Cullinan, Harwood, and Galda (1983) found that while fourth graders’ responses to a 

novel remained at the literal level, sixth grade students were able to make inferences, 

and eighth grade students could make evaluative judgments and provide valid 

justifications for them. Many (1991) found that the written free responses of eighth 

grade students reached higher levels of understanding than fourth grade students, but 

that the responses of students in both grades were able to go beyond literal 

understandings. Lehr (1988) studied children’s ability to identify and generate themes 

in response to realistic fiction and fairy tale texts. While younger children responded 

with more absolutes, the older children reflected their background knowledge of the 

world by providing more qualifiers to their responses. Lehr concluded that 

identification of theme was an early developmental strategy, but that children with 

higher levels of exposure to literature were better able to generate thematic statements. 

 Differences in response were found not only across age levels, but across 

levels of proficiency as well. Garrison and Hynds (1991) found significant differences 

in the evocative and reflective responses of proficient and less proficient readers. 

When recalling personal memories or feelings, less proficient readers lost sight of the 
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text while proficient readers used their personal connections to better understand it. 

Less proficient readers had more difficulty suspending disbelief, and when faced with 

confusion, abandoned attempts to engage with the text. Proficient readers, however, 

returned to the text in their continuing efforts to construct meaning. Finally, less 

proficient readers often responded with emotional evaluations of the text or criticisms 

of the author, while proficient readers drew on multiple sources to support their 

evaluations. 

Effects of Context on Response 

 Larry Sipe (1999) proposed that the effect of the context on a reader’s response 

was the most important focus of current research on reader response. According to 

Sipe, the context of the reader can include the immediate physical environment, the 

classroom community, and non-school contexts. Teachers have the potential to dictate 

much of the classroom’s contextual qualities. Farris and Hancock (1991) examined the 

relationship between reading achievement and literature use inside and outside of 

school, and the survey results pointed to the role of the classroom teacher as the 

primary factor in students’ reading achievement, regardless of other curricular factors. 

The researchers suggested that teachers had the potential to increase their knowledge 

of quality children’s literature and to impart an enthusiasm for reading to their 

students. Teachers also had the ability to encourage their students to experience the 

joys of being a life-long reader by providing time for their students to read 

independently and to be read to every day. 
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 In another study of instructional context, Newell (1996) explored how four 

middle-track students’ writing and reading understandings were fostered by reader-

based tasks compared to teacher-centered tasks. While quantitative methods compared 

the students’ literary responses to subsequent tests of understanding, qualitative data 

revealed general patterns of response. One class participated in reader-centered tasks 

such as small group activities, subsequent discussion, and free-writing in preparation 

for an essay. The other class learned a form of literary analysis, participated in a 

teacher-led discussion, and in preparation for the essay, and were given a character 

analysis structure to follow. All of the students received the essay assignment and a 

post-test of their story understanding. The students in the reader-centered condition 

referred more to their personal understandings and indicated that they were still in the 

process of creating those meanings, while students in the teacher-centered condition 

set out to make a point and defend it using a five-paragraph framework. Analysis of 

the post-tests of story-understanding indicated significant differences favoring the 

reader-based approach over the teacher-centered one.  

 Peters and Blues (1978) found that teacher disposition was an influential factor 

in the responses of students. Specifically, they investigated the effect of a teacher’s 

“preference for complexity and tolerance of ambiguity,” as identified by a personality 

inventory, on the readers’ responses (p. 129). The researchers analyzed the responses 

of the students in a college freshmen English course using the categories of response 

identified by Richards (1929). The categories were not intended to be measures of 

correctness, but of the limitations that certain response types may have had on the 



Texas Tech University, Sheila Delony, August 2008 
 

33 
 

students’ ability to understand the author’s intent. They found that a teacher’s 

increased preference for complexity and tolerance of ambiguity positively affected 

student achievement in response to literature.  

 According to Galda & Guice (1996), who extensively reviewed research on 

reading response, the goals of a response-based classroom are to: sustain the joy of 

reading, develop an awareness of how texts work, and help children learn about 

themselves and others. Response-based instruction includes opportunities to read 

many books, as well as strategy instruction, and the study of a body of texts. It leads to 

and is embedded in instruction involving basic comprehension strategies for both 

aesthetic and efferent reading. The role of teachers in response-based classrooms is to 

connect texts to life and to pose questions that elicit new ideas.  

Summary of Reading Response in the Classroom 

 Studies of reading response in the classroom began with a focus on 

categorizing and evaluating the written responses of students. The focus then shifted to 

an attempt to explain why differences in students’ responses existed. Variances in 

students’ developmental levels and the classroom context both played a role in 

students’ responses. Researchers found that instructional approaches, teacher 

disposition, and instructional tasks all affected the students’ written responses to 

reading. 

Research Related to Response Journals 

 Reader response is an invisible mental function, but the products of the 

response can be observed and assessed. Reading response journals, in their various 
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forms provide teachers with evidence of a reader’s response to literature. The journals 

can vary in their format, audience and purpose. This section will discuss writing as a 

learning tool, written responses to reading, and various forms of reading response 

journals. 

Writing to Learn 

 Writing has commonly been accepted as an effective tool for learning. Janet 

Emig (1977) explained that writing is a distinctive mode of learning because it is a 

unique language process through which meaning is both created and recorded. The 

writing process is integrative in that it involves both hemispheres of the brain, fusing 

both the creative and linear aspects of thought. Writing provides its own form of 

immediate feedback in that “information from the process is immediately and visibly 

available as that portion of the product already written” (p. 125). Also unique to 

writing is that it is almost simultaneously active, iconic, and symbolic. These are the 

same ingredients necessary for learning.  

 In response to the call for writing to learn, Mayer and Lester (1983) critiqued 

the typical American school setting for its limitations of how writing is used as an 

instructional tool. They suggested that the weekly spelling and vocabulary lists, notes 

to be copied, and memorized facts taught children that their job was to acquire 

someone else’s knowledge. None of the above modes of writing involved the students 

in purposeful, personal thinking. Writing that encourages learning requires students to 

interpret, analyze, and synthesize information and to be able to write it in their own 

terminology. Effective writing to learn involves students in the process of learning. 
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Written Responses to Reading 

 Written responses to reading have been accepted as evidence of the transaction 

between a reader and text. Reading response journals have the special feature of being 

able to “capture” the reader’s thoughts as they occur (Hancock, 1993, p. 336). 

Students can use journals to record and reflect on what they think and feel about a text 

(Fountas and Pinnell, 2001). Journal writing comes in several forms including, for 

example, buddy journals, dialogue journals, and character study journals 

(Montgomery, 2001).  

 Barone (1990) worked with a mixed ability class of first through third graders. 

They began class with a discussion of the text they were about to read; then the 

students read and responded independently. Barone noticed patterns of response 

ranging from retelling to questioning. After analyzing the responses of one student, the 

author concluded that she could learn much more about her students’ thinking if she 

read their written responses throughout their reading rather than in a summative report 

after they were finished with a book. 

 Wong, Kuperis, Jamieson, Keller, and Cull-Hewitt (2002) investigated the 

effects of guided response journal writing on twelfth grade students’ understanding of 

themes and main characters in a novel. One class did no writing, and two were given 

varying levels of guidance in writing assignments. In the writing conditions, the 

students wrote journal entries after chapter seven (the climax) and at the end of the 

book. All three classes had discussions after those points in the book. Students in both 

writing conditions scored better on the in-class test than those in the non-writing 
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condition. Qualitative data suggested that the writing tasks helped the students 

generate more ideas, think more deeply, and retain more of what they read. The 

researchers concluded that guided journal writing increased students’ understanding of 

themes and main characters, and that students perceived the activity to be beneficial.  

 Cull-Hewitt, Jamieson, Keller, Kuperies, and Wong (2002) studied the effects 

of different writing conditions on three twelfth grade English classes during literature 

study. While completing a class study of The Great Gatsby, one class did no writing, 

another used unguided journal writing, and the third used guided journal writing. All 

three of the classes participated in class discussions of the reading and completed self-

rating forms. The classes also completed in-class and take-home tests over the content 

of the novel. Both classes with writing conditions scored significantly higher on the 

in-class and take-home tests than the no-writing condition class. The mean scores of 

the two writing conditions classes did not differ from each other, but the guided 

journal-writing group reported the most benefit from the writing. The students 

believed that writing helped them connect with the characters, enjoy the story, and 

relate aspects of the story to their own lives. They explained that writing made them 

think deeply about the story, gave them more ideas for discussion, clarified their 

thinking, and helped them retain what they read and thought about. 

 Using three sections of eighth grade English and their teacher, Marshall (1987) 

examined various approaches to literature and the effects of four writing conditions on 

students’ understanding of stories. During the observation phase of the study, it was 

noted that the class format was typically a teacher-led discussion of literature during 
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which the teacher did most of the analysis herself. In their writing assignments, the 

students chose from teacher-created topics and wrote according to the teacher’s 

academic rules and formula, leaving little room for personal interpretation or 

expression. During the experimental phase of the study, the students read, wrote about, 

and were tested over four short stories. Four writing treatments were used: no writing, 

restricted writing, personal writing and formal writing. In their restricted writing, 

students wrote fewer words and shorter sentences than in the extended writing tasks. 

In the personal writing task, the students seemed less concerned with formal 

correctness. In the formal writing, they attended to the standards and organizational 

structures that they had been taught. The researcher concluded that writing, especially 

extended writing tasks, could enhance students’ abilities to construct meaning from a 

text. 

 Wollman-Bonilla (1989) studied her first-time implementation of response 

journals in her self-contained, fourth-grade class. She replaced her traditional writing 

assignments with response journals in which the students wrote letters about their 

reading. Initially, she shared a model of her own written response to a book, offered 

general suggestions for content, and encouraged the students to add to her suggestions. 

She also asked the students to refer to the text as they wrote and to not simply retell 

the plot, but to share their personal reactions to the book. During the study, Bonilla 

assigned one or two chapters of reading and a response letter for every day that the 

student’s group did not meet. From the class-wide implementation, Bonilla selected 

three case studies, choosing students who lacked confidence, read slowly, and rarely 
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read for enjoyment. Diana struggled to express herself during group discussions, but 

writing gave her time to articulate her thoughts. Her writing demonstrated how she 

read, her opinions, and what she learned. She also used her journal to reflect on the 

characters’ actions and to draw conclusions. Emily struggled with reading and rarely 

spoke up during discussions, but through the journal, she was able to develop and 

explain her thoughts. Her journal responses reflected her appreciation of the author’s 

style, and eventually, became more personal, elaborate and lengthy. Steven had a 

negative attitude toward reading and his journal responses began as mere retellings of 

the story, but eventually provided personal responses to the reading. Bonilla found that 

the response journals could be tailored to each child’s interests, concerns, and needs, 

and that because of their individualized nature, she could also use the journals to 

assess and develop the students’ reading skills. Bonilla suggested that journal writing 

helped develop the students’ knowledge of literature, helped them grow in 

communicating and refining their ideas, and facilitated students’ growth in confidence 

and motivation to read. 

Reading Responses and Meaning-Making 

 Hancock (1993) examined the reading responses of sixth graders and the 

relationship between their responses and their individual meaning-making processes. 

The students wrote in their journals each day during their reading time, and the 

researcher responded each day with encouraging, non-evaluative comments. They read 

and responded to four books during a three-month period. All the responses were 

broken into response statements and divided into one of the following nine 
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descriptors: understanding, character introspection, predicting events, character 

identification, character assessment, literary evaluation, and reader/writer digressions. 

These nine descriptors fit into one of three major headings: immersion, self-

involvement, and detachment. Intensive case studies of four of the students indicated 

particular meaning-making processes carried out by each reader.  

 Hancock (1993) also conducted an exploratory study of character journals in a 

heterogeneous eighth grade literature class. The character journals were unique in that 

the students wrote their entries from the perspective of a character in the book. By 

doing so, they became more involved in the reading, took a personal interest in the 

outcome, and experienced growth as a reader. Additionally, they immersed themselves 

in the characters’ lives, achieving a new level of understanding of cultures, genders, 

and times other than their own. Through all of this growth, they also gained a better 

understanding of who they were as readers. 

 The students’ responses varied in style and level of involvement, but they all 

became more engaged as the project continued. Some of the students transitioned from 

writing in third person to first. Others were able to progress from writing summaries to 

expressing emotion. Students expressed a need to share their personal thoughts as well 

as their entries from the characters’ perspectives, so their personal comments were set 

apart by parentheses. The combination of remarks provided deep insight into the 

students as readers. 
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Dialogue Journals 

 With the assumption that emotion and cognition were socially constructed and 

intertwined, Dipardo and Schnack (2004) studied an intergenerational reading/writing 

project involving twenty-three eighth-graders and a group of elderly counterparts. 

During the first five-week cycle, the students chose a book to read, and in the second 

cycle, they chose from a selection of books set during World War II. During each 

cycle, the students and their elders read the same book, corresponded in weekly 

dialogue journals, and met in person at the conclusion of the reading.  

 The initial journal entries served as icebreakers, but relationships and rapport 

continued to be built and maintained as the students and elders shared information 

about their personal lives as well as their reading. The more intimate the relationships 

became, the deeper the book discussions became. In their responses, the elders focused 

primarily on the actions of the adult characters and the long-term effects of their 

actions, while the students focused more on the adolescent-aged main characters and 

their undeserved hardships. Both shared connections to the books, especially during 

the second cycle of correspondence. The reading responses to the World War II books 

were filled with emotion and candid reactions. By the end of the project, the students’ 

perceptions of the elderly had changed, becoming more positive. The elders also had 

positive perceptions of the teenagers and enjoyed participating in the academic project 

and sharing literacy with a younger generation. The researchers concluded that the 

project was permeated with emotion and balanced with cognition. 
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 Farris, Howe and Fuhler (1998) implemented reading response journals with 

fifth-graders and their parents while studying four Civil War novels. The students 

wrote responses to each chapter on the same day that they read it, recording their 

feelings, predictions, and views about the characters or story. In general, the parents’ 

responses demonstrated a positive outlook on life, an ability to see both sides of an 

issue, a statement of justification, and questions that encouraged their children to think 

more deeply. A questionnaire completed by the students and parents suggested that the 

students enjoyed the project, but did not like the amount of time it required. The 

parents appreciated having a connection with the students’ school curriculum as well 

as a common topic for conversation. The researchers concluded that writing across the 

curriculum assisted the students’ meaning-making process and that the parents 

enjoyed the special relationship that developed as a result of the journals.  

 Summary of response journals. Studies of the students’ written responses to 

reading demonstrated that the practice had several advantages. The written 

assignments allowed students to generate and develop their ideas and to better 

understand what they read. Researchers found that the more extensive writing 

assignments yielded the most significant gains in comprehension. The written 

responses also provide teachers with evidence of the students’ transactions with 

literature. Dialogue journals had the added features of providing an authentic audience 

for the students’ written response and developing relationships between two readers. 
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Assessment in the Classroom 

 While traditional assessments provide a snapshot of students’ skill mastery, 

classroom assessments are concerned with authentic tasks and student growth. As the 

name implies, classroom assessments emerge from the classroom and require that the 

students and the teacher play a role in the creation and implementation of the 

assessments. Reading assessment can include facets of skill-based and aesthetic 

dimensions of reading development. This section will begin with a discussion of 

traditional assessments. Next, I will discuss classroom-based assessment, including the 

roles of both students and teachers and the challenges facing classroom assessment 

implementation. Last, I will discuss reading assessment in particular. 

Traditional Assessment 

 Traditional assessment, described by Serafini (2001) as assessment as 

measurement, is primarily concerned with objectivity and reliability and is used to 

compare programs and provide accountability. In this paradigm, people outside of the 

classroom make most of the curriculum and assessment decisions. Although schools 

rely on standardized assessments to inform decisions about accountability, they do not 

give teachers the day-to-day information that they need to make decisions in their 

classrooms. Instead, current assessment practices allow policy makers outside of the 

classroom to make instructional decisions (Stiggins, 2002). Teachers give over agency 

with outside controls rather than being active, reflective assessment instruments 

themselves. Serafini (1998) suggested that taken to extremes, a standardized, test-

driven curriculum would lead to an environment in which a reader’s primary purpose 
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would be to find the main idea of controlled, abridged selections dictated by the 

curriculum.  

Classroom Assessment 

 In contrast, Tierney (1998) suggested, “assessments should emerge from the 

classroom rather than be imposed upon it” (p. 375). Within an alternative paradigm of 

assessment, teachers and students create and use assessments to facilitate learning in 

an authentic context. Assessment for learning takes place during the learning process 

rather than after it is finished and is formative rather than summative. Assessment 

should be viewed as ongoing and suggestive rather than fixed or definitive, which 

means that teachers are continuously adjusting instruction based on assessment results. 

Students, teachers, administrators, and policy makers should all play an active role in 

successful assessment practices (Tierney, 1998).  

  Although current assessment practices are based on the assumption that testing 

motivates learners, students are often left out of the assessment process, and many are 

driven to hopelessness rather than motivated by difficult assessments (Stiggins, 2002). 

Effective classroom assessment, however, is based on constructivist notions in which 

students are seen as more than just passive recipients of knowledge. Chappuis and 

Stiggins (2002) proposed that the biggest difference between assessment of learning 

and assessment for learning is student involvement. Although students do not dictate 

what will be learned or what will be assessed, they can learn how to use the 

assessment information to manage their own learning.  
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 The role of the students. In order to achieve their learning goals, students need 

to clearly understand the goals and what they need to do in order to reach them 

(Chappuis & Stiggins, 2002; Stiggins, 2002; Tierney, 1998; Black, Harrison, Marshall, 

& William, 2004). Once students are aware of their goals, they can facilitate the 

construction of a plan for improvement. Students should be encouraged to keep in 

mind the aims of their work and to assess their own progress. Teachers can assist 

students in their self-assessment by providing descriptive, rather than purely 

evaluative, feedback. As active participants in their own learning and assessment 

processes, students need opportunities to communicate their achievements to their 

teachers, families, and communities (Stiggins, 2002). Once they have encountered 

genuine academic success as measured by classroom assessment, students will 

experience an increased sense of accomplishment, will be further motivated, and the 

cycle of student achievement will continue (Stiggins and Chappuis, 2002).  

 The role of teachers. Teachers play an essential role in the implementation of 

effective classroom assessment. Assessment must always be driven by clearly 

articulated purposes and achievement expectations (Stiggins, 1995, Winnograd, 1994). 

Valencia (1990) cautioned that not all authentic reading tasks guarantee quality 

assessment. She described good assessment as that which is trustworthy, meaning that 

it has clear standards that emerge from and reflect the stated instructional goals. 

Teachers are responsible for selecting assessment methods that are capable of 

accurately reflecting the intended learning targets. 



Texas Tech University, Sheila Delony, August 2008 
 

45 
 

 As teachers reflect on their assessment practices and attempt to improve them, 

collaboration with peers is crucial (Black, Harrison, Lee, Marshall, and Wiliam, 2004). 

Support and open dialogue with other teachers can ease the stress of classroom 

assessment implementation. The shift to an alternative assessment paradigm may 

become less threatening and more effective (Serafini, 2000).  

Challenges to Effective Assessment 

 A significant barrier to effective classroom assessment is that teachers largely 

lack the assessment literacy necessary to be effective at using classroom assessment. 

Effective assessment requires both professional development and teachers willing to 

be reflective participants. Teachers in transition need time, support, and the 

opportunity for dialogue with each other (Serafini, 2001) Administrators also play a 

role in the effective use of classroom assessment but most are not required to 

demonstrate competence in assessment domains (Stiggins, 1999). In the climate of 

obsessive demands for accountability, administrators have a responsibility to become 

informed and to advocate for a balance of standardized tests and high-quality 

classroom assessment. Their primary responsibility should be to set policies that 

demand and support high-quality assessment (Stiggins, 1995). Often, public 

perceptions of the state of assessment practices stand in the way of further assessment 

improvement. Stiggins (1995) suggested that administrators have a responsibility to 

educate parents and the broader community about the standards of sound assessment 

practices. They need to lead the way in clarifying the long-term objectives of our 

school systems. Similarly, administrators and policy makers have a responsibility to 
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plan and conduct a community relations campaign in support of high-quality 

assessment. 

Reading Assessment 

Johnston (1992) suggested that improvement in teaching is not merely a matter 

of finding the right assessment tool because assessment is interpretive and is used in a 

social context for a social purpose. Even in light of reader response theories and 

student-centered learning, literature testing is still limited to low-level comprehension 

tests of prose fiction. According to Johnson, tests often fail to explore the artistic 

dimensions of literature or to allow for variations in preferences or aesthetic responses 

to reading.  

When students evaluate their reading in normative terms, they tend to view 

reading as a talent that either one has or does not have. McCarthey (2001) explored 

students’ perceptions of themselves and their peers as readers and writers. In a class 

whose reading curriculum consisted of Accelerated Reader and novel read alouds, the 

students relied on external criteria such as charts, scores, and color-coded levels to 

determine their abilities as readers. Purves (1992) examined literacy assessment 

practices and found that when asked to give advice for taking a literature exam, most 

students provided test-taking strategies or practical class skills. Very few gave advice 

about actual literary matters. Rather than seeing literature as an imaginative, dynamic 

endeavor, they simply viewed it as a part of the school game. They were skilled at 

reading only what was necessary, navigating the test, and making a grade. 
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 Purves (1992) noted that scholars view literature in three ways. First, it is 

considered an “adjunct of the language arts” in which literature is considered content 

that is used to promote skills in reading and writing (p. 23). Second, it is viewed as “a 

distinct body of knowledge” (p. 23) whose features, author, terminology, and 

background information are essential considerations. Finally, a growing minority 

acknowledges the aesthetic view of literature, which suggests that the reader defines a 

text as literary and reads for the lived through experience that the text offers. Within 

this perspective, the role of the teacher is to help students develop preferences and an 

appreciation of good literature. 

Purves (1992) proposed that rather than being in conflict with one another, the 

three sectors of knowledge, practice, and preference have interrelated components that 

can be taught and tested in separate domains. If a comprehensive model of literature 

instruction is to be accepted, however, there must also be a complementary model of 

literature assessment. Such a model must sample from each of the three sectors. The 

assessment would measure background knowledge, ability to read and articulate a 

response, and aesthetic judgment, preferably through a combination of traditional and 

alternative assessment techniques.  

 Similarly, Mizokawa and Hansen-Krening (2000) recommended applying the 

affect, behavior, cognition model used by psychologists to reading assessment. The 

affective domain includes readers’ preferences and emotional responsiveness, while 

behavior refers to readers’ habits. Cognition encompasses the readers’ understanding 

and comprehension. The authors suggested that these components should be 
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considered holistically rather than in a compartmentalized fashion by providing 

opportunities for reader response. 

 Valencia and Buly (2001) conducted a study of fourth graders who failed a 

standardized reading test. The students were given a series of in-depth assessments in 

order to identify their particular strengths and needs. Six distinct reader profiles 

emerged from the results: automatic word callers, struggling word callers, word 

stumblers, slow, slow word callers, and disabled readers. The test results alone did not 

reveal, as the other assessments did, that each category of readers needed a different 

type of instruction. One-size assessment and instruction does not fit all children. 

Assessments beyond traditional tests are necessary to identify students’ particular 

needs. For this to be possible, teachers must be knowledgeable about administering 

and applying the results of multiple forms of assessment.  

Summary of Assessment 

 Traditional assessments clearly present dilemmas for literacy assessment. They 

tend to assess isolated skills, emphasize lower-level comprehension, rely on multiple-

choice formats, and leave students out of the assessment process. In comparison, 

classroom assessments resemble real-life literacy tasks and assess authentic reading 

tasks. Simplistic summaries, scores, and comparisons should be replaced with 

assessments that acknowledge the complex and idiosyncratic nature of literacy 

development. Improving assessment extends beyond improving our tests to improving 

the purposes of assessment and how the results from assessment are used, reported, 

contextualized, and perceived. In order to make progress in the area of assessment 
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teachers must have a better grasp of reading and writing, have a better understanding 

of their students, be willing to commit the time and perform the record-keeping 

required for reflection. 

Teacher Reflection 

 Teachers are constantly faced with decisions. Some are related to procedural 

and management issues while others are pedagogically grounded. The latter decisions 

have direct implications for student learning. People tend to assume that teachers’ 

decisions originate from reflective practice. In fact, teacher reflection is so assumed 

that it does not actually receive the attention that it requires. Rains and Shadiow 

(1995) suggested that educators move beyond the superficial sense of reflection to 

understand the implications of being truly reflective. True reflection can open doors 

for teachers and can significantly impact their classrooms and beyond. Osterman 

(1990) reviewed research on reflective practice and suggested that reflection “leads to 

greater self-awareness, to the development of new knowledge about professional 

practice, and to a broader understanding of the problems which confront practitioners” 

(p. 134). Reflection encompasses a respect for ongoing professional development, 

mutually beneficial dialogue between elements of theory and practice, and potential 

for more critically deliberative classroom practices. 

Routine and Reflective Action 

 Dewey (1933) distinguished between the processes of routine action and 

reflective action. Routine action includes the habits and decisions carried out without 

deliberate thought. He suggested that a focus on methods and procedures only 



Texas Tech University, Sheila Delony, August 2008 
 

50 
 

promotes routine action. In contrast, he described reflective action as “active, 

persistent and careful consideration . . . in light of the grounds that support it and 

further conclusions to which it tends” (p. 6). Reflective thought is logical and 

systematic and includes consideration of the consequences of action. It is founded 

upon evidence from the past and considers the implications of future action. As a 

result of reflective action, Dewey proposed, teachers cease to act out of impulse and 

routine activity. Instead, they thoughtfully question elements of their practice in an 

effort to make improvements. Thus, inquiry becomes the primary means of thought 

and response, and it puts the teacher in the position of a learner. While it is beneficial 

to identify and change negative behaviors, it is also helpful to identify and increase 

positive ones (Osterman, 1990). Not only does deliberate reflection demonstrate what 

the teachers know, it reveals what they do not know. According to Dewey, open-

mindedness, consideration of actions’ consequences, and whole-hearted willingness to 

put ideas into practice are characteristics that work in conjunction with reflection. 

 In her review of teacher reflection, Valli (1997) stated, “Reflective teaching 

emphasizes the importance of teacher inquiry and counteracts a more limited interest 

in teachers’ behavior without considering what is going on in their minds and hearts” 

(p. 67). Reflective thinking is a continuous process of evaluation that guides teachers’ 

thinking before, during, and after instruction. Teachers reflect after lessons are 

delivered generally because something unexpected led to a sense of discomfort. The 

resultant reflection influences subsequent lessons. Reflection goes beyond a focus on 

the doing and moves toward action based on thinking (Valli, 1997).  
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 Experience provides a foundation for learning, but “learning is dependent on 

the integration of experience with reflection” (Osterman, 1990, p. 135). It follows that 

experience without reflection does not lead to learning. Reflection is the essential 

component that connects the cycle. Before ideas can change, they must be identified. 

Sometimes incongruence exists between teachers’ theories (what they say they 

believe) and their theories in action (what they actually do). The assumptions that 

teachers hold may contradict their stated theories, but reflection allows them to 

recognize and challenge their habits. Subjecting routine thoughts and actions to 

criticism bring an awareness that is an important step toward change (Osterman, 

1990). 

Reflection-in-Action and Reflection-on-Action 

 Schon (1983) suggested that skilled practitioners are reflective practitioners 

and introduced the terms reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action. Reflection-in-

action refers to the decisions that teachers make during instruction, and reflection-on-

action refers to the decisions that teachers make after instruction. Reflection-in-action 

is usually caused by an unpredicted event to which the teacher must respond based on 

past experience and present knowledge. Reflection-on-action occurs when a teacher 

revisits an experience and rethinks the foundation upon which decisions were made. 

Schon suggested that a simultaneous combination of reflection-in-action and 

reflection-on-action holds the most potential for professional growth. In other words, 

the phases of reflection are interdependent.  
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 It is likely that reflection increases demands on teachers’ time and thought. 

Often, the less prescribed the curriculum, the more decisions the teacher will have to 

make. In such cases, teachers may be responsible for making decisions about daily 

lessons, assessments, and how the results of the assessments will be used. Under these 

circumstances, teachers may be inclined to become more reflective. 

  While reflexive action is involuntary and impulsive, reflective thought is 

deliberate and intentional. Reflective teachers have the ability to think critically and to 

associate thought with action; however, not all teachers are reflective, however (Valli, 

1997). Though experience is necessary for reflection, it does not guarantee that 

reflective thinking will develop. Some teachers go through their careers without ever 

reflecting or evolving. Valli suggested that skill and reflective judgment should be 

taught simultaneously. Unfortunately, schools do not always provide a culture of 

reflection. Teachers often work in isolation and lack the time necessary for meaningful 

collaboration with peers. Additionally, as Blispinghoff (2002) concluded, so many 

curricular decisions are out of teachers’ control that they are not expected to think at 

all. 

 Through their study of teacher reflection, Wildman and Niles (1987) revealed 

challenges to moving from the model of a teacher as a technician to a teacher as a 

reflective practitioner. Teachers found it difficult to objectively describe their teaching 

without simply making evaluations and judgments. Taking the necessary time to be 

reflective was also challenging for the teachers, partially because they felt guilty about 

spending time thinking about things rather than doing things. Wildman and Niles 
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concluded that administrative support, time, and space for reflection, as well as the 

opportunity for professional collaboration must be in place for successful reflective 

practice to exist. 

 Teacher preparation programs have responded to an increasing call for the 

development of reflective practitioners, possibly as a result of a dissatisfaction with 

American schools and the realization that schools will only improve through improved 

teaching (Valli, 1997). It could also be the result of a call for increased 

professionalism. Traditionally, teacher preparation has focused on methods and 

procedures more akin to technical training than professionalism. Students were told 

what to do and how to do it, but they could not explain why particular methods would 

work best or how to choose the best action in light of varying circumstances. Programs 

prepared students to perform specific tasks but “excluded thoughtful consideration of 

teaching beliefs and assumptions, student thinking, and the consequences of and 

alternatives to action” (Valli, 1997, p. 69). There was fixed attention on the outward 

behaviors of teaching, rather than on the inward thinking process. In contrast, the aim 

should be to focus on how successful teachers think. Teaching is so complex that there 

cannot possibly be a formula or prescribed answer for everything that will happen in 

the classroom. The remainder of decisions will either be based on impulse or be the 

result of reflective thought. Marchant (2001) suggested that the strategies used to teach 

students to think metacognitively could be used to teach teachers how to reflect on 

their teaching. He suggested that teacher education students should be exposed to 

general and specific teaching strategies, be taught when and where a strategy is most 
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effective and why, have their sense of efficacy promoted, and establish an 

understanding of how concepts are organized and related. 

 Summary of teacher reflection. Reflective thinking is a recursive process of 

inquiry and improvement. Reflective teachers continually consider the outcomes of 

their practice and make adjustments accordingly. Reflective thinking in teaching 

should not be assumed, but teacher reflection can be enhanced when thinking 

processes are brought to deliberate attention and teachers have the opportunity to 

reflect in collaborative, supportive settings. 

Chapter Summary 

 Research on reading response is an ever-growing body of literature. In order to 

investigate the role of reading response journals in a fifth-grade reading class, it was 

necessary to examine literature related to reading response. Louise Rosenblatt (1978) 

presented a transactional view of reading response that placed both the reader and the 

text at the center of the meaning-making process. Features of the text may serve as a 

guide, but ultimately, readers choose a stance to take when reading. An aesthetic 

stance is reading for the lived through experience of the literary event. An efferent 

stance, in contrast is reading for the purpose of getting information from the text. The 

text, the reader, and the context all have an impact on a reader’s response. Some of 

these studies have even examined the effects of a teacher’s approach on the reader’s 

response; however, the cycle of instruction and assessment has been cut short in 

studies of reader response. 
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 Assessment of student learning is a major concern for classroom teachers. 

Reading response journals have the potential to record a reader’s transaction with 

literature. As a form of assessment embedded in reading instruction, teachers can learn 

about their students’ strengths and needs. Therefore, I found it useful to explore 

literature related to classroom assessment. In this study, I focused on the ways that a 

teacher used reading response journals to assess student learning and how she used the 

assessment information to inform her instruction.  
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CHAPTER 3 

Methodology 

This study explored the role of reading response journals in the cycle of 

teaching, assessing, reflecting and planning in a fifth grade class. This qualitative 

study explored the topic by observing the participants and collecting the artifacts in 

their natural settings. In this chapter, the research methodology is described in five 

sections: (a) description of the participants and site selection process, (b) design for 

the study, (c) data collection, (d) data analysis and interpretation, and (e) measures 

taken to insure trustworthiness. 

Participants and Site Selection Process 

Qualitative researchers often use purposeful sampling (Patton, 2002) to insure 

an information-rich site. This study took place in a fifth-grade reading classroom on a 

non-Reading First elementary school campus. All Reading First campuses in the 

school district receive federal funding and are required to implement a scripted 

reading program. I intentionally selected a non-Reading First school because the 

teacher had to have the liberty to implement a reading workshop that included the use 

of response journals along with the opportunity for engaging in classroom based 

assessment. Due to limitations of time and cost, my site was also chosen with regard 

for “geographic proximity” (Punch, 1994, p. 86). Sampling based on limitations of 

time and cost was not ideal; it limited the possible scope of study and forced me to 

conduct the study in a familiar setting. On the other hand, since I was employed by the 
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district for over six years, my existing relationship and reputation enhanced my ability 

to get clearance from the crucial gatekeepers (Punch, 1994).  

Demographic Data 

The campus chosen for the study was a new elementary school in a large urban 

school district in the southwest. The district’s accountability rating for 2006 was 

Academically Acceptable. The most current demographic data recorded was from the 

2005-2006 school year. Fifth grade classes had an average of approximately twenty 

students each. At that time the district had 28,297 students in grades pre-kindergarten 

through twelfth grade. The ethnic distribution of the district was as follows:  15.1% 

African American, 47% Hispanic, 35.9% White, 0.3 % Native American, and 1.6% 

Asian/Pacific Islander. Fifty-eight percent of the students are Economically 

Disadvantaged and 42% are classified as At-Risk (AEIS, 4/22/07).  

Grand Elementary was built on the edge of the city and the attendance zone 

encompassed established neighborhoods, new housing developments, and rural areas. 

My study began during the first semester that Grand Elementary was open. The school 

served students in kindergarten through fifth grades. In addition, the school had a 

tuition-based pre-school program. The total enrollment for the school at the time of the 

study was 399 students. The ethnic breakdown of the school was as follows: 12.53% 

African American, 53.38% Hispanic, 30.33% White, 0.5% Native American, and 

3.26% Asian/Pacific Islander. Sixty-three percent of the students were Economically 

Disadvantaged and 31% were classified as At-Risk (R.G. Teal, personal 
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communication, November 19, 2007). Grand Elementary was classified as a Title I 

school and received federal funds as a result. 

Participant Selection 

The classroom teacher chosen for my study was intentionally selected due to 

her implementation of the reader’s workshop approach and her use of reader response 

journals as a form of classroom assessment. Mrs. Brown was a white woman in her 

sixth year of teaching reading. She taught reading in a departmentalized third-grade 

setting for one and a half years, and then taught in a self-contained third grade class 

for four years. The school year during which this study took place was Mrs. Brown’s 

first year to teach fifth grade reading in a departmentalized setting. Mrs. Brown had a 

bachelor’s degree in education. Over the course of her teaching career, Mrs. Brown 

committed herself to professional growth in the area of reading instruction. She 

attended training sessions and read books related to the reading workshop approach 

and implemented it to increasing degrees each year. Mrs. Brown also completed 

graduate courses in the area of language literacy education. Before the study began, 

Mrs. Brown was informed of the commitment and possible benefits, such as the likely 

reflection into her own practice, associated with participation in a dissertation project. 

Mrs. Brown’s fifth graders represented an appropriate population because of 

the capabilities of the students at this level in the areas of reading and writing. The 

students were reading longer, more complicated texts. Their focus for reading was 

more on comprehension than decoding. Because students at this grade level are likely 

to be employing more metacognitive strategies in their reading than those in lower 
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grade levels, the potential that they could write about their thinking increased. The 

students in this classroom were also proficient enough writers to carry out the task of 

responding to literature through writing. 

An essential element of the study was informed consent “by which the subjects 

of research have the right to be informed that they are being researched and also about 

the nature of the research” (Punch, 1994, p. 90). The school district’s Assistant 

Superintendent, the campus administrator, and the classroom teacher returned consent 

forms, as did seventeen of the nineteen students in the class and their parents (see 

Appendix A, Appendix B, Appendix C & Appendix D). No data was gathered for the 

two students without consent for participation in the study.  

Measures were taken to ensure the confidentiality of the participants. At the 

onset, I assigned the site and participants pseudonyms that I used throughout the study 

and for subsequent reporting of results. I stored raw data in a locked filing cabinet in 

my office for the duration of the study, and I will destroy transcripts, field notes, and 

other written data within three years of the completion of the study.  

Design for the Study 

 Research design is necessarily determined by the researcher’s questions. In 

designing research questions, a researcher commonly begins with an interest or 

curiosity and explores the body of existing literature. During my time as a classroom 

teacher, I had an interest in reading response journals as a form of classroom 

assessment. As a teacher, I began reading practitioner-based literature and found 

varied instructions for the use of response journals. Then, as I began exploring 
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research-based literature on response journals, I realized that most of the research 

focused on the nature and quality of the students’ responses. There was little 

describing what teachers did or could do in response to the students’ writing. Having 

used response journals in my classroom, I knew that they required extensive time to 

read and respond to regularly. I began to question the rationale behind the use of 

response journals and what purpose they serve in a classroom. From these initial 

interests and exploration of research literature, the following questions emerged: 

1. How does one fifth-grade reading teacher implement reading response 
journals?  

 
2. Why does the teacher include reading response journals as part of her 

curriculum?  
 
3. How does the teacher analyze and assess the students’ written responses?  
 
4. How does the content in the students’ response journals influence the teacher’s 

curricular decision-making and instruction? 
 
 These questions guided the methodological decisions, data collection, and data 

analysis for this study. 

Case Study Research 

Case study is defined in a variety of ways (Berg, 2007; Merriam, 1998; Yin, 

1994), but its most essential element is the notion of a bounded system. Merriam 

(1998) states clearly, “if the phenomenon you are interested in studying is not 

intrinsically bounded, it is not a case” (p. 27). The bounds of the case could be a 

phenomenon, a school, a student, or otherwise. As Stake (1994) puts it, case study “is 

not a methodological choice, but a choice of object to be studied” (p. 236). According 

to Yin (1994), case study is the most appropriate design when the researcher’s goal is 
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to answer a how or why question, when there will not be control over behavioral 

events, and when the focus in on contemporary events. My study met all of these 

criteria.  

This study was an instrumental case study (Berg, 2007; Stake, 1994). The 

object of the study was intrinsically bound by participant criteria and curricular 

approach (Merriam, 1998); it focused on one reading teacher and her use of reading 

response journals in the cycle of planning, instruction, assessment, and reflection. My 

purpose was to explore the way a particular classroom assessment was used to make 

instructional decisions. 

While case study design best suited my inquiry, it was not without limitations. 

One potential danger in my choice of the case study approach was that I would lose 

sight of the case in an attempt to make broad generalizations or specific comparisons. 

Instead, my focus had to be on the particular contexts in which the study took place 

and the ways that the context influenced the case. After all, “the purpose of case study 

is not to represent the world, but to represent the case” (Stake, 1994, p. 245). Rather 

than proposing broad generalizations, my aim was to offer enough evidence to “assist 

readers (of my study) in the construction of knowledge” (Stake, 1994, p. 240). While 

some may criticize case study research for the inability of its findings to be 

generalized, it is not the intent of qualitative studies to be generalizable to a wide 

scope. Rather, the concern is for transferability (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). In answer to 

such concerns, all of my methods are clearly described. Research decisions are 

explained, so that anyone reading the study or wishing to replicate it will be able to 
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follow my research plan. In addition, thick description allows readers to appreciate the 

interpretation of the data and the construction of understanding as it is presented 

(Schwant, 1994).  

Data Collection 

 The researcher’s role, data collection procedures, and the types of data to be 

collected are necessary considerations to be addressed by an investigator during data 

collection. While all procedures have strengths and limitations, the following 

procedures were most appropriate for this study. 

Researcher’s Role 

The role of a researcher conducting observations may range from strict 

observation to full participation (Glesne, 2006). Realistically, a researcher will move 

along the continuum rather than remain in one stance. The nature of children typically 

prevents anyone from being a pure observer. There were times, however, when I was 

strictly an observer. The majority of my time in the classroom was spent sitting to the 

side of the class or conference table taking notes. However, my role was often that of 

an observer as participant (Glesne, 2006; Adler & Adler, 1994). While I did not teach 

the class directly or as a whole, I did have minimal participation in the lessons and 

teacher-student conferences. At times, Mrs. Brown asked what I thought about a 

students’ idea or if I knew of a good book to recommend to a student. Often, students 

showed me the books that they checked out from the library or asked me if I had read 

a particular book. Anthony, one of the students, interacted with me almost daily 
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because I was the only one in the room who had read the series that he was reading. 

He shared his thoughts about the book and asked questions about the plot.  

Researchers must be aware of the possibilities of observer effects, or the effect 

of the researcher’s presence on the setting and participants (Berg, 2007; Adler & 

Adler, 1994). While it is unlikely that these effects can ever be avoided completely, 

my presence in the classroom appeared natural. I have been in classrooms enough to 

know what behavior, dress and decorum are expected-both from teachers and students. 

The students and teacher were very accustomed to having me in the classroom, 

because I had visited Mrs. Brown’s classroom as the campus reading coach prior to 

the study. 

 Because I suspected that observer effects still existed, I asked Mrs. Brown 

during the final interview what it was like to have me in her room everyday. She 

responded by saying that it improved her teaching and “upped the accountability a 

little bit.” It is also likely that my contributions during her planning times affected her 

teaching because she considered me a knowledgeable colleague in addition to being a 

researcher. 

Data Collection Procedures  

 Observations were conducted during the reader’s workshop portion of Mrs. 

Brown’s homeroom class. The students entered her room for reading at 12:45 each 

day. On some days they left for fine arts at 1:30 and returned at 2:15 to continue 

reading instruction. On other days, they did not have fine arts, so they were in the 

room continuously from 12:45 until 3:00. Since Mrs. Brown also teaches writing 
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within the same class period, the number of minutes devoted to reading instruction 

ranged from 55-80 minutes. As is the nature of cycles, there was no clear beginning or 

end, so in order to observe several phases of planning, teaching, assessing, and 

reflecting I collected data for six consecutive instructional weeks (see figure 3.1). 

During the first and sixth weeks, I conducted interviews with the teacher, copied her 

lesson plans, and printed the students’ journal entries. During the second through 

fourth weeks, I also conducted daily classroom observations and recorded Mrs. 

Brown’s planning sessions and assessment think-alouds (see figure 3.2). 

Data Collection Schedule 
 

Week One-November 26-30 
Initial interview, lesson plans copied, journal entries printed 
 
Week Two-December 3-7 
Classroom observations, think-alouds, planning session recorded, lesson plans copied, 
journal entries printed 
 
Week Three-December 10-14 
Classroom observations, think-alouds, lesson plans copied, journal entries printed 
 
Week Four-December 17-21 
Classroom observations, think-alouds, planning session recorded, lesson plans copied, 
journal entries printed 
 

CHRISTMAS BREAK 
December 21-January 6 

 
Week Five-January  
Classroom observations, think-alouds, planning session recorded, lesson plans copied, 
journal entries printed 
 
Week Six: 
Final interview, lesson plans copied, journal entries printed 
 
  Figure 3.1. Data collection schedule 
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Research Question Data Collection Procedures 
How does one fifth-grade reading teacher 
implement reading response journals?  

teacher interview, lesson plans, 
classroom observations, think-aloud 

Why does the teacher include reading 
response journals as part of her 
curriculum?  

teacher interview 

How does the teacher analyze and assess 
students’ written responses?  

reading response journals, lesson plans, 
classroom observations 

How does the content in the students’ 
response journals influence the teacher’s 
curricular decision-making and 
instruction? 

reading response journals, classroom 
observations, think-aloud 

 
  Figure 3.2. Rationale for data collection  

Types of Data 

Observations. Observation has been called one of the “earliest and most basic 

forms of research” (Adler & Adler, 1994, p. 377). Even though everyone makes 

observations every day, as a researcher my observations were systematic and 

purposive (Glesne, 2006; Adler & Adler, 1994). They moved beyond the visual 

aspects, and attempted to recreate the setting using detailed descriptions of sight, 

sound, and atmosphere.  

An advantage of field observation is that it allows themes to emerge (Adler & 

Adler, 1994). Rather than beginning with a set of predetermined themes, I allowed 

them to emerge from my data. Unlike more structured methods, this allowed me the 

flexibility to alter my focus as I gained insight into my setting and participants. In 

contrast to an experimental approach, the result was a highly contextualized narrative, 

which offered insight into the ways that the students and teacher behaved in the 

natural setting of the classroom. 
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Classroom observations took place during the reader’s workshop block of the 

reading class. The block consisted of a daily minilesson, conferring and independent 

reading time, and sharing time. The focus of my observations was the teacher and her 

interactions with the students, particularly those interactions related to the content of 

the reading response journals. My attention became more focused as themes and 

questions emerged in the early stages of observation (Adler & Adler, 1994). For 

example, my focus was initially on the whole group lessons, but it decreased when I 

realized that they were not as relevant to answering my research questions as her 

interactions with individual students. 

Observational field notes. Copious field notes were taken during all 

observations, due to the fact that “qualitative researchers believe that rich descriptions 

of the social world are valuable” (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, p. 6). I sat to the side of 

the room and typed field notes on a laptop during each observation. Each entry was 

labeled with the date and week of the observation (see Appendix E). The field notes 

were transcribed and developed into full accounts using a word processor (see 

Appendix F). The transcriptions mostly included verbal interactions, but also included 

notes of nonverbal interactions at times. The date of transcription was noted on each 

document. Both electronic files and hard copies of the field notes and transcriptions 

were stored. The white space on the hard copies was used to document my reactions, 

questions, and subjective reflections based on the observations. 

I recognize that a possible limitation to my field observations and records is 

that I did not video-tape the observations; however, due to increased security measures 
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being taken by schools, such as specific release requirement , I chose not to pursue this 

form of documentation. Similarly, I know that my observations were limited by the 

fact that I was the only researcher making observations in the room (Adler & Adler, 

1994). Since I was the only researcher involved in gathering data, I was dependent on 

the thoroughness of my field notes. Another danger of doing observations in a 

classroom is that preconceived notions will effect the interpretation of observation 

data (Glesne, 2006). My experiences as a classroom teacher surely influenced my 

perspective, but my focus remained on gathering raw data that would aid in answering 

my research questions.  

Interviews. Interviewing is a way to gather information about that which 

cannot be observed. Far from being neutral and disconnected, interviews are “active 

interactions between two (or more) people leading to negotiated, contextually based 

results” (Fontana & Frey, 2003, p. 61). A researcher may go into an interview with a 

structured set of predetermined questions or approach it as an informal conversation. I 

conducted the first semi-structured interview with Mrs. Brown during the first week of 

the study and the second during the last week of the study. Both interviews included 

varying styles of questions in order to thoroughly answer my research questions (Berg, 

2007). Essential questions aimed to get direct information that was significant to my 

answering my research questions. Extra questions were similar in nature to the 

essential questions, but were worded in a different way. By using both essential and 

extra questions, I increased the reliability of the interview data. While some of the 
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questions were predetermined (see Appendix G & Appendix H), I used probing 

questions as needed to follow-up on an essential or extra question.  

The purpose of the first interview was to determine Mrs. Brown’s rationale for 

using response journals in her reading class and the routines and procedures in place 

for their use. The initial interview also explored the ways that she planned to use the 

journals for assessment and to inform her instruction. The final interview with Mrs. 

Brown concentrated on her use of the response journals. The discussion focused on 

her reflections, on the usefulness of the response journals, and on the ways in which 

they did and did not affect her planning, teaching and assessment. I accepted Mrs. 

Brown’s invitation to conduct the interviews in her home after school hours. 

 Think-alouds. A think-aloud is a data collection method that has been used 

when studying teachers’ thought processes. (Clark & Peterson, 1986). Such processes, 

including assessment and planning, cannot be visibly observed. Mrs. Brown’s think-

alouds allowed me to study an otherwise elusive source of data. During Mrs. Brown’s 

lesson planning sessions and when assessing student journals, Mrs. Brown was asked 

to verbalize her thoughts. Her verbalizations were recorded on audiotape and later 

transcribed verbatim.  

Mrs. Brown’s lesson planning sessions took place at a local coffee shop or cafe 

where Mrs. Brown frequently did her planning. I joined her for each of these sessions 

and occasionally asked questions and offered my opinion when it was solicited.  

Originally, I planned to be present each time Mrs. Brown assessed her journal 

entries. Before the end of the first week, however, we both realized that this was not a 
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feasible format for her. Mrs. Brown often assessed one or two entries whenever the 

opportunity arose. She read journal entries at home before school, during her lunch 

break, after school, and at her home at night. Rather than asking Mrs. Brown to wait 

until I could be present, I taught her how to use the audio recorder and she recorded 

her thoughts when it was convenient for her to assess the journal entries. She stated 

the date and student’s name at the beginning of each recording, so that I could 

accurately transcribe the think-alouds. 

Document collection. At times, unobtrusive data collection methods provide 

information that is unavailable with other measures (Berg, 2007). For example, 

document collection, gathering printed materials from the research setting, took place 

each week. I collected copies of the teacher’s weekly lesson plans, which included the 

date, the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) objectives, resources used, 

and a brief outline of the sequence of the lesson.  

The response journals, posted to online host site, nicenet.org, were a primary 

data source for the study. With few exceptions, each student posted a journal entry one 

time each week. The content of the entries pertained to a self-selected book read 

during the independent reading block of the reader’s workshop. Each entry included 

the date, the title of the book discussed, and the student’s response to the book. 

Students were encouraged to write about what they were thinking while they read in 

addition to telling briefly what the book was about. Also each week, the teacher 

responded to the students’ entries. Her responses were also posted on nicenet.org. 

Thus, the journal became an online dialogue between the students and the teacher. My 
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primary focus was one the teacher’s entries, but I read each of the students’ responses 

in order to have a reference point for what the teacher wrote. 

Photographs were the last form of document collection. Mrs. Brown often used 

charts or diagrams in her teaching, so I took pictures to serve as a record of the day’s 

lesson. I also took photographs of the classroom when the students were not present. 

Data Analysis and Interpretation 

 Qualitative data analysis is not a final step in the research process. Rather, it is 

a thread that can be found throughout every stage of the study. Through the phases of 

data reduction, data display, and drawing and verifying conclusions, analysis was 

ongoing. 

Data Reduction 

Researchers employ data reduction at all stages of a study in order to select and 

condense data (Huberman & Miles, 1994). Initially, data reduction served as a way to 

narrow the scope of my study. By developing my research questions, theoretical 

framework and research methods, I chose the filter through which I sifted all of my 

data. 

At the beginning of the study I explored themes as they emerged. As the study 

progressed, however, I began to narrow my focus. I saw that some themes required 

further investigation while other data that I anticipated to be reflective of trends may 

have been isolated incidents. Because analysis began during data collection, I made 

decisions to devote more attention to certain areas and abandoned some pursuits. For 

example, during my initial interview, Mrs. Brown often referred to “real readers.”  
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Even though this was not a predetermined focus of my study, it became a focus of 

subsequent data collection. On the other hand, accounts of behavioral redirection were 

abandoned because they were not relevant to the study. 

In addition to narrowing the scope of my study, data reduction was a necessary 

step in making the bulky data set accessible and understandable. I began by converting 

the data into a format that allowed themes and categories to be noticed. Lesson plans 

were copied and organized according to date. Journal entries were also copied and 

organized by date. Since observation field notes and interviews yielded an extensive 

amount of data, I used Microsoft Word to compose and store all transcripts and field 

notes. My typed transcriptions were formatted so that there was ample white space 

between lines and in the margins for notes, questions, and reflections to be added to 

the manuscript.  

Data Display 

Data display, as a means of “organized, compressed assembly of information” 

(Huberman & Miles, 1994, p. 429), included the use of summaries, lists, tables and 

notes. During this phase, the raw data was converted to a form that could be accessible 

to others. Summaries of my field notes from each observation and interview 

condensed the data so that only the most salient features or those related to the 

emerging themes were accentuated. Each summary included a header with the date, 

focus of the data and the date the summary was written. The summary was attached to 

the full transcription as a cover sheet. In order to explore the interactions of Mrs. 
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Brown with individual students, data for each participant, including journal entries, 

think-alouds, and conferences, was compiled into a separate profile for each student. 

The data display made it possible for the teacher interviews, observation field 

notes, lesson plans and journal entries to be compared to determine whether the 

multiple data sources reinforced or contradicted each other. Where contradictions were 

apparent, further data collection, reduction, and display was necessary. For example, 

in her initial interview, Mrs. Brown said that she planned to use a form to assess the 

students’ journal entries and to follow up with them in their individual conferences 

(INT 1, 11/28/07, p. 11-12). During my observations, however, I rarely saw her use it. 

The form became a topic of further investigation during the final interview (INT 2, 

1/15/08, p. 30-31).  

Although the construction of the data display was a time-consuming endeavor, 

it facilitated the remainder of the data analysis process by converting the bulky data 

set into an organized and accessible collection of documents. From the data display, 

conclusions began to be drawn and verified.  

Drawing and Verifying Conclusions  

I began data analysis by identifying and confirming themes. In the tradition of 

grounded theory research (Strauss & Corbin, 1994) the collection of classroom 

observations, interviews, think-alouds and documents was analyzed using the constant 

comparative method. As I noticed themes, they were compared to relevant literature 

and to the other sources of data. Lists of emerging themes were recorded using open 

coding. During this phase, the data were “broken down, conceptualized, and put back 
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together in new ways" (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 57). Initially, the lists did not have 

specific criteria. Rather, I recorded and explored trends that seemed to be present. I 

kept ongoing lists of initial codes in the research journal to reflect trends that I noticed 

while collecting data. When reviewing the transcripts, emerging themes were also 

listed in the white space of the text and on the transcript summary pages. From the 

codes, I began to develop tentative categories. For example, completing the reading 

log, filling out a think-mark and staying on task all became part of the category 

labeled “reading behaviors.” 

Once the data were compiled into categories, I identified patterns and 

relationships and developed broader categories. The analysis process was a continual 

process of taking the data apart and rearranging it in new ways. The process was 

reflective, in that each decision emerged from and led to another decision. 

Trustworthiness 

Alhtough qualitative studies are criticized for their lack of methodological 

conventions and reporting (Huberman & Miles, 1994), I have attempted to make my 

methods and their trustworthiness “transparent” (p. 439). Unlike experimental studies, 

which address reliability, validity, and generalizability, constructivist qualitative 

studies must speak to concerns of credibility, dependability, and confirmability. In an 

attempt to “add rigor, breadth, and depth” (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, p. 2) to my 

investigation, I will address each of these issues in the following sections.  
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Credibility 

While they reject the notion of tangible knowledge that can be documented 

through internal validity, qualitative researchers have an obligation to assure the 

credibility of their research. Credibility refers to the believability of the results from 

the perspective of the participants. The credibility of this study was established 

through the use of prolonged engagement, member checks, peer debriefing, 

triangulation of data and ongoing acknowledgment of researcher’s subjectivity. 

The credibility of a study is enhanced by prolonged, persistent engagement in 

the field. I remained long enough to observe repeated patterns and achieve a point of 

data saturation (Morse, 1994). I spent six weeks collecting data and was in the 

classroom daily for four consecutive weeks. Each observation of the class lasted more 

than two hours, so I totaled approximately 45 hours of observation in addition to the 

interview and think-aloud sessions. By combining the use of observations, documents 

and interviews the intent and motivations of the participants were made clear. 

Additionally, direct quotations and document samples were included in the reporting 

of the data when appropriate.  

Member checks (Denzin, 1994), another method of developing credibility, 

were conducted periodically. I shared portions of data and initial themes and 

conclusions with Mrs. Brown in an attempt to corroborate my initial constructions of 

understanding. The interviews also functioned as a form of a member check to 

confirm my interpretation of the documents and observations. In my effort to 

determine what qualities describe a “real reader,” I shared my emergent ideas and 
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asked Mrs. Brown to confirm or reject my working definition. Likewise, I conducted 

member checks of the interviews while they were in progress. During the interviews, I 

asked Mrs. Brown questions such as, “What does that mean to ‘know a student as a 

reader’?” (INT 1, 11/28/07, p. 5), or “Are those (evidence of thinking and evidence of 

learning) the same thing?” (INT 2, 1/15/08, p. 8). 

Known as data triangulation (Janesick, 1994), the use of a variety of data 

sources (i.e. observation, interviews, and documents) helped ensure the credibility of 

the study and its findings. The data from each source either reinforced or contradicted 

the others and lead to a discussion of results and perhaps further inquiry. Denzin and 

Lincoln (1994) explain that “subjects or individuals are seldom able to give full 

explanations of their actions or intentions; all they can offer are accounts, or stories 

about what they did and why” (p. 12). Multiple methods of data collection helped to 

insure an accurate portrayal and interpretation of the case. 

A research journal (see Appendix I) served as place for my own documentation 

of the study. Unlike experimental research, every detail of the study’s design was not 

decided before the study began. The journal served as a way to track my thinking and 

the design decisions I made while the study was in progress. It also allowed biases to 

emerge and be acknowledged. The pages were consecutively numbered and each entry 

was dated. The journal included initial observations, personal reflections and questions 

concerning the study (Dyson, 2005). Use of the journal began at the onset of the study 

and continued until reporting was completed.  
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Dependability 

Dependability is concerned with the constancy of data over time (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1989). The researcher is responsible for describing the details that create the 

unique context of a study. To assure dependability, my methodology and time-line 

were clearly laid out and included specific details about the setting and participants. 

All data displays and analytic strategies were available for confirmation. Triangulation 

of methods, as described previously, also increased the dependability of the study.  

Confirmability 

 Confirmability refers to the ability of the results of a study to be confirmed or 

corroborated by others rather than simply being the personal understanding of the 

researcher (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). Confirmability is dependent on the researcher’s 

ability to clearly document all research decisions and conclusions. Through the 

description of my methodology and the organization of my data, I attempted to make 

the steps I took in conducting my study transparent. I used detailed description and 

provided occasional verbatim accounts to provide readers the opportunity to track my 

process of data analysis. 

 In a further effort to establish confirmability, I established a systematic audit 

trail. Every component of my data was labeled with a number or page number, date 

and source so that it could be easily referenced within the reporting of the data. Data 

were cited in the following ways: lesson plans (LP, date), interviews (INT, interview 

#, p. #), journal entries (JE, student or teacher name, date, p. #), planning sessions (PS, 

date, p. #), observations (OBS, date, p. #), journal think-alouds (JTA, date, p. #), 
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assessment notes (AN, student name, date, p. #), field notes (FN, date, p. #), and 

photographs (PH photograph #). 

Transferability 

 Transferability refers to the degree to which the results of a study can be 

applied to similar contexts. Due to the small sample size and highly contextualized 

nature of qualitative case studies, transferability is difficult to guarantee (Stake, 1994). 

Researchers can take steps, however, to promote the transferability of their findings. 

Thick description was used in observational field notes and to report the data. Through 

a combination of description narrative, I attempted to place the reader in the classroom 

context. As a result, readers can determine for themselves whether the results of the 

study are applicable to other contexts. 

Summary 

 In summary, data for this instrumental case study were collected over a six 

week period of time and included the use of interviews, observations, think-alouds, 

and document collection. Observations were conducted during the reading workshop 

block of the reading class, and interview and think-alouds were held at various 

locations outside of the school setting. While I did not teach the class directly or in a 

whole-group format, my role varied from observant participant to participant observer.  

 Data analysis was ongoing and included sub-phases of data reduction, data 

display and conclusion drawing and verifying. Data were read and coded and 

emerging themes were compared with existing data and themes. Throughout the study 
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measures were taken to assure trustworthiness, credibility, dependability, and 

transferability.  
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CHAPTER 4 

 Presentation of Findings 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the role of reading response journals 

in the cycle of instruction, assessment and reflection in a fifth grade classroom. The 

teacher who I chose to study had prior experience using response journals as a form of 

classroom reading assessment. In this chapter, a case study of the teacher (Mrs. 

Brown) and how she implements and uses response journals in her classroom is 

presented. The following research questions guided the study: 

1. How does one fifth-grade reading teacher implement reading response 
journals?  

 
2. Why does the teacher include reading response journals as part of her 

curriculum?  
 
3. How does the teacher analyze and assess the students’ written responses?  
 
4. How does the content in the students’ response journals influence the teacher’s 

curricular decision-making and instruction? 
 
 A case study of the teacher’s use of reading response journals will be presented 

in seven sections: (a) professional background, (b) description of the school and 

classroom setting, (c) reading instruction in Mrs. Brown’s classroom, (d) rationale for 

reading response journals, (e) implementation of response journals, (f) assessment of 

readers, and (g) planning and instruction. I chose to use pseudonyms for both the 

teacher and children. The teacher is identified by her last name (pseudonym) and in 

the transcripts by the initials, MB. I identify the students using only their first name 

pseudonyms. In the transcripts, I refer to myself as the researcher. 
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Analysis of the Data 

 Analysis of the data was ongoing. The data set consisted of two interviews 

with the teacher, six sets of weekly lesson plans, six sets of weekly journal entries, 

fourteen observation transcripts, the teacher’s assessment notes and think-alouds, 

transcripts of planning sessions, field notes related to informal observations and 

conversations, and photographs of posters and charts used during the reading lessons. 

The coding that follows each data reference reported in the case is cited in such a way 

that provides a reference to its location in the data pool. Data were cited in the 

following ways: lesson plans (LP, date), interviews (INT, interview #, p. #), journal 

entries (JE, student or teacher name, date, p. #), planning sessions (PS, date, p. #), 

observations (OBS, date, p. #), journal think-alouds (JTA, date, p. #), assessment notes 

(AN, student name, date, p. #), field notes (FN, date, p. #), and photographs (PH 

photograph #). 

 I used selective transcription to transcribe records of each of the classroom 

observations. I only recorded the portions of the lessons related to the teacher’s 

instruction and the use of reading response journals. I included a brief narrative of 

what happened during the reading workshop in each transcript, but did not transcribe 

the interactions verbatim. 

 From the initial analysis of the data, three distinct categories emerged: (a) 

reading instruction, (b) assessment of the class and of individual students, and (c) 

instructional planning for the class and for individual students (figure 4.1). I compiled 

data from these core categories and then determined subcategories. From the core 



Texas Tech University, Sheila Delony, August 2008 
 

81 
 

categories and the subcategories, three distinct patterns emerged: (a) concern for the 

affective domain, (b) community, and (c) constraints. I presented the information in 

narrative sections. The narrative sections include portions of transcripts and examples 

from the students’ reading response journals in an effort to provide a detailed and in-

depth understanding of the findings. 

Definitions and Analysis Categories:  

Organizational Structure for Chapter Four 

Reading Instruction 
• Minilesson 

 Whole group, explicit instruction focused on a reading concept or   
 strategy, usually lasting 15-20 minutes. 
 

• Independent reading 
 Block of reading workshop during which students engage in silent reading of 
 self-selected texts, usually lasting 30-45 minutes. 
 

• Conferring 
 Takes place during independent reading time. One-on-one meeting with 
 student and teacher focused on the student’s independent reading, usually 
 lasting 5-10 minutes each. 
 

• Standardized test preparation 
 Instructional time devoted to preparation for the Texas Assessment of 
 Knowledge and Skills (TAKS). 
 

• Strategy groups 
 Takes place during independent reading time. Group of 3-5 students with 
 similar instructional needs who meet with the teacher for direct instruction or 
 guided practice. 
 
Assessment  

• Assessment of individual students 
 Teacher’s evaluation of individual students’ reading achievement based on test 
 results, formal and informal interaction with individuals, observation, and 
 journal entries.  
 
Figure 4.1. Analysis categories and definitions 
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Definitions and Analysis Categories:  
 

Organizational Structure for Chapter Four 
• Assessment of the class 

 Teacher’s evaluation of the reading achievement of the class based on 
 standardized test results, formal and informal interaction with students, and 
 observation. 
 
Planning and Instruction 

• Addressing the needs of the class 
 Teacher’s intended and incidental plans of action for addressing the class’s
 instructional needs. 

• Addressing the needs of individual students 
 Teacher’s intended and incidental plans of action for addressing individual 
 students’ instructional needs. 
 
Figure 4.1. Analysis categories and definitions 

 
Professional Background 

 Mrs. Brown graduated in December 2001 with a Bachelor of Science Degree 

in Interdisciplinary Studies. During her career, she taught five and half years in third 

grade. Mrs. Brown was hired at midterm to take over a third grade classroom where 

the teacher resigned. During this first semester, she taught in a self-contained 

classroom, which means she taught all subject areas to one group of about 20 children. 

The next year, the grade level was departmentalized. During this second year, Mrs. 

Brown was responsible for teaching reading and language arts to all third grade 

students within the school. The third year, Mrs. Brown returned to being self-

contained and remained so for the rest of her time teaching in third grade. All of Mrs. 

Brown’s third grade experience was in the same classroom on the same campus. At 

the beginning of the school year in which this study occurred, Mrs. Brown had 
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transferred to a newly opened elementary campus where she took a position as a fifth-

grade reading and language arts teacher (FN, 2/1/08, p. 22). 

Description of the School and Classroom Setting 

 Mrs. Brown taught at Grand Elementary, a kindergarten through grade five 

campus in a large, urban school district in the Southwest. Student enrollment at Grand 

ranged from about 375-410 students during the 2007-2008 school year. The school 

was classified as a Title I campus where 63% of students were eligible to receive free 

or reduced-price meals. The ethnic distribution consisted of 13% African American, 

53% Hispanic, 30% White, 0.5% Native American, and 3% Asian/Pacific Islander 

(R.G. Teal, personal communication, November 19, 2007). Mrs. Brown was one of 

three fifth grade teachers at Grand Elementary. At the time of the study, Mrs. Brown 

taught reading and language arts for all of the fifth grade students. Fifth grade was a 

high-stakes testing grade at the time of this study. Students were required to pass the 

math and reading portions of the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills in order 

to be promoted to the sixth grade. 

 Grand Elementary opened in August of 2007, and Mrs. Brown was part of the 

inaugural faculty. Mrs. Brown’s classroom was approximately 30 feet wide by 25 feet 

long. The room was carpeted and had one rectangular window covered with mini-

blinds. On the front wall was a large dry erase board with a bulletin board on each side 

of it. Opposite the wall with the white board was teacher storage, the classroom library 

organized by genre, and a row of student lockers. On the same wall as the door was a 

row of five student computers that were used for posting reading response journal 
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entries. On the fourth wall were the teacher’s desk and work area (in the corner) and 

student photographs on a decorative board (figure 4.2).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.2. Diagram of Mrs. Brown’s classroom 
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Most of the whole-group reading instruction took place in the area Mrs. Brown 

referred to as the “living room” (OBS, 12/3/08, p. 1). A large floral rug in front of the 

dry erase board defined the area. The students did not all fit on the rug, but it marked 

the central meeting place. To the left of the rug was an old, upholstered rocking chair 

where Mrs. Brown often sat to read to the students. Between the chair and the wall 

was an end table with a small lamp, a box of supplies, and a decorative can of napkins 

and straws. Most of the individual conferring took place at Mrs. Brown’s conference 

table. The table was located to the right of the rug and perpendicular to Mrs. Brown’s 

desk. The students worked independently at hexagonal tables rather than desks. 

 The classroom was full of evidence of literacy activities. Books rested on the 

tray of the whiteboard, student poetry covered a bulletin board and cabinets, and bins 

of students’ reading folders were on shelves and on the floor. An easel in the corner of 

the room had instructions for posting online journal letters. Charts and lists were taped 

to the walls and boards (figure 4.3).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.3. Chart of instructions for posting responses on nicenet.org 
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Small posters in the library listed characteristics of different genres. Other posters 

listed the characteristics of easy, just right, and challenging books, ways to choose 

books, understanding the author’s meaning, and how to buzz effectively (see 

Appendix J).  

 The classroom library (figure 4.4) consisted of two bookshelves facing each 

other with baskets and tubs full of books on the floor between them. The books on the 

shelves were organized into baskets according to their genre or author. Many of the 

sets of books were labeled with the name of a genre and its characteristics. The 

students had access to the classroom library, but there was no record keeping system 

for borrowing books.  

 

Figure 4.4. Photograph of the classroom library 

Reading Instruction in Mrs. Brown’s Classroom 

 Reading instruction in Mrs. Brown’s classroom typically followed a reading 

workshop framework. With few exceptions, the workshop portion of the class 
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consisted of a minilesson and independent reading (Figure 4.5). On one occasion I 

observed the students “buzzing” or talking in small groups about their books at the end 

of the independent reading time. (OBS, 12/4/07, p. 15) Even though I only observed 

this activity once, the students were successful with very little instruction, which 

suggested that the students had prior experience with buzzing. Each of the components 

that were part of Mrs. Brown’s reading instructional time contributed to the 

assessment and instruction of the students and is described further in the following 

sections. 

Summary of Classroom Observations 
Week Two:  
December 3rd Minilesson:  Hero Cycle 
 Read Aloud:  Verdi (Cannon, 1997) 
 Conferences:  Carrie 
December 4th Minilesson:  Hero Cycle 
 Read Aloud:  The Three Pigs (2001) by David Wiesner 
 Conferences:  Jessica, Sara, Jacob, Ashley 
 Buzzing 
December 5th Benchmark Testing 
December 6th Benchmark Testing 
December 7th Minilesson:  Hero Cycle 
 Read Aloud:  Two Bad Ants (Van Allsburg, 1988) 
Week Three:  
December 10th Minilesson:  Bell Curve 
Week Three:  
December 10th Minilesson:  Bell Curve 
 Read Aloud:  Edward and the Pirates (McPhail, 1997) 
 Conferences:  Taylor, Michael, Ashley 
December 11th Minilesson:  Time Line 
 Read Aloud:  Edward and the Pirates (McPhail, 1997) 
 Conferences: Madison, Anthony, Jacob 

 
Figure 4.5. Summary of classroom observations 
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Summary of Classroom Observations 
December 12th Minilesson:  Creating a new diagram to depict a story’s structure 
 Read Aloud:  There Was a Cold Lady Who Swallowed Some Snow      

(Colandro, 2003) 
 Conferences:  Madison, Sara, Hannah 
December 13th Minilesson:  No minilesson 
 Conferences:  Taylor, Lauren, Megan 
December 14th Minilesson:  Parallel Story Lines 
 Read Aloud: The Pain and the Great One (Blume, 1974) 
 Conferences: Daniel, David 
Week Four:  
December 17th Minilesson: No minilesson 
 Conferences: Morgan, Brandon, Jessica 
December 18th Entire class time spent listening to and discussing Where the Red Fern 

Grows (Rawls, 1961) 
December 19th Class Christmas party (no reading class) 
December 20th Noon dismissal (no reading class) 
December 21st Noon dismissal (no reading class) 
Week Five:  
January 7th Entire class time spent analyzing TAKS benchmark results 
January 8th Minilesson:  Analyzing story elements (TAKS emphasis) 
 Read Aloud:  Click, Clack, Moo: Cows that Type (Cronin, 2000) 
 Conferences:  Darin, Carrie 
 Strategy Group:  Emily, Daniel, Michael 
January 9th Minilesson:  Identifying cause and effect (TAKS emphasis) 
 Conferences:  Emily, Jessica, Ashley, Michael 
 Strategy Group:  Darin, Michael, Madison 
January 10th Minilesson:  Identifying cause and effect (TAKS emphasis) 
 Read Aloud:  Sunken Treasure in the Cornfield (Texas Education Agency, 

2006)   
 Conferences:  Taylor, Jacob, Lauren, Madison 
January 11th Minilesson:  TAKS test preparation 
 Conferences:  Joshua, Madison 

 
Figure 4.5. Summary of classroom observations continued 
 
Minilessons 

 Mrs. Brown usually began the reading workshop with a minilesson. A 

minilesson is a whole-group, explicit method of delivering instruction. During the time 
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I was in her classroom, the focus of most of the minilessons was noticing the plot 

structure of stories. Mrs. Brown frequently referred to this concept as looking at the 

“big picture” (OBS, 12/3/07, p. 3). Within this major focus unit, Mrs. Brown worked 

with the students to identify the hero cycle, bell curve, time line, and parallel story 

lines, as described in Frank Serafini’s (2004) book, Lessons in Comprehension: 

Explicit Instruction in the Reading Workshop. Throughout all of her lessons, Mrs. 

Brown made connections to preparation for the TAKS test (the state standardized test), 

but TAKS did not become a primary focus of her minilessons until after the Christmas 

break. When Mrs. Brown’s focus shifted to TAKS preparation, Mrs. Brown addressed 

skills for which standardized tests indicated a deficit, such as analyzing story elements 

and identifying cause and effect (LP, 1/7-11/08). 

 The format of the minilessons in Mrs. Brown’s reading class reflected a 

community atmosphere. Rather than sitting at their desks with the teacher standing and 

lecturing, the students joined Mrs. Brown in the “living room,” where they sat on the 

rug (OBS, 12/3/07, p. 1). As the study went on, fewer of the students actually fit on 

the floral rug, but it seemed to define the area. Mrs. Brown sat in the rocking chair or 

on the floor in front of the board while teaching. It was only when she pointed to or 

wrote on a chart that Mrs. Brown stood.  

 Mrs. Brown’s way of relating to the students also reflected her community 

approach. She praised the students often and shared her confidence in them. In 

response to Brandon’s comment about a character’s transformation, she told him that 

he made a good point and thanked him for sharing (OBS, 12/4/07, p. 7). When 
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reviewing a skill that the students did not master on the TAKS benchmark, she told 

them that she was sure they could do it (OBS, 1/8/08, p. 2). Comments such as these 

were a steady and natural part of Mrs. Brown’s teaching.  

 Joking and playfulness were also a part of Mrs. Brown’s relationship with her 

students. For example, at the end of a book with a surprise ending, Mrs. Brown closed 

the book before the last page and told the students that they didn’t really need to see 

the end. She laughed along with the students before revealing the ending (OBS, 

12/12/07, p. 5). 

 Mrs. Brown often shared personal information about her own reading and 

learning. She revealed her preferences for particular books (OBS, 1/8/08, p. 4), her 

personal connections to the reading (OBS, 12/14/07, p. 9), and her experience as a 

student in tutoring (OBS, 1/7/08, p. 1). Mrs. Brown also shared her reading miscues 

and used them to teach the students the importance of self-monitoring and self-

correcting (OBS, 12/7/07, p. 2). 

 When the students had a comment to make during a minilesson, they were not 

usually expected to raise their hands. On isolated occasions when the students were 

off-task or especially talkative, Mrs. Brown requested that they raise their hands to 

speak (OSB, 12/12/07, p. 5; OBS, 1/10/08, p. 6). Otherwise, the students’ responses 

were very conversational-spontaneous and often unsolicited. During a read aloud of 

Verdi (Cannon, 1997), a student blurted out his observation, “He looks like a ripe 

banana!” (OBS, 12/03/07, p. 7). The student was not reprimanded for his sudden 

response, indicating that unsolicited comments were acceptable. Often, these 
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spontaneous comments reflected the students’ verbal processing of their thoughts. At 

times, the students’ thinking out loud became a collaborative effort to construct 

understanding. In one instance, Mrs. Brown challenged the students to create an 

original diagram to explain the story structure of I Know a Cold Lady Who Swallowed 

Some Snow (Colandro, 2003). After reading the story out loud, Mrs. Brown asked the 

students how the story was organized. Initially, she requested that the students raise 

their hands to share their ideas. Two students raised their hands and answered. Megan 

said that the woman swallowed everything in order, and Brandon said that it started 

out simple and got harder. Following their responses, so many students began sharing 

their ideas that it became impossible to understand what they were saying. Rather than 

speaking directly to Mrs. Brown, they were speaking to each other. Mrs. Brown 

responded to remarks that she could hear, and allowed the students to continue their 

discussion while she began recording their thoughts on the board. By the end of their 

time in the living room, the class had come to a consensus about and had developed a 

diagram that they felt accurately represented the story’s plot structure (OBS, 12/12/07, 

p. 5). 

 Even though the students were actively involved during the minilessons, this 

segment of the reading workshop was primarily teacher directed. Mrs. Brown often 

began by explicitly defining or describing the topic of her lesson. She also shared the 

relevance for what they were going to learn by telling the students that the lesson 

would help them to “really get it (reading)” (OBS, 12/3/07, p. 4), that they could 
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understand their books better (OBS, 12/10/07, p. 2), or that it would help them on the 

TAKS test (OBS, 1/8/08, p. 1).  

 Nine of the fourteen minilessons I observed included a read aloud that was 

embedded with skill instruction. Mrs. Brown read stories enthusiastically with 

exaggerated expression and intonation. Before reading a book to the class, Mrs. Brown 

always read the back of the book or the inside cover. She often said “the more we 

know before we read,” and the students joined in, “the more we understand” (OBS, 

12/10/07, p. 4). Following a preview of the book, Mrs. Brown pointed out its special 

features or its genre as necessary. During the read aloud she stopped not only to teach 

her focus skill but also to point out features of the illustrations (OBS, 12/7/07, p. 2), to 

discuss unfamiliar vocabulary (OBS, 12/4/07, p. 3), or to make connections to prior 

learning (OBS, 12/10/07, p. 5). 

 Following Mrs. Brown’s read aloud, she typically presented a chart or diagram 

to the class. A few times, the chart was already completed, but it was usually created 

with input from the class. During these creations, Mrs. Brown served as a scribe while 

the students shared their ideas. As she wrote, Mrs. Brown questioned the students’ 

ideas, without suggesting that they were wrong. For instance, after the students 

designed their own plot structure diagram for I Know a Cold Lady Who Swallowed 

Some Snow (Colandro, 2003), Mrs. Brown asked them why they wanted the line she 

was drawing to keep going up and down (Figure 4.6). After hearing their explanation 

of the story’s intensity rising and falling, the diagram remained unchanged (OBS, 

12/12/07, p. 8). 
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 Mrs. Brown usually closed the minilesson in the same way that she began it. 

She restated the skill that they had learned and its importance. At times, she called on 

students to retell what they had learned and why it was important (OBS, 12/12/07, p. 

8; OBS, 1/7/08, p. 10). Following the conclusion of the lesson, Mrs. Brown released 

the students by table groups to get their reading materials and begin their independent 

reading. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.6. Student-created plot diagram of I Know a Cold Lady Who Swallowed 
Some Snow (Colandro, 2003) 
 

Independent Reading 

 The independent reading segment of the reading workshop was a time for 

students to read independently from self-selected texts. Mrs. Brown played soft music 

and provided pillows for the students who were sitting on the floor. Most students sat 
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at their tables to read, but they could earn the opportunity to sit on the floor or to sit on 

a pillow. The independent reading block was also an opportunity for students to post 

their reading responses. While the students were engaged in their independent reading, 

Mrs. Brown conducted individual conferences and met with strategy groups.  

Conferring 

 Individual student conferences consisted of one-on-one meetings between the 

teacher and each student. The content of conferences was related to whole-group 

lessons as well as individual needs as suggested by observations or reading response 

journal entries. The conferences allowed the teacher to learn more about the 

characteristics of individual students’ reading progress and to provide instruction 

specific to their needs. Conferences were usually teacher initiated. At times, however, 

students requested conferences. For example, Taylor approached Mrs. Brown with her 

book and expressed her confusion about its genre, which led to an impromptu 

conference (OBS, 1/10/08). On another occasion, Anthony finished his book during 

class and was anxious to talk to Mrs. Brown about it, so he asked if they could meet 

(OBS, 12/11/07, p. 7). Not all conference requests were granted, however. One day 

Michael asked if he could have a conference, but Mrs. Brown looked at her conference 

schedule and told him that there probably would not be time for them to meet. In 

response to his sad expression, Mrs. Brown handed him a “think mark” paper and told 

him to write down his thoughts so that they could discuss them the next day (OBS, 

12/17/07, p. 1).  
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 At times, the instructional content of the conferences included references to 

topics that were addressed previously in the whole group minilessons. Mrs. Brown 

talked to the students about how their books were organized and what story structure 

diagrams they fit (OBS, 12/10/07, p. 8; OBS, 12/10/07, p. 10; OBS, 12/11/07, p. 9). 

She used the same terminology in the conferences that she used in the whole group 

setting when teaching students about story elements and plot structure (OBS, 12/3/07, 

p. 10-11; OBS, 12/14/07, p. 3; OBS, 12/10/07, p. 7). Mrs. Brown also used the 

conferences as an opportunity to go over an independent assignment that the students 

were given (OBS, 1/9/08, p. 10). On one occasion, Mrs. Brown asked the students to 

find examples of cause and effect in the books they were reading independently and 

looked over these papers during the students’ conferences. 

 Other skills, such as using schema to make predictions (OBS, 12/14/07, p. 6, 

OBS, 12/10/07, p. 8), identifying various genres (OBS, 12/11/07, p. 9), building 

vocabulary (OBS, 1/8/08, p. 14), and solving unknown words (OBS, 12/4/07, p. 14) 

were also addressed. It is unknown whether these skills were ever taught to the whole 

class, but the environmental print in the room suggested that they were (PH 3; PH 5; 

OBS, 12/12/07, p. 16). Mrs. Brown also gave students strategies for encountering 

difficult proper nouns. On more than one occasion, Mrs. Brown explained to students 

that when it came to names, they could simply call the character by the first letter of 

his or her name (OBS, 12/4/07, p. 14; OBS, 12/12/07, p. 15). Mrs. Brown believed 

that students had difficulty moving on to the rest of the text if they were struggling to 
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pronounce a name, so she wanted them to have a strategy for continuing their reading 

(FN, 5/18/08/, p. 35). 

 At times, the content of the reading conferences resembled conversations that 

might be overheard in a book club discussion among adults. They discussed favorite 

authors (OBS, 12/13/07, p. 7) and made comparisons across books that one or both of 

them had read (OBS, 12/12/07, p. 14; OBS, 12/14/07, p. 6). Such conferences were 

characterized by the sharing of opinions and preferences. 

 Portions of some conferences were used to discuss reading behaviors. At times, 

Mrs. Brown reprimanded students for being unprepared for class and emphasized the 

importance of having all of their materials ready for the reading workshop (OBS, 

12/17/07, p. 5). She talked to other students about the necessity of completing books 

from the beginning to the end or committing to the completion of a chapter book 

(OBS, 12/12/07, p. 11; OBS, 12/10/07, p. 7). Mrs. Brown also used the time to talk to 

students about their response journal entries (OBS, 12/13/07, p. 3). She spoke to Mary 

about her use of standard conventions in her letters, telling her that even though she 

said great things, her letters were very hard to read (OBS, 1/9/08 p. 10). Other 

conversations focused on the content of the journal letters (OBS, 12/17/07, p. 4). For 

instance, in a meeting with Jacob, she encouraged him to think about the big picture 

when writing his journal entries (OBS, 12/4/07, p. 13). Mrs. Brown’s suggestion was 

probably in reference to the minilesson during which Mrs. Brown was teaching plot 

structure. She seemed to be prompting Jacob to consider the story as a whole, rather 

than a series of discrete events (OBS, 12/4/07, p. 1). 
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 Occasionally, Mrs. Brown provided students with a think mark to help them 

record their thinking (OBS, 12/12/07, p. 14). The think marks were bookmark-sized 

sheets of paper with space for the students to write the title and author of the book they 

were reading. The front and back of the sheet provided space for several entries of the 

students’ thoughts and the page number related to that thought (Fountas & Pinnell, 

2001). Mrs. Brown explained to the students that they could write down connections, 

things they noticed, or questions they had while reading on the think marks (OBS, 

12/12/07, p. 14, OBS, 12/13/07, p. 2). While Mrs. Brown intended for the think marks 

to be a source of information as the students wrote their journal entries, she never 

taught them how to use them in that way (INT 2, 1/15/08, p. 3-4). The students did not 

use them to write their journals, though they were sometimes discussed during 

individual conferences before being discarded.  

 Mrs. Brown spent part of almost every conference looking over the student’s 

reading log. The students logged in on a form that Mrs. Brown provided for the 

students to keep in their reading folders. Mrs. Brown required the students to log in at 

the beginning of each independent reading session. Logging in required the students to 

fill in the title, author and genre of the book as well as the page number where they 

began and ended their reading each day.  

 Examination of the reading log often led to a discussion of genre. In one 

instance, Hannah filled in the space for genre with the word “opinion.” When Mrs. 

Brown asked her about it, she explained that parts of the story seemed real, but other 

parts seemed made up, so it could be either one. Mrs. Brown used the opportunity to 



Texas Tech University, Sheila Delony, August 2008 
 

98 
 

teach Hannah about realistic fiction (OBS, 12/12/07, p. 12). On his entry of several 

different books, Daniel simply put a question mark in the space for genre; so again, 

Mrs. Brown used the conference to review the characteristics of different genres 

(OBS, 12/1/07, p. 1). At times, the reading log led to Mrs. Brown’s firm restatement 

of her expectations of the students during independent reading (OBS, 12/4/07, p. 14, 

OBS, 12/10/07, p. 9; OBS 12/4/07, p. 9). Issues of honesty when filling out the 

reading log also had to be addressed because some students were documenting books 

and pages that they did not actually read (OBS, 12/13/07, p. 3). 

 One topic that came up in most conferences was choosing a “just right” book 

(Fountas & Pinnell, 2001, p. 146). Just right described books that were not too easy 

and not too challenging for a student to read and enjoy independently (OBS, 12/14/07, 

p. 5). Mrs. Brown encouraged the students to read the inside cover before choosing a 

book. If they did not do this before meeting with her, she requested that they read it 

out loud while she followed along (OBS, 12/14/07, p. 2). In some cases, Mrs. Brown 

praised students for continuing to read books from a familiar author or series (OBS, 

1/8/08, p. 16). More often, Mrs. Brown encouraged students to expand their reading 

beyond the genre, series or author with which they were the most comfortable (OBS, 

12/13/07, p. 2). For instance, Mrs. Brown recommended that Sara try a book by Judy 

Blume rather than reading another book in the Judy Moody book series by Sara 

McDonald (OBS, 12/4/07, p. 11). She often recommended books to students, 

reflecting her familiarity with each student’s reading interests. For example, in her 

attempt to get Jacob to move away from the A-Z Mysteries series (Roy), Mrs. Brown 
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suggested that he try some of the sports books by Matt Christopher (OBS, 12/4/07, p. 

12).  

 If students were having a particularly difficult time choosing a book, Mrs. 

Brown accompanied them to her classroom library and assisted them in their book 

choice (OBS, 12/14/07, p. 8, OBS, 1/9/08, p. 15). She also encouraged the students to 

recommend books to each other (OBS, 12/10, 07, p. 10). With all students, Mrs. 

Brown was interested in whether their current book was an appropriate choice, and if 

they had a book in mind for their next read. 

 The content of the conferences was not always related to measurable reading 

skills. Mrs. Brown also expressed interest in the students’ affective responses to 

reading. She asked the students how their books made them feel and whether or not 

they were enjoying the books they were reading. In one of her response journal letters, 

Megan wrote that her book was “wonderful, but sad” (JE, Megan, 12/12/07, p. 13). 

Mrs. Brown asked her why she thought this. Megan explained the sad circumstances 

of the character’s life and expressed her sympathy for the boy (OBS, 12/13/07, p. 7).  

 As in the whole group minilessons, Mrs. Brown often provided positive 

feedback to the students in the form of verbal praise and encouragement during the 

conferences. As she listened to David explain an insightful connection between an A-

Z Mystery (Roy) and Fly High Bessie Coleman (Borden & Kroeger, 2001), she gasped 

and smiled at him. She told him that she was very impressed that he noticed the 

connection (OBS, 12/14/07, p. 6). When speaking to Megan, Mrs. Brown said that she 
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was really proud of the way she was getting “into” a book for the first time (OBS, 

12/13/07, p. 8).  

 Mrs. Brown also conveyed her pleasure or frustration with students through 

her body language. An observable change in Mrs. Brown’s body language occurred 

when transitioning from a particularly frustrating conference to the following one. 

During one conference when Mrs. Brown was a bit upset with a student, she sat back 

in her seat, clicked her pen and spoke in a low voice. When the next student sat down 

for a conference, Mrs. Brown leaned forward and smiled and her voice had a more 

friendly, conversational tone (OBS 12/4/07, p. 9-10).  

 In the same way, the students’ nonverbal responses communicated their 

affective response to reading. When retelling an episode in her book, Sara laughed and 

smiled (OBS, 12/4/07, p. 10). Similarly, Lauren laughed out loud several times while 

telling Mrs. Brown about her Captain Underpants (Pilkey, 1997) book. Mrs. Brown 

encouraged the students to identify personal connections to their reading (OBS, 

12/13/07, p. 1). Mrs. Brown shared her own personal connections and responses as 

well. Speaking to Carrie about Because of Winn Dixie (DiCamillo, 2005), Mrs. Brown 

said, “In your [response journal] letter, you said you love it . . . I loved this book, too” 

(OBS, 12/3/07, p. 12).  

 In addition to one-on-one instructional time, Mrs. Brown used the conferences 

to conduct individual reading assessments. Only one type of formal assessment was 

observed. During seven conferences, Mrs. Brown conducted a fluency assessment that 

was part of an intervention program required by the school district (OBS, 12/12/07, p. 
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9; OBS, 12/12/07, p. 6). Mrs. Brown also conducted various informal reading 

assessments of her students. Her approaches varied, depending on the needs of the 

students. She asked some students to read out loud for her while she followed along 

and assisted as necessary (OBS, 12/12/07, p. 15). Some students were asked to retell 

all or portions of the book they were reading (OBS, 12/14/07, p. 1). Many times, Mrs. 

Brown asked students to explain the title of their book and why they thought it had 

been given this title (OBS, 12/12/07, p. 15). She asked the students open- and closed-

ended questions about their reading (OBS, 12/10/07, p. 12).  

 Assessing a student was more challenging and perhaps less effective when the 

student was reading a book that Mrs. Brown was not familiar with or had not read in a 

long time (OBS, 1/10/08, p. 10). For example, when Anthony met with Mrs. Brown 

after completing The Giver (Lowry, 1993), she asked him several questions about the 

new home to which the character traveled. Anthony tried to answer her questions, but 

was unable to give clear answers. Mrs. Brown continued probing until I interrupted to 

tell her that the book ends with the main character traveling to the new home, but not 

living there (OBS, 12/11/07, p. 8). 

 At the conclusion of many conferences, Mrs. Brown set a goal for the student’s 

reading. In one conference with Carrie, she told her to think about how the main 

character changed during the story, and in another she suggested that a student think 

about how her story fit into the hero cycle (OBS, 12/3/07, p. 11; OBS, 12/4/07, p. 14). 

Mrs. Brown encouraged Lauren to try to share more of her thinking in her reading 

response journal letters (OBS, 12/13/07, p. 6). 
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 Mrs. Brown used various forms of documentation both in the planning for and 

recording of her conferences. As previously mentioned, Mrs. Brown had a conference 

schedule that she used to organize her conferences. Occasionally during a conference 

she referred to the assessment notes taken while reading the students’ response journal 

entries (OBS, 12/10/07 p. 10). Either during or after the conferences, Mrs. Brown 

completed an assessment rubric of the students’ reading competency (Fountas & 

Pinnell, 2001, p. 183). Originally intended as a tool for assessing response journals, 

Mrs. Brown used it to assess the students’ independent reading, conference responses 

and journal responses holistically (see Appendix K). The rubric described qualities 

such as demonstration of text understanding, voice, clarity of expression, and 

awareness of self as a reader and writer. The score on the rubric contributed to the 

students’ six weeks reading grades. At times, Mrs. Brown reminded the students that 

their reading behaviors were influencing their grades and encouraged them to try to do 

better (OBS, 12/13/07, p. 5; OBS, 1/9/08, p. 9). 

Standardized Test Preparation 

 During the first three weeks of observation in Mrs. Brown’s class, standardized 

test preparation was an incidental rather than direct instructional objective. From Mrs. 

Brown’s perspective, everything that happened in her class was related to test 

preparation. She said, “If kids can think and read, normally they will be able to pass 

the TAKS test, so that’s my goal” (INT, 1/15/08, p. 40). During those first three 

weeks, Mrs. Brown occasionally made reference to the TAKS test. For example, when 

emphasizing the importance of thinking about the big picture while reading, she 
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explained that it would not make sense to only read part of a story, book, or TAKS 

passage (OBS, 12/3/07, p. 4).  

 In her planning session before the Christmas break, however, it was clear that 

Mrs. Brown was shifting her focus to test preparation. The entire planning session was 

based on the results of the TAKS benchmark that had been administered two weeks 

earlier (PS, 12/17/07). The benchmark, provided by school district personnel, was a 

released TAKS test from a previous year and was administered under the same 

conditions that the students would experience when taking the upcoming TAKS test. 

Scores from the benchmark were disaggregated according to particular learning 

objectives and individual students. Mrs. Brown’s resulting lesson plans focused on the 

instructional needs revealed by the TAKS benchmark. Even after shifting her focus to 

TAKS preparation, however, Mrs. Brown’s reading workshop generally retained many 

of the same elements as before. She began her workshop with whole-group 

instruction; then the students read independently while she worked with small groups 

and individual students. 

 Whole group instruction. Mrs. Brown’s whole-group lessons during TAKS 

preparation focused on skills for which the students did not demonstrate mastery on 

the TAKS benchmark. During the time of this study, they focused primarily on 

analyzing story elements and identifying cause and effect. As before, Mrs. Brown 

began by defining the focus of the lesson and explaining its relevance to reading and 

test taking. Also as before, Mrs. Brown used a read aloud to teach a targeted skill. 

After the read aloud, the students had the opportunity to diagram the story according 
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to its structure. After discussing the story’s overall structure, Mrs. Brown led the 

students in a discussion of particular story elements and their impact on the story.  

 For cause and effect, the class created a t-chart that depicted the causes and 

effects evident in the read aloud. Mrs. Brown emphasized many times that they needed 

to support their answers with text evidence rather than simply choosing an answer that 

made sense (OBS, 1/9/07, p. 5). 

 For two of Mrs. Brown’s lessons she used the book Click Clack Moo, Cows 

that Type (Cronin, 2000) for her read aloud, and on the other two days she used a 

released TAKS passage available on the Texas Education Agency website (OBS, 1/8-

9/08; OBS, 1/10-11/08). When using the TAKS passage, the students remained in 

their seats rather than coming to the living room. Mrs. Brown projected the TAKS 

passage onto a large screen so that the students could all follow along with her 

reading. 

 The first day back from Christmas break was uncharacteristic of Mrs. Brown’s 

class format. On that day, she devoted an entire class period to student analysis of the 

benchmark tests (OBS, 1/7/08, p. 1-11). Mrs. Brown instructed the students to mark 

the questions that they missed and then told them what TAKS objectives each question 

assessed. Afterward, the students tallied the items according to objective and used a 

form created by Mrs. Brown to reflect on what they could do to improve before the 

first administration of the TAKS test. 

 During this study, two TAKS-centered reading conferences took place. In both, 

the students worked on a TAKS passage and its accompanying questions. During 
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Madison’s conference, Mrs. Brown requested that she read the passage out loud and 

retell what she read (OBS, 1/10/08, p. 14-16). Mrs. Brown encouraged her to slow 

down and think about what she was reading. She assisted her with reading characters’ 

names and clarified unfamiliar vocabulary. Madison did not finish reading the passage 

before the reading workshop ended. 

 In contrast, Joshua spent his TAKS conference answering the questions that 

accompanied his passage. Mrs. Brown monitored his work and assisted him when 

necessary. She often reminded him to look back at the passage and to continue 

rereading until he found text evidence for one of the answer choices. Any time Joshua 

marked an answer, Mrs. Brown insisted that he show her where he found the answer 

and that he explain why he had chosen it. At the conclusion of Joshua’s conference, 

Mrs. Brown praised his thinking and told him that she was very proud of him (OBS, 

1/11/08, p. 7-13). 

 Strategy Groups. A significant element of standardized test preparation in Mrs. 

Brown’s reading class was the organization of strategy groups. The researcher did not 

observe any meetings of strategy groups until after the Christmas break. However, 

Mrs. Brown said that she met with strategy groups before this study began. Data 

collection began near the same time that the students took a TAKS benchmark test. 

Mrs. Brown put strategy groups on hold for several weeks so that she could use the 

benchmark results to reorganize the groups (FN, 2/20/08, p. 30). 

 Only two of these strategy group meetings took place during the time that I 

conducted observations, and each session had a different format. The first strategy 
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group meeting involved the students completing a practice TAKS passage and 

questions individually with monitoring and assistance from Mrs. Brown. The students 

began working on the practice passage during after-school tutoring the day before. 

Mrs. Brown instructed Emily, Daniel and Michael to come to the living room with 

their pencil and something to write on. She passed out their papers, and they each 

began working independently. The students sat in a moon shape with Mrs. Brown in 

the center, facing the rest of the class. As the small group worked, Mrs. Brown looked 

at their papers and shifted her attention from one student to another. She checked their 

answers and also checked to see that they were using textual evidence to answer the 

questions.  

 Even though Mrs. Brown spent the majority of the group meeting monitoring 

students, there was also an element of instruction in which Mrs. Brown shared test-

taking strategies such as marking out incorrect answer choices and using text-evidence 

to answer the questions (OBS, 1/8/08, p. 9). She also made reference to identifying the 

genre of the passage (OBS, 1/8/08, p. 13) and thinking about the “big picture” (OBS, 

1/8/08, p. 11), which had been the focus of several recent minilessons. As always, 

Mrs. Brown was quick to praise the students’ successful use of the strategies she was 

teaching (OBS, 1/8/08, p. 12). 

 The second strategy group meeting was structured just like the whole-group 

minilessons. Darin, Michael and Madison were called to the living room. Mrs. Brown 

began with a read aloud, and then served as a scribe as the students helped her 

organize the main events of the story onto a bell curve diagram. After completing the 
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bell curve diagram, the students dictated examples of cause and effect while Mrs. 

Brown filled in a corresponding t-chart. All of the students contributed to the 

discussion, receiving assistance from Mrs. Brown at times. At the conclusion of the 

strategy group time, Mrs. Brown made a direct connection to how story elements and 

cause and effect would be tested on the TAKS test (OBS, 1/9/08, p. 11-14). 

 Summary of reading instruction. Teaching in a grade level in which promotion 

is dependent upon passing a standardized test can lead to an exclusive focus on test 

preparation. When teachers like Mrs. Brown want their students to think about reading 

habits and purposes beyond the test, they sometimes have to come to a compromise in 

their teaching approaches. Mrs. Brown’s whole-group minilessons provided a time for 

direct, explicit instruction that she believed would benefit all of her students. These 

lessons focused on strategies that Mrs. Brown thought would help her students 

understand the things they read, as well as reading skills that were required and tested 

components of the fifth grade curriculum. The students responses journals did not 

influence her choice of minilesson topics. 

 The individual reading conferences allowed Mrs. Brown to address student-

specific concerns as well as to develop personal relationships with her students. 

During the individual reading conferences, Mrs. Brown discussed the reading 

behaviors of students as well as the reading preferences. The one-on-one 

conversations were often influence by, though not directly linked to, the students’ 

response journal entries.  
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 Mrs. Brown’s reading instruction was structured in a way that was intended to 

balance the need to meet curricular requirements, promote success on a standardized 

test and still promote and be responsive to the interests of individual students. Even as 

she focused her attention on preparation for the upcoming standardized test, she 

continued to conduct minilessons and individual conferences, though their content 

changed.  

Rationale for Reading Response Journals 

 Mrs. Brown began using reading response journals during her first full year of 

teaching. Her grade level used Guiding Readers and Writers: Teaching 

Comprehension, Genre and Content Literacy by Irene Fountas and Gay Su Pinnell 

(2001) as the foundation of their literacy program. She commented, “it [the response 

journals] started out as just something I felt like I should do because it was in the 

book” (INT 1, 11/28/07, p. 1). From the beginning, she believed that the journals were 

a valuable way for the students to share what they were thinking during their 

independent reading time (INT 1, 11/28/07, p. 4). During her fourth year of journal 

implementation, Mrs. Brown graded the journal entries using Fountas and Pinnell’s 

(2001) Qualities of a Reading Response rubric (p. 183). The grade contributed to the 

students’ six weeks grading period averages. At the time of this study, however, she 

was no longer assigning a grade to the journal responses. Instead, she developed an 

informal note-taking system to use during her assessment of the entries (see Appendix 

L). The notes were brief phrases that described what a student did well or a concern 

about the student’s entry. For example, of one student she wrote, “Only details. No 
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names. Just facts” (AN, 12/10-14/08,p. 1). Generally, the notes she wrote were 

abbreviated versions of her assessment think-alouds. Her goal was for the information 

she gathered from the journals to guide her instruction of individual students (INT 1, 

11/28/07, p. 2). 

 Mrs. Brown stated that over time, the response journals became “vital to my 

teaching reading with the kids” (INT 1, 11/28/07, p. 1). At the onset of the study, Mrs. 

Brown expressed that the primary benefit she saw in the use of the journals was that 

they reflected the students’ thinking during their independent reading. She explained 

that they demonstrated the students’ growth throughout the year, assisted students in 

developing their ideas, and demonstrated to her how well the students understood and 

could apply what she was teaching (INT 1, 11/28/07, p. 1-2). Additionally, Mrs. 

Brown stated that she could use the response journals as documentation and 

confirmation of a student’s reading progress (INT, 1/15/08, p. 5). The journals also 

became a source of information that she could use in parent conferences and in other 

meetings where an individual student’s progress was the primary focus (INT, 1/15/08, 

p. 5).  

 In addition to academic evidence, Mrs. Brown believed that the reading 

response journals offered other advantages. She described the benefits of getting to 

know her students, comparing the response journals to conversations. She suggested 

that the conversations are what “we should do with books” (INT 1, 11/28/07, p. 6). 

Through these conversations, Mrs. Brown said that she could see whether the students 

were able to choose appropriate books, if they were enjoying them, and what types of 
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books they preferred. She suggested that the written conversations enhanced the 

relationships between her and her students. Speaking of one student in particular, she 

said that she was able to learn things about him that she would “never know from just 

looking at him” (INT 2, 1/15/08, p. 34). She believed that the response journals 

allowed her to have a greater role in the lives of her students as readers (INT, 1/15/08, 

p. 47). As the study continued, data suggested that these affective concerns were truly 

the primary purpose for which Mrs. Brown implemented the response journals. 

Implementation of Reading Response Journals 

 Mrs. Brown’s instructions for the reading response journals were “pretty open 

ended” (INT 1, 11/28/07, p. 2). She introduced her expectations for the content of the 

journal entries by showing the students a correspondence between a fourth grade 

teacher and me. In our correspondence, we exchanged three online letters about books 

that we were reading (see Appendix M). The students orally made a list of the things 

that we wrote about in our entries in order to give them ideas of topics that they could 

write about, such as favorite parts, recommendations, and connections to other books. 

The samples also modeled Mrs. Brown’s expectation for the students to respond to her 

questions. Each entry was written in a letter format, including a greeting and a closing. 

The body of the entry was to include the title and author of the book as well as what 

students were thinking while they read. She expected the students to use standard 

spelling, capitalization and punctuation, even though her own responses often included 

typos, misspellings, and incorrect punctuation (JE, Mrs. Brown, 12/7/07, p. 3; JE, Mrs. 

Brown, 12/13/07, p. 9; JE, Mrs. Brown, 1/11/08, p. 14). 
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 Mrs. Brown assigned the students a day on which to post their journal entry. 

Such organization resulted in only having four to five journal entries posted each day, 

so “it wouldn’t be overwhelming to respond” (INT, 1/15/08, p. 2). Mrs. Brown’s goal 

was to respond to the students on the same day that they posted their entries, but it was 

still challenging to devote the necessary time to writing responses. During the first 

week of the study, when I collected copies of the students’ response journals, none of 

the students had responses from Mrs. Brown. The next week, when classroom 

observations began, a student inquired about the absence of a response, and Mrs. 

Brown apologized and promised that she would have a response the next week; she 

had not had time to respond her previous journal entry (OBS, 12/4/07, p. 12). 

 When she was teaching third grade, Mrs. Brown and her students wrote their 

responses in spiral notebooks. In fifth grade however, Mrs. Brown changed to an 

online format using the host website nicenet.org (see Appendix N). The format was a 

threaded discussion, but Mrs. Brown was the only audience for the students’ writing. 

The correspondence was limited to the teacher and each student. Through minilessons, 

Mrs. Brown taught the students how to log on to the website, post their messages, and 

log off of the website. Finding time for the students to post their messages was 

challenging, especially when students were absent or meeting in an individual reading 

conference with Mrs. Brown, so the students had opportunities to respond during the 

reading workshop time, during breakfast, or during their weekly computer class.  

 Mrs. Brown believed that the online format could be at least as beneficial as 

the spiral notebook format. She added that the online format “introduces them to a 
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world that they’re going to be involved in more and more in high school and in 

college” (INT 1, 11/28/07, p. 8). She also suggested that the novelty of the format was 

motivating for the students.  

 When asked what limitations she had found in the use of reading response 

journals, time was the only one Mrs. Brown named (INT 1, 11/28/07, p.10). She 

explained that since she was departmentalized, teaching reading for the entire fifth 

grade, it took more time to write back to the students. Perhaps this is the reason she 

only implemented the response journals in one of her three reading classes. Time 

continued to be a challenge, causing Mrs. Brown to abandon the implementation of 

reading response journals at the conclusion of the study. When I asked Mrs. Brown 

about her discontinuation of the reading response journals, she explained that as the 

TAKS test approached, she began tutoring before and after school and during her 

conference period, so it was “hard to find time to write quality responses” (FN, 

5/19/08, p. 34). 

Assessment of Readers 

 Sources of assessment in Mrs. Brown’s class were varied and served various 

purposes. Standardized test data, student work samples, and observations provided her 

with information about her students. While some data informed her instructional 

decision making for the whole class, other information was only applied to her one-

on-one instruction. 
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Assessment of Individual Students 

 Mrs. Brown’s assessment of individual students came from various data 

sources. Naturally, she gathered incidental data from observations and informal 

interactions with individuals. Individual conferences, during which Mrs. Brown met 

with the students one-on-one, were intended for her to learn more about her students’ 

reading progress. The students’ reading response journals served as another primary 

source of individual reading assessment, even though she did not have predetermined 

assessment criteria to guide her response journal assessment. Mrs. Brown suggested 

that the response journals reflected the students’ thinking during their independent 

reading time. She reported using the response journals to “monitor what they’re doing 

when I’m not standing over their shoulder assisting them.” She continued, “I really 

have seen what kinds of things different student are picking up on and what things 

some students are still not understanding or what they are not applying to their reading 

on an individual basis” (INT, 11/28/07, p. 10). 

  Mrs. Brown explained that the journal responses could confirm or contradict 

her beliefs about a student. For some students, the written responses matched the level 

of understanding that Mrs. Brown observed in class. Other times, however, she did not 

believe that students understood what they read until they revealed their thinking in a 

journal response. She explained: 

“I was thinking this was [how well a student was understanding], but [the 
journal entries] really [were] a confirmation to know that what I’m thinking is 
right. And it also worked vice versa. Some of the kids who I thought, ‘Oh, 
they’re not completely getting it [understanding what they read].’  There were 
some really good journal letters that had some really good thinking in them” 
(INT, 1/15/08, p. 7). 
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 At the onset of the study, Mrs. Brown expressed her dissatisfaction with the 

grading procedure she had used for reading response journals in previous years. She 

decided not to assign grades to the journal responses and to try a new form of 

documentation. She described an “anecdotal chart” that had a column for “evidence of 

thinking” and another for topics that she planned to discuss with each student during 

individual reading conferences (INT, 11/28/07, p. 11; see Appendix O). During the 

four weeks that Mrs. Brown’s assessment notes were collected, Mrs. Brown only used 

her printed form once (AN, 12/3-7/07). During one of her assessment sessions, Mrs. 

Brown stated as an aside: 

“The page I’m recording on might not work out as good [sic] as I thought. I’m 
gonna give it another week to see if it, if I actually can do it, but it takes quite a 
while. I might just write down things we need to work on. Because I will 
notice the thinking without writing it down, so I might just write down 
discussion topics” (JTA, 12/3/07, p. 3).  

 
She did not actually try them for another week. Beginning the very next week, she 

simply wrote the students’ names and brief notes on various sorts of paper (AN, 

12/10-14/07; AN, 12/17-21/07; AN, 1/7-11/07; see Appendix M). 

 Mrs. Brown assessed the journal letters in light of how much the students 

wrote, the language they used, their evidence of understanding, and their evidence of 

thinking. According to Mrs. Brown’s definitions, evidence of understanding referred 

to literal level comprehension, while evidence of thinking included information such 

as questions, connections, and applications of what the students had learned in class 

(INT, 1/15/08, p. 9).  
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Length of response. Many times, the length of each response was the first thing 

Mrs. Brown noted during her assessment of the journal entries. She made initial 

comments such as, “His response is very short” (JTA, 12/3/07, p. 2) or “Very long 

letter” (JTA, 12/4/07, p. 6). Mrs. Brown did not require a particular length of response, 

but expected the students to write more than just one sentence (INT, 1/15/08, p. 4).  

 According to Mrs. Brown’s comments, a long response was not necessarily 

better than a short one. In reference to one letter she said, “Very long letter, but all it 

says [sic] is exactly what happened in the book” (JTA, 12/3/07, p. 6). It was obvious 

that although the entry was long, Mrs. Brown expected more than just a retelling of 

what was read. On the other hand, she was pleased with a two-sentence letter from 

Brandon in which he tells her that he is excited to read a new book (JTA, 1/9/08, p. 4). 

Mrs. Brown explained that even though certain students’ responses were sometimes 

shorter, “you could tell that they had a lot of maturity in their reading” (INT, 1/15/08, 

p. 5). While Mrs. Brown certainly took note of the length of the responses, the quality 

of the responses was actually more important. 

 In some cases Mrs. Brown was clearly disappointed in the length of responses 

because she did not believe that it represented a student’s best effort. In response to 

David’s one sentence letter, she said emphatically, “This is not what he’s capable of” 

(JTA, 1/9/08, p. 5). Similarly, she said that Joshua wrote the “bare minimum” and 

decided she would “have to get it [his thinking] out of him” (JTA, 12/12/07, p. 6). 

After reading Emily’s short entry, she remarked, “I think she could have done a lot 

better” (JTA, 12/21/07, p. 9). 
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 Of course, in other cases, it seemed that the length of the response was indeed 

related to the students’ level of understanding. After Joshua only wrote one sentence, 

Mrs. Brown speculated, “probably the understanding of the reading isn’t completely 

there” (JTA, 1/10/08, p. 7). In light of a recent individual conference with Daniel that 

revealed his confusion about a book, Mrs. Brown surmised that he “didn’t write very 

much” because “the book he was writing about was a book he didn’t understand” 

(OBS, 12/14/07, p. 1-4; JTA, 12/18/07, p. 3). 

Use of language. Mrs. Brown’s desire was for her students to use the language 

that she modeled in class in their reading journal responses. She believed that her 

students’ use of the language she modeled was a sign that they were at least beginning 

to understand the concepts that she was teaching (INT, 1/15/08, p. 10). She explained: 

“I loved it when I heard language that I have used or had been using and they 
had it in their journal and they were using it. That was huge. And again, I saw 
that they had internalized it. They understand it, if they’re using it the right 
way. But then, even [with] the kids who are trying to use it and aren’t quite 
using it the right way yet, that’s still a big indicator. So, that’s really 
significant, I think” (INT, 1/15/08, p. 47-48). 
 

In some cases, Mrs. Brown noticed that the students used vocabulary that had been 

taught in reference to a specific story. Joshua wrote that his character had “lots of 

stamina” (JE, Joshua, 12/19/07, p. 7). At first, Mrs. Brown was surprised by his word 

choice. Then she remembered that she taught the students the word “stamina” during 

tutoring the day before (JTA, p. 8). The use of the word in the journal provided 

evidence for Mrs. Brown that Joshua was internalizing the vocabulary that she was 

teaching in isolation. 
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 At times, Mrs. Brown noticed that the reading response journals demonstrated 

the students’ understanding of content-specific vocabulary. Several students identified 

the genres of the books they were reading; an application of vocabulary that Mrs. 

Brown was trying to reinforce by making the students write the genre of the books in 

their reading logs. Madison’s only demonstration of technical vocabulary was when 

she identified one of her books as poetry (JE, Madison, 12/10/07, p. 32). Even though 

the rest of her letter was unimpressive, Mrs. Brown remarked, “at least she recognized 

what her book was about and that it was rhyming, poetry” (JTA, 12/10/07, 2). Mrs. 

Brown noted that Jacob and Darin identified their books as mysteries (JTA, 12/10/07, 

p. 1; JTA, 1/7/08, p. 3).  

 The response journals also provided Mrs. Brown with evidence of the progress 

that students made toward developing understanding of broader concepts. During an 

individual reading conference, Ashley told Mrs. Brown that she was reading Dear Mr. 

Henshaw (Cleary, 1983) because another student “requested” it to her. Mrs. Brown 

asked, “Lauren recommended it to you?” Ashley said yes and repeated the phrase 

correctly (OBS, 12/10/07, p. 10). In a subsequent journal letter, Ashley demonstrated 

her developing mastery of the phrase when she wrote “I wate [sic] to recmind [sic] 

you a book” (JE, Ashley, 1/10/08, p. 15). Mrs. Brown was pleased with her use of the 

terminology and believed that it demonstrated her understanding of that concept (JTA, 

1/10/08, p. 8). In his attempt to understand the same idea, Jacob asked in one of his 

journal entries, “Mrs. Brown when you recommend a book do [sic] the person you 

recommend it to do [sic] they have to like that kind of genre?” (JE, Jacob, 1/8/08, p. 
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5). Mrs. Brown stated in her assessment, “it’s obvious he’s paying attention to things 

and using the language. It’s so good!” (JTA, 1/8/08, p. 3). 

 Mrs. Brown noticed that students often made references to connections that 

they made while reading. Michael duplicated the language modeled by Mrs. Brown 

when he announced in an entry that he had a “T-T [text to text] connection”  (JE, 

Michael, 11/28/07, p. 8). Mrs. Brown noted that he “sounds like such a reader, 

because he refers to things with the right terminology.” (JTA, 12/12/07, p. 8). Mrs. 

Brown was also pleased when Ashley made a text to self connection in her journal 

between the divorce described in a book she was reading and the divorce of her own 

parents (JTA, 12/18/07, p. 1). Even though some students were beginning to put the 

pieces of terminology and comprehension together, they did not necessarily have 

mastery of the concepts. For example, even though Michael was using some technical 

terminology and giving details about his book, Mrs. Brown stated, “I feel like there’s 

something missing in his (Michael’s) thinking” (JTA, 12/12/07, p. 9). 

 Some students used the technical vocabulary modeled in class. Mrs. Brown 

observed that the students used terms such as genre, connection, and schema with 

accuracy and ease and even incorporated more recently introduced terminology. In 

response to the whole-class lessons on plot structure, she noticed that some students 

described the organization of their books (JE, Lauren, 1/8/08, p. 37). In one of Jacob’s 

journal entries, he explained to Mrs. Brown that he preferred mysteries because they 

“hide the answer and then at the end they give you the answer [sic].” He then went on 

to describe how his Encyclopedia Brown (Sobol) book was organized differently than 
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the A-Z Mysteries (Roy) he had been reading (JE, Jacob, 12/10/08, p. 34; JTA, 1/8/08, 

p. 2). Mrs. Brown considered his comments evidence that he was paying attention in 

class is beginning to internalize the things that she was teaching (JTA, 1/8/08, p. 3). 

Lauren retold her book using the language of the hero cycle (Serafini, 2004; JTA, 

12/19/07, p. 7), and Mrs. Brown was delighted with Morgan’s curiosity about what 

graph her story fit (JTA, 1/7/08, p. 2). 

 A few of the students never used the technical language modeled by Mrs. 

Brown. When speaking generally about the struggling readers in her class, she noted 

that they are “definitely relying heavily on the language that I’ve given them” (JTA, 

1/15/08, p. 13), but she went on to reveal that this did not appear to be the case when 

they wrote in their reading response journals. Not only were there some students who 

did not use the language, but there were some that she observed that did not even seem 

to understand when she used it in her responses back to them. Such was the case when 

Mrs. Brown asked Madison why she decided to abandon (stop reading) a book, and 

Madison replied, “I do not now [sic] what you meen [sic]” (JE, Mrs. Brown, 12/06/07, 

p. 1; JE, Madison, 12/10/07, p. 32). 

 Evidence of understanding. When assessing students’ understanding of what 

they read, Mrs. Brown’s primary concern seemed to be whether or not the students 

were “understanding the whole picture or just getting some details” (JTA, 12/3/07, p. 

2). In other words, she looked for whether or not the students could tell the gist of their 

book when they wrote their journal entries. In her written responses to their journal 

entries, Mrs. Brown encouraged the students to think about the gist of their books by 
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asking them to explain the book’s title. She felt that “if they can answer that for me, 

then a lot of times, they can get the gist of the book. It’s a good way for me to test if 

they understand” (JTA, 12/3/07, p. 2; JTA, 12/18/07, p. 2). 

 Mrs. Brown recognized that some students struggled to retell the books that 

they read. Rather than summarize or retell the main events, they often focused on 

discrete details rather than the gist of the story. For example, Jessica was “able to 

recall details of her story that she read, but she just, she doesn’t really tell the whole 

purpose of the book” (JTA, 12/3/07, p.1). She felt that other readers showed adequate 

evidence of understanding, but were notably inconsistent. There was a reference to 

this in her think-aloud comments when she explained that the students commonly 

shared the beginning, middle, and end of the story, but that their thoughts were often 

written haphazardly and were not organized (JTA, 12/18/07, p. 2). Speaking of Joshua, 

she said, “I feel like he has a hard time expressing what he reads. Maybe it’s not that 

he doesn’t understand, but he can’t always get it out” (JTA, 12/12/07, p. 6). Based on 

the “sporadic” nature of her journal entries, Mrs. Brown believed that Megan 

sometimes had a “hard time with comprehension” (JTA, 12/7/07, p. 10). 

 Mrs. Brown was most impressed with the students who attended to the major 

events of their books (JTA, 12/3/07, p. 5). She observed that Jacob “really does 

understand what happens in the story; it wasn’t even bits and pieces. It was [sic] the 

main events” (JTA, 12/3/07, p. 5). On several occasions, Mrs. Brown stated that she 

could tell that students understood what they were reading, but she did not explain 
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what evidence she had for her evaluation (JTA, 12/12/07, p. 7; JTA, 1/7/07, p. 1; 

12/18/07, p. 1). 

 Evidence of thinking. According to Mrs. Brown’s definition, evidence of 

thinking encompassed more than simply retelling the major events of a story. She 

explained that she was looking for “connections made, questions they have, 

connections they have to another book, if they are relating it to something we’ve 

learned in class. To me, those are evidences of thinking because they’re applying what 

we’ve learned” (INT, 1/15/08, p. 9). The criteria of application stood in contrast to the 

students who, though they could retell most of what they read, demonstrated “no 

[evidence of] thinking outside of that” (JTA, 12/13/07, p. 9). Mrs. Brown felt that the 

students should be “using what they know, using their inferencing [sic], getting into 

the characters. Because, since they’re fifth graders, those are things they need to be 

doing” (INT, 1/15/08, p. 28) 

 The students drew connections between their books and themselves, across 

books, across authors, and between books and current events. In one journal entry, 

Mrs. Brown noticed that Michael compared the characters in his book to the main 

character in the class novel, and “he even makes a personal connection” (JTA, 

12/18/07, p. 6). Based on the evidence of his thinking, Mrs. Brown said, “I just can’t 

figure out why he hasn’t passed a TAKS test” (JTA, 12/18/07, p. 6). Ashley, a 

struggling reader, was able to make a personal connection to a book when directly 

prompted by Mrs. Brown (JE, Ashley, 12/18/07, p. 16). Mrs. Brown was excited and 

took advantage of the opportunity to encourage Ashley when she replied, “You also 
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made a connection to your book. That is awesome!” (JE, Mrs. Brown, 12/18/07, p. 

18). Mrs. Brown was pleased with Emily’s decision to read another book by a familiar 

author. As she assessed Emily’s journal, Mrs. Brown acknowledged “it’s great 

thinking and it shows me that she’s really paying attention to the author” (JTA, 

12/7/07, p. 9). 

 Additional evidence of thinking included the students’ ability to describe the 

characters in their books and recognize changes that they underwent. Mrs. Brown 

observed that Joshua wrote that one of his characters was scared of being tackled. In a 

subsequent journal entry, he went on to explain that the character was having fun, 

because he was not afraid to be tackled anymore (JE, Joshua, 12/12/07, p. 18; JTA, 

12/11/07, p. 4). Brandon, who primarily read books in the Hank the Cow Dog series 

(Erikson), was as Mrs. Brown revealed, “just into his characters which I love.” By 

looking at the way Brandon discussed the characters through his journal entries, Mrs. 

Brown could “tell that he really understands his characters” (JTA, 12/12/07, p. 7). 

 Some readers were able to think critically and demonstrate higher levels of 

thinking such as inference and evaluation. Brandon, for example, inferred that since a 

character was going to visit his family in November, it was probably Thanksgiving 

(JE, Brandon, 12/06/07, p. 9). In her assessment, Mrs. Brown remarked, “He actually 

infers in this letter . . . so that was really good. I really like it that he inferenced [sic] 

there” (JTA, 12/7/07, p. 13) As an extension of their understanding of the events and 

characters in books, Mrs. Brown felt that the real readers were able to put themselves 
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in their stories. Jacob, for instance, said that if he were the character in his book, he 

would have called the police (JE, Jacob, 11/26/07, p. 15).  

 As further evidence of their thinking, students answered Mrs. Brown’s queries 

and posed questions of their own. Mrs. Brown was impressed that Anthony “responds 

to my letter, and he just does a great job” (JTA, 12/13/07, p. 11). Some of the 

students’ questions were directly related to the book they were reading or a skill they 

were struggling with. Others requested Mrs. Brown’s opinion. After beginning a new 

book by an unfamiliar author, Brandon asked, “Have you read some books that the 

author wrote? Have you read Holes [Sachar, 2001]? What’s your opinion?” (JE, 

Brandon, 1/9/08, p. 32). Mrs. Brown mentioned that she was glad to see his curiosity 

because he had not previously shown an interest in his new book (JTA, 1/9/08, p. 4). 

Mrs. Brown enjoyed when the students asked her questions and always made sure that 

she answered their questions in her next response. 

 Summary of assessment of individual students. Mrs. Brown used a variety of 

sources, including observations and tests to assess individual students. In order to 

assess her students on an individual level Mrs. Brown met with them one-on-one in 

reading conferences. She also assessed their reading progress and interests through the 

use of reading response journals. While Mrs. Brown expected the students to write 

more than one sentence, her primary focus was on the quality and depth of the 

responses. Beyond simple retellings, Mrs. Brown valued the students’ use of the 

language she modeled in class and interpretive levels of comprehension. 
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Assessment of the Class 

  Mrs. Brown’s assessment of the class was varied, but primary sources of 

assessment data included classroom observations and scores from the TAKS 

benchmark that was administered during the second week of the study. While Mrs. 

Brown relied heavily on the results of a district-required TAKS benchmark to plan her 

whole-group lessons, she also consulted alternative sources of assessment data. 

Reading response journal entries provided Mrs. Brown with class-wide assessment 

information to a small degree. Originally, Mrs. Brown thought that the journals would 

inform her whole-group instructional-decision making, but they did not have a 

significant influence. She explained that since each student’s journal was so unique, it 

would have been impossible to address the needs of the class based on the individual 

entries (INT, 1/15/08, p.50). In actuality, the reading response journals did not 

influence her planning for the whole class because she did not analyze the entries as a 

class set (INT, 1/15/08, p. 49). Since Mrs. Brown’s initial implementation of reading 

response journals did not include instructions or recommendations for analyzing the 

journal entries as a class set, she did not include this as a part of her continued 

implementation (Fountas & Pinnell, 2001). In light of Mrs. Brown’s frequent 

references to time constraints, it is also unlikely that she would have had the time to do 

so. 

 Although it was not a feature that Mrs. Brown examined intentionally, there 

were times when she noticed that the students’ progress toward mastering the state 

standards for fifth grade reading and language arts was evident in their journal 
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responses. For example, one such standard was that fifth graders would be able to 

“analyze characters, including their traits, motivations, conflicts, points of view, 

relationships, and changes they undergo” (www.tea.state.tx.us); however, Mrs. Brown 

noticed that students had difficulty describing how the characters changed throughout 

a book (JTA, 1/11/08, p. 10).  

 As demonstrated in Mrs. Brown’s minilessons, she showed interest in 

assessing the students’ affective approaches to reading. The journal responses revealed 

which students were only attending to surface-level comprehension and for which 

students the book was “more than just words” (INT, 11/28/07, p. 5). She explained: 

  “They [the students] can learn to enjoy [a] book, and then they can express [it] 
in some form that’s not a multiple choice test, and they understand that reading 
isn’t just answering questions when they’re finished, but it’s really about 
enjoying the whole book and getting the story out of it, and then talking about 
it with somebody” (INT, 11/28/07, p. 8). 

 
 Mrs. Brown also used the journal responses and classroom observations to assess the 

students’ reading behaviors. From the students’ responses, Mrs. Brown could tell what 

kinds of books the students were reading (INT, 11/28/07, p. 5). She could see that 

most students were choosing books independently and recommending books to others. 

She said that she was also able to “notice what (books) they’re finishing and not 

finishing” (JTA, 12/10/08, p. 3). It is likely that Mrs. Brown was concerned with 

characteristics such as stamina, engagement and independence because they were 

likely to improve students’ performance on the standardized reading test. 

  Mrs. Brown’s use of reading response journals to assess her class as a whole 

was more the result of happenstance than intentionality. She had no systematic way to 
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assess the class’s entries collectively, so it is possible that trends and patterns went 

unnoticed. There were times, however, that Mrs. Brown noticed of characteristics of 

the whole class, with regard to tested reading objectives and especially in relation to 

the students’ affective responses and reading behaviors. 

Using Response Journals to Classify Types of Readers 

 One of Mrs. Brown’s primary goals was for all of her students to become 

readers, and this became a major consideration for her as she assessed the journals 

entries. She explained, “I found myself looking for that without starting out really 

thinking about that” (INT, 1/15/08, p. 5-6). While talking about the students and 

reviewing the response journals, Mrs. Brown would often describe the students as real 

readers, non-readers, or emerging readers. She used these terms, not only as a way to 

describe the students, but also as a way to help her determine what the individual 

students needed in terms of instruction. The students that Mrs. Brown called real 

readers fully engaged with their texts, chose and completed books independently, 

developed reading preferences, and participated as members of a community of 

readers. Non-readers, on the other hand, did not demonstrate these characteristics. 

Mrs. Brown referred to the students who were beginning to do these things as 

emerging readers.  

 For Mrs. Brown, real readers understood that engagement was a legitimate 

purpose for reading and she noticed when students made comments about this in their 

journals. For example, when Jacob began a new book, Mrs. Brown observed that he 

was questioning the ability of the book to hold his attention when he wrote that he 



Texas Tech University, Sheila Delony, August 2008 
 

127 
 

hoped he would “get in to [sic] this book soon” (JE, Jacob, 12/17/07, p. 24). 

Emotional responses to books were common among the real readers. Megan described 

her book as “wonderful but sad,” and Mrs. Brown described this comment as a “great 

first line to her letter” and felt “like she’s into it” (JE, Megan, 12/12/07, p. 13; JTA, 

12/12/07, p. 8). In one journal response, Anthony wrote, “I hate that lady named 

Vandra” and Mrs. Brown noted that he “definitely has strong feelings” about the book 

he was reading (JE, 12/21/07, p. 35; JTA, 12/21/07, p. 10). For the real readers, 

reading was truly a lived through experience.  

 Mrs. Brown believed that the emerging readers were “starting to get more into 

them [books]” (JTA, 12/7/07, p. 13), “but there’s something different about the look 

on their face when they’re doing it [reading]” (INT, 1/15/08, p. 29). Struggling to put 

her thoughts into words, Mrs. Brown finally said, “I don’t feel like they love to read. I 

don’t see that [in their journal entries]. I just don’t feel like they’ve got it yet, what 

reading is all about [engagement with texts]” (INT, 1/15/08, p. 28). She also explained 

that when she looked around the room she was not confident that they were 

“engrossed in a book” (INT, 1/15/08, p. 20). Similarly, the non-readers were not 

“getting into” books or “able to understand” what they read (INT, 1/15/08, p. 28). Like 

Madison, the non-readers showed “no evidence that she [they] feels [felt] anything 

beyond just what was there” (INT, 1/15/08, p. 18), because their journal responses did 

not express any emotion or genuine reading preferences. 

 Another characteristic that helped Mrs. Brown define the various types of 

readers was the way that they chose books. She noticed from the students’ journal 
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entries that the real readers consistently chose books strategically and completed 

books before getting new ones (JE, Taylor, 12/4/07; p. 22, JTA, 12/4/07, p. 7). In 

general, the real readers always knew what book they wanted to read next, and Mrs. 

Brown was encouraged to know that her students were anxious to read more. (JTA, 

12/7/07, p. 10). Real readers were often excited to read the sequels to books. Before 

completing The Giver (Lowry, 1993), Anthony wrote that he looked forward to 

reading the next two books in the trilogy “even if I have to buy them” (JE, Anthony, 

12/13/07, p. 3; JTA, 12/13/07, p. 10). The real readers monitored their book choices 

more independently than the other students. Mrs. Brown was proud of Jacob for 

expanding his reading and pleased that he recognized that it was his “first time reading 

a book like this [Encyclopedia Brown mystery (Sobol)]” (JTA, 12/18/07, p. 4; JE, 

Jacob, 12/17/07, p. 24), because it was evidence that he was becoming a real reader. 

To her surprise, Brandon also shared his excitement at expanding his reading (JE, 

Brandon, 1/9/08, p. 32; JTA, 1/9/08, p. 4). He had been reading one series exclusively 

and had previously resisted her suggestions to try reading something new. His journal 

entry indicated to her that he was finally going to read a new novel. The real readers 

realized when their books were too easy or too challenging. Mrs. Brown was pleased 

with Carrie’s recognition of her own capabilities as a reader when after taking a break 

from the Junie B. Jones (Parks) series, she returned to find that it was a “great book 

but to [sic] easy for me know [sic].” (JE, Carrie, 12/17/07, p. 1; JTA, 12/18/07, p. 5). 

 Mrs. Brown believed that the ability to choose books successfully was part of 

being able to enjoy reading and essential to becoming a real reader (INT, 1/15/08, p. 
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25). As she reviewed Darin’s journal, she commented that she was pleased because he 

was “sticking with his book and seems[ed] to enjoy it” (JTA, 12/18/07, p. 1). During 

one think-aloud, Mrs. Brown compared Michael, an emerging reader, to Emily, a real 

reader. She explained that even though Michael had better fluency and appeared to be 

a better reader, he was not the reader that Emily was. In regards to Michael she stated, 

“one of his main problems is [that] he’s not finishing books” (JTA, 12/18/07, p. 6). 

Even though she admitted that Emily was “not [her] best reader,” Mrs. Brown felt like 

she was a “real reader because of the way she chooses books, the way she goes about 

it. You know, she has a reason for everything she does” (INT, 1/15/08, p. 20).

 Daniel’s shift from being a non-reader to becoming an emerging reader 

corresponded with his discovery of a series that he enjoyed. Mrs. Brown noted while 

looking over Daniel’s journal that she was concerned because she was not sure that he 

“completely bought into it [reading] yet” (JTA, 1/9/08, p. 6). She added, “I’m not sure 

if the complete comprehension and enjoyment have been there, so I’ll be curious to 

see how he reacts to Double Fudge [Blume, 2002]” (JTA, 1/9/08, p. 6). After reading 

it, Daniel shared his opinion of the book, information about the main character, and 

retold a specific episode in the book. He even shared his plan to trade books with 

David, who was reading another book in the series (JE, Daniel, 1/16/08, p. 9). Mrs. 

Brown praised his new enthusiasm, telling him “that’s what readers do!” (JE, Mrs. 

Brown, 1/17/08, p. 10). 

 In contrast, the non-readers tended to jump from one book to another rather 

than reading books in their entirety. Mrs. Brown speculated that Madison did not 
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know “how to set goals and reach them with her reading” (JTA, 12/7/07, p. 11). 

Describing Madison further, Mrs. Brown stated, “she’s not a reader yet, and that really 

bothers me. Cause [sic] I feel like everyone else is becoming a reader, and she doesn’t 

ever stick with one book” (JTA, 12/7/07, p. 11). Ashley, another student described as a 

non-reader, showed progress when she continued a book after the Christmas holiday 

that she started before the holiday. Mrs. Brown was impressed by her stamina and 

responded in her journal, “I am very proud of you for picking up [Dear] Mr. Henshaw 

[Cleary, 1983] again after break! Way to go!” (JTA, 1/11/08, p. 8) JE, Mrs. Brown, 

1/11/08, p. 17). Ashley’s continuation of the book indicated to Mrs. Brown that she 

had finally chosen a just right book. 

 The real readers’ preferences for books were more descriptive and intense than 

simple statements of like and dislike. The students made known their favorite genres, 

authors, books, and even chapters and characters (JE, Michael, 12/12/07, p. 11; JE, 

Brandon, 12/12/07, p. 16; JE, Jacob, 12/17/07, p. 24). Mrs. Brown described a “cute” 

(JTA, 1/8/08, p. 2) entry from Jacob in which he described his book as “one of the best 

books I have ever read this year” (JE, Jacob, 1/8/08, p. 5). Lauren enjoyed a book so 

much that she read it a second time, which Mrs. Brown considered a “sign of being a 

reader” (JE, Lauren, 12/11/07, p. 38; JTA, 12/11/07, p. 5). Beyond general 

preferences, Mrs. Brown felt that the real readers recognized authors’ styles in their 

books. She recognized when they remembered the names of favorite authors and she 

suspected that they planned their reading according to their fondness for these authors. 

In one journal entry, Mrs. Brown noticed that Carrie, who recently completed Because 
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of Winn Dixie (DiCamillo, 2005) wrote that she could not “wait to read other Kate 

Dicamillo books” (JE, Carrie, 1/16/08, p. 4). It was “really good”, according to Mrs. 

Brown, that Emily, who read several books by Louis Sachar, said that she liked “how 

he decribs [sic] the characters” (JTA, 12/7/07, p. 9; JE, Emily, 12/6/07 p. 21). Mrs. 

Brown seemed to believe that if students recognized and developed preferences for 

particular authors, they were more likely to be engaged with their reading. 

 The students that Mrs. Brown described as non-readers expressed preferences 

for books, but always in a nonspecific way. She noticed that the remarks in their 

journals included things such as “I like it” (JE, Madison, 12/10/07, p. 32) or “it is 

really good” (JE, Ashley, 1/10/08, p. 15). Ashley remarked that she liked one book 

because “it is for ever [sic] one,” but that was the only reason ever given for a 

preference, and it was unclear what she meant (JE, Ashley, 12/4/07, p. 8). Madison 

made equally perplexing comments. In a journal response about a chapter book 

Madison said, “it is a good book” (JE, Madison, 12/6/07, p. 1). Mrs. Brown expressed 

confusion because Madison was writing about “a book that she checked in a while 

ago” and never finished (JTA, 12/7/07, p. 11). It seemed that the nonreaders’ journal 

entries were merely attempts to fulfill a class requirement, rather than reflecting any 

genuine response to their reading. The same students rarely engaged fully with their 

texts, suggesting that without a reading transaction, shallow responses were inevitable. 

 The real readers played a role in a classroom community of readers. 

Relationships developed out of shared reading interests and conversations about 

reading. Mrs. Brown noticed that the members of the classroom reading community 
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were eager to share books that they enjoyed. They discussed books with each other 

and with her, even without prompting. They were aware of the books that their peers 

were reading and made plans to trade books. Daniel, for example, wrote, “I really like 

Double Fudge [Blume, 2002]. The book is funny and after I am done I’m going to 

trade books with David [who is reading another book in the Fudge series]” (JE, 

Daniel, 1/10/08, p. 9). Mrs. Brown helped the students develop new reading 

preferences by recommending books based on their existing interests. She observed 

that the real readers responded positively to her suggestions within their journals. 

After taking her advice, students affirmed, “Mrs. Brown this book is perfect for me 

[sic]” (JE, Carrie, 11/27/07, p. 17), and “Your [sic] right the wayside school books 

[Sachar] ARE FUNNY!! [sic]” (JE, Lauren, 1/16/08, p. 16).  

 Mrs. Brown was not the only one recommending books. The students also 

made recommendations, which Mrs. Brown liked, because it “shows that they 

understand that you can do that [recommend books]” (JTA, 1/10/08, p. 7). She 

explained, “it’s interesting to me when something sticks out to them and they want to 

tell someone about it” (JTA, 1/10/08, p. 7). Sara emphatically stated in her journal, 

“evey [sic] one [who] has not read this book has to read it [sic]” (JE, Sara, 1/9/08, p. 

29). Morgan insisted in her entry that Mrs. Brown read Happy Birthday Kit (Tripp, 

2001) because “it is REALLY COOL!!!! [sic]” (JE, Morgan, 12/3/07, p.14). Mrs. 

Brown remarked that Anthony “told me he hopes that I read the Giver again; which I 

love” (JTA, 12/13/07, p. 10-11). Mrs. Brown encouraged the spirit of recommending 



Texas Tech University, Sheila Delony, August 2008 
 

133 
 

books when she wrote to Carrie, “we should recommend it to Jessica!” (JE, Mrs. 

Brown, 12/11/07, p. 24).  

 Although Mrs. Brown did not originally intend to use the responses journals to 

determine whether the students were real readers, it became a significant focus of her 

assessment. She used the terms frequently in her assessment think-alouds and during 

interviews when we discussed the students. By her definition, being a real reader 

included and exceeded proficient reading skills. The real readers fully engaged with 

their texts, chose books strategically, and discussed books with other readers. 

Planning and Instruction 

 Since Mrs. Brown implemented whole-group and individual instructional 

strategies, her planning was also divided into planning for the whole class and 

planning for the individual student. Mrs. Brown’s planning for the whole class was 

more deliberate and explicit, while her planning for individual students was informal 

and often undocumented. Different sources of information informed the different 

levels of her instruction.  

Planning and Instruction for the Whole Class  

 In the reading workshop structure of Mrs. Brown’s class, her whole group 

instruction took place during the daily minilessons. During the time that data was 

collected for this study, Mrs. Brown’s planning and implementation with regard to 

whole-class instruction was heavily dependent upon the results of the TAKS 

benchmark scores. Before the benchmark scores arrived in the third week of the study, 

Mrs. Brown’s planning was based on a combination of informal observations of her 
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students, the state curriculum, and professional books that she felt could help her 

address those objectives. While she made general remarks based on the students’ 

journal responses, she did not systematically analyze them as a class set. She 

explained that the needs that she could identify in the response journals were often 

specific to a particular student rather than being relevant to the whole class (INT, 

1/15/08, p. 50). Even when she noticed a need across most of the class, Mrs. Brown 

found herself “struggling between teaching independent reading strategies and 

teaching strategies for the whole group that also have to do with us passing the TAKS” 

(INT, 1/15/08, p. 52). 

 Reading the students’ response journals did, however, confirm some of Mrs. 

Brown’s instructional decisions. After reading several responses in which the students 

focused on details rather than the gist of the story, Mrs. Brown responded, “I’m glad 

I’m introducing the hero cycle as a way of looking at the story like a big picture, 

instead of just pieces of it” (JTA, 12/3/07, p. 3). 

 Moreover, Mrs. Brown’s assessment was not limited to the strengths and needs 

of her students. While she assessed the students’ journal entries, she also reflected on 

the effectiveness of her teaching. The progress of the students indicated to her whether 

her teaching had been successful. She took responsibility for the students’ current lack 

of understanding of plot structure because “that’s the way [in terms of isolated 

elements] they’ve been taught. I mean, I taught it [plot structure] that way” (PS, 

12/5/07, p. 8). As another example, the students were not sharing much of their 

thinking in their journal letters. Mrs. Brown decided that it was because she had not 
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sufficiently modeled this for them, and she expressed a plan to share exemplary 

journal responses with the students (JTA, 12/3/07, p. 4). Similarly, in response to the 

quality of writing she saw in the journals, Mrs. Brown intended to address her 

expectations for the use of standard writing conventions in journal entries (INT, 

11/28/07, p. 4). By the conclusion of this study, Mrs. Brown had not carried out her 

plans for sharing exemplary journal samples or addressing the use of standard 

conventions in journal entries. 

Planning and Instruction for Individual Students  

 Mrs. Brown believed that the response journals informed her individual 

instruction by allowing her to “get to know them [the students] as a reader” (INT, 

1/15/08, p. 50). Due to her implementation of the response journals, she was aware of 

what students had written and what they were thinking and could use this information 

when she met with them for individual conferences. As a result, she had a better idea 

of what she could expect from each student. In the case of Jacob, who did not make 

contributions during whole-class instruction, she said, “because I read his letters, when 

he came to his conference, I was like, okay. I know that he’s listening, and I know that 

he’s there, and he’s paying attention” (INT, 1/15/08, p. 34). Based in part on their 

reading response journal entries, Mrs. Brown classified her students as real readers, 

non-readers, and emerging readers. Her assessment of the students influenced her 

teaching approach because she believed “a real reader needs something different than 

a non-reader” (INT, 1/15/08, p. 42). Mrs. Brown had opportunities to use the student-
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specific information when conducting her individual reading conferences and in her 

online responses to the students’ journal entries. 

 Non-readers. Conferences with the non-readers focused on “very basic things,” 

but Mrs. Brown acknowledged that “the higher level things need to be [discussed] 

with the non-reader, but to get them there, they’ve got to know the basics before they 

can move to the higher [levels]” (INT, 1/15/08 p. 44). Unlike conferences with the real 

readers, Mrs. Brown asked more literal, surface level questions. Due to the brevity of 

the non-readers’ journal entries, Mrs. Brown’s written responses were often filled with 

questions such as “What book are you reading right now?” or “Can you please tell me 

the name of your main character?” (JE, Madison, 12/7/07, p. 1; JE, Ashley, 12/4/07, p. 

8). Mrs. Brown expressed her uncertainty about her approach by saying, “I feel like I 

could do a better job of responding. I don’t want to ask too many questions, but it’s 

hard not to when they don’t give you much to go off of [sic]” (JTA, 12/10/07, p. 3). 

 Because the non-readers did not express many personal or emotional responses 

to their reading, Mrs. Brown thought it was important to model her own affective 

responses to the books that they wrote about when she responded to their journal 

entries. In a letter to Ashley, she said, “It makes me sad that he misses his dad” (JE, 

Mrs. Brown, 12/11/07, p. 23), and she wrote to Madison, “That is a funny book. I 

can’t believe all of those children wanted to eat something different!” (JE, Mrs. 

Brown, 11/27/07, p. 19). Often, in her written responses to the students, Mrs. Brown 

tried to help the non-readers find books that would interest them. She wrote to 

Madison, “What are you interested in reading about? I would love to help you find a 
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book that you would love to read” (JE, Mrs. Brown, 1/11/08, p. 40), but she never 

received a response. She suggested to Ashley that “If you like that one by Beverly 

Cleary, you will probably like some of her other ones” (JE, Mrs. Brown, 12/4/07, p. 

8). Mrs. Brown seemed to be attempting to demonstrate to the students that readers 

can become emotionally engaged in their books and that reading can be fun and 

enjoyable event, not just a classroom task.  

 Emerging readers. While they were more independent than the non-readers, 

Mrs. Brown felt that she needed to check in on the emerging readers to make sure they 

were reading and were able to understand what they were reading (INT, 1/15/08, p. 

26; INT, 1/15/08, p. 27). She did this by posing questions to the students in an effort to 

get them to think beyond the text (JE, Mrs. Brown, 12/20/07, p. 22; JE, Daniel, 

1/10/08, p. 24; JE, Darin, 12/18/07, p. 5). Her strategy seemed to be successful 

because the students consistently responded to her questions in their journal entries. 

She often asked the students to make connections across books or characters. For 

example, she asked Daniel if his main character and the main character in the class 

novel had anything in common. Daniel responded, “they both need to prove [to] their 

parents that they are raedy [sic] for a pet” (JE, Daniel, 12/03/07, p. 18). Like Daniel, 

many of the emerging readers could make text-to-text and text-to-self connections 

when prompted by Mrs. Brown, even though they rarely did so independently. 

 Real readers. Even the real readers needed instructional assistance from Mrs. 

Brown. While these students still needed and received support from Mrs. Brown, her 

approach was less direct. Most often, the conferences and journal correspondences 
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with real readers were primarily student-directed. Since it was not necessary for Mrs. 

Brown to ask questions to assess the students’ basic understanding, her questions for 

the real readers were more genuine in nature. She asked for the students’ opinions and 

perspectives of their books and characters (JE, Mrs. Brown, 12/12/07, p. 17). 

 Summary of planning and instruction. In general, Mrs. Brown’s use of 

classroom assessment was not directly tied to her planning and instruction. Since she 

was not systematic or deliberate in her assessment of the class’s reading response 

journals, she could not use them to inform her instruction. Even though she read the 

students’ journal entries every week, she rarely discussed them during her planning 

sessions. Instead, she relied on the book, Lessons in Comprehension: Explicit 

Instruction in the Reading Workshop (Serafini, 2004), and the results of the 

benchmark tests to plan for her whole-group minilessons. Mrs. Brown used the 

students’ individual responses to guide her approach to the one-on-one reading 

conferences. Her level of explicitness depended on whether the students were real 

readers, emerging readers, or nonreaders. She was much more direct and intentional 

with the nonreaders and emerging readers, probably because she had intensive 

remediation to do before the administration of the TAKS test. 

Summary and Patterns 

 Analysis of the case study data resulted in the formation of three distinct 

categories: (a) reading instruction, (b) assessment, and (c) instructional planning. Mrs. 

Brown’s reading instruction followed a reading workshop format, which allowed her 

students to engage in authentic reading and writing tasks, as well as prepare for the 
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state’s high stakes test. Daily instruction typically included a brief, whole-group 

minilesson followed by an independent reading time during which she met with small 

groups or individual students. While her structure remained virtually unchanged 

during the course of the study, there was clear shift in her focus as the standardized 

test date approached. 

 As part of her reading workshop, Mrs. Brown corresponded with her students 

in online reading response journals. Once each week, the students posted responses to 

their self-selected texts, and Mrs. Brown replied to their comments. The potential for 

direct application of the information Mrs. Brown gleaned from the students’ journal 

entries was limited, because she did not have a deliberate, systematic way to assess or 

analyze them. She did not use them to look for common needs across the class, nor did 

she look back at her assessment notes as she planned whole group instruction. 

 To a greater degree, Mrs. Brown used the reading response journals to assess 

individual students, though she did not have a systematic formula for doing so. She 

did, however, retrospectively identify characteristics that she used to measure the 

quality of responses. According to the data and her statements, it seemed that Mrs. 

Brown based her assessment of the response journals on (1) the length of the students’ 

responses, (2) use of technical language modeled in class, (3) evidence of 

understanding, (4) evidence of thinking, and (5) qualities of being a real reader, which 

included engagement with texts, strategic book selection and completion, development 

of reading preferences, and involvement as a member of a community of readers.  
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 Mrs. Brown’s assessment of the students’ entries influenced her approach to 

their individual reading conferences, but there was no direct link between what the 

students wrote and what she addressed during the conferences, in part because she did 

not always read the students’ responses before she met with them in class. In addition, 

she did not have her assessment notes with her when she met with the students.  

 Three distinct patterns emerged from further analysis of the initial categories 

and subcategories. These patterns were a common thread through all of the categories 

and were confirmed by multiple data sources. These patterns were (a) concern for the 

affective domain, (b) community, and (c) constraints. 

Concern for Affective Domain 

 Instruction. Mrs. Brown began most read alouds with a statement of 

enthusiasm or emotion toward the book and often expressed her excitement about 

sharing the book with the students and encouraged their emotional reactions as she 

read. During the individual reading conferences, Mrs. Brown often asked the students 

if they liked the books that they were reading. If the students responded negatively, 

she made attempts to help them find books that they could enjoy, as well as read 

independently. It was also common for Mrs. Brown to ask during conferences or in 

reading response journal entries what types of books the students preferred reading. If 

students did not exhibit an affective response to their reading, Mrs. Brown modeled 

her own emotional responses and personal connections in writing and in reading 

conferences.  
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 Assessment. A significant element in Mrs. Brown’s assessment of the students 

as real readers was whether or not they were fully engaged with their books. In her 

assessment think alouds, Mrs. Brown took note of occasions when the students wrote 

about their emotional or personal responses to their reading. In our interviews, she 

often expressed her desire for the students to love reading.  

 Planning. When planning her lessons, Mrs. Brown concern for the affective 

domain remained consistent. She planned read alouds that she thought would pique the 

students’ interests. Even when addressing TAKS formatted material, she chose 

passages that she believed the students would find interesting and presented them as 

interactive read alouds. 

Community 

 Instruction. The structure of Mrs. Brown’s lessons also facilitated the creation 

of a community of readers. She delivered her lessons with the students seated together 

on a rug, and she allowed the students to speak without raising their hands. Mrs. 

Brown also allowed times for the students to talk about their reading and collaborate 

in groups. Her sense of humor and relational approach to the students invited the 

students to join the community. 

 Assessment. One of Mrs. Brown’s criteria when classifying students as real 

readers was their involvement with the classroom community of readers. She 

encouraged the students to talk to each other about their books and to make 

recommendations to each other. She considered the students who did these things 

without prompting to be real readers.  
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 Planning. Mrs. Brown was intentional in her planning for the creation of a 

community of readers. The arrangement of her classroom indicated her underlying 

goal to build a community in her classroom. The students worked together at tables, 

rather than individual desks. Lamps, rugs, and living room furniture made the room 

comfortable and inviting. Various personal touches, such as flowers and photographs 

of the students were displayed around the room. As Mrs. Brown made her weekly 

lesson plans, the atmosphere of the classroom and the framework of the reader’s 

workshop promoted the community atmosphere that she already created. 

Constraints 

 Instruction. Mrs. Brown’s effective implementation of the reading response 

journals was laden with constraints, primarily the limitations of time. It was 

challenging to provide enough time for the students to post their responses. For 

example, students who had to spend part of the reading workshop in an individual 

reading conference with Mrs. Brown lacked the time to write a thoughtful response 

and had to catch up outside of the regular class time.  

 The limited time allotted for reading class prohibited Mrs. Brown from having 

an individual conference with every student each week. As a result, it was not always 

possible to discuss a students’ reading journal entry in the same week that it was 

written, so there was not a link between the students’ weekly responses, and their 

individual reading conferences. 

 Assessment. It was challenging for Mrs. Brown to make enough time to assess 

the students’ responses. Her assessment notes were informal jottings on scraps of 
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paper and they did not show evidence of sustained thought. She did not carry out any 

systematic form of assessment and failed to analyze the responses as a class set. 

 Mrs. Brown even struggled to find time to read the students’ entries and write 

back to them weekly. The frequency of typographical errors indicated the rushed 

nature of her entries. As the TAKS test approached, she began tutoring students during 

the time that she typically wrote her journal responses, so the reading response 

journals were abandoned altogether. 

 Planning. Even when planning instruction, Mrs. Brown was concerned about 

time constraints. When planning for standardized test preparation, she found it 

challenging to address all of the students’ weak areas in only eight remaining weeks. 

The pressure of the approaching test left little time for her to address issues that 

presented themselves in the journal responses. Even though Mrs. Brown 

acknowledged that the class would benefited from continued instruction on writing a 

quality response, Mrs. Brown did not feel comfortable taking the time to provide such 

instruction. She expressed the conflict between spending time preparing for the test 

and addressing other reading tasks. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Discussion and Implications 

 Teachers make decisions every day that establish classroom structures, 

procedures and expectations. In the absence of a scripted or prescribed curriculum, 

teachers are also responsible for decisions related to instruction and assessment and 

can draw from a number of sources to make these decisions. While external sources, 

such as state and local agencies, direct much of what has to be taught, some teachers 

are also responsive to the needs of their particular students. Such responsiveness is 

achieved through reflective thought, whereby teachers make decisions based on past 

experiences and current understandings, rather than just following routines (Dewey, 

1933; Schon, 1983).  

 The reading workshop approach to reading instruction enables teachers to 

determine the needs of the students in their classes and decide how best to proceed. In 

addition to data from standardized measures, teachers can use informal assessments to 

identify their students’ strengths and needs and to determine the best plan for 

instruction (Stiggins, 2002). Rosenblatt (1978) posited that a reader has a 

responsibility first to transact with a text, and second to comment on it. Reading 

response journals provide opportunities for students to comment in writing about their 

self-selected texts. Used as an informal assessment tool, the collection of responses 

can be used by teachers to monitor the students’ reading progress and to determine the 

most appropriate instructional approach. 
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Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 

 The primary purpose of this study was to explore the ways that a fifth-grade 

reading teacher used reading response journals as a form of classroom assessment and 

how the information she gleaned influenced her subsequent planning and instruction. 

A qualitative case study was conducted which focused on the implementation and 

function of reading response journals in a fifth grade classroom. The following 

questions guided the inquiry: 

1. How does one fifth-grade reading teacher implement reading response 

journals?  

2. Why does the teacher include reading response journals as part of her 

curriculum? 

3. How does the teacher analyze and assess students’ written responses? 

4. How does the content in the students’ response journals influence the teacher’s 

curricular decision-making and instruction? 

Methods 

 I used a case study methodology to explore how a fifth-grade reading teacher 

used reading response journals to assess students’ reading. I audio-taped the teacher’s 

think-alouds as she assessed the journals and as she planned for instruction. The tapes 

were transcribed and served as a significant source of data collected for analysis. I also 

collected data in the form of observations, audio-taped interviews, field notes, digital 

photographs, lesson plans, and reading response journals over a six-week period 

during the 2007-2008 school year. 
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 Data analysis was recursive and ongoing. I transcribed the audio-tapes, added 

coversheets and summaries to the transcripts, and compiled the data into coherent 

displays. Throughout the study, I looked for emergent themes and coded and analyzed 

the data in order to identify patterns related to the above questions. 

Findings 

 Reading response journals represent one way that teachers can learn more 

about their students as readers. Previously, studies of written responses to reading 

have categorized or evaluated readers’ responses, but have not considered the ways 

that teachers may use the information to inform their instructional decisions. For the 

present study I did not seek to evaluate the students’ responses, but rather to explore 

the ways that the teacher assessed them. I also sought to investigate the ways she used 

the reading response journals to plan for instruction. Mrs. Brown and her students, the 

participants in the study, provided an information-rich setting in which to collect data. 

Through the use of qualitative case study methods and my role as a participant 

observer, I captured the details and nuances that made this setting unique. 

Examination of this context provided transcripts of the teacher’s assessment and 

planning sessions, as well as her classroom instruction. Teachers and researchers can 

use the findings from this study to gain insights into the role reading response journals 

may play in classroom instruction and assessment and the challenges facing teachers 

who want to plan their instruction using response journals as a source of information. 
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 The data from this case provided information that helped answer the four 

questions that guided the study. The four questions will be used as a framework for 

organizing, presenting, and discussing the results of this study. 

Question 1: Reading Response Journal Implementation 

Procedures 

 The first question focused on the procedures in place related to the 

implementation of reading response journals in Mrs. Brown’s classroom. She 

introduced reading response journals during the seventh week of school. When I began 

the study, the students and Mrs. Brown had been corresponding in the response 

journals on a weekly basis. She established a schedule specifying what day each 

student would post a response. According to the schedule, four to five students per day 

used the classroom computers to log onto nicenet.org. Each student wrote one 

response each week, and Mrs. Brown’s goal was to respond to the students on the 

same day that they posted their messages. By scheduling specific days for the students 

to respond, Mrs. Brown intended to avoid becoming overwhelmed by the number of 

students she had to respond to each day. Once logged on, the students read the most 

recent message left by Mrs. Brown, and then typed their response to her remarks and 

their response to the books that they had been reading during the independent reading 

block of the reading workshop.  

 Mrs. Brown expected the students to include the title, author, and a brief 

summary of their book in every journal response. She also encouraged them to use 

their entries to ask questions, state opinions, or make connections to things that they 
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were learning in class. Initially, Mrs. Brown modeled her expectations by displaying 

an online correspondence between a fourth grade teacher and me, which included the 

same elements that she expected from the students (see Appendix N). After looking at 

the sample, the students orally brainstormed a list of topics that they could write about 

in their journal responses. Mrs. Brown’s responses to the students varied in content, 

but primarily encouraged the students’ progress, requested more information, and gave 

her own thoughts about the books. 

Classroom Reality 

 Although the staggered schedule for writing in the journals was intended to 

prevent Mrs. Brown from being overwhelmed by the task of responding to each 

student, it was not always successful. During the first week of data collection, Mrs. 

Brown neglected to write back to the students at all because she did not have time. She 

never missed another week of responses during the time of the study, possibly because 

she knew that the response journals were part of the data that I was collecting. The 

quality of Mrs. Brown’s responses also indicated the hurriedness with which she wrote 

back to the students. Even though she expected standard conventions from the 

students’ journal entries, her own responses were often sprinkled with careless errors. 

The students also had difficultly making time to write their responses, often having to 

catch up on journal entries when the class had their turn in the computer lab. In 

general, both Mrs. Brown and her students were overwhelmed by the implementation 

of the reading response journals. 
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 During the time of this study, Mrs. Brown never explicitly restated her 

expectations for the journal responses. Some of the students’ brief or off-target 

responses suggested that they were not clear about the purpose or expectations for 

their journal entries. In order for authentic assessment to be effective, students need a 

clear understanding of quality work and that teachers must articulate clear and specific 

achievement expectations (Chappuis & Stiggins, 2002; Stiggins, 1995). Mrs. Brown 

often suggested that she should show the students exemplary models of journal 

entries, but she did not follow up on her plan. It is likely that if she had followed 

through, the quality of the students’ responses would have increased, and they could 

have become a more valuable tool for assessment and instruction. I am led to wonder 

about the importance of context as suggest by Sipe (1999). Although he does not 

directly state the need for consistency in the context, one could understand that to be 

an important element in the implementation of response journals. 

Question 2: Teacher’s Rationale for Reading Response Journals 

 As teachers plan for instruction, many consider various sources of information. 

While they are expected to follow the guidelines set forth by state and local agencies, 

some teachers also draw on their past experiences and consider the needs and interests 

of their students as they plan. Often, novice teachers rely heavily on teachers’ manuals 

and curriculum guides and only feel comfortable making adjustments after they have 

experiences from which to draw. Similarly, the teacher in this study initially 

incorporated reading response journals in her curriculum because the book that her 

grade level used as a guide during her first year of teaching suggested their use. As she 
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acquired experience, however, Mrs. Brown made a conscious decision to continue the 

implementation of reading response journals because she believed that they were a 

worthwhile endeavor.  

 According to a study by Sullivan (1995), the presence of six elements 

promotes aesthetic engagement with texts. The reading workshop structure especially 

supported one of the elements, prolonged engagement with texts,`` because students 

are independently engaged in reading for a sustained period of time.  The reading 

response journals allowed Mrs. Brown to monitor what the students were reading 

during reading workshop. Two more of the elements, personal relevance and 

independent curiosity, were fostered by the self-selection of texts and could also be 

monitored through the use of the response journals. In the past, the response journals 

had allowed Mrs. Brown to track her students’ reading progress from the beginning to 

the end of the school year. She also believed that by reading their responses, she could 

determine whether the students understood what they read. Even after changing 

schools and grade levels, Mrs. Brown continued using reading response journals, 

despite the challenges of time and organization that she experienced from a 

departmentalized arrangement. 

Implementation Prior to the Study 

 Mrs. Brown’s initial implementation of reading response journals during her 

first year of teaching corresponded with Dewey’s (1933) notion of routine action. At 

the time, she did not have previous experience from which to draw, so she simply 

followed the established routine. In contrast, Mrs. Brown’s decision to continue her 
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use of the reading response journals demonstrated reflective thinking, or what Schon 

(1983) called reflection on action. As she considered the value of the reading response 

journals, she made a deliberate decision to continue using them year after year. She 

believed that the information the journals provided about the students’ reading 

comprehension and growth over time could not be acquired in other ways. Mrs. 

Brown’s continued reflection on action was also the impetus for her modification and 

eventual discontinuation of the reading response journals. 

Current Implementation 

 Over time, Mrs. Brown revised her implementation of the journals in an 

attempt to meet her needs as well as those of the students. In order to continue 

providing individual responses to an increased number of students in a 

departmentalized setting, Mrs. Brown switched from journals kept in spiral notebooks 

to an online format; she could type responses much faster than she could handwrite 

them. Mrs. Brown also suggested that the online format would be motivating for the 

students, since it was a novel approach. In addition, she believed that the experience 

would prepare them for high school and college courses, which often utilize online 

discussion formats. 

 Mrs. Brown used the reading response journals to know her students as 

individual readers. She continued her implementation of the journals for most of the 

fall semester. During this time, she acquired information about the students’ reading 

preferences and interests and developed personal relationships with them based on 

their reading. She also assessed their progress toward becoming real readers. 
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Classroom Reality  

 It is interesting to note that although Mrs. Brown was enthusiastic about using 

reading response journals and even described them as vital, she discontinued their use 

at the conclusion of this study. In our final formal interview, Mrs. Brown expressed a 

plan to restructure the response journal implementation, to allow the students to 

respond to each other. She reasoned that it would provide an opportunity to take 

advantage of the students’ natural desire to be social and would give them an authentic 

purpose for reading writing (INT, 1/15/08/, p. 8). She explained that adults who read 

often talk to other people about what they have read, so this would allow the students 

to do the same thing. It would also free her from having to respond to every student on 

a weekly basis.  

 The new format for the response journals never materialized; they were 

abandoned altogether. Mrs. Brown’s priority shifted to the approaching TAKS test, so 

she chose to begin tutoring before and after school and during her conference period—

the times she usually devoted to responding to her students’ journal entries. In light of 

Mrs. Brown’s apparent concern for authentic reading and writing tasks, it is likely that 

she considered her responses to the students an essential element in the 

implementation of the reading response journals. Based on her initial exposure to 

reading response journals (Fountas & Pinnell, 2001), she may have reasoned that 

without a response from her, the students would not find the journals as meaningful 

and might question the relevance of the assignment. Mrs. Brown had mentioned more 

than once that it was challenging to find the time to write back to all of the students, so 
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it was not surprising that time became the reason for discontinuing the implementation 

of the reading response journals. The sustainability of any classroom practices that are 

complex and time consuming can be problematic even in spite of a teacher’s best 

intentions. Valencia (1998) notes the benefits of continuous and on-going support for 

teachers when they move from a skills approach to curriculum to a more elaborate 

approach of, for example a cycle of planning, instruction, assessment, and reflection.  

Question 3: The Teacher’s Analysis and Assessment of Students’ Written Responses 

 Although I assumed that Mrs. Brown would analyze and assess the students’ 

written responses, the data did not support my assumption. With regard to analysis, I 

expected Mrs. Brown to look for patterns across the students’ responses and to inquire 

about and infer the underlying understandings or confusion that lead to the students’ 

entries. Deliberate analysis of the reading response journals may have allowed her to 

see whether the students were progressing toward mastery of TEKS objectives, what 

struggles her students had in common, and whether her daily minilessons were 

effectively meeting the students’ needs. Mrs. Brown could have utilized one of many 

categorical and hierarchical schemes that have been developed for the analysis of 

students’ written responses to reading (Applebee, 1977). Ultimately, analysis of the 

responses would have allowed the journals to inform her lesson planning and 

instruction to a larger degree.  

Classroom Reality 

 Mrs. Brown’s think-alouds and assessment notes indicated that her 

examinations of the students’ responses were limited to cursory readings and brief 
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evaluations of the students’ entries. It is likely that Mrs. Brown’s lack of analysis was 

another consequence of her pervasive time quandary, but it is also possible that she did 

not realize the potential of deliberate analysis of the responses. 

 Mrs. Brown’s assessment criteria were never formally verbalized to the 

students. Rather than assessing predetermined standards, she seemed to notice or allow 

significant elements to emerge from the responses. I believe that our interview was the 

first time that she ever attempted to verbalize her methods or criteria for assessment. 

When considering the ways that Mrs. Brown assessed the students’ written responses, 

it seemed appropriate to discuss her approach to the responses of the class as a whole 

as well as those of individual students. 

Whole Class Assessment 

 Standardized tests are used for purposes of large-scale assessment and 

accountability (Serafini, 2000). Consequently, Mrs. Brown relied heavily on 

standardized measures to assess the strengths and needs of the class as a whole, 

especially in relation to their preparation for the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and 

Skills. Even though all of the students wrote weekly entries in their reading response 

journals, Mrs. Brown lacked a systematic way to analyze them collectively. She never 

seemed to look across journal entries to gain a sense of the strengths and needs of the 

entire group, nor did she express a desire to do so. Mrs. Brown’s original 

implementation of reading response journals came from Guiding Readers and Writers: 

Teaching Comprehension, Genre and Content Literacy (Fountas & Pinnell , 2001), 

which does not include any discussion on how they can be used to assess the class as a 
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whole. As a result of her routine thought (Dewey, 1933), it may not have occurred to 

her that she could use the response journals in that way. It is also unlikely that she 

would have had to time to do so. 

 Mrs. Brown did make general observations about the class based on their 

journal entries, which led to informal assessments of the class’s reading behaviors and 

affective stances toward reading. For example, she identified what types of books the 

class preferred and could see that most students were choosing and recommending 

books independently. Such behaviors stood out to Mrs. Brown, because she believed 

that they were an indication of the students’ general engagement with texts, which she 

considered essential for being a successful reader. 

Individual Student Assessment 

 Alternative classroom assessment is more appropriate for acquiring 

information about individual students (Serafini, 2000). It emerges out of authentic 

contexts and occurs during the learning process, rather than measuring skills after 

learning has taken place; thus, it is formative rather than summative. Reading response 

journals can create an ongoing personal correspondence between student and teacher. 

Because the student is writing about texts that are self-selected and because in most 

cases there is not a set criteria for what is to be written in the journals, the reading 

interests, interpretations, and responses of the individual are made available to the 

teacher through the entries. 

 Accordingly, the reading response journals played a larger role in Mrs. 

Brown’s assessment of individuals. Though she did not use a standard formula or 
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predetermined criteria to analyze the students’ entries, she judged the entries based on 

general qualities and characteristics, such as the length of the responses, the language 

the students used, evidence of understanding or literal comprehension, and evidence of 

interpretive levels of comprehension and application. There was no data, however, to 

suggest that Mrs. Brown looked for each of these qualities with any intentionality as 

she read the journal entries. Instead, the criteria seemed to linger in the background, 

only coming to her immediate attention when she noticed them in the students’ 

writing. Unlike Mrs. Brown’s approach to assessing the students’ response journals, 

Valencia (1990) recommended that quality authentic assessment is trustworthy, 

meaning that there are clearly stated standards that reflect instructional goals. 

 It is likely that the assessment rubric Mrs. Brown used the previous year (see 

Appendix K) was still influencing her assessment process. For example, the rubric’s 

description of Demonstration of Understanding and Clarity of Expression are similar 

to Mrs. Brown description of Evidence of Thinking and Use of Language, 

respectively. Even though Mrs. Brown chose not to assign a grade to the students’ 

journal response entries, the intentionality and consistency that would have resulted 

from the use of a printed rubric probably would have increased the usefulness of the 

journals by making the students’ strengths and needs more salient. On the other hand, 

Mrs. Brown’s informal approach to her assessment of the journal entries may have 

allowed her to notice qualities that were not included on the rubric. In addition, it is 

likely that her informal approach better accommodated the time constraints that she 

was under. 
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 Length of response. Mrs. Brown did not require a minimum length for each 

journal response, because she had a greater concern for the quality of the responses, 

but she did expect the students to write more than one sentence. She probably assumed 

that one sentence would not be sufficient for her to learn about the students’ reading or 

for the students to include all of the elements she expected to find in each entry.  

 Language used. Another bit of information that Mrs. Brown seemed to notice 

as she reviewed response journals was the varying degree to which the students used 

the technical vocabulary of reading that she modeled in class. The use of this type of 

language indicated to Mrs. Brown that the students were internalizing the concepts 

that she was teaching.  She also used this information to help her identify where the 

students were as readers.  She felt that the readers that were not yet including this type 

of language in their journals were not yet “real” readers.  The information also 

influenced what she included in her response back to the students. At times, she 

needed to explain the terminology she used, while in other cases, Mrs. Brown was able 

to take the written discussion deeper because of the shared vocabulary. 

 Evidence of understanding and thinking. Mrs. Brown assessed whether or not 

the students understood what they read by judging their ability to retell or summarize a 

story, which she seemed to consider a minimal expectation. In comparison, she 

assessed their depth of thinking by examining whether or not the students made 

personal or textual connections, inferences, or otherwise applied the strategies that 

they had learned in class. The low achieving readers in Mrs. Brown’s class struggled 

to express an extension of their understanding from basic comprehension to 
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interpretive levels. The trend in the class was consistent with research that suggested 

that the developmental levels of students impact their responses to stories, with 

interpretive levels of comprehension increasing with age and development (Cullinan, 

Galda & Harwood, 1983; Many, 1991). It is likely that some of Mrs. Brown’s students 

were not developmentally mature enough to express the levels of interpretation that 

she hoped to see. 

 Qualities of real readers. In combination with individual conferences and 

informal observations, Mrs. Brown also used the response journals to assess whether 

the students were real readers according to her own definition. When discussing her 

students and their progress, the notion of becoming real readers always surfaced and 

seemed to be one of her primary teaching objectives. Rosenblatt (1978) described the 

aesthetic stance toward reading as a transaction during which the reader has a lived 

through experience with the text. Likewise, the most prominent characteristic of the 

students Mrs. Brown identified as real readers was their engagement with texts. When 

students chose and completed books independently, Mrs. Brown believed that it was 

an indication that they were fully engaged with their reading. The real readers’ journal 

entries indicated to Mrs. Brown that they chose their books strategically, often 

continuing an entertaining series or seeking out books by their favorite authors. 

Research on the effects of varying teaching approaches suggests that Mrs. Brown’s 

aesthetic approach to reading instruction is likely to have resulted in her students 

making emotional and biographical connections to their reading (Many & Wiseman, 

1992; Wiseman & Many, 1992). 
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 When readers discuss texts with each other, the potential exists that they will 

clarify their interpretations of what they read (Rosenblatt, 1978).  The students that 

Mrs. Brown deemed “real readers” traded books and engaged in authentic 

conversations about them. These conversations between readers enhanced the 

students’ motivation as well as their understanding of what they read. Since adult 

readers commonly engage in each of these pursuits, it is possible that Mrs. Brown 

assumed that the students who did these things were on the path to becoming life-long 

readers. The question remains as to what can be best assessed and at what level by the 

use of response journals. Crucial assessment of individual students and the potential of 

response journals is noted in the literature and supported by this study. Testing plays a 

role in the evaluation of skills and certain strategies, but response journals reveal other 

equally important qualities of a reader. 

Question 4: Influence on Teacher’s Instruction 

 Mrs. Brown employed reflection on action (Schon, 1983) in order to use the 

students’ journal responses to assess her own instructional decisions. In some cases, 

the students’ posts confirmed her instructional plans because she believed that the 

lessons she planned to teach would address learning gaps that she observed in the 

students’ entries. For example, as she was beginning a focus unit on using story 

structure as a way to understand narrative as a whole, she observed in the journals that 

several students were unable to recognize the gist of the story.  
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Instruction of the Whole Class 

 Zancanella (1991) suggested that a teachers’ personal stance toward reading 

instruction is often in conflict with the demands of the school system. Mrs. Brown 

took an aesthetic approach to reading; however, she also had to meet the demands of 

teaching in a high-stakes testing environment. Consequently, standardized test 

preparation seemed to be the most influential factor in her instructional planning.  

Classroom Reality 

 Just as reading response journals played a minimal role in her assessment of 

the whole class, they also had only a minor influence on Mrs. Brown’s whole-class 

planning and instruction. Mrs. Brown never referred to her journal assessment notes 

when she was writing her lesson plans. She explained that since each student’s journal 

was so unique, it would have been impossible to address the needs of the class based 

on the individual entries. Despite Mrs. Brown’s assumption that the students’ needs 

were entirely unique, I noticed frequent repetition during her assessment think-alouds, 

suggesting that trends did exist, but were overlooked. Again, without a systematic way 

to assess the students’ entries collectively, it was all but impossible for Mrs. Brown to 

recognize common strengths and needs among her students. Consequently, the journal 

entries had no impact on her planning and instruction for the whole group.  

Instruction of the Individual Student 

 Vygotsky (1978) suggested that optimal student learning occurs within a 

students’ zone of proximal development. The zone of proximal development 

encompasses the range of skills that students are unable to master independently, but 
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can complete successfully with the help of a teacher or other more capable person. The 

information Mrs. Brown acquired from the students’ journal entries influenced her 

subsequent written replies to them. When responding to students’ responses that did 

not provide evidence of understanding, she frequently asked closed-ended, literal level 

questions in an effort to help them think about the basic elements of the text. In 

contrast, she asked the students who already understood their books to make 

connections or interpretations, thus assisting them in extending their thinking. 

 The reading response journals did influence Mrs. Brown’s overall approach to 

individual reading conferences. While no two conferences followed the exact same 

format or agenda, distinct patterns emerged in the ways Mrs. Brown approached non-

readers, emerging readers, and real readers. She responded to each category of 

students by scaffolding their instruction and assisting them in tasks or in thinking that 

they could not do independently. 

 Nonreaders. Individual conferences with the students Mrs. Brown classified as 

non-readers focused primarily on reading behaviors such as choosing and completing 

books independently. In her written interactions with the students, Mrs. Brown 

focused on close-ended questions and attempted to assess and advance the students’ 

literal-level comprehension. Unlike the trend observed by Sinha and Janisch (1996), 

Mrs. Brown did not limit the students to efferent reading responses, but instead, 

encouraged aesthetic responses to literature. When features of the text suggested an 

aesthetic stance, she modeled her emotional responses and stated her own preferences 

related to the books that they were reading.  
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 Emerging readers. Conferences with the emerging readers included similar 

elements because Mrs. Brown felt that these students still needed her support in 

developing reading behaviors and reading skills. She also encouraged the students to 

think beyond the literal meanings of texts by asking more open-ended questions and 

encouraging the students to talk about their reading preferences and aesthetic 

responses.  

 Real readers. Conferences with the real readers were similar to book club 

conversations during which two readers compare reading preferences and share 

favorite portions of the books. The real readers did not need scaffolding in the area of 

basic reading comprehension, but she sought to develop their critical and evaluative 

thinking processes. The questions Mrs. Brown asked the real readers were matters of 

genuine curiosity rather than assessments of the readers’ comprehension. The real 

readers also asked Mrs. Brown genuine questions, which she answered candidly. 

Classroom Reality 

 There was no direct link between a student’s journal entry and the conference 

immediately following it. Mrs. Brown did not write lesson plans for her individual 

reading conferences, nor did she have a conference with every student every week. At 

times, she did not read a student’s journal response until after his or her conference. 

Even when Mrs. Brown had read the students’ journal entry before they met, she never 

referred to her assessment notes when planning for or conducting the individual 

reading conferences.  
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 In a prevailing high stakes testing climate, the constraints of implementing 

alternative measures of assessment remain. However, the focus teacher did 

demonstrate her ability to scaffold instruction for all students through the use of the 

journals. Her individual attention to students through this means is practice that could 

not accrue from standardized testing measures. 

Summary 

 Mrs. Brown’s incorporation of reading response journals in her reading 

workshop began as the fulfillment of a campus curricular expectation. Over several 

years, Mrs. Brown remained true to some of the tenets of her initial response journal 

implementation, but also made adjustments according to her needs. Even after she was 

no longer required to use reading response journals, she continued their use because 

she believed that they provided information about her students that she could not 

acquire in other ways. Due to limitations of time and the pressures of standardized test 

preparation, Mrs. Brown abandoned her use of the response journals at the conclusion 

of this study. 

 Mrs. Brown read and responded to the students’ journal entries each week and 

wrote brief notes to record what she noticed in their writing. In general, Mrs. Brown 

assessed the students’ length of response, use of technical language, evidence of 

understanding and evidence of thinking. More than anything, Mrs. Brown examined 

the reading response journals for evidence of whether the students were real readers 

who full engaged with texts and discussed their reading with others. She did not have 

a formal or systematic procedure for assessment, nor did she analyze her notes in order 
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to recognize trends or attempt to identify the cause of students’ strengths or 

weaknesses, either at class or individual levels. Due to the lack of analysis, Mrs. 

Brown’s assessment of the reading response journals did not have a direct impact on 

her planning and instruction for her whole-group minilessons or individual reading 

conferences.  They did, however influence her general instructional approach toward 

the conferences, which varied according to whether the students were real readers or 

not. 

Implications 

 The findings from this case study represent a sample of a classroom where the 

teacher employed a workshop approach to reading instruction that included the use of 

reading response journals as a curricular component. By considering the context of the 

study, conclusions can be drawn about the ways in which the teacher assesses her 

students as readers and how the assessment impacts her instruction. From this case 

study, several implications emerge. 

1. Teachers who know their students as individual readers are better equipped 

to meet students’ instructional needs. Reading teachers who are familiar 

with their students’ instructional reading levels, as well as their preferences 

in authors, favorite series, and topics of interest can use this knowledge to 

make book recommendations and to expand the students’ reading interests.  

Teachers can only guide students toward new reading experiences if they 

know the types of texts their students enjoy and that draw them in as 

readers. Guiding students toward engagement with texts may improve their 
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levels of comprehension, because they will be likely to read more often. It 

may also increase the likelihood that the students will become life-long 

readers.  

2. The incorporation of authentic assessment measures in a classroom takes a 

great deal of time, especially if it is done thoroughly and well.  Unlike 

traditional assessment approaches, which are often administered in a whole 

class manner and usually only once or twice a year, the format for most 

alternative assessment measures are individualized and require the teacher 

to analyze on an ongoing basis. For example, the reading response journals 

used in Mrs. Brown’s class were open-ended and allowed students to share 

what they found to be significant in their reading. No two journal entries 

were alike; thus, they could not be assessed in exactly the same manner.  

Because the students were writing in their journals on a weekly basis, Mrs. 

Brown had to review their ideas and respond to them continually.  Even 

though Mrs. Brown worked diligently to answer the students’ questions 

and to extend their thinking, keeping up with the task was difficult and 

unfortunately at times, could become overwhelming. The usefulness of the 

reading response journals as form of assessment was limited because the 

teacher did not have time to analyze the responses and plan her instruction 

accordingly. Even teachers, like Mrs. Brown, who believe in the benefits of 

alternative assessments, may discontinue their use because they simply do 

not have the time that the assessment methods require. 
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3. Even teachers that believe strongly in the benefits of authentic assessment 

base their instruction on sources other than the authentic assessment 

results. Under the pressure of high stakes test preparation, teachers rely 

heavily on the results of similar test administrations. In addition, teachers 

like the one in this study, may draw considerably from professional reading 

to plan their lessons. 

4. Not all characteristics of good readers can be assessed through 

standardized measures. Standardized tests such as the Texas Assessment of 

Knowledge and Skills or TAKS test are used on a large scale for the 

purposes of program assessment and accountability. The multiple-choice 

format of the tests limits them to objective measures of isolated reading 

skills. Unfortunately, tests such as the TAKS cannot capture all of the 

qualities that constitute good reading. There are no test items to reflect the 

eagerness with which students make connections between books and their 

own lives or the emotional impact that well-written literature has on a 

student’s heart. A test cannot judge a student’s willingness to buy the 

second book in a series when the library does not have it. Qualities such as 

these can only be assessed through personal interactions.  

5. Classroom-based assessments such as reading response journals may serve 

an altogether different purpose than traditional assessments. The teacher in 

this study relied heavily on standardized measures to guide her 

instructional planning and to assess her students’ progress toward objective 
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curricular goals. Even though she did not use the reading response journals 

in those ways, they were essential in fulfilling a different, perhaps equally 

important purpose. From the reading response journals, the teacher was 

able to assess the affective domains of her students’ reading progress. She 

learned about her students’ attitudes toward reading, reading preferences, 

emotional responses to literature, and the personal impact that reading had 

on her students. The teacher was able to use this affective data to 

encourage and expand her students’ reading. 

6. The use of authentic assessment tasks does not guarantee that the 

assessment data will inform instructional planning. Assessment data alone 

cannot precisely indicate the students’ strengths and needs nor will it 

automatically direct a teacher’s next instructional move. Analysis of the 

data is essential in order to identify patterns and trends and to recognize the 

underlying sources of student misconception or learning gaps. Even after a 

phase of analysis, the cycle will remain incomplete unless the teacher 

adapts her instruction in response to the assessment results. 

7. Teachers must be intentional in their use of authentic assessment measures 

in order for them to be fully effective. First, teachers must make their 

expectations of the students’ task explicit. If students are unsure about the 

expectations, it becomes impossible to know if poor quality work indicates 

a skill deficit or a misunderstanding of the teacher’s instructions. Second, 

teachers need to establish the criteria they will use to evaluate the students’ 
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work so that their examination of the assessment and analysis of the data 

can be systematic. Third, the teacher should use the results of the 

assessment should when planning future instruction. Unless the assessment 

informs subsequent instruction, the cycle of assessment, instruction, and 

reflection will remain incomplete. 

Directions for Further Research 

 This study focused on the role of reading response journals in a fifth grade 

classroom. Several ideas related to areas for future research were identified based on 

the outcome of this study. First, the teacher in this study expressed a strong desire for 

all of her students to become what she considered real readers. Future studies could 

further examine how teachers’ perceptions of their students effect their instructional 

approaches. 

 I did not examine whether the students Mrs. Brown described as real readers 

performed any better than the nonreaders on standardized measures such as six weeks 

grades or end-of-year exams. An additional study is needed to determine the 

relationship between students’ aesthetic engagement with texts and their success on 

standardized measures. 

  Third, the students in this study only used their reading response journals to 

correspond with the teacher even though elements of a reading community were 

present in other aspects of the classroom environment. A wealth of data may be 

available from a study of students’ correspondence with each other in a reading 
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response journal format, such as the online forum used by Mrs. Brown and her 

students. 

 Reading workshop is an instructional approach that is carried out in a variety 

of ways. Likewise, reading response journals vary in their format and implementation. 

For example, not all reading response journals function as a correspondence between 

the students and teacher, and not all are implemented in the context of a reading 

workshop. Unlike Mrs. Brown, teachers may also use the reading response journals to 

look for trends across the class rather than limiting assessment to individual students. 

They may also be used to measure students’ progress toward mastery of tested 

objectives. Additional qualitative studies of the implementation of response journals in 

diverse classroom contexts would provide more understanding of how reading 

response journals can inform teachers’ instructional decisions.  

 Another recommendation for further research would be to follow the use of 

reading response journals for a longer duration. At the time of this study, the students 

had already been using response journals for several weeks. Following the 

correspondence of the students and teachers from the beginning of the year to the end 

might yield information about the long-term benefits and limitations of reading 

response journals. 

 At the time of this study, Mrs. Brown was the only teacher on her campus that 

was incorporating reading response journals into her reading workshop. As a result, I 

was the only person that she had to discuss the results with. Further research could 
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investigate the ways that discussing reading response journals with colleagues could 

impact levels of reflection and the general effectiveness of the assessment tool. 

 A final recommendation related to the use of think-alouds as a data collection 

method is a concern for the presence of the researcher during think-aloud sessions. 

Due to scheduling conflicts, Mrs. Brown was given a recorder and instructions to 

verbalize her thoughts as she assessed the students’ journal responses. I believe that 

the depth of her responses would have increased if I had been present and able to 

further probe her thinking. 

Final Thoughts 

 Reading response journals can provide a glimpse into the meaning-making 

processes of readers. Mrs. Brown used response journals to correspond with her 

students and to become acquainted with their reading habits and preferences. Although 

her assessment of the journals did not have a significant influence on her assessment 

and planning for the whole-class, it did help her get to know her individual students as 

readers. Such insight shaped the ways that she approached her students’ individual 

reading conferences. 

 The findings from this study contribute to the field of literacy assessment 

because they shed light on a teacher’s use of a particular form of authentic reading 

assessment. By combining standardized and authentic measures, teachers can assess 

their students’ mastery of objective skills as well as aesthetic approaches to reading. 

Authentic assessments such as reading response journals are promising but are not 

without limits. While teachers may realize the potential for such assessments, 
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limitations of time and the pressures of standardized testing may restrict their 

implementation and the impact that they have on instruction. 
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Appendix F 

Example of Observation Transcript 
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Appendix G 

Initial Interview Schedule 
 

 
How long have you been using response journals with your students? 
 
Why did you start using response journals? 
 
Why have you continued the use of response journals? 
 
How long have you used response journals this year? 
 
What guidelines do you give the students for their response journals? 
 
What procedures are in place for the use of response journals? 
 
How do you organize the use of the response journals? 
 
What benefits do you find for using response journals? 
 
What limitations do you find in the use of response journals? 
 
For what purposes do you use the response journals? 
 
How do you assess the students’ responses?  What is your assessment based upon? 
 
What kinds of information do you get from reading the students’ responses?  
 
How do you use that information? 
 
Do the students’ response journals influence your teaching?  In what ways?  
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Appendix H 

Final Interview Schedule 
 

What has it been like to have me in your classroom during the course of this study? 
 
What procedures have you been using in your implementation of response journals? 
 
What criteria do you use in your assessment of the students’ responses? 
 
While reading and responding to journal letters, you often made reference to “real 
readers.”  What characteristics do you base that judgment on? 
 
What would you say is involved in the process of becoming a “real reader”? 
 
Are there stages that indicate the emergence of a “real reader’? 
 
Who would you say is a real reader?  Why? 
 
Who would you say is not a real reader?  Why? 
 
Are there any students who are in between?  If yes, who and why? 
 
You began with a three-column form in your assessment and notes, but only used it 
for one week. Why is that?   
 
How do you feel about your new format? 
 
What do you plan on using in the future? 
 
What advantages have you found in your use of response journals? 
 
Is your use of response journals related to TEKS objectives? 
 
 Is your use of response journals related to TAKS objectives and test preparation?  If 
yes, how so? 
 
What limitations have you found in your use of response journals? 
 
In thinking about your use of response journals with this particular class, are there any 
things in particular that stand out as significant? 
 
Will you continue your use of response journals?  Why or why not? 
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If yes, will you make any changes to the format or procedures? 
 
Do you feel that the students’ responses have influenced your instructional decisions?  
If so, in what ways? 
 
Many times, you repeated information over and over in conferences (i.e. trying 
something other than a familiar series, difference between fiction and nonfiction). 
Why did you choose this method of delivery over a minilesson or small group lesson? 
 
How do response journals fit in with the goals you have for your class? 
 
Is there anything else you would like to add? 
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Sample Research Journal Entries 
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Appendix J 

Images of the Classroom 
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Appendix K 

Fountas and Pinnell (2001) Assessment Rubric  
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Appendix L 

Informal Journal Assessment Form 
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Appendix M 

Teacher Correspondence on nicenet.org 
 

FROM: Sheila Delony   (10/08/07 6:06 AM GMT -06:00)   [ Send a personal message 
to Sheila Delony] 
SUBJECT: The Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane 
 
Dear Friends, 
 
This weekend I started reading The Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane by Kate 
DiCamillo. I chose this book because I liked other books by this author. DiCamillo 
also wrote Because of Winn Dixie and The Tale of Despereaux. Have you read either 
of those books? 
 
When I read the cover of this book, it reminded me of The Velveteen Rabbit, because 
it is about a toy rabbit that is loved by a child. After reading the first three chapters, I 
have seen that it is not like that book at all. This rabbit is conceited and doesn't love 
anybody. The rabbit really gets on my nerves. 
 
The grandmother in this book is a little bit mysterious. I wonder what is going to 
happen with her. I have a feeling that Edward is going to learn a lesson in this book. 
 
Happy reading, 
Mrs. Delony 
 
 
    * FROM: Mrs. Thompson   (10/10/07 8:37 AM GMT -06:00)   [ Send a personal 
message to Mrs. Turner] 
      SUBJECT: RE: The Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane 
 
      Wow! The Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane is one of the best books I have 
read in a while. I read the book a few months ago and just loved it! 
      I agree with Mrs. Delony about the rabbit. Edward was not what I expected. I 
think that is part of the reason I liked it so much. The book had many twist and turns 
that keep me wondering and guessing about was going to happen. For example, poor 
Edward was thrown all over the place. As soon as I was feeling happy that he found a 
home, his life was turned upside down again. 
 
      I bet it was hard for him to keep adjusting to all of the new situations he was put 
in. 
 
      Have fun reading, 
      Mrs. Thompson 
      4th Grade 
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Appendix N 

Teacher/Students Correspondence on nicenet.org 
 
ANTHONY 
FROM: Adrian   (12/06/07 11:38 AM GMT -06:00)   [ Send a personal 
message to Anthony ] 
SUBJECT: The Giver 
[Reply] 
 
I am almost done with the giver and I think it a good book and I finally 
undrestand why they call it the Giver and why jonas is the Reciver .I think it is 
cool what he can do with his memories and I want to see what happens next.I 
am also looking forward to reading the messenger I want to see what that is 
about and the other book apart of the trilogy.well anway I cant what until I 
read my next two book. 
FROM: Mrs. Brown   (12/07/07 2:06 PM GMT -06:00)   [ Send a personal 
message to Mrs. Brown] 
SUBJECT: 
[Reply] 
 
Dear Anthony, 
I am so glad you stuck with the Giver. I think I need to read it again, since you 
are done. Do you think David might enjoy that book? Maybe we could get him 
to try it. 
 
What message do you think Lois Lowry is trying to send through this book? 
Any predictions about what The Messenger will be about? 
 
Happy Reading, 
Mrs. Brown 
 
FROM: Anthony   (12/13/07 6:27 AM GMT -06:00)   [ Send a personal 
message to Anthony ] 
SUBJECT: The Giver 
[Reply] 
 
I think David would like this book it's really interesting. I think on the 
messenger will be about Jonas being a messenger in the new world but right 
now I just want to know what happens in gathering blue but I want to read 
both of them even if I have to buy them. Right now I am reading A Boy No 
More I was reading Heros Don't Run but it is suppose to go the other way so 
now I kind of know what happens to the dad and the grandpa. Well anyway I 
hope you read The Giver again it is really good and I hope you can read those 
other two and can't to read the other books to. 
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Appendix O 

Journal Assessment Form 
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