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Teaching and Learning 

Because we all read and understand what we read in 

different ways, understanding the role of personal 

experience is vital to the process of making meaning. Yet 

current educational practice devalues the significance of 

individuality and personal experience in the classroom. 

This is due, in part, to the gap that exists between theory 

and practice, where those who work in the classroom find 

little relevance in the theory discussed and researched on 

the university level. This dissertation is an attempt to 

begin bridging this gap. Yet current educational practice 

and theory also neglects to recognize the teacher as an 

experiential being with individual needs and desires. 

Through moral inquiry, the author reflects on his own 

personal experiences to arrive at a philosophy rooted in 

John Dewey's Theory of the Aesthetic Experience and Louise 

Rosenblatt's Transactional Theory of Response. Using this 

philosophy as a foundation, the researcher reconstructs a 

practical theory that validates personal experience and the 

role of this experience in creating meaning. After 



critically analyzing his experiences in the reading, 

teaching, and understanding of A Separate Peace, the 

researcher conducts a Reader-Response study at Blacksburg 

Middle School in which eight seventh-graders read and react 

to Park's Quest. The researcher finds that although each 

student reacted and understood the novel in his or her 

unique way, all exhibited an ability to inquire and all 

responded at a variety of points along the 

efferent/aesthetic continuum. As a result of analyzing 

these results as well as his past experiences in teaching, 

the researcher discusses his own stance in the study, 

characterized by the dilemma of being an experiential being 

who wants his own feelings and beliefs validated and of 

being a teacher who wants to allow his students the freedom 

to explore their own feelings and beliefs about what they 

read. The researcher concludes by exploring the 

significance of his findings in the study on teacher 

education and the relationship between universities and 

practicing teachers. 
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Chapter One 

Validating the Personal: The Significance of Personal 
Experience in Reading and Teaching 

A love ethic must be at the center of a 
politics of conversion. 

-- Cornel West, Race Matters (29) 

The personal is political. I first encountered this 

statement while studying feminist critical theory a few 

years ago, and I remember it meant very little to me at the 

time. However, as I have studied the philosophy of John 

Dewey and discussed with various individuals the 

implications of this philosophy, I have begun to understand 

in a real way just what this statement represents. Although 

many of the feminist scholars I have studied would want to 

argue that it is a slogan meant for women, I must confess a 

certain vital connection with it; this dissertation is an 

exercise in the articulation of just how political the 

personal can become. I still hear Caesar's answer to 

Artemidorus as he enters the capital on the Ides of March; 

"(w]hat touches us ourself shall last be served" (Act III, 

Sc. 1). There are times when I admire this stoic 

unselfishness, but I now believe that Audre Lorde is more 

accurate; "[i]n a world of possibility for us all, our 
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personal visions help lay the groundwork for political 

action" ( 112). 

Of course, for Audre Lorde, writing under the label of 

the feminist tradition, the personal represents the private 

realm where a power struggle is raging between males and 

females. The "feminine personality" (e.g. emotional, caring, 

etc.) has been devalued in our culture; devalued to the 

point of being repressed. On the other hand, the "masculine 

pesonality" (e.g. reasonable, competitive, etc.) has been 

valued; valued to the point of becoming an ideal. A major 

purpose of feminism, then, is to equalize the playing field, 

equate the "feminine" with the "masculine," although many 

feminists would argue that the tables should be turned. 

"For a woman thus engaged," wrote Adrienne Rich, "every 

aspect of her life [is] on the line" (182). When we 

recognize that these "feminine" and "masculine'' traits are 

primarily social constructs, traits that have been 

conditioned into our personalities by certain environing 

influences as the family, church, schools, and government, 

the shift becomes a rather simple one, at least in theory. 

Once one is personally implicated, one becomes political. A 

woman who understands that the structural discrimination she 

must confront is a social construct and malleable rather 

than a rigid natural law is prone to act in order to 

transform the antagonistic environment in which she lives. 
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One of my professors has asked me, "Why feminism?" I 

agree that I have been at times preoccupied with it, but I 

cannot begin to describe where I am today without 

recognizing the significance of the feminist tradition in my 

thinking. I understand this feminist position, and I 

believe that it is accurate, but my present desire is to 

broaden the playing field. ''The personal is political" can 

mean so much more and relate to many more people when we see 

the personal in more humanistic terms than many feminists 

will allow. Over the course of my studies, I have come to 

the realization that the personal is truly political, which 

crosses all barriers created by gender, race, socio-economic 

classifications, religions, political and philosophical 

sympathies, etc. I believe in the feminist cause, but I 

believe much more firmly in the cause of humanity. This 

cause of humanity begins at home, and although I did not 

intentionally set out two years ago to become so personally 

involved in my studies, I have, and there is no turning 

back. 

This cause was personally brought home for me a few 

years ago when my identity was called into question. I had 

grown quite comfortable filling the constructed role 

presented to me, but this comfort proved temporary when I 

was accused of being sexist by one of my students. A father 

of a three-year-old daughter at the time, I believed that I 
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was doing what I needed to be doing to raise her to be a 

confident human being, one who could survive in a sexist 

world. I also believed that I was performing honorably in 

the classroom to treat my students fairly. But this student 

opened a whole new world to me, a world that existed but 

which I could not see. As I thought and acted in the 

constructed environment of Blacksburg High School, I was 

blind to thinking and acting in a different way. This 

blindness angered me, and its implications creeped into 

every crevice of my existence. I could no longer view my 

relationship with my daughter and wife in the same way. I 

could no longer view attending church in the same way. I 

could no longer socialize with my friends in the same way. 

Everything I read, everything I watched on television, every 

song I heard on the radio created complicated problems for 

me. I now saw something that others could not, but my anger 

was not toward others for not being able to see what I saw. 

My anger was directed toward what I did not understand. I 

could not understand how a concept like sexism could exist 

in our culture. Although just a short time ago I was blind 

to it, I could not see how others could be so blind. Like 

many, I had no idea how to handle or even begin to resolve 

my anger, and I began isolating myself from the world. But 

I began my graduate studies at this time, and I quickly 

learned that the source of my anger was much deeper than I 
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previously thought. My anger led me into a process of moral 

inquiry and, through this inquiry, I have begun 

reconstructing my environment and I now see the world in a 

new way. 

I am concerned in this dissertation with reading and 

the teaching of reading. But what first must be understood 

is that this dissertation is the product of my life; it 

cannot be read in any other way. So in a sense, this 

dissertation is a validation of the personal. I believe 

that the personal is vitally connected with both the reading 

and the teaching of literature. As Lakoff and Johnson show 

in their seminal work Metaphors We Live By, we understand 

our actions and cultural interactions through a series of 

metaphors that have become so much a part of our language 

that we cannot articulate our actions without their 

metaphorical representations. The metaphor I am focusing on 

in this dissertation is the "Life is a journey" metaphor. I 

am on a journey, and this dissertation serves as one 

reflective moment on this journey. Most important for 

understanding this journey is that life is comprised of a 

series of experiences, what Dewey calls the experiential 

continuum, and that each present experience is the product 

of the past and the present, with implications for the 

future. My present experiences have been both made possible 

and restricted by my past experiences; choices made years 
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ago have determined where I am today, but these same choices 

limit the scope of possible experiences I can now choose. 

And the experiences I choose to have today, infused with my 

past, will make possible and restrict the experiences I will 

have in the future. 

Again, I am concerned at this moment with reading and 

the teaching of literature, one specific aspect of my total 

life experience. I became a reader rather late in life, 

which is significant because not being a reader made 

possible some experiences while limiting others. I have 

memories of reading earlier in my life, but these reading 

events were few and far between, and I was more content 

doing other things. It was not until years later that I 

became a lifelong reader, and only then did I personally see 

reading as a vital activity for my life. After finishing a 

Master's Degree in History, I somehow became an English 

teacher, and I began making a living teaching a subject I 

began to value a great a deal. But my initial years of 

teaching literature were directed more by my need for 

survival rather than a desire for helping to create lifelong 

learners and readers. For the sake of survival, plus my 

human need to be accepted by others, I resorted to methods 

and strategies that are counter-productive to creating 

lifelong readers and learners. More importantly, these 

methods and strategies were counter to the way I thought I 
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should be teaching, and over the course of the first three 

years, I began to gradually adjust my methods and strategies 

to my personal philosophy of education and teaching 

literature. Until recently, however, I did not view my 

students within the context of Dewey's philosophy. More 

importantly, I did not view myself within this context. I 

was still the teacher; they were still the students. It was 

still my ethical obligation to impart certain knowledge 

about the literature read in class to a group of people who 

were not as sophisticated or as experienced as I. Quite 

simply, this way of teaching denies the personal reaction 

and reflection that occurs with every reading. Ironically, 

it also did not accommodate the notion that these "less 

sophisticated" students were actually very sophisticated 

readers and had been reading longer than I. 

I am on a journey, and as I reflect upon the last few 

years of this journey, I see a radical shift in my 

philosophy. A journey, by definition, is a movement from 

one place to another, and I can sense a great deal of 

movement, some of which has been painful; anytime we 

experience challenges and changes in our identities we feel 

pain. In one sense, I have a long way to go in the journey, 

and I am sure that it will lead to further changes in my 

thinking. But in another sense, I am near the end of the 
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journey, at least the present stage of the journey. It is 

time to build a bridge between theory and practice. 

At this stage in my journey, I am very concerned with 

the way we teach literature in our schools. Perhaps more 

disconcerting to me is the overall political climate which 

seems to be leaning toward traditional methods of 

assessment, top-down curricula, and standards of learning 

that discriminate against genuine learning practices. 

Educational reform is looking backward when it should be 

looking forward. It is returning to an "intellectual" 

unimaginative philosophy when it should be moving toward a 

creative one. I look at my own experiences as a teacher and 

I see an evolution; I have seen what works and what does not 

work, and I am very troubled by the course we are taking in 

establishing the philosophy that directs what we do in our 

classrooms. This dissertation is my attempt at 

understanding how literature can best be taught. I do not 

wish to claim to know what others do not, but I do believe 

that some ways of teaching are better than others, and the 

philosophy I present here provides a foundation I have come 

to believe is more solid than that which is currently 

driving our political climate. In essence, I believe that 

reading is a political event, an experience that causes us 

to act, and we do a great disservice by reducing reading to 

the realm of anesthetic fact-finding. 
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The past two years of my journey have been spent in my 

personal reflection on philosophy and methods for teaching 

literature. Out of this rather broad spectrum of study, I 

have been able to justify my beliefs through the pragmatic 

philosophy of John Dewey and the Transactional Theory of 

Reponse of Louise Rosenblatt. Focusing on Dewey's notions 

about aesthetic experience, moral inquiry, and education, I 

have grown to believe that understanding the transaction 

between one's environment and her responses to this 

environment through inquiry is vital for developing and 

maintaining an effective educational system. Rosenblatt's 

version of Reader-Response theories have placed reading and 

literature at the heart of Dewey's philosophy. 

Although I have espoused these theories and believe in 

them fully, they mean nothing until we can practically 

conceptualize them for the classroom. The purpose of this 

dissertation is to begin this process, and I have chosen to 

teach the novel Park's Quest to a small group of seventh 

graders at Blacksburg High School. 

Park's Quest is the story of Parkington Waddell 

Broughton V, an eleven-year-old boy who becomes curious 

about his father, a Marine bomber pilot killed in Vietnam 

when Park was still a baby. This curiosity is sparked by 

the Vietnam War Memorial, the Wall, and he begins to 

question his mother, who is reluctant to talk with Park 
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about his father. Park's mother decides after he visits the 

Wall without her permission that is time for Park to know 

more, and she sends him to his grandfather's home in 

southwest Virginia. Park is at first disillusioned with 

this visit, but he eventually learns all he needs to know. 

Park is reunited with his family, and he learns that it is 

the connection with family that he most needed all along. 

I chose to use Park/s Quest in the classroom for a 

number of reasons. First, Katherine Paterson has expertly 

written the novel, and it provides an excellent source for a 

literary discussion. Second, it is not a widely read novel, 

at least in the classroom, so it was likely that the 

students had not read it. Third, the focus on the Vietnem 

War fit in well with the subject material already being used 

in the classroom I chose to work with. Finally, and perhaps 

most importantly, I had a personal investment in the subject 

of the novel. It is this final reason that drove this 

study, for I was vitally interested in the transaction that 

occurs between the teacher, who is so personally invested in 

the literature, and the students, who may or may not become 

invested in it. In the past, and to a large extent in the 

present, the literature chosen for study is viewed as a text 

meant to be accepted by all. The point of studying 

literature has been to teach specific elements of fiction or 

identify significant factual details. Students have had to 
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take reading quizzes and tests that allow only those who are 

good at taking quizzes and tests to do well. But this 

method of study misses the point of why we read. What 

happens when we reverse this study by beginning with certain 

aesthetic elements of reading? What happens when students 

are asked to reflect upon where the novel takes them or what 

feelings arise while reading? What happens when students 

are asked to make meaning individually through inquiry 

rather than having the meaning prescribed for them? What 

happens when I, as the teacher, focus the study on my 

students' responses to the literature rather than on my own 

understanding of the novel? It is the answer to these 

questions that I sought in this study. 

Before moving on to the philosophical foundation that 

drove this study, I need to describe my personal investment 

in this novel. My father was a career serviceman for the 

United states Marine Corps. He, as I'm sure many of his 

friends, chose to volunteer for this service soon after 

graduating from Parkersburg High School in June of 1955. 

And probably like many of his friends, he chose to marry, in 

this case my mother, the former Loretta Haines, who had just 

graduated as well. I have seen pictures of the two late 

teenagers smiling and brimming with life, and like all 

teenagers who have just tied the knot, planning for the 

promises of the future. He was trained at Camp Pendelton, 
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California, and he rose through the ranks of non-

commissionhood to Gunnery Sergeant Robert Lee Lockhart, a 

position I know very little about, but one which carries my 

deepest respect to this day. He was stationed at numerous 

Marine Corps bases over those first years, but it was while 

stationed at Camp LeJune in North Carolina that his two sons 

were born, first me on April 27, 1963 and then my brother on 

July 3, 1964. A year or so later he was stationed on the 

u.s.s. Enterprise, "the World's Mightiest Aircraft Carrier," 

or so the back of the postcard says in the scrapbook at my 

home, and then within another couple of years, he was 

stationed in Quantico, Virginia. It was during this 

assignment that my father first went to Vietnam, an obscure 

location to this day on my globe. 

Gunnery Sergeant Robert Lee Lockhart died at 

approximately 4:45 p.m. on June 11, 1969, while fighting in 

the Vietnam province called Quang Ngai. He "was assigned as 

a Light Weapons Infantry Advisor, U.S. Military Assistance 

Command, Vietnam, Advisory Team 2," states the letter First 

Lieutenant L.J. Bertram sent my grandmother. "The 

helicopter in which your son was a passenger, while on a 

combat mission," that same letter continues, "encountered 

mechanical failure upon take-off and crashed into a mine 

field." The letter goes on to say, confirmed by a Western 

Union Telegram dated June 13, 1969, 8:39 a.m., that he 
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received multiple injuries and burns over his entire body 

and died instantly. My father was 32 years old; I was 6.i 

I obviously remember very little about those first six 

years. was it Piaget who posited that most of what we 

remember early in our lives is what we have been told about 

the past rather than what we remember? Six years passed and 

I now hold no personal memories of playing or talking with 

my father. Either I have been told relatively little about 

those first six years or my memory fails me, but I do 

remember, as though it was yesterday, that sunny June 

morning when the two Marine Corps officers walked to our 

front door. They were brightly clad in their Marine Corps 

Dress Blues, perhaps the most beautiful uniform I have ever 

seen; white hats bearing the polished golden Marine Corps 

emblem and a shiny black brim, the tight-collared dark blue 

jacket (I don't remember their ranks on their sleeves) with 

brass buttons and cuff links, the royal blue slacks with the 

bright red stripe down the leg, and spit-shined patent 

i 

I must pause here for a personal footnote to ponder the 
ironic twist and significance of these ages; I am 32 years 
old and my eldest daughter is 6. An hour does not pass when 
I fail to think about my daughter at least once. I have 
often wondered about my father and whether he thought about 
my brother and me as he marched through the fields or took 
aim at the enemy. I must confess that I would find it 
difficult to think of anything other than surviving when the 
enemy is shooting at me, but I now find it difficult to 
think about anything other than my family, even during the 
most intense moments of my life. As that helicopter rushed 
to its explosive conclusion, did he think about me? 
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leather shoes. We lived in a large trailer park, occupied 

mostly by military families. It was a large circle of 

trailers, and as I write this, memories come to me of 

playing around that neighborhood, but then those are other 

stories. As the two soldiers drove to our trailer, I now 

imagine that faces peered through windows hoping that the 

car would not stop in front of their homes. It did stop in 

front of ours, however, and when exactly we knew that they 

had come I don't remember, but we did know, and that was all 

that mattered. I don't remember if they marched down the 

walk or just walked, but I do remember my mother's reaction 

when she first noticed them coming to our door. I will 

never forget her crying, her knowledge of the fact before 

ever needing to be told; she almost ceremoniously took my 

brother and me to our neighbor's home. I don't remember who 

those neighbors were, but I'm sure the practice of watching 

other widows' children was commonplace in that neighborhood. 

My memory of the rest of that day remains oblivious, no 

doubt occupying that part of my memory where most of what I 

was supposed to learn in school is located, and my next 

memory is of standing outside the funeral home in 

Parkersburg, West Virginia. I don't remember the funeral, 

and I have never asked my mother if I attended the funeral, 

but it seems somewhat unimportant to me now (maybe my fear 
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and hatred of attending funerals to this day stems from some 

suppressed memory of that first funeral). 

Most of my memory of the next several years escapes me, 

at least concerning my father, but I do remember 

occasionally foraging through my mother's drawers to pull 

out various medals and memorabilia, a Purple Heart medal, a 

broken gold-colored watch (I believe the crystal was 

cracked), numerous pictures and letters, and the triangular 

folded American flag that once draped my father's coffin. I 

remember looking through photograph albums that had my 

father posing in various situations. One photograph I 

vividly remember was of a man bolted into a torture device 

with food and other organic material smeared over his face 

and body; apparently this was the common ritual for anyone 

who crossed the equator for the first time. I have never 

learned if this was my father or not, but I have always 

suspected it was. I remember looking through my parents' 

high school annuals and searching for any mention of my 

father; I was particularly elated to find my father in a 

picture of the high school football team, the same team I 

would play for twenty-five years after that picture was 

taken. 

My most vivid memory, however, of those years was 

sitting in front of the television sometime during 1973-74 

and watching the soldiers returning from Vietnam. My mother 
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was crying (I don't remember if I was or not; I doubt that I 

was crying then but today I know that I would), and I can 

remember looking for my father. Maybe they were wrong. 

Maybe they confused someone else for my father and he was 

still alive after all, and maybe he would return to us like 

so many others did to their families. I don't remember when 

I stopped looking for him, but I do remember a time when I 

would not have been surprised to be walking down the street 

and run into him. I did stop looking, though, and it seemed 

that my emotions over losing my father were behind me until 

the day in October of my Junior year in high school when my 

step-father, the man my mother married only a year and a 

half earlier, died of cancer. I attended that funeral, and 

I cried as I have never done before or ever would again. I 

loved my step-father, who was a good and generous person, 

and I was sorry he was gone, but I was crying for the loss 

of my father as well. It was his funeral I was attending 

for the first time, and I finally had the opportunity to 

mourn for him. 

My attention turned toward a more academic approach 

when I went to college and somehow majored in history. I 

took many courses and I learned a great deal, particularly 

when I consider the fact that I had never shown any real 

interest in history up to that point in my life, but the 

most significant chunk of courses for me personally were the 
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few I had that dealt specifically with the Vietnam War. Our 

textbook for one such course was a book by George C. 

Herring, a noted Historian from the University of Kentucky, 

entitled America's Longest War: The United States and 

Vietnam, 1950-1975. Through reading this book, I learned 

for the first time what the war was all about, but the 

greatest item I took from reading it was an understanding 

that we had no business being there after 1965. I remember 

how angry I felt about this, and I began to understand the 

rationale for the mountainous protest against our 

involvement. I now understand this view was rather 

simplistic, but the death of my father dominated my beliefs; 

we certainly had no reason for being there after 1968, which 

made my father's death in 1969 even more absurd to me. My 

anger led me to learn more, and another class used the video 

series entitled Vietnam: A Television History, based on 

Stanley Karnow's monumental companion work entitled Vietnam: 

A History. I watched this series fascinated, and purchased 

Karnow's book, voraciously reading it in a weekend. I even 

purchased and read most of the Time-Life series entitled The 

Vietnam Experience. I purchased and read many other books, 

which only fueled my anger, and I realize now that my 

attention for the man of my feeble memory was replaced by 

this anger. This anger remains with me today, and it has 

just recently been justified by the publishing of Robert 
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McNamara's memoirs. I won't read this book, at least not 

now. 

Another very significant event happened during my early 

college years, an event particularly significant in light of 

the novel now in question, Park's Quest. On November 13, 

1982, Veteran's Day, the Vietnam War Memorial was dedicated 

on the Mall in Washington D.C. Although it would take me a 

few years to see it, I remember the controversy over its 

construction. I remember most of all the power it held to 

bring people to talk about their feelings about the war, and 

these discussions added to my growing anger. I visited the 

memorial for the first time in 1987, and I was not prepared 

for it. As a matter of fact, I failed to notice it the 

first time I walked around the Mall; I had even forgotten 

its presence. On my second day in the city, however, I 

stumbled upon it, and my life will never be the same. I 

shall save my reader the expense of a lengthy description, 

for many others have so eloquently preceded me, but I will 

say that it is magnificent. I struggled to find my father's 

name, only later realizing that I could have used a 

directory found on the premises, and simply stood before the 

massive granite stone, afraid to touch it, tears welling up 

in the corners of my eyes. I garnered the courage to in 

fact reach out and run my fingers over my father's name, and 

I took away a rubbing of it for safekeeping. I have visited 
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the memorial twice since that first time, and many friends 

have brought back rubbings to me. Each time I see it I 

still cry, and I still wonder how different my life would 

have been had my father not been killed, but most 

importantly, I still feel that anger that will always remain 

suppressed. 

This is not the whole story, and it would take a 

Herculean effort on my part to tell the whole story (a 

Herculean effort for the reader, who has been spared). One 

thing is certain, I think about my father constantly, and 

there are many situations I encounter that immediately bring 

him and his situation to the forefront of my thinking. On 

our family room wall, my wife has graciously placed a 

picture of my father sitting on a stone wall somewhere along 

Skyline Drive in Northern Virginia with his arms around my 

brother and me; we are all three wearing matching maroon 

sweatjackets, and there is a beautiful view of the expansive 

valley below us. I am thankful for that picture and I would 

never want it to be taken down, but each time I look at it, 

I feel the loss and anger all over again. To talk about 

this does fulfill a sense of self-service, but more 

importantly, it describes a small part of who I am. When I 

wake in the morning, when I play with my wife and children, 

when I walk into a classroom to teach, when I read a novel, 

this part of me along with the countless other facets of my 
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life co-exist. So when I picked up Katherine Paterson's 

Park Quest for the first time in the Fall of 1994, I carried 

with me a personal investment that simply could not be 

denied. In a sense, I knew the story before I read the 

first word, but as I read, I felt a certain kinship with 

Park, and I read with him as he read his father's books; I 

walked with him as he first glimpsed the Wall; I ached with 

him as he wanted to know more; I angered easily with him as 

he confronted the notion of his father's death. 

One of the more moving passages of the novel occurs 

when Park visits the Wall. As I did, Park has trouble 

finding the monument and then his father's name, and I know 

exactly, personally, what is racing through his mind as he 

reaches out to touch the engraved letters. 

He reached out, grateful that on that tall stone the 

name he needed could be reached, and lightly traced the 

letters of his father's name. The stone felt warm from 

the winter sun. It wasn't like a gravestone at all. 

It was like something alive and lovely. He could see 

his own hand reflected across his father's name. Tears 

started in his eyes, surprising him, because he felt so 

happy to be there, so close to actually touching that 

handsome man in his jaunty cap with the tie of his 

uniform loose and the neck unbuttoned. (31-32) 
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It doesn't matter whether we believe "art imitates life" or 

"life imitates art" because in this instance they exist 

simultanteously. What can be more artistic, more lively, 

than having an experience that moves us emotionally? I 

remember my first visit to the Wall. I remember my own 

indecision before touching the shiny granite. I suppose I 

was afraid. Like Park, I knew this wasn't a graveyard 

visit, for I had done that many times in my hometown. As I 

looked at the name on the Wall, I saw my own father's 

picture, an 11 X 14 black and white head shot of a young 

smiling man wearing the Marine dress blue uniform, a man I 

don't know but whose face I cannot wipe from my mind. I did 

reach out and touch my father's name, but again like Park, I 

turned away, lacking the satisfaction I desire. Instead of 

joy and contentment, I am angry, filled with many more 

questions whose answers elude me. 

Reading Park's Quest was much more than spending an 

entertaining afternoon reading, although in a way, it is of 

the same substance. When I read the novel for the first 

time, I had the unsettling, yet comfortable, feeling that 

all of this had happened before. Certainly, Park's 

experiences were different from mine. I didn't live in 

Washington D.C., my parents weren't divorced, I never had 

the opportunity to meet my grandfather; at the same time, 

Park didn't live in Parkersburg, WV, his parents weren't 
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still married, Park never had the opportunity to meet his 

grandmother. We are very different people, yet I knew what 

he was feeling and thinking as he went on his journey of 

discovery, and in this way, we are very similar. Perhaps 

this is the power of literature, fiction specifically; to 

allow very different people to identify with one another by 

focusing on the similarities rather than the differences. 

The point here, however, is that I made a connection with 

Park, and this brought us together. I know him, and I would 

welcome the opportunity to meet and talk with him. 

As I look back on my life, I can now enter the event of 

reading Park's Quest alongside the other events of my life. 

Reading this novel was just as powerful as watching the 

television that day the soldiers came home from Vietnam, 

just as powerful as those times when my brother and I went 

through my father's things, just as powerful as visiting the 

Wall and touching my father's name. In a way, the event of 

reading the novel has prompted me to adjust my thinking a 

little, which is all we can ask of literature. I wonder 

what my perception of this novel would have been had I been 

expected to take a twenty-question reading quiz on the 

following Monday. 

But, so what? What significance does this personal 

baggage hold for the study of literature? If it is my 

obligation to impart knowledge to my students using a novel 
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as the tool, what place does this personal experience have 

in that same study of the novel? The answer is that this 

personal experience is vital; any genuine study of 

literature cannot take place without first recognizing that 

personal experience guides and directs how we create meaning 

in our study of literature. The research on Reader-Response 

abundantly characterizes the reader as an experiential being 

who must bring her past experiences to the event of reading 

a novel. But what about the teacher in the educational 

process? While the teacher certainly has an obligation to 

teach, this same teacher is also a reader with her own needs 

and desires which are the product of her past experiences. 

I believe the educational system will work if we understand 

that our students have individual needs and desires, but I 

also believe that it is vital that we begin to understand 

the teacher as an experiential being as well. 

The prospect of teaching Park's Quest was, is, very 

exciting to me. At the same time, it frightened me. I was 

looking forward very much to being able to bring my 

experience to the table, to share my feelings about and 

experiences of my own father's death with others who most 

likely would have very different feelings and experiences to 

share. I was looking forward to sharing the pictures and 

letters I have with my students. At the same time, I was 

afraid of these same things. By putting my own feelings and 
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beliefs on the table, I was making myself vulnerable; I was 

opening the possibility that these feelings and beliefs 

would not be accepted, that I would not be accepted. What 

would happen when a bright young seventh-grader says after 

reading the novel, "I don't understand what Park was 

feeling," or "I just can't relate to Park," or, even worse, 

"this book was stupid"? But then, is not this what we all, 

as teachers, do when we enter the classroom to teach a 

novel? Don't we all make ourselves vulnerable when we open 

a novel we love to the scrutiny of adolescents who have 

their own lives, their own concerns, their own beliefs? 

Doesn't the teacher who loves Hamlet have the same dilemma I 

do with Park's Quest when she allows her students to respond 

to the text in the classroom? 

Perhaps the more appropriate question should be doesn't 

the adolescent who reads and loves a novel face the same 

vulnerability when she comes to class excited about the 

novel only to have this excitement dashed by a teacher-

centered discussion of the novel? I think back to what 

might have happened had I read Park's Quest as an eleven-

year-old. With my personal history with the Vietnam War, I 

would have had feelings that could be destroyed by such a 

scenario. Yet this is what happens every day in many 

classrooms in our society. 
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My project in this dissertation is to address these 

issues and move toward a new sense of meaning built upon my 

recent experiences. Chapter Two presents the philosophical 

foundation that I believe needs to drive educational 

philosophy, particularly the study of literature. I 

reconstructed this foundation through the writings of John 

Dewey and Louise Rosenblatt. In Chapter Three I reflect 

upon my experiences in reading and teaching A Separate 

Peace; the point of this chapter is to analyze my 

experiences of reading and teaching in a specific and 

personal way and to begin the foundation for a bridge over 

the gap between theory and practice. Chapter Four presents 

my experience in teaching Park/s Quest to a group of 

seventh- graders. In this chapter, I begin answering some 

of the questions posed in this chapter and asking the 

appropriate questions for the future. More importantly, it 

shows the theory in practice and reveals that our students 

exhibit the abilities of inquiry when given the freedom to 

do so. In Chapter Five, I move back to my personal journey 

and link the results of Chapter Four to the personal and 

educational implications that are presented when we adopt a 

philosophy like the one addressed throughout this 

dissertation. 
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Chapter Two 

John Dewey and Louise Rosenblatt: Moral Inquiry and the 
Foundation of Reader-Response Theory 

The most important thing that Mo Battle taught me 
was that chess was a game of consequences. He 
said that, just as in life, there are consequences 
for every move you make in chess. "Don't make a 
move without first weighing the potential 
consequences," he said, "because if you don't, you 
have no control over the outcome. 

-- Nathan McCall, Makes Me Wanna Holler (154) 

I began my formal graduate studies in the fall of 1993, 

but my education began a few years earlier. I was teaching 

10th Grade Honors English at Blacksburg High School, and I 

was quite content in my position. I was enough O.K. money, 

not great, I had a wife and a daughter (my second daughter 

was born in the summer of 1993), I owned a house, and I was 

a popular English teacher in the school. Although English 

Honors classes were to be for those who excelled in the 

subject, whatever that meant, my classes were overflowing 

with students who wanted to study the Arthurian Legend and 

Science Fiction, two genres I had embellished from the 

standard curriculum; many students were content in making 

their C's and D's, and occasional F's, just to be in my 

classes. And we had fun! I was able to bring my knowledge 
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and enthusiasm for the subject to the students, and they 

were apparently taking everything I threw at them. 

But in the Spring of 1993, one of my students wrote a 

rather biting persuasive essay on gender equity and boldly 

implicated me for using biased materials and methods in my 

classroom. "Today," she wrote in her thesis, "many female 

students spend their entire school careers watching boys 

answer questions, reading distorted images of women in 

literature, and sometimes experiencing harassment from male 

peers." I had never noticed who was answering the questions 

in my discussions and I certainly wasn't a "male peer," but 

she was pointing her finger at me with her second reason. 

She went on to mention the distorted image of women in a 

science fiction story I was using entitled "Helen O'loy," 

"which portrays women as an object useful only for cooking 

and cleaning." She went on to say, "[w]hen boys read 

stories [like this], and learn only about male domination in 

the past, they get the idea this is an acceptable way to 

treat women." I was furious. Who was this student to 

question the methods and materials I used in the classroom? 

I had never been accused of discrimination in my life, and 

my correcting pen, almost with a mind of its own, reflected 

my anger. 

I still remember that day as if it were yesterday. It 

was a beautiful spring day and I was lying in the hammock 
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grading essays while my wife and daughter were playing. I 

came upon this one, and I remember thinking to myself as I 

finished reading it a first time, "O.K. I must've misread 

what she was trying to say." I read the essay a second time 

and began to feel the full impact of what she was arguing. 

I grew angry and set about the task of correcting her. But 

as I considered her arguments further, I began to realize 

the veracity of her argument. The story can be read as a 

sexist text and ill-will could be the result of reading it. 

The story is about two futuristic bachelors, one a robot 

technician, the other a hormone specialist, who become 

increasingly discontented in their attempts at finding the 

perfect woman, one who would be beautiful, understanding, 

and perfect in her domestic endeavours. After giving up on 

human women, who were overly emotional, they settled upon 

Helen, a robot encased in a female body. The robot mechanic 

eventually falls in love with Helen, and the reader can be 

led to believe that women are inherently insufficient. At 

best, "good" women must be beautiful and should be able to 

cook a decent dinner. In my attempt at providing my 

students with examples of stories from the "Golden Age of 

Science Fiction," I had failed to recognize the consequences 

of using such material in the classroom. 

But my thoughts didn't end there, for I began to 

question my personal methods of teaching. I remember going 
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to bed one evening soon after reading the essay thinking, 

"I'm a terrible teacher!" My content little world had been 

toppled; my identity had been called into question. I began 

to dread the thought of going into the classroom to teach, 

and I doubted every move I made. In an ironic twist of 

fate, I had become the student while my student had taught 

me a very important lesson, and this lesson was not a very 

comforting one. Needless to say, the remainder of that year 

was not very pleasant, and I seriously considered giving it 

all up, moving to Ashland, Kentucky, and working in my 

father-in-law's hardware store. 

I have often pondered what would have happened had I 

not assigned that essay, which would have been unlikely in 

that I was "supposed'' to teach the persuasive essay, or this 

student had not written the essay she did. Would I still be 

teaching in the same way? Would I have ever realized my 

sexist or discriminatory methods, even as subtle as they 

might have been? I look back at that essay as representing 

a moment of time, and I now see it as an explosive moment, 

one of those explosive moments we rarely experience in our 

entire lives. I have come to firmly believe that irony is a 

viable and powerful characteristic of life and that we must 

honestly confront these ironies rather than passing them off 

as simple coincidences. I do not believe that this essay 

was a coincidence. Many of my colleagues have been accused 
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of using the same methods and continue without even thinking 

about them. Although I had never been explicitly accused of 

using such methods, I had been growing discontent with what 

was happening in my classroom, and I suppose I was to an 

extent susceptible to feeling defensive. But the point is 

that at that moment I read the essay and I was persuaded. 

Something was happening in my life that allowed that student 

to hit me in the only place that would score. What if that 

essay dealt with the issue of gender equity but stopped 

short of accusing me? Would I have made the connection had 

this student simply written a general discussion of gender 

equity? I did not actually realize at the time that being 

the father of a four-year-old daughter had had an enormous 

impact on my thinking. Within a few months, I would become 

the father of a second daughter. What if these two would 

have been sons? Would I have ever made the connection? 

While many would argue that coincidence lies at the heart of 

this particular situation, I believe that irony was at play, 

and the nature of this irony remains a mystery to me. 

I didn't resort to such drastic measures as moving to 

Ashland, but I continued questioning my philosophy and I 

felt as though I was floating in a furious river downstream 

toward who knows what. If I had known at the time how 

painful my questions would become, I would be selling 

hammers today, but instead I applied for and was accepted in 
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the Southwest Virginia Writing Project. Although my 

intentions at the time for applying were not connected with 

this student's essay, it was during my participation that 

summer that I began to find answers to some of my questions, 

and one answer was to begin working toward a Ph.D. at 

Virginia Tech. 

Environmental Reconstruction: 
Virginia Woolf and a New World View 

I suppose it was timing, and the forward-thinking 

attitude of my advisor, but I found many more answers and 

created many new questions while taking Feminist Literary 

Theory in the fall of 1993. Although I had preconceived 

notions about "feminism,'' perhaps I discriminated more than 

I thought, and although I was comfortable with my white, 

Anglo-Saxon, protestant, ex-football player maleness, I was 

afraid of this class. I remember the images I constructed 

in my mind before attending the class; I was walking into a 

room full of radical feminists who hated me simply because I 

was born with a penis; I remember buying some of the books 

for the class and reading passages like Audre Lorde's 

"[o]ppressors always expect the oppressed to extend to them 

the understanding so lacking in themselves" (Sister outsider 

63), and Adrienne Rich's, 
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[c]ompulsory heterosexuality simplifies the task of the 

procurer and pimp world-wide prostitution rings and 

"eros centers," while, in the privacy of the home, it 

leads the daughter to "accept" incest/rape by her 

father, the mother to deny that it is happening, the 

battered wife to stay on with an abusive husband. 

(Blood, Bread, and Poetry 46) 

I remember asking myself, "What in the hell had I gotten 

myself into?" Needless to say, I was very frightened as I 

kissed my wife good-bye to attend that first class, and as I 

sauntered down the halls and entered the classroom, occupied 

by fourteen females and three other males, I began to 

understand what it must have felt like to be an African-

American who must walk to the back of the bus full of angry 

white men and women. 

Virginia Woolf and a Sense of Reason 

My fears were short-sighted, however, and the class 

proved to be a major influence on my thinking. Although I 

read and wrote a great deal on feminism in general during 

that semester, I began to focus on the writings of Virginia 

Woolf, specifically her A Room of One's Own. Asked to 

lecture on women in fiction, Woolf expressed her chagrin 

over the lack of women in fiction, as authors and perhaps 
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readers, and their distorted portrayals in mainstream 

fiction. Reducing her dilemma to one particular point, she 

provided the foundation of her entire argument for women's 

rights. 

All I could do was to offer you an opinion upon one 

minor point - a woman must have money and a room of her 

own if she is to write fiction; and that, as you will 

see, leaves the great problem of the true nature of 

woman and the true nature of fiction unsolved. (4) 

In reflecting upon the nature of the issue of women in 

fiction, Woolf focused on the problem of freedom. Women 

were not in fiction because they had not been free to be in 

it; specifically, they had been denied two vital 

manifestations of freedom, property and money. And lacking 

a tradition, a tradition that firmly undergirds the male-

dominated literary tradition, it was even more difficult for 

women to enter the world of fiction. Her freedom had been 

seriously restricted by domesticity, a profession not 

regarded as a legitimate one, a male-defined language, and 

monetary subservience, just to name a few, which had 

blossomed into an anger that underlies the texts of those 

few women who do, in fact, write. Only by freeing 

themselves of this anger, and only by breaking from 

tradition can women gain their voices in fiction. 
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Androgyny and a New World View 

But Woolf argued that for this to happen, for this 

freedom to be realized, the dynamics of gender relations 

must be seen in a different way. Because gender is such a 

volatile issue, it will get in the way; because men and 

women are so accustomed to defining themselves within the 

socially constructed boundaries of what gender is, they are 

restricted by them more than being freed by them. In order 

for a woman, or a man for that matter, to honestly set about 

the task of writing, she must get beyond these boundaries; 

"it is fatal for any one who writes to think of their sex. 

It is fatal to be a man or woman pure and simple; one must 

be woman-manly or man-womanly" (104). In other words, only 

an androgyny will free the writer from her constraints and 

allow her to recognize the contingency of her social 

construction. Yet it goes beyond assuming this stance, for 

the world must be viewed through this stance as being the 

norm. Woolf, then, is calling for a shift in our world 

view, a view that rejects the dichotomy of male/female 

definitions, and my world view began to shift through my 

reading and understanding of Woolf's writings. 

This shift of world view was extremely significant to 

me at the time, because I had gone into the class with a 

rather clear notion of what must be achieved through gender 
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equity. I believed that all we needed to accomplish was an 

equalization of how female and male students would be 

treated in the classroom. If female students were called 

upon in discussions as many times as male students were 

called upon, then an automatic gender equity could be 

achieved. If male students were forced to read about strong 

female characters and weaker male characters as female 

students were asked to do with strong male and weak female 

characters, then gender equity would automatically be 

achieved. But I came to realize that these measures cannot 

achieve true gender equity, for the patriarchal structures 

would remain in place. Females could be paid the same 

salaries as their male counterparts, but they would still be 

viewed as inherently inferior to them. An equal amount of 

funding could be pumped into female athletic programs, but 

attendance would still be low and acceptance would still be 

slight. Gender equity is a step in the right direction, but 

it must not be viewed as the end. What is required is a 

shift in the way we interpret our world which allows for 

equality inherently. With this shift, gender equity is not 

something to be achieved and constantly guarded but is the 

status quo; anything other than gender equity would be 

absurd. 

This shift in world view was validated and supported by 

the post-structuralism I studied during the fall of 1994. 
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Through deconstruction, the traditional views could be 

dismantled to make way for the new. What must happen is a 

deconstruction of the traditional interpretations of our 

world and a reconstruction of new ones. The post-

structuralists are adept at deconstructing, and for this 

reason they are valuable to what must occur. But while a 

deconstucting mechanism is provided for through the post-

structural lens, I was uncomfortable with its ambiguous 

results. Decentering texts, again, is a move in the right 

direction, but absolute decenteredness lacks the practical 

foundation for functioning on an everyday basis. By 

focusing on the deconstruction of the old, the post-

structuralists fail in not reconstructing a new. I see an 

inherent fear of reconstruction in the post-structural 

writings I've encountered, and to a point I understand this 

fear. Reconstruction demands deconstruction, which demands 

reconstruction, and so on. Instead of falling into this 

cycle, the post-structuralists are much more content working 

within a deconstructed state where almost anything goes. 

This ambiguity created more questions for me than answers. 

Coming to Terms: 
Philosophical Grounding and John Dewey 

I found many of the answers I was looking for in the 

philosophy of John Dewey, which I began reading in the 

Spring of 1993. Although antifoundational like the post-
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structuralists, Dewey articulated a practical element in his 

philosophy that provided a philosophical frame in which to 

function. Describing the world as both precarious and 

stable, Dewey believed that we are constantly reconstructing 

environmental elements that best suit the situation at hand. 

In doing so, while we might find our environment hostile at 

times, in order to function on a practical level, we must 

establish constituent elements in our environments that are 

relatively stable, at least long enough to sustain 

reconstructive action. For example, although the chair I am 

sitting on is decomposing at a rather slow pace, it is 

nonetheless decomposing. In order to function, in order to 

sit in this chair, I must see it as stable for the moment, 

rather than focusing on its precarious situation. In the 

broader context, everything around us is decomposing, 

undergoing deconstruction, but in order to survive on a 

daily basis, we must reconstruct, for the moment, stability, 

even though when we return later we might find that it was 

actually changing all the time. In an answer to the post-

structuralists, even though he was their predecessor by at 

least thirty years, Dewey argued that we must seek stability 

in the midst of ambiguity in order to function in the world. 

I first encountered Dewey in the Spring of 1993 while 

taking "Analysis of Educational Concepts." Although I 

remembered Dewey from some of my philosophy courses as an 

37 



undergraduate, I had never read him and my only 

understanding of his philosophy was based on second-hand 

interpretations which I now believed misinterpreted what he 

wrote. one of the more significant essays I read that 

semester was his 1938 "Democracy and Education in the World 

of Today" and through it I began to sort out the questions I 

had about my role as a teacher, my expectations for my 

students, and the role of education in general. Dewey wrote 

in this essay, ''[t]he school is the essential distributing 

agency for whatever values and purposes any social group 

cherishes" (296). But what are the implications of a 

statement such as this? What values and purposes does our 

present educational system foster? If the school is the 

essential distributing agency of these values and purposes, 

then what do the practices in our schools say about our 

culture? I was still under the influence of the feminist 

theories I had read just a few months earlier, and I began 

making vital connections between Dewey and feminism. If our 

culture is basically discriminatory, then our schools must 

be, at the least, contributing to this discrimination by the 

values and purposes they foster. Seen in this way, gender 

equity is an impossible task, for it only masks a much 

deeper problem in our culture. More importantly, it is 

impossible because it is not a value and purpose cherished 

by our culture. 
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Instead, what is valued in our schools, and thus in our 

culture, is a system of indoctrination that demands students 

act and think according to the dominant beliefs and values 

of the culture. Again influenced by feminist theory, these 

values and beliefs are heterogeneous; all students, 

regardless of gender, race, or religion must act and think 

according to the dominant norms of the class of citizens 

which is white, Anglo-Saxon, protestant. Without venturing 

into a full-fledged argument against oppression, although it 

could certainly be argued that oppression lies at the center 

of this issue, students in our schools are being asked to 

regurgitate information found in textbooks and determined by 

teachers, schools systems, and government agencies. What 

this ignores is the overwhelming evidence that tells us that 

individuals learn in a very different way, that, as Dewey 

argued, 

every individual becomes educated only as he has an 

opportunity to contribute something from his own 

experience. No matter how meagre or slender that 

background of experience may be at a given time; and 

finally that enlightenment comes from the give and 

take, from the exchange of experiences and ideas. (296) 

Students are often not allowed to participate in this give 

and take, but are asked to simply receive what a curriculum 

dictates as important. Dewey argued that schools should 
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prepare individuals to live, think, and actively participate 

in a democracy, which means more than having them understand 

what our forefathers believed when they wrote such a 

document as the constitution. 

It is because the conditions of life change, that the 

problem of maintaining a democracy becomes new, and the 

burden that is put upon the school, upon the 

educational system is not that of stating merely the 

ideas of the men who made this country, their hopes and 

their intentions, but of teaching what a democratic 

society means under existing conditions. (299) 

Well ahead of its time, Dewey argued for a radical shift in 

the way education ought to be practiced, and in his words 

can be found the foundation for such educational concepts as 

moral inquiry and multiculturalism. 

The Theory of Value 

Without risking further diversion, the significance of 

this essay on my thinking at the time I first read it was 

great for many reasons, but it introduced to me Dewey's 

Theory of Valuation, which I believe provides the basis for 

understanding his entire philosophy. When Dewey states 

education "ought" to be this way or that way, when any of us 

do this, he is actually placing value on the concept with 
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the intent of improving the present situation of education. 

This process of valuation, or determining the value of 

certain ends, is vital for understanding how we act and 

think within the broader context of our culture; "all 

deliberate, all planned human conduct, personal and 

collective, seems to be influenced, if not controlled, by 

estimates of value or worth of ends to be attained" (192). 

For Dewey, the means constitute the ends, and in determining 

the value of the means instituted for reaching a desired 

end, a clear understanding of the desired end must be 

ascertained. Any means, then, that do not direct the 

individual toward the desired end must lack value. 

We are directed to observe whether energy is put forth 

to call into existence or to maintain in existence 

certain conditions; in ordinary language, to note 

whether effort is evoked, whether pains are taken to 

bring about the existence of certain conditions rather 

than others, the need for expenditure of energy showing 

that there exist conditions adverse to what is wanted. 

(203) 

In order to function effectively, both on the personal as 

well as public levels, individuals must be forward-thinking, 

which is to say that they must learn to anticipate possible 

outcomes of actions before actually beginning to act. All 

actions are performed to do one of two things: to either 
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call into existence conditions that do not exist or maintain 

conditions that already do exist. In the process, 

individuals must determine that which is desirable. Only by 

determining what is desirable can individuals effectively 

determine the proper means for realizing this desirable end, 

which means that value must be placed on this desired end, 

for "valuation involves desiring" (204). 

So when Dewey argued progressively for change in 

schools, he was actually calling for a change in values 

within culture. Because our culture's set of values are 

inherently discriminatory, the practices within its 

institutions, the means instituted for reaching the desired 

end, are inherently discriminatory as well. On a much 

deeper level, because the desired end is discriminatory, the 

means lose any value they might hold otherwise; the end does 

not justify the means, and certainly the means do not 

justify the end. This accounts for the present trend in 

educational policy which discourages mainstreaming, for 

example, in the face of segregation, or multiculturalism, 

for another example, in the face of various "English First" 

methods and practices. Even if mainstreaming and 

multiculturalism are practiced in the schools, they are 

overshadowed by the bigger cultural systems that encourage 

separatism and discriminatory practices. Even if the means 
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are just, the end, which is apparently controlled by other 

forces in our culture, does not accommodate these means. 

In my Teaching Writing course at Radford University, I 

had a guest speaker visit. This speaker was an experienced 

teacher who was concerned about the issue of teaching 

grammar and correct English in the classroom, a rather hot 

topic in educational circles. She believed that students 

should be viewed and treated as individuals, that their 

individual contextual environments should be validated, that 

they should recognize their heritages, which included 

colloquial English. At the same time, she felt a direct and 

moral responsibility to prepare her students for achieving 

success in the work world, which denies these same things. 

Even though she believed she should nurture and validate her 

students' worlds, she felt the pressure of a much stronger 

force to change these students and actually devalue their 

worlds. In the much bigger picture, the end, although 

unjust, certainly dictates the means, and those who employ 

alternate or even contradictory means does a disservice to 

her students. I have no answer for this dilemma other than 

recognizing the need for an adjustment of the value system 

undergirding our culture. 
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Aesthetic Experience 

Dewey argued for this adjustment and his philosophy 

concerning aesthetic experience revolutionizes what we value 

in the classroom. For Dewey, aesthetic experience should be 

the ultimate goal of instruction, but current practices and 

theories actually work against attaining this goal. 

Memorization and regurgitation of facts do not allow for an 

active interaction, or transaction as Dewey would have 

argued, between the student and the subject matter to be 

learned. Rather, these methods serve as anesthetic means 

toward an anesthetic end. They anesthetize the student, 

whose mind is looking for activities that engage the 

interests created by past experiences. Believing the 

student to be an active and creative participant in the 

classroom, Dewey argued against the philosophies that viewed 

the student as a passive recipient of knowledge. The 

aesthetic experience is one that is attained through the 

struggle toward understanding, and only methods and 

practices that allow for this struggle will end in the 

aesthetic experience. 

Meaning, or understanding, emerges only through an 

aesthetic experience. For Dewey, art, or the aesthetic 

experience, is the product of the constant give and take 
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that characterizes any struggle toward meaning. Certainly, 

any masterpiece is the product of this type of struggle, but 

what makes Dewey's stance on the aesthetic experience so 

significant is that he argued that the same struggle the 

artist undergoes in creating her masterpiece happens 

everyday in all of our lives by our constant struggle to 

make meaning. Dewey was quite clear in showing that the 

aesthetic experience is rendered out of, wrought from, the 

totality of experiences we encounter each minute of our 

days. Through our selective interests, we draw our 

attention to specific elements of the qualitative 

experiential whole within the environment we find ourselves 

acting in; through selection, we focus on those elements 

that are relevant to our needs for the moment. We begin to 

make meaning through our interactions with the qualitative 

whole, selecting those elements through our desires and 

needs to fulfill these desires and needs. Experience is the 

product of this interaction; it "is whatever conditions 

interact with personal needs, desires, purposes, and 

capacities to create the experience which is had" 

(Experience and Education 25). 

Meaning, and thus aesthetic experience, emerges through 

this interaction. Returning to Dewey's theory of value, 

once we begin to understand our needs and desires, we can 

begin to identify or create the objects of desire. But the 
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identification of these objects is not enough, for we must 

work toward incorporating these objects into our very 

existence, our identities. For example, I might find myself 

cold because I am outside without a jacket. I identify that 

I either need to go inside or put on a jacket, but just 

identifying these actions will leave me just as cold as 

before. Only by actively pursuing either of these courses 

will my need to warm myself be fulfilled. The same could be 

said for studying for a test. Although deciding that I 

should study the material to prepare for this test, this 

identification is useless unless I actively engage with this 

material. Although a struggle might occur by simply 

engaging myself in the experience, the real struggle occurs 

when the object I have identified does not meet the need to 

be fulfilled. It is at this point that I must begin the 

give and take struggle of assessing my course of action and 

determining the appropriate reaction that will move me 

toward the fulfillment of my need. What is significant here 

is that this process describes both what the artist 

encounters when creating her masterpiece and what we all 

encounter in conducting our everyday lives. 
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Moral Inquiry 

This process of making meaning is achieved through 

inquiry. Dewey defined inquiry as "the controlled or 

directed transformation of an indeterminate situation into 

one that is so determinate in its constituent distinctions 

and relations as to convert the elements of the original 

situation into a unified whole" (Logic 108). Simply put, in 

our experiences, we find ourselves confronted with an 

indeterminate situation, a situation that lacks meaning, and 

we are left with a feeling of confusion or vagueness. In 

other words, we find ourselves in need, and in the face of 

this need, we desire to transform this situation into one 

that is whole, or one that offers meaning. Existentially, 

our surroundings are physically vague; the constructed 

constituent elements that physically comprise the 

environment we find ourselves in have become foreign to our 

constructed sense of meaning and we are confused. We must 

begin to reconstruct meaning by transforming the constructed 

constituent elements that cause our confusion. In this way, 

meaning is emergent; meaning emerges when we successfully 

transform these confusing situations into situations that 

provide meaning. Meaning is constantly emerging because our 

environment is precarious; while we might establish a stable 

environment through our inquiries, this stability is 
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constantly in jeopardy, for our environment, by nature, 

works against this stability. Because of this 

precariousness, meaning is constantly called into question, 

and our only tool for dealing with this is inquiry. 

We do not, however, set out necessarily to inquire, but 

use inquiry to describe what we encounter when a confusing 

situation arises. It is directed or controlled activity 

only in that once we identify the source of our confusion we 

begin to identify the object of desire which will alleviate 

this confusion. Our habits, or dispositions to act, allow 

us to selectively attend to determining possible ends and 

then instituting the means for reaching this end. But we do 

not necessarily direct or control the activity. Value, or 

the desired end, is determined by the anticipated objective 

outcome of our actions. Directed or controlled inquiry is 

that which leads toward the desired end. The result of 

inquiry must be a resolution of the confusing situation, or 

meaning; inquiry that does not end in meaning is the 

consequence of uncontrolled or misdirected activity. 

Inquiry is not an end to be attained, however, but an 

explanation of how we all make meaning. Again, inquiry is a 

vital tool for us to function in our everyday lives, but 

successful inquiry depends upon our habits, including the 

habit of reflection, which have developed through our past 

experiences. Through these experiences, these efforts at 
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making meaning, we have acquired a repertoire of habits that 

allow us to effectively deal with future situations that 

lack meaning. For most of us, we maneuver through 

situations with ease because our habits provide us with the 

experience necessary for inquiring and understanding them. 

When these habits are called into question, we must develop 

new and more appropriate habits to deal with the confusing 

situation. Maturity, then, in an existential sense, is the 

attaining of habits that allow us to successfully interact 

with our environment to make meaning out of the precarious 

situations that present themselves to us. In other words, 

maturity requires inquiry. 

The aesthetic experience occurs when we, because of our 

interaction with the environment through inquiry, create 

meaning that allows us to establish the stability necessary 

for functioning. It is our actively going out and pursuing 

the object of desire rather than the passive acceptance of 

what our environment dishes out to us. It is at this point 

that Dewey's notion of the aesthetic experience becomes so 

vitally important to what we believe about educational 

theory. Traditional notions of education allow the teacher 

to be the holder of meaning, and through his methods imparts 

this meaning to his students, who are passive recipients of 

this meaning. We are blank slates upon which knowledge must 

be written. But this meaning is not meaning in the Deweyan 
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sense but a transmitting of information that may or may not 

be useful to the individual student. Because the student 

has not been asked to become engaged with the subject matter 

but to regurgitate it for a test, he is not developing the 

habits of inquiry that he will most need in the future. 

A Reconstruction of Educational Philosophy 

It is through the educational philosophies and methods 

that these habits should be fostered and developed. As 

Dewey argued against traditional notions of education, 

students have "acquired the habit of listening and of 

accepting, instead of that of inquiry, and, if you please, 

of intelligent skepticism'' ("Education for a Changing Social 

Order" 160). The end, or the object of desire ought to be 

that our students mature in their abilities to inquire, not 

in their ability to simply summarize bodies of information. 

Although the end result might be very similar, when the 

student is asked to fully engage in inquiry, when the 

student is asked to create meaning within her own 

experiential continuum, she is working toward the aesthetic 

experience. It becomes the moral responsibility of our 

educational system to provide an environment of experiences 

that allow students to aesthetically create meaning, which 
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fosters the development of habits that will prepare them for 

functioning responsibly within their culture. 

Approaching a Literary Theory: 
Louise Rosenblatt and the Aesthetic Experience 

The study of literature, which is just one aspect of 

the educational system, is an ideal avenue for fostering 

this inquiry. Perhaps more than in any other discipline, 

the study of literature has been dominated by a critical 

theory defined by the traditional philosophies of education 

and learning. In the practice of this critical theory, 

meaning exists within the text; the author has organized a 

series of signs on the page and these signs refer to a 

meaning. Through training the teacher has developed certain 

skills that allow him to ascertain this meaning and transmit 

it to his students. Rather than developing these same 

skills in his students, the teacher simply expects of his 

students that they accept his meaning as the correct one. 

But this theory neglects the fact that we create meaning in 

a very different way. In the face of pursuing the accurate 

meaning of the text, students are given the opportunity to 

engage themselves through a transaction with the text; in 

essence, these students are prevented from having an 

aesthetic experience in their study of literature. 
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Although the latter half of the twentieth century has 

produced a variety of answers to this traditional theory 

with such critical theories as feminism and post-

structuralism, these more progressive theories still view 

the text as the authority of meaning. Although feminist 

critical theory seeks to deconstruct the hegemonic value of 

literature and post-structuralism seeks to decenter meaning 

from the constructed reality of the text, both still focus 

attention on the text (see Beach, A Teacher's Introduction 

to Reader-Response Theories). Reader-Response Theory, 

particularly Rosenblatt's Transactional Theory of Response 

rooted in Deweyan transactional realism, refocuses this 

attention on the reader. Reader-Response theory as a 

philosophical method for teaching is the answer to more 

traditional notions of teaching in that the reader must 

transact with the text and create meaning through this 

transaction. 

The Deweyan Connection 

I first encountered Rosenblatt in a graduate class I 

took in 1986, but I did not begin to realize her 

significance until much later when I was able to frame her 

theories within the context of Dewey. Rosenblatt herself 

clearly expresses her reliance on Dewey in the most recent 
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edition of her Literature as Exploration, first published in 

1938. Attributing her use of the word transaction rather 

than interaction to a 1949 suggestion from Dewey, Rosenblatt 

wrote, "I adopted the term because it underlines what was 

already present in my 1938 declaration that there are no 

generic readers or generic interpretations but only 

innumerable relationships between readers and texts" (291). 

Asserting that the term interaction implies that the reader 

and the text are separate entities in the process, 

Rosenblatt adopted the term transaction, "which places the 

stress on each reading as a particular event involving a 

particular reader and a particular text recursively 

influencing each other under particular circumstances" 

(292); hence the subtitle to her 1978 work entitled The 

Reader, the Text, the Poem: The Transactional Theory of the 

Literary Work. The literary work, which is the result of 

the transaction between the reader and the text, is a direct 

reference to Dewey's aesthetic experience. 

Rosenblatt is also clear in separating herself from 

other recent critical theorists, who in their attempts at 

building a new theoretical framework criticize and 

deconstruct even that which is positive in our culture; 

"[r]eading thus becomes a defensive action against 

manipulation by the text" (Literature as Exploration 296). 

Like Dewey, who believed that we must reconstruct culture by 
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building upon the possibilities of the present, Rosenblatt 

asserted that we should "develop a discriminating attitude 

of mind, a readiness to question and to reject anachronistic 

or unjust assumptions, but a willingness to accept and build 

upon what is sound in our culture" (296). 

The Transactional Theory of Response 

With Reader-Response theory, the reader is free from 

the traditional conventions that limit response by asserting 

that meaning is inherent within the text, but Rosenblatt 

also cautions against the tendency to over-react with 

meaning created by the reader outside her relationship with 

the text. Meaning emerges as the reader transacts with the 

text, as she participates in a give and take with the text; 

she must continuously refer to the text to check her 

response. 

First, the text is the stimulus that focuses the 

reader's attention so that elements of past experience 

- concepts linked with verbal symbols - are activated. 

Second, as the reader seeks a hypothesis to guide the 

selecting, rejecting, and ordering of what is being 

called forth, the text helps to regulate what shall be 

held in the forefront of the reader's attention. (The 

Reader, the Text, the Poem 11) 
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Within the Deweyan terms of inquiry, the move toward meaning 

is controlled or directed by the text; any meaning derived 

outside the transaction with text is uncontrolled or 

misdirected. The reader is not free to create any meaning 

she desires as many Reader-Response theorists argue, for the 

text, combined with her past experiences, must create the 

possibilities for meaning. As the reader moves through the 

text, she will constantly refer back to the text in checking 

that her response and ultimately her creation of meaning is 

textually true; "[m]eaning emerges as the reader carries on 

a give-and-take with the signs on the page (Literature as 

Exploration 26). 

What makes Rosenblatt's theory so relevant here is its 

recognition of past experience on response. In keeping with 

Dewey's experiential continuum, our present experiences have 

been made possible by our past experiences, and our future 

experiences will become the legacy of our present 

experiences and inquiries; we are both limited and liberated 

by our experiences in that by opening doors of possibility 

on the one hand, they close other doors of possibility on 

the other. Dewey argued that it is through language, "the 

tool of tools" (Experience and Nature 134) created in actual 

experiential situations, that we make meaning. It is the 

acquisition and usage of language that presents the 

limiting/liberating effect of experience. For Rosenblatt, 
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language represents the full contextual environment words 

provide, and because we read and understand these words in 

various ways depending upon our past experiences with them, 

we create meaning in different ways. Again, meaning is 

emergent, yet here it emerges as our understanding of 

language emerges. 

Rosenblatt argues that, when we read, we transact with 

the text along a continuum. On one end of this continuum, 

we read efferently, "in which the primary concern of the 

reader is with what he will carry away from the reading" 

(The Reader, the Text, the Poem 24). It is this type of 

reading that has dominated traditional literature classrooms 

where the reader has been asked to summarize plots and 

answer objective questions. On the other end of the 

continuum, we read aesthetically, in which "the reader's 

primary concern is with what happens during the actual 

reading event" (24). While reading aesthetically, we are 

carried away by the text, and we are in tune with what our 

relationship with the text results in. Each text can be 

read both efferently and aesthetically, and our stance is 

directed by what concerns we have going into the reading 

event. In most situations, our reading stance falls 

somewhere between the two extremes of this continuum, and 

the text itself will dictate toward which end our reading 

will lean. 
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Transactional Theory and Meaning 

But Rosenblatt also makes a distinction between the 

text and the poem, very similar to Dewey's notion of the 

aesthetic experience. The text is simply a series of signs 

on the page, organized certainly, but not inherently holding 

any qualities that might distinguish it as art. The poem, 

on the other hand, is the product of the transaction between 

the reader and the text. The text, like the reader, is a 

socially constructed being, and its identity emerges as the 

transaction takes place; "[j]ust as the personality and 

concerns of the reader are largely socially patterned, so 

the literary work, like language itself, is a social 

product" (Literature as Exploration 28). Because of this 

social constructedness, close or accurate readings of a text 

as they have traditionally been defined are not possible, 

for we all will transact with the text and make meaning in 

light of our own socially constructed experiences. 

At bottom, Rosenblatt, like Dewey, is vitally 

interested in what education ought to be doing for the 

future of society and our responsible participation in it. 

Like Dewey, she believes that much can be done to improve 

what happens in the classroom, particularly with respect to 

our understanding of the literary process. And like Dewey, 

she is optimistic that change will occur and that this 
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change will make a difference. Our study of literature can 

perform an important function toward recognizing our moral 

responsibilities, and Rosenblatt's Transactional Theory of 

Response is an important move in that direction. 

A philosophy of teaching based on a balanced 

recognition of the many complex elements that make up 

the literary experience can foster the development of 

more fruitful understanding and appreciation of 

literature. (Literature as Exploration 23) 

Reader-Response Theory is significant in that by creating 

meaning through the transaction between ourselves and the 

text, we are developing effective habits of moral inquiry. 

Understanding the process of meaning making in our study of 

literature provides the model we need for understanding how 

we make meaning in our everyday lives. 

Building a Bridge Between Theory and Practice 

I have learned a great deal over the course of my 

studies, and I certainly have a long way to go, but I have 

also learned that a schism exists between theory and 

practice. I have been in the classroom and have shared with 

my former colleagues a general distrust of theory; it simply 

has nothing practical to offer us. But I have also been 

engaged with theory, and I know that it does, in fact, have 
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a great deal of practical relevance for the teaching 

profession. This chapter has dealt with the theory, and it 

explains the framework I find myself currently working 

within. The next two chapters consider the practice of 

teaching; Chapter Three chronicles my practical 

transformation as a teacher and Chapter Four describes my 

experience teaching within the theoretical frame I have just 

described. This dissertation is my attempt at beginning the 

process of bridging the gap between theory and practice. 

I have become a reflective practitioner, and as I move 

precariously through my life, I am constantly reflecting 

upon my life, deconstructing and reconstructing constituent 

elements along the way. Looking back on the past few years, 

I have been engaged in moral inquiry, and I can identify the 

origins of this inquiry to that persuasive essay I received 

what seems years ago. After receiving that essay, I became 

confused, and I began to recognize the precariousness of my 

situation. The environment I had constructed around me was 

proving to be inadequate. My habits were sufficient to 

allow me to act naturally, and I began reconstructing this 

environment so that it made sense to me. In this way, 

deconstruction and reconstruction become political acts for 

survival; I could not have survived in the environment I 

found myself living in. Although I had identified various 
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possible means to alleviate my confusion, I could settle 

upon only one, which this dissertation seeks to narrate. 

I also realize that I was angry early in my inquiry. 

Although I was certainly angry at that student for pointing 

her finger at me, my anger rested much deeper after I 

realized how my beliefs and actions were so rigidly 

constructed by my past experiences and by what my culture 

expected of me. I redirected my anger away from the 

student, whom I have thanked many times for bringing it to 

my attention, to my culture, which I believed conditioned me 

to be discriminatory. In addition, my past experiences 

rendered me helpless at the time to handle the situation 

that I found myself in. I remember my desires to rebel 

against the conventions that had served me in my formative 

years. I suppose I am still rebelling, but my anger has 

been quelled with my understanding. While at one time I 

would have been quick to find fault with those who continue 

to rely on a more traditional world view, I now understand 

their position. In my personal journey toward resolving my 

own conflict, I believe I have gained a more enriched 

understanding of the world. I simply have to remember my 

thinking of a few years ago to know how one can think 

differently than I do. What makes this interesting is that 

we all are the products of our transactions with our 

environments; we are free or restricted to think only as our 
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experiences through these transactions have created 

possibilities for us. I have learned that the consequences 

of our thinking are too great to brush them aside, and with 

regard to education, these consequences are vital. It is 

time to begin asking the tough questions, and it is time we 

work diligently toward answering these questions; our future 

depends on them. 
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Chapter Three 

Reading, Teaching, and Understanding A Separate Peace: A 
Personal Journey of Moral Inquiry 

For masterpieces are not single and solitary 
births; they are the outcome of many years of 
thinking in common, of thinking by the body 
of people, so that the experiences of the 
mass is behind the single voice. 

-- Virginia Woolf, A Room Of One's own 
(65) 

I have relatively few memories of what I was supposed 

to have learned in my high school classrooms. I am sure 

this has more to say about my capacity and desire to learn 

than it does about the teachers and subject material 

presented to me, although now that I have a few years of 

teaching experience, I believe much could have been done 

differently in the way I was taught. Nevertheless, the fact 

remains that I have consciously retained very little. I do 

have memories, however, and I often ponder their 

significance today. For example, I remember listening to my 

sociology teacher on a cold snowy winter day during my 

junior year imploring my classmates and me to drive through 

the southern West Virginia coal town communities and notice 

that, although the families might be having difficulty 

filling the dinner table with food or warmly clothing the 
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children for the winter weather, they will most likely have 

empty Coca-Cola bottles on their porches and rather 

expensive cars in their driveways. I have yet to experience 

any significant epiphany as a result of knowing this, but I 

am still working on it. But then I also remember this 

teacher rebuking us with, "The youth of today simply have no 

concept of newness; when they buy a new pair of jeans, they 

are anxious to first wash them before wearing them.•i I fear 

I will take these memories to my grave without ever coming 

closer to understanding them more than I do now. 

On the first day of my college classes, I ask my 

students to complete a survey. On this survey I ask many 

questions to provide me with personal information so that I 

may know them better, but I also ask three questions that 

are significant for what I hope will be accomplished over 

the semester: 1) What is your fondest memory of elementary 

school? 2) What is your fondest memory of junior high/middle 

school? 3) What is your fondest memory of high school? Many 

have trouble with my emphasis on the word "fondest," but 

they are able to respond eventually. Ninety-five percent of 

my students respond that their fondest memories of their 

school years are of events and experiences that occurred 

outside of school. They cannot fondly remember what they 

experienced in the classroom. My qualitative research 

colleagues will laugh at my drawing conclusions from an 
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inexact method, but this number tells me something. My 

personal experiences are not abnormal. I would think that 

twelve years of investment would engender a significant 

amount of fond memories. 

Placing my personal memories on the proverbial shelf 

for the moment, I do have more meaningful memories, and most 

of them were of my English classes. I fondly remember 

reading and discussing Julius Caesar in the Spring of my 

sophomore year and traversing the mighty Mississippi with 

Huck Finn and the runaway slave Jim through the Winter of my 

junior year. Interestingly enough, the only memories I have 

of my senior English class are my choosing to sit in a desk 

at the back of the room near the row of windows, listening 

to the frantic guitar solo of "A Stairway to Heaven" through 

an open window on a balmy Spring day, and watching a 

fascinating documentary on the construction of the Chartres 

Cathedral. I am sure that if pressed harder, I could come 

up with a few more memories, but these are the memories that 

immediately come to mind. One memory, however, that rises 

above all the others is my reading of A Separate Peace 

during my sophomore year. I cannot articulate specific 

classroom discussions, or even actually reading the novel, 

but to this day, I am pleasantly haunted by particular 

images that at certain nostalgic moments fill my mind, 

allowing for nothing else. To be honest, for years after 
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graduating from high school, I could not even remember the 

title of this novel, but I remembered the seasonal 

references and their symbolic notions about life and death. 

I even remembered the picture on the cover; a dark and 

somewhat foreboding scene, the Devon School off in the 

distance, a large naked tree standing before the river where 

one boy is holding on to the trunk high on a limb while 

another appears to be dangerously falling to the ground. I 

was surprised to find that this memory was inaccurate, for 

no such cover exists. I have seen variations of the cover I 

thought I remembered, but none of them match it exactly. 

Despite this inaccuracy, the memory is significant for it 

colored my subsequent readings of the novel. 

A number of years ago while taking a graduate class, my 

classmates and I discussed a study that showed how certain 

novels conjured up specific colors in the mind of the 

reader. For example, when asked what color comes to mind 

when A Catcher in the Rye is mentioned, most readers 

responded with red, apparently affected by the paperback's 

cover. Likewise, when asked about The Great Gatsby, most 

responded with white, perhaps influenced by the dominance of 

white in the movie version of the novel. When I think of A 

Separate Peace, I see dark, not a distinct color, for I 

cannot actually see a specific color. I simply see 

darkness, and I remember always feeling a coldness corning 
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over me when I thought about that cover. I have earnestly 

attempted to focus on a color, to this day I am fascinated 

with that study, but whenever I do focus on a color, it does 

not acquire a sense of permanence in my mind. I remember 

deciding one day that black represents what the novel meaut 

to me, but as soon as I made this decision, white began to 

creep into the picture, and black became inherently 

insufficient for the purpose at hand. Over the years, many 

colors have moved in and out of significance, from green to 

orange to brown, but no one color is able to dominate, so I 

must surrender to the concept of darkness. While teaching 

an adolescent literature course at Radford University, I 

asked my students the color question after they had read A 

Separate Peace. Ten out of twelve students responded that 

gray was the dominant color for them. Gray represented for 

them a dull, almost colorless tone that permeated the action 

of the novel, very similar to my darkness; perhaps I'm not 

as crazy as I had thought. 

There is more than color, however, and I vividly 

remember a feeling of autumness associated with the novel. 

I believe this is due in part to the fact that I probably 

first read the novel during the early part of the school 

year, but there are direct references to autumn in the 

novel. This image of autumn occurs early in the novel when 

Gene walks across the campus, returning fifteen years after 
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graduating. Describing the weather on that day, Gene says, 

It was a raw, nondescript time of year, toward the end 

of November, the kind of wet, self-pitying November day 

when every speck of dirt stands out clearly. Devon 

luckily had very little of such weather - the icy clamp 

of winter, the radiant New Hampshire summers, were more 

characteristic of it - but this day it blew wet, moody 

gusts all around me. (2) 

Later, as he walked across the playing fields of the school, 

Gene further described the weather. 

I started the long trudge across the fields and had 

gone some distance before I paid any attention to the 

soft and muddy ground, which was dooming my shoes. I 

didn't stop. Near the center of the fields there were 

thin lakes of muddy water which I had to make my way 

around, my unrecognizable shoes making obscene noises 

as I lifted them out of the mire. (5) 

I have chosen to include these passages not for their 

enduring thematic significance, but for their power to 

instill an emotional tone and imagery to the novel. 

Although I cannot be absolutely sure, I must attribute some 

significance to the automatic feeling of autumness I have 

carried with me through the years after first reading the 

novel to passages such as these. When I felt the coldness 

over those years, the coldness I feel to this day, was this, 
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in part, due to the image created by the words I read in 

those first few pages? Surely, the next seventy or eighty 

pages are set in the warmth of summer and early fall, but I 

have taken the cold autumn feeling with me, instead. 

In Search of the Aesthetic 

I first read A Separate Peace during my sophomore year 

in high school, in the fall 1978. Since that time, I have 

read the novel nearly fifteen times, and my poor piecemeal 

paperback copy bears the results of this use, and I now have 

to remove the rubberband holding it together in order to 

read it. Although I have earnestly tried in vain to buy a 

hardback copy of it, I know that it could never replace the 

feel of the paperback and what it has come to represent for 

me. Over the years I have underlined various passages; most 

of the penciled notations have already faded and the ink 

notations have bled through. When I want to locate a 

particular passage, I can find it within seconds, almost as 

if I have memorized the text and its corresponding page 

numbers. I can quote passages as if I had written them, and 

my personal mental commentary on each passage might run 

volumes. I know how it looks, smells, feels, and sounds; 

one of these days I might even learn how it tastes. It has 
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become a part of me, and I can't imagine what my outlook on 

life might have been without ever having read it. 

I read many years ago that relatively few people in 

this world have the opportunity to make a living at what 

they truly love. I have been one of those relatively few, 

for not only have I been given the opportunity to teach 

literature, I have been able to teach A Separate Peace to 

hundreds of high school students. I first taught the novel 

in the fall of 1987, and have taught it many times since, 

including this semester to future teachers at Radford 

University. It has been interesting to juxtapose my 

personal readings with those of my students, and the subject 

of this chapter is to describe the many experiences I have 

had in both reading and teaching A Separate Peace. More 

importantly, I hope to describe my transition from one who 

views the text as exclusively possessing meaning and 

students as passive recipients of knowledge to one who 

believes that meaning emerges through the transaction 

between the text and an individual, active reader. This 

transition has been the result of my personal moral inquiry. 

Experience and the Demands of Teaching 

My recent history with A Separate Peace began in the 

fall of 1987 when I first learned that it was to be one of 
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the novels I would be teaching that year. My first reaction 

to learning this fact was "Ah, that's the title," and I 

immediately went out and purchased a copy of the novel, the 

same copy that is now bound together with a rubberband, and 

sat in my small apartment to read it. I remember 

immediately being swept away into the world of Gene and 

Finny; I read it in one sitting. Certainly many things were 

happening during this reading. I remembered the novel from 

my high school years, and I'm sure that other high school 

memories entered my mind as I read, but I remember being 

almost completely captivated by the text. This was before I 

had ever heard of Reader-response theories, much less 

understood them, but the roots of my present pre-occupation 

with Reader-response was born on that day. I am a proponent 

today of Reader-response because of my experience with this 

novel. 

Before moving forward in describing this experience, I 

think it is important to describe who I was on that day when 

I read the novel the second time. I had just graduated from 

Virginia Tech with a Master's Degree in History, I was in 

the third year of my marriage, I would not have described 

myself as a life-long reader, and just a month earlier, I 

really had no idea what I was going to do with my life. I 

had double-majored in English and history at Morehead State 

University, but I had taken very few education courses and I 
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was not prepared to teach. I went to graduate school with 

the specific intent, misguided as it was, to prepare for Law 

School and become a lawyer. I am eternally grateful that 

the powers that guide this world steered me away from that 

course (basically I was tired of being in school and felt 

the need to make some money) but I was not trained to do 

much else. What does a person do who has degrees in English 

and history? I vividly remember hearing many around me 

saying "Those who can do; those who can't teach," so I began 

knocking on doors and speaking with principals. I submitted 

applications, highlighting my willingness to coach, and 

lucked into a teaching job in the English Department at 

Blacksburg High School, filling the position of a teacher 

who decided in mid-September that she no longer wanted to 

teach English. I remember my first day: I was standing in 

front of a group of twenty-four high school sophomores (I 

remember and will always remember every face and name), 

leading a discussion of a short story from the textbook 

("Chee's Daughter"), thinking, "I haven't the slightest idea 

what I'm doing here!" My next few weeks (actually my next 

two years) were spent in my frantically learning how to 

teach. If it were not for my gracious colleagues in the 

department, I wonder now if I would have continued teaching. 

This gratitude was a mixed blessing; although I am eternally 

grateful for their care and assistance, what they taught me 
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and the philosophical stance they espoused is the antithesis 

to what I now believe. Nevertheless, even today when I find 

myself in the middle of a philosphical discussion, I am 

conscious of how what I am saying would be received by those 

teachers about whom I care so deeply. 

Meaning as Environmental Construct 

I thought differently then, and this is who sat on that 

couch in that small apartment on a fall day in 1987 and 

began reading A Separate Peace. I was not interested in the 

aesthetics of the novel, nor was I particularly concerned 

with enjoying it. All I knew was that in a few days I would 

be teaching this novel and I was scared to death. I read 

seeking information, information I could relay to my 

students through lecture and discussion so that they could 

successfully take a test when we were finished. I read to 

find the meaning of the text; my intent was to get my 

students to understand this meaning. I was not prepared for 

what actually happened, for my life changed drastically 

after that day, although it would take me a few more years 

to understand this. I enjoyed the book. As I said earlier, 

I was swept away by the book. It was the first time this 

had ever happened to me. Here I was, a first-year English 

teacher who was expected to teach others about reading, and 
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I really did not appreciate the value of reading. I had 

read many books in the past, but the reading was a task I 

had never looked forward to undertaking. My enjoyment of 

the books came only later when I would participate in 

various discussions of the them. But on that fall day in 

1987, I enjoyed the reading of the novel, and I have not 

stopped reading since; I can't imagine my life without 

reading. Simply put, on that day I became a life-long 

reader. 

Nevertheless, the task of teaching the novel to my 

sophomores loomed imminently. Although I was extremely 

excited about the novel, I felt the need to contain this 

excitement and go about the task of determining the meaning. 

In other words, I separated my emotional response from my 

intellectual understanding, creating a dualism that 

characterized my teaching over the next two or three years, 

a dualism that characterizes traditional approaches to 

teaching and which I am now arguing against. I reviewed and 

took notes on the novel, but rather than focusing on the 

event of being personally swept away and anticipating what 

my students' possible reactions would be, I focused on 

various facts in the plot and the themes, the conflicts, the 

symbols of the story. I anticipated possible multiple 

choice and true/false questions rather than anticipating 

possible reactions to what was happening at specific points 
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in the story. For example, Chapter 4 is a rather 

significant chapter in that we are told about the events 

that directly led to Finny's fall from the tree. Gene, the 

narrator, had revealed over the preceding chapters that he 

had been growing rather anxious about Finny's ability to 

lead him and others into various activities. Gene concocted 

in his own mind that Finny's activities were attempts at 

keeping Gene from his studies, attempts at defeating Gene in 

the competitions that characterized student life at Devon. 

When Gene learns in Chapter 4 that this was an illusion, 

something that did not exist outside his own constructed 

reality of Devon, Gene thinks, "I couldn't stand this" (51). 

In the notes I created that first year of my teaching, 

I had placed significance on this quote for discussion, 

which meant that I would point it out to my students and 

tell them the correct meaning. On the test I gave a few 

weeks later, I notice a multiple choice question which 

reads: 

Before going with Finny to the tree near the end of 
Chapter 4 Gene says "I couldn't stand this.'' Gene 
couldn't stand: 

a. that Finny had eaten his homework. 
b. that Finny was not actually his competitor. 
c. that Gene did not understand his relationship with 

Finny. 
d. that Gene could never compete with Finny. 
e. none of the above. 
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The answer key reveals to me that c would have been the 

correct response. Although I don't remember specific 

disagreements about this question, I do remember students 

disagreeing with some of my other answer keys saying things 

like, "that's not the correct answer," or "listen, this 

other answer is more appropriate." My typical response to 

these concerns was something like, "the correct answer is 

more correct than the others," or "look at the text to 

understand why c is the correct response," or on 

particularly bad days, "I'm the teacher, I know the correct 

answer!" 

Many things were happening here. I have chosen four 

words out of hundreds that I felt told the story of the 

first four chapters. Although I still believe that 

discussions over textual passages are meaningful and 

fruitful, by placing it within a multiple choice question, I 

had seriously restricted its significance. I'm sure that 

our classroom discussion of this quote was either lengthy or 

the product of a discussion of the text that preceded it, so 

to say that the answer lies in one clause is absurd. But at 

the time, my stance allowed for such absurdity. Although we 

might have discussed alternative interpretations of the 

quote, my test allowed for only the correct answer, which 

corresponded to where I ultimately led the discussion. 

Looking back on that test question and on the way I taught, 
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I see how foolish I was. I use the word "foolish" here, not 

to comment on this way of teaching, but to describe how 

naive I was at the time. I don't remember exactly when I 

discarded that question, but I noticed when I visited the 

school recently that other teachers were using my old tests 

in their classrooms; I shudder to think that some students 

are still being subjected to questions like this one. 

The structure of the question also presents problems 

for me. I remember using various test-making booklets to 

learn how to create tests, and I followed a particular 

formula when I created this question. One response is far 

from correct (a), one response allows the student to accept 

all or none of the responses as correct (e), two responses 

are close enough to be correct but are not as close as the 

correct one (band d), and one response is the correct 

response (c). The point of this formula is to "trick" the 

student; if she reads the question and responds closely and 

carefully, she gets the answer correct; if she reads the 

question and responds quickly and carelessly, she gets the 

answer wrong. Although "tricking" students might be 

entertaining in a sadistic way, it goes against the whole 

notion of assessment; I'm not concerned with assessing how 

well my students learned the information. By using such a 

question, I am almost expecting, or at least revelling in 

the notion that, my students will fail. This structural 
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problem is significant in that it is consistent with certain 

traditional notions of teaching, and it was certainly 

consistent with the way I viewed the student and the teacher 

at the time. 

The question poses another, more serious problem. By 

allowing for nothing more than the correct response, I had 

denied the complexity of the quote, the first four chapters, 

and the novel in its entirety. The point that band d were 

close to being correct is very significant, but the 

structure of the question dissuades considering that three 

responses are possible. As I look at the question now, all 

three responses are equally valid; they are significant 

details of the same point; essentially, they say the same 

thing. For example, Gene had convinced himself that Finny 

was competing against him for who would be considered the 

best student at the school; Gene was vying for 

valedictorian, Finny was obviously the best athlete. Gene 

believed that Finny was competing with him and wanted him to 

fail. 

Sure, he wanted to share everything with me, especially 

his procession of D's in every subject. That way he, 

the great athlete, would be way ahead of me. It was 

all cold trickery, it was all calculated, it was all 

enmity. (45) 
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All the "fun" activities, Gene thought, like Blitzball, 

going to the beach, and, especially, the Super Suicide 

Society of the Summer Session were diversions from Gene's 

academic pursuits. But now that Gene had "caught on," now 

that Gene understood the competition between them, he could 

not only prevent Finny from defeating him, but defeat Finny 

in the process. 

I was more and more certainly becoming the best student 

in the school; Phineas was without question the best 

athlete, so that way we were even. But while he was a 

very poor student I was a pretty good athlete, and when 

everything was thrown into the scales they would in the 

end tilt definitely toward me. (47) 

More importantly, Gene recognized that Finny's heart was as 

cold as his; "I had detected that Finny's [heart] was a den 

of lonely, selfish ambition" (48). 

Gene felt quite comfortable after constructing this 

reality, for he believed that friendships at Devon were 

based upon such competitions. Earlier, Gene viewed Finny 

with awe, as did the other boys as well as the teachers, but 

now he saw him as being just as selfish as he and anyone 

else, and he took comfort in believing this; "There was a 

latent freshness in the air, as though spring were returning 

in the middle of the summer" (48). 
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When he finally learns that Finny is not in fact this 

selfish individual he thought he was, Gene's reality is 

shattered and he feels he knows nothing about Finny; "I was 

facing a total stranger" (50). As Gene follows Finny to the 

tree that last time, he tells us, 

He (Finny] had never been jealous of me for a second. 

Now I knew that there never was and never could have 

been any rivalry between us. I was not of the same 

quality as he. (51). 

These are the words that directly precede "I couldn't stand 

this." Looking at these four words within the broader 

context reveals that the question I had asked on the test 

was basically flawed. An objective response, if such a 

response is possible, would more likely read, "Gene couldn't 

stand not being of the same quality as Finny." But even 

this "objective" response would have restricted the power of 

the quote in light of a full discussion of what had happened 

before Gene says it. The total effect of Gene's actions at 

the tree, jouncing the limb causing Finny to fall, is lost 

in the effort to remain objective; it is also lost in my 

need at the time to "trick" the students through a formulaic 

multiple choice question. 

The most appropriate response, then, to the question as 

it is stated is that Gene couldn't stand b. that Finny was 
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not actually his competitor, c. that Gene did not understand 

his relationship with Finny, and d. that Gene could never 

compete with Finny. All three are correct, but more 

importantly, even all three miss the significance of what 

Gene says and does. Some teachers would have corrected this 

problem by simply adding a fifth "objective" response, "that 

he was not of the same quality as Finny," but this would 

miss the point. I could have allowed for ten possible 

responses and they would have been inadequate, for they 

wouldn't have allowed for the genuine responses and textual 

analyses that might grow from a complete and detailed 

discussion of the event. Quite simply, the task cannot be 

achieved through an objective multiple choice question. 

There were many more multiple choice and true/false 

questions: "Leper never jumped from the tree;" "Brinker 

Hadley donated a picture to the Winter Carnival." 

certainly, there is only one correct answer to statements 

like these, but what am I doing when I give a test to my 

students? Do I want them to know trivial "facts" about the 

novel they can take with them to their graves? or, do I want 

them to render meaning that will provide a perspective for 

life? By moving directly from my excitement over reading 

the book, from the emotions and feelings I underwent as I 

read the novel, to analyzing various factual elements found 

within the text, I was automatically creating a false 
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dualism that rejects the former and validates the latter. I 

now believe that the latter cannot become complete without 

at least reflecting upon the former. 

But while taking notes during that first year I didn't 

stop at creating multiple choice and true/false questions 

for a test. I also made notes that would drive my 

discussions on the various characters in the novel, the 

conflicts these characters had to confront, and the symbols 

the reader had to understand before being able to fully 

understand the novel. My study grew from a belief that 

certain specific details existed solely within the text that 

would lead the reader to understanding. The author had a 

specific meaning he wanted the reader to take from the 

novel, and it was my moral and ethical obligation as a 

teacher to transmit this meaning to my students. For 

example, I immediately focused on the issue of conformity 

versus non-conformity and placed the various characters in 

relation to this dichotomy. Gene, the main character and 

narrator, became the ultimate conformist for me, and I began 

the process of establishing the argument to present to my 

students. 

In my notes, I pointed out specific passages in the 

novel that would defend what I was telling my students. I 

pointed to the many times when Gene acquiesced to Finny's 

desires despite expressing his own desire to say no. Early 
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in the story, Gene, Finny, and the others were standing 

before the tree when Finny announced that he was going to 

jump from it into the Devon River. After gloriously doing 

so and performing a grand show to the others, Finny yelled 

from the river, "That's the most fun I've had this week. 

Who's next?" (8). Without thinking, Gene realized that he 

would be the one who must jump next, even though he was 

scared and felt that he should not. As he stood on the limb 

Gene thought to himself, 

What was I doing up here anyway? Why did I let Finny 

talk me into stupid things like this? Was he getting 

some kind of hold over me? (9) 

We are asked at this moment to begin entertaining the notion 

that Gene felt compelled to conform to Finny's suggestions 

despite his reservations. Yet Finny had never outwardly 

expressed that Gene do what he did; rather, it was Gene's 

need to conform in order to be accepted by Finny. Finny 

naturally assumed that Gene participated because he wanted 

to, and therefore continued to lead Gene into various 

activities. 

Walking back to their room after this episode, Gene 

tripped Finny, which would surely make them late for dinner. 

Gene explained to us that he did this for Finny. 

As we walked rapidly along I abruptly resented the bell 

and my West Point stride and hurrying and conforming. 
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Finny was right. And there was only one way to show 

him this. I threw my hip against his, catching him by 

surprise, and he was instantly down, definitely 

pleased. This was why he liked me so much. {11) 

Finny had already expressed his beliefs about authoritarian 

control, like having to be on time for the dinner bell. 

Phineas didn't really dislike West Point in particular 

or authority in general, but just considered authority 

the necessary evil against which happiness was achieved 

by reaction, the backboard which returned all the 

insults he threw at it. (11) 

In his own attempt at throwing an insult at authority, Gene 

tripped Finny, defying the dinner bell. This act of not 

conforming to authority seems natural for an adolescent, but 

what is much more interesting is Gene's need to please 

Finny, the genuine non-conformist, in the process. So just 

eleven pages into the novel, we are already seeing a pattern 

of conformity in Gene's actions. This pattern will continue 

and eventually become the source of confusion for Gene 

later. 

I also intended to reveal Leper's example of non-

conformity. The author seemed to intentionally place Leper 

in the appropriate action at the appropriate moment. It is 

on Leper that we focus when Finny asked others to jump from 

the tree after he and Gene had already done so. "Leper 
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closed his mouth as though forever. He didn't argue or 

refuse. He didn't back away. He became inanimate" (9). 

This is the first picture we have of Leper, and we have an 

image of a helpless child, warranting our pity. We see a 

similar reaction from Leper later when the boys were playing 

blitzball, a hazardous game without rules invented by Finny. 

When Gene attempted to pass the ball, one objective of the 

game, he threw it to Leper, who rejected it. 

Taken by surprise, Leper looked up in anguish, shrank 

away from the ball, and voiced his first thought, a 

typical one. "I don't want it!" (30) 

Leper was an outsider, and although his actions seemed 

unconscious at times, he exemplified absolute non-conformity 

within the group. His only conformity is seen in his 

presence with the group. Incidentally, it was to announce 

that Leper will be jumping from the tree that set up the 

confrontation between Gene and Finny discussed previously. 

Both boys laughed in knowing that Leper will not jump, which 

shows how the others feel about Leper's actions. 

Ironically, it was Leper who later performed the 

ultimate act of conformity by enlisting for the military, 

although as Gene tells us, "[h]is enlistment seemed just 

another of Leper's vagaries" (115). We learn that Leper's 

reason for enlisting was quite non-conformist; he joined 

after viewing a recruiting film that showed soldiers skiing 
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downhill. The boys knew the nature of Leper's enlistment; 

"[i]n fact," Gene tells us, "that made the war seem more 

unreal than ever" (115). Yet Leper became the hero of 

conformity, and the boys lived vicariously through the 

fantasies they had of Leper participating in the war. His 

eventual bout with insanity notwithstanding, Leper's 

character reveals the complexities that might present 

themselves in a classroom discussion of the issue of 

conformity versus nonconformity. 

Leper is a major character, but my notes reveal that 

when I first taught the novel, I neglected him in the face 

of the powerful relationship between Gene and Finny. Again, 

major problems crystalize when I return to the test I gave 

at the end of that first study of the novel. True/false 

questions like "Leper does not receive the ball in blitzball 

because he simply does not want to play" or "Leper does not 

jump from the tree because he is afraid to do so" neglect 

the serious and complex personality that adds so much to the 

power of the novel. On one level of understanding, the 

statements certainly are true, but they reject any notion 

that another level of understanding might exist, a level 

that might allow for believing that Leper did not 

participate in the two activities because he didn't care to 

or because participating was not possible according to his 

character. Again, in pursuit of the correct answer, which 
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inevitably leads to a pursuit of the correct understanding 

of the novel, I had avoided the complexities that exist in 

the many facets of the novel. 

In my attempt to prepare for teaching A Separate Peace 

that first year, I had collected many teaching guides to 

supplement my notes. One such guide presented a significant 

symbolic framework in which I penciled my notes for 

discussion. This guide introduced to me the concept of "God 

and Man at Devon"; I say introduced because I don't remember 

thinking about the concept as I read the novel that second 

time. If I were force-fed this concept as a high school 

student, and I probably was, I would not have accepted it. 

Nevertheless, the concept seemed viable, and the teaching 

guide gave me a plethora of material for my discussions of 

the novel. The four dominant symbols presented in this 

guide compared the tree with original sin, Finny with the 

Christ figure, Gene and Finny with Cain and Abel, and Finny 

with a Greek god. I took the first two symbolic concepts 

and interjected them into my discussions because they made 

perfect sense to me and I was a young naive teacher looking 

for good ideas to use in the classroom, ideas, perhaps, that 

would establish my reputation as tough and "scholarly" 

teacher. 

Looking at the tree as a symbol of original sin seemed 

the most plausible to me so I pursued it with great 
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enthusiasm. Certainly the tree serves as a major focus in 

the novel, and Gene was quite clear in directing our 

attention to it very early. Gene returned to Devon fifteen 

years later to see this tree, and we are led to believe that 

its significance had troubled him since he left after 

graduating. Gene tells us before seeing the tree again that 

"[i]t had loomed in my memory as a huge lone spike 

dominating the riverbank, forbidding as an artillery piece" 

(5). In a flashback to the summer of 1942, we see the tree 

as Gene first saw it and we understand why Gene had such a 

dark memory of it; "[t]he tree was tremendous, an irate, 

steely black steeple beside the river" (6). Gene then tells 

of the events that led to Finny's accident, and in the 

process, the tree becomes much more than a tree for us. It 

is at the tree where Gene and Finny's friendship was first 

solidified, separating them from the other boys in the 

group. It is also where we begin to see the roots of the 

conflict that would seriously injure this friendship; Gene 

did not want to jump from the tree, but he did, seemingly 

forced to by some imaginary hold Finny had on him. 

When Gene did see the tree fifteen years later, he 

revealed the power memory has over individuals, for the tree 

was not as foreboding as he believed it to be. 

This was the tree, and it seemed to me standing there 

to resemble those men, the giants of your childhood, 
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whom you encounter years later and find that they are 

not merely smaller in relation to your growth, but that 

they are absolutely smaller, shrunken by age. In this 

double demotion the old giants have become pigmies 

while you were looking the other way. (6) 

The tree, as it existed, was quite a bit smaller than Gene 

thought it to be in his memory, and this is significant in 

its own right. I remember asking my students to do the same 

thing Gene did, return to a place of your past like an 

elementary classroom, and notice how the place has changed; 

the desks, tables, and chairs will be much smaller than the 

desks, tables, and chairs of memory. But Gene was 

describing another change, as well. Not only did the tree 

grow smaller, but that which the tree represented to him 

grew smaller, less significant. Gene had somehow escaped 

from the weight the tree had produced for him. Before 

seeing the tree, Gene tells us that as he walked across the 

campus, he 

realized that he had escaped from his fear, a fear that had 

been generated from his activities with the tree. 

Looking back now across fifteen years 1 I could see with 

great clarity the fear I had lived in, which must mean 

that in the interval I had succeeded in a very 

important undertaking: I must have made my escape from 

it. (2) 
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After seeing the tree, Gene tells us, 

The tree was not only stripped by the cold season, it 

seemed weary from age, enfeebled, dry. I was thankful, 

very thankful that I had seen it. So the more things 

remain the same, the more they change after all ... 

Nothing endures, not a tree, not love, not even a death 

by violence. 

Changed, I headed back through the mud. I was 

drenched; anybody could see it was time to come in out 

of the rain. (6) 

All of this occurs within the first six pages of the novel, 

and it becomes quite clear that the tree significantly 

represented a powerful force in Gene's mind. But these 

words presented an almost cryptic clue about what Gene was 

thinking, and it became my role as the teacher to point this 

out to my students and lead them toward an accurate 

interpretation of what these clues mean, specifically, that 

the tree represented original sin for Gene. 

I drew heavily upon my own religious experiences to 

enhance my discussion of this symbol. As a matter of fact, 

just a year earlier I had delivered a "sermon" on original 

Sin, and I considered myself to be an "expert" on the topic; 

this is perhaps what drew me to focus on the tree symbol. I 

carefully prepared my notes for discussion, and I saw them 

as flawless. I went about the task of defining original sin 

89 



as the moment when carnal knowledge entered the world; when 

Adam and Eve sinned by eating the forbidden fruit and had 

become creatures of the world separated from God, they 

understood this separation for the first time. This 

separation required some form of reconciliation from 

without. Some force had to intervene on their behalf. 

Likewise, Gene's actions at the tree, jouncing the limb and 

causing Finny to fall, presented knowledge about himself he 

could not understand. How could a boy willingly destroy his 

friend in this way? Why would a boy who had shown no 

violent tendencies in the past resort to such a violent act? 

It was a rather simple task to me at the time to make 

the connection between Gene's experiences in the novel with 

Adam's expulsion from the garden. Gene obviously became 

aware of an aspect of himself that produced guilt; he 

learned that a force greater than himself controlled him and 

that retribution, peace, could only come from without. Like 

Adam's sin causing a separation between humanity and God, 

Gene's actions caused a rift between him and the source of 

his peace, Finny. Many have argued that Adam was consumed 

with pride and this pride led him to defy God; in the same 

way, Gene was driven by his own pride to be the best. When 

it was clear to Gene that he could no longer compete with 

Finny, "I was not of the same quality as he" (51), his pride 

overtook him, he jounced the limb, and caused Finny to fall. 
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This literal falling takes on a metaphoric dimension when 

compared to the fall of Adam, and through Finny's fall, Gene 

falls from a state of innocence. Recognizing the 

significance of his actions, Gene escapes into a world of 

guilt, and only after he realizes that it was his pride that 

caused him to act can he begin to seek redemption. 

Although original sin and Finny as Christ are separate 

metaphors, they cannot really be understood separately. The 

consequences of Adam's actions in the garden resulted in the 

separation of humanity from God. It is only through the 

unselfish love of God in sacrificing His son that humanity 

can be saved; Christ came to the world to save humanity by 

being condemned to an innocent death. By dying, Christ 

miraculously bore the sins of humanity. For this reason, 

Christ has been called by many names, but most significantly 

for my purposes, He has been called the "Prince of Peace." 

In the novel, Finny takes on a Christ-like quality in that 

it is through him that Gene is able to gain the peace he 

lost at the tree. Gene had established this parallel for us 

early in the novel by freely associating Finny with peace. 

In describing the atmosphere of the summer session, the 

first summer session in the school's history and designed to 

allow the boys to graduate earlier for the war, Gene tells 

us that the boys attending that summer reminded their 

teachers what peace was like in the face of the war; Gene 
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concludes by saying, "Finny was the essence of this careless 

peace" (17). Later, after Finny leaves Devon with his 

broken leg, Gene tells us that ''[p]eace had deserted Devon" 

(64). Certainly Gene no longer felt his peace in the face 

of his guilt, but Gene is clear in telling us when Finny 

returns to the school that "peace had come back to Devon for 

me" (101). Many things are happening in these statements, 

Gene's guilt and Finny's notions about the "fake" war, but 

we must also connect Finny with the concept of peace, and in 

this way, Finny becomes a "prince of peace" for Gene. 

over the last two-thirds of the novel, Gene is pre-

occupied by his desire to deal with the guilt he feels over 

hurting Finny. This guilt is coupled with the knowledge he 

gains that something uncontrollable exists within his 

personality that he cannot understand. Gene had tried to 

tell Finny the truth, but this truth could not exist in 

Finny's constructed reality. This comes to a head near the 

end of the novel when Finny must face the truth. After 

fleeing from a concocted trial designed to get at the 

"truth," Finny falls down the marble stairs and re-breaks 

his leg. Lying in the hospital, Finny at first rejects 

Gene's attempt to gain redemption but eventually offers what 

Gene so earnestly desires. Finny tells Gene that he 

understands that Gene felt no personal hatred toward him but 

that something uncontrollably seized him and caused him to 
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act. Gene cannot believe that Finny can understand this, 

but Finny says, "I believe you. It's okay because I 

understand and I believe you. You've already shown me and I 

believe you" (183). Gene leaves the hospital as if he had 

gained salvation, but when he returns the next day he learns 

that Finny has mysteriously died. Instead of feeling the 

typical remorse over a friend's death, Gene tells us, "I 

could not escape a feeling that this was my own funeral, and 

you do not cry in that case" (186). Finny's death becomes 

Christ-like in that Gene's guilt and pride, like humanity's, 

were buried with him. Through Finny's unselfish actions and 

mysterious death, Gene gains salvation; as Christ, Finny's 

work was done. 

During that first year of teaching, it made perfect 

sense to me that I would take this information to class and 

my students would automatically understand and believe me. 

As I said earlier, I was quite naive, and my plans were not 

successful. I remember two immediate responses when I 

introduced the two symbolic concepts; "Yeah, right!" and 

"Corne on!" My students simply did not buy it. I have 

learned a great deal since that time, and I now know that my 

students rejected these concepts because they had little 

biblical knowledge or at least were not willing to show that 

they had, and they had been force-fed lectures on what they 

should get from their reading for years and 
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would not succumb to the pressure again. They were fifteen-

year-olds with attitudes, and in seeking their own 

independence from authority, they made my ideas the object 

of their ire. Nevertheless, I proceeded to force-feed them, 

and I would not accept their rebellion. Returning again to 

the test I gave that year on A Separate Peace, I see an 

essay question that was to serve as my revenge. The 

question read as follows: 

Discuss the significant biblical symbols that exist in 
the novel A Separate Peace. Be sure to include detail 
from the text as support, and use quotations when 
appropriate. 

I remember my motivation for having this essay question on 

the test; I was angry that my students would question me, 

the authority in the classroom, and I would make them pay 

for their insolence. If I remember accurately, few did well 

on that essay, for numerous reasons, but I remember being 

particularly tough as I read and graded their answers. More 

significantly, the wording of the question reveals a great 

deal about me and what I thought about the role of the 

teacher and the nature of the text of a novel. The symbols 

I had identified in my discussions existed within the text. 

The author John Knowles intended for them to exist and any 

study of the novel would be inaccurate had no discussion and 

unanimous acceptance of them taken place. At some point 

between my reading of the novel and my teaching of the novel 
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I had forgotten that the symbols did not exist before I 

encountered them in the study guide. 

The Environmental Transformation 

Looking back at that first experience of teaching A 

Separate Peace, I notice the fallacies I had been working 

under. I had separated the initial response I and my 

students had to reading the novel from the intellectual 

result of discussion. I believe now that I went about 

teaching the novel in the wrong way. I had also defined my 

role as teacher very specifically as the authority who had 

the moral obligation to pass along to my students the one 

accurate reading of the novel, which included a multitude of 

ancillary ideas. When my students rebelled against what I 

thought was good and appropriate teaching, I took it upon 

myself to punish them by using tricky questions and harsh 

grading practices. Quite simply, I had squelched any 

positive experiences of reading the novel by focusing on 

what I, as the teacher, believed to be important. It took 

me a few more years to begin understanding the dynamics of 

what happens in the classroom, specifically concerning 

reading and the teaching of literature, and I began to 

adjust my practices to align them with this understanding. 
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It is important to note here that my adjustment in 

thinking corresponded with my studies at the time, and they 

certainly contributed toward this change. I have always 

enjoyed taking classes and learning and I had the 

opportunity to experience different approaches to learning. 

Although I don't feel the need to detail these experiences, 

a short list of them might be helpful in understanding my 

transition. During the summer of 1991, I attended an 

Advanced Placement Class at Manhattan College and saw for 

the first time a teacher who believed that students are more 

than blank slates upon which information should be written; 

the teacher is not the ultimate authority in learning and 

the student, when given the opportunity to own her own 

learning experiences, will gain a greater satisfaction in 

her learning. I attended another Advanced Placement class 

in the summer of 1992, and the same ideas were presented, 

along with understanding that literature must be first 

experienced before it can be critically analyzed in the way 

I had expected my students to do. Most significantly, I 

participated in the Southwest Virginia Writing Project 

during the summer of 1993 and began to understand that I 

must see my students as human beings whose lives are driven 

by their own personal experiences; they are not a 

homogeneous group of adolescents who learn in the same way 

and at the same time. All of these ideas began to creep 
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into my belief system and, therefore, my practices, and I 

began my formal graduate studies in the fall of 199~. 

By way of post-structuralism and feminist literary 

theory, I came to the philosophies of John Dewey and Louise 

Rosenblatt (the subject of Chapter Two), and I was able to 

formulate and establish the framework I am now working 

within. Although a lengthy discussion of these philosophies 

is not needed here, a few specific ideas are relevant to my 

experiences with teaching A Separate Peace. For example, 

Dewey's emphasis on the experiential continuum (Experience 

and Education 17) and Rosenblatt's notion of reading as an 

event (Literature as Exploration) serve very well in 

describing my experiences with A Separate Peace. Most 

fundamentally, I am a reader, before I can even begin to 

think of myself as a teacher; because I have read the novel 

many times, I have had many and different experiences and 

have participated in many reading events, as a result. My 

current understanding of the novel, which I will explore 

later in this chapter, is the product of not one separate 

reading but the experiential continuum of my reading of the 

novel, which includes the actual reading of the novel, the 

discussions I have led and participated in over the years, 

and my social, family, and intellectual environments outside 

the classroom. 
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Dewey's notion of the work of art as aesthetic 

experience (Art as Experience) and Rosenblatt's discussion 

of efferent reading, aesthetic reading, the text, and the 

poem (The Reader, the Text, the Poem) beautifully describe 

what I have experienced in my reading and teaching of A 

Separate Peace. By working within the dichotomy I discussed 

earlier, I had cleanly separated emotion from reason, 

response from understanding that Dewey and Rosenblatt so 

eloquently argued against in justifying their theories. My 

current understanding of the novel, again the product of my 

experiences with it, is approaching Dewey's work of art and 

Rosenblatt's poem in that it has been rendered through a 

collaboration of my emotional and intellectual responses. I 

have labored over the text, critically analyzing it with 

regard to my personal experiences, and meaning has emerged 

only as a result of this labor; as Rosenblatt has written, 

''[m]eaning emerges as the reader carries on a give-and-take 

with the signs on the page" (Literature as Exploration 26). 

The signs on the page of my copy of A Separate Peace led me 

to various experiences, and I have been able to gain a 

modified level of meaning with each successive experience, a 

meaning that will continue to grow and emerge with each new 

transactional give-and-take that now characterizes my method 

of study. I use the term "now" to express not a change in 

my method of study but my change in understanding of the 
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process of reading and the creation of meaning. As 

Rosenblatt argues, the give-and-take process happens with 

any reading of any text on any level, and it occurred even 

that first time I read A Separate Peace as a high school 

student. Dewey's transactional realism and Rosenblatt's 

transactional theory of response, theories that permeate the 

writings of the two, have invaded my thinking so much that I 

can longer return to seeing the world and literature in the 

way I previously had. 

When I talk about the meaning that emerges as a result 

of my reading, studying, and discussing A Separate Peace, I 

am actually talking about a meaning that is the culmination 

of every experience I have had with the novel. Meaning 

derived from that first reading in my sophomore year was 

certainly sparse; I simply cannot remember much more than 

the feelings mentioned at the opening of this chapter, but 

it served as the foundation for my second reading and 

subsequent teaching of it. For example, I knew the basic 

plot structure that second time; I knew what was going to 

happen, for as I read, I began to remember specific events 

in the plot. Although I was reading for information, my 

reading stance weighed heavily toward the efferent end of 

the continuum although the aesthetic end was working as 

well, I was not surprised by Finny's fall from the tree or 

his death at the end of the novel. Although I was swept 
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away by the story, I was more captivated by the author's 

language and descriptions, particularly with regard to the 

seasons and school life, than I was with finding what would 

be happening next. I also brought my memories about the 

tone of the novel and my feelings about already having read 

it. That second reading and my classroom discussions built 

upon the foundation already established and served as the 

jumping off point for my next reading, which led to the 

next, and on to my most recent reading and discussion, which 

occurred early in the Spring Semester of 1996. With each 

reading, I made vulnerable the notions I developed with each 

preceding reading because I was constantly adjusting and re-

adjusting my ideas as I entered into each new experience, 

each new reading event. With each new reading of the novel, 

new questions and ideas arose and I had to continually 

reconstruct my understanding to begin answering these 

questions and accommodating these ideas. Meaning is 

emerging for me, and as I look back upon my experiences, I 

am excited about the possible meanings that will emerge in 

the future. 

Creating Meaning Within a New Environment 

My most recent experience with teaching A Separate 

Peace yielded excellent results. My method of teaching 
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altered greatly, I'm came to the novel and I understood my 

students very differently from that first time nine years 

ago, and although most of the same ideas became important to 

us, these ideas began as germs in my students' minds through 

their individual responses. Again, I was teaching English 

425 at Radford University, "The study of Adolescent 

Literature," which was comprised of twelve students, nine 

females and three males, and these twelve students, 

obviously, came to the class from various backgrounds and 

experiences. The notion that these students were different 

is obvious to me now, but nine years ago I was unable to see 

them that way. Because I saw them as twelve individual 

human beings who were the product of a variety of similar 

and different experiences, I could not expect them to act 

and think as a homogeneous group. Four students travelled 

distances from as far away as Bedford County to the class 

each night; two of the students were more experienced in 

life with families; although all of them were "officially" 

undergraduate students, many were taking this class to gain 

certification for teaching above and beyond their 

undergraduate work; most of them would have probably 

described themselves as readers and had read for enjoyment 

within the past few months; only two had taken more than 

three English courses beyond the general education 

requirement before this semester. Although I could say 
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more, the point is not to analyze their differences but to 

recognize that they exist. Despite these differences, all 

came to the class expecting to learn young adult literature, 

most for the first time. All of this influenced my 

practices and expectations, but I saw them as my colleagues; 

although I might have a bit more experience with the study 

of young adult literature, I came into the class hoping to 

learn with and from them. 

The course was intended to be a mix between a 

literature course and a methods course. I chose to model 

the teaching of young adult literature rather than to 

explicitly teach the methods, and I was drawing heavily from 

my personal experiences as a teacher to guide and direct 

what happened each Tuesday evening. I was also using this 

opportunity to flesh out the philosophies of Dewey and 

Rosenblatt. But more importantly, my hope was that the 

students would draw upon their own experiences with reading 

and being students to inform how and why we, as educators 

and future educators, should be considering young adult 

literature for use in the classroom. I believe that the 

students felt comfortable to express their feelings and 

beliefs about teaching and the literature we read, and I 

thanked them for doing this and teaching me as well. 

I closed the first evening's class with a discussion of 

Rosenblatt's Transactional Theory of Response. In this 
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discussion, I spoke of Rosenblatt's place in literary 

theory, specifically in her relation to such theories as old 

and new criticism, Marxist theory, deconstruction and post-

structuralism, and feminist theories. I stressed 

Rosenblatt's emergent meaning theory and its connection with 

the philosophy of John Dewey, and focused on the notions of 

efferent and aesthetic stances of reading. Finally, I 

discussed Rosenblatt's emphasis that "[t]he reader, too, is 

creative," and that art is created through the transaction 

between the text and the reader; that as we read and discuss 

the novels assigned over the course of the semester, our 

hope is to render meaning (art, or as Rosenblatt calls it, 

the poem), to be creative. I concluded this discussion by 

emphasizing that although we will not explicitly talk about 

these ideas, they will be the foundation upon which 

everything we do over the semester is built. 

I believe that what is vital in this emergent meaning 

process is that each student begins to focus on her 

responses to what we read as early after reading as 

possible. Therefore, an ongoing assignment is for each 

student to write a one-page response to the reading that 

reflects upon her reactions to the novel; where does the 

novel take her, what does she feel as she reads the novel 

(what sights, sounds, feelings come to mind as she reads), 

what might the novel mean to her? The point is to build 
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upon these initial, and hopefully immediate, responses in an 

attempt to arrive at a meaning, a meaning not defined by 

what I or anyone else might believe about conflict or 

characterization of theme, but what she has come to believe 

in her own mind. The text serves as the standard, but it 

does not hold any meaning by itself. By taking this initial 

response and going back to the text, meaning can emerge. 

Perhaps the easiest way for students to respond to 

their reading is through their identification with it. By 

identifying with a character or characters, event, or place, 

the students can begin to relate the novel to their own 

lives. For example, three students identified themselves 

with Gene in their responses. For Jane, this was her second 

time reading the novel, and like me, she took away from that 

first reading a specific feeling about it. 

This was my second time reading this book. My first 

time was for my English class during my junior year of 

high school. My only memories of this book were of the 

somber feelings that it produced ... When I had finished 

the book I could not shake the melancholy feelings that 

it aroused, and the second time was no different. 

Unlike high school, I think I now understand these 

feelings. 

Jane's first experience with the novel was validated after 

reading it a second time, but she was able to render a 
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meaning the second time that she could not after the first. 

Jane began to come to this meaning by identifying with 

Gene's experiences in the novel. 

Re-reading this book at an older age has made me 

realize how similar I was to Gene. Of course I never 

committed anything as serious as he did but I did some 

pretty nasty things to people. I think that I have 

always felt guilty about some of the things that I had 

done to people and this book made me bring these 

feelings up to the surface and deal with them. Like 

Gene, I also figured out that these actions were all 

about me growing up. I made some mistakes in my life 

but I learned from them and ultimately I became a 

better person because of those same mistakes. 

Although Jane may have dealt with some of her issues before 

reading the book again, she attributed her ability to 

understand them by identifying with Gene's guilt. Any 

critical study of the novel will have to first recognize the 

value of this experience; for example, I could have told 

Jane that Gene's guilt is not relevant to the story, which 

would have been false, in the first place, and might have 

caused her to question the validity of her identification 

with the novel, and ultimately her enjoyment of the process. 

After a few of these of types of experiences, Jane would 

most likely reject the notion of reading for enjoyment and 
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the acceptance that a novel can lead her to better 

understand her life. 

Although Gene's guilt is vital to the story, Mary 

identified with Gene's fear, which is perhaps just as vital. 

Mary was able to connect Gene's fear of conflict with her 

personal relationship with her family. 

Gene realizes the emotional conflict of fear that he 

always felt while at Devon. Because his fear was 

constant he never could approach it. This theme 

connected with me in a personal way because during my 

sixteenth and seventeenth years in my life, I always 

was in conflict to accept and appreciate my new family; 

because up until I was in my teens my family consisted 

of two sisters, a mom, and a dad, then when my dad left 

and [my sister] died I lived in a world of anger and 

fear. 

I had known Mary longer than the other students and I know 

what impact her sister's death has had on her life, and she 

has already expressed her resolution over losing her sister. 

However, she is able to add to this resolution by expressing 

it within the terms of the novel. 

I think one of the many main themes of this book shows 

Gene's difficult road to finding peace. I can relate 

to this because even though his events were not similar 

106 



to mine the idea of the journey about finding oneself 

and being at peace was similar to mine. 

For Mary, as well as Jane, meaning has become quite 

personal, and any move on my part to reject or even neglect 

these personal connections would seriously hinder any 

meaning they take away from their reading experience. 

Lisa connected with the Gene of the present, the Gene 

who returns to Devon to see the tree. As I asked my high 

school students to do, Lisa identifies with Gene's comment 

on the size of the tree. 

Through his discussion [Gene] notes that everything 

seems to be much smaller than he remembered. That 

statement made me laugh, because in my mind I always 

remember things so much larger than what they actually 

are. I remember my middle school being absolutely 

huge. Now when I revisit it, I find that it is 

actually not that big at all. I often wonder if my 

vision of the middle school is due to having a bad 

memory or if things really did look that way to me at 

the time. 

Although Lisa's connection to the novel might not seem as 

serious as Mary's and Jane's, it is no less valid for the 

text became thought-provoking, which allowed her to consider 

her life. We see this again later in her response when she 

identifies with Finny's insistence on the ''fake war." 
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A Separate Peace reminded me of a discussion that I had 

with someone earlier in the week. This person was 

questioning if there really was a God and also if there 

had really been a moon landing. Just as Finny had 

questioned whether the war was really going on or if 

the Great Depression had happened. I found that very 

interesting. It made me question once again if I am 

the only person on the Earth. For some reason I have 

often wondered if I am the only one that exists and 

everything is just happening around me. 

Although Lisa had apparently been philosophically 

questioning her existence for some time, the irony that she 

had just been talking with another who talked about the 

world like Finny did allowed her to continue her 

questioning. Lisa could really identify with Finny's need 

to concoct the "fake war" theory. 

Another student identified with Finny, which in my own 

mind is unusual; most of us would like to be like Finny, but 

when we look at ourselves closely we see we are more like 

Gene. Nevertheless, Jim almost became Finny as he read the 

novel. 

Most of all I began to love what Finny stood for and 

the way he rationalized the world and especially how he 

moved others through his sparks. By the time the first 

accident occurred, I had to know what happened. 
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Like Finny, Jim read to understand how Gene could have done 

what he had done. The novel took on the characteristics of 

a mystery for him, and his reading was an attempt to solve 

the mystery. Jim identified so deeply with Finny that when 

he died at the end of the novel, Jim lost interest in 

reading the remaining pages. 

At the end Gene was right, it was his grave. He should 

have been dead inside ... I'm only happy for Gene that 

Finny and he were able to straighten things out and 

come to an understanding before he died ... I became 

richly engrossed in this, but after Finny died ... the 

last ten pages meant nothing to me. 

Although Jim felt a level of sorrow for Gene and was glad 

that he gained his peace, he was so consumed by Finny's 

character, to the point of actually living his life, that 

when Finny dies, so too did Jim's experience. This is a 

powerful statement on the text, but is also a powerful 

statement on Jim's ability to relate to others. Again, by 

revealing this emotional response to a teacher, Jim is 

making himself vulnerable, and the teacher can easily 

destroy Jim's willingness and desire to read again. 

Others identified with the relationship between Gene 

and Finny, and were able to connect this friendship with 

past friendships of their own. Although Sarah initially 
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found it difficult to relate to the novel, as she continued 

to follow Gene and Finny she found her connection. 

After I got into the novel, I realized that I did have 

some connection to the characters. The characters Gene 

and Finny reminded me of myself and my good friend 

growing up ... Growing up, I was always the one who was 

shy and smart. [My friend] was the one who was the 

state champion in track ... Another thing that [she] did 

was that she could talk me into anything .•. 

When [my friend] and I first started hanging out, 

I was always telling her to be quiet or just chill out. 

After a couple of years as friends, I found that I was 

beginning to possess the characteristics of being nuts. 

I didn't think very long about who I got them from. 

It's really weird how somebody could have that big an 

impact on you. 

Although Sarah did not make an attempt on her friend's life, 

she could definitely identify with Gene's feelings 

concerning Finny's power to control him. Sarah drifted away 

from her friend, and although she might not have gained a 

sense of meaning about this from the novel, the connection 

she made created interest for her, which is significant when 

compared to her initial difficulty at doing so. 

Anna identified with this relationship on two levels. 

She, too, had read the novel in high school, and although 
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she did not remember much about the novel when she first 

read it, as she read it the second time, she began to make 

the connection. 

I began to place myself in Finny's place. He and I are 

a lot alike. Gene reminded me of my best friend ... We 

have been best friends since high school and to this 

day we have remained very close. But like Finny and 

Gene, we too are very different. [She] is the 

scholarly type and I am more free flowing. 

Anna was able to identify with the characters exclusive of 

the events in the novel, but this identification goes no 

further. Yet she identifies with Gene later in her response 

by describing another relationship from her past. 

While reading this novel, I felt blessed to have had 

the chance to experience a friendship similar to Finny 

and Gene's. The book, however, did not remind me only 

of my relationship with [friend mentioned above], it 

reminded me of the relationship I had with [another 

friend]. At one point we were very close. But like 

many relationships in high school we grew apart ••. My 

memories of our relationship came flooding back when I 

heard the news he had been killed in a car accident ... 

I kept thinking of all the "what ifs" 

and "what could have beens." But I soon realized that 

he is still close to me and will always be. 
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While Anna identified with the characteristics of Finny on 

the surface, she identified with Gene on a much deeper level 

in her experience with her friend's death. Anna continued 

with her recognition of the event of reading. 

When I first read this novel in high school, it was 

before [my friend] died and before I met [my other 

friend]. It was an assignment, and I treated it as 

such. But now I look back on it and realize that the 

novel depicts life and death. The life and death of 

friendship. 

Although Anna might have rendered meaning from her first 

reading of the novel, her experiences before the two 

readings allowed her to expand upon that reading. The tone 

of her response implies a sense of completeness, an 

implication she could not have drawn after her first 

reading. 

Two of the students identified with the entire group of 

boys. John connected the activities of the boys with the 

activities of his and his friends when he was younger. 

I could relate to this novel because as a young boy 

growing up, I was also a member of a club in my 

neighborhood. I can remember all the silly and daring 

requirements that were involved in joining our club. 

Just like the boys in the story, we had several people 

who would not perform those duties. Although not as 
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drastic as the outcome of the Super Suicide Society of 

Summer Session we also had competition between friends. 

Whenever that many friends get together, not everyone 

will always agree. 

Through reading the novel, John was able to validate a 

specific aspect of life, an aspect he probably already 

believed; because disagreements occur within the group, John 

is able to connect his own life with theirs. But John also 

connected with the war looming over the boys' activities. 

After reading the title, I felt that there would have 

been a greater portion of the novel dedicated to the 

war. I thought back several times throughout the book, 

when the boys were talking of being drafted or 

volunteering to serve, back to my high school days. 

When the Desert Storm war was being fought I was the 

age of eighteen and thought several times of what would 

have happened if it ever came to a draft. I knew 

exactly what feelings those boys were experiencing. 

Although the war was implicit in the novel, its effect on 

the boys allowed John to identify with the characters, and 

he is able to feel what they were feeling. 

Samantha had trouble connecting with the novel, but she 

eventually focused, as well, on the war. At first not 

presenting a connection, the war eventually opened the door 

for her. 
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I really couldn't tell you much about A Separate Peace. 

I found it very hard to follow. I was never really 

interested in learning about the wars so since this 

novel took place during World War II it really did not 

hold my interest for very long. While I was reading it 

though all I could think about was when we sent people 

to Kuwait for the Gulf War. I remember so many people 

that were worried about being sent over there to fight 

the war. 

Although Samantha was never able to go beyond this one 

connection, it is a connection, and as the teacher, I must 

be able to build upon it toward a more complete 

understanding of the novel. But her inability to connect is 

significant as well, and I would have at one time dismissed 

her response as a lack of interest in learning. But the 

reasons the text did not spark an interest for her are vital 

to understanding the process of reading and creating 

meaning, and instead of dismissing her response, it should 

become the teacher's desire to understand this. 

Kelly, too, found it difficult to identify with the 

novel, but she is more explicit in explaining why she did 

not. 

When I first started reading I wanted to know what was 

going to happen, but as I read the book became boring. 

The book was full of dry parts. It was hard to keep my 
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attention. It could have been that there was so much 

going on around me. I couldn't stay focused. 

Again, it would be very easy to dismiss this statement, but 

we often forget that our students have lives of their own 

that often conflict with what we expect of them. Certainly, 

many of our students have concerns and problems that will 

interrupt their attempt to be successful in the classroom. 

And many will simply not be able to connect wit the novels 

we use. But Kelly opens the door for discussion later in 

her response. 

As I read the book, I tried to think how this story 

related to my life, but I couldn't. The only thing 

that was even close was the idea of being jealous of my 

friends for some superficial reason. 

Kelly's attempt to make a connection exhibits that she cares 

and is trying, but we often see her inability to do so as 

her failure rather than ours. But even the little 

connection she makes allows for further discussion, and it 

should be validated and pursued with enthusiasm. 

Carol also had difficulty relating to the book, but she 

too works diligently to connect. 

I had a hard time relating to the book. I thought it 

was rather "dry" at the beginning but it did improve a 

lot towards the end. It did, however, bring back some 

vivid memories of my own high school. As I read about 
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Devon I could see the brick building, the slate stone 

foyer, and glass trophy cases that lined the walls of 

my school. I could almost feel the cold metal hand 

rail leading to the second floor, except my staircase 

was not of marble like the one at Devon. I could 

picture the tennis courts, yards, and the football 

field off to the side of the building. But this is 

about as far I could go with my relationship to 

this book. 

There are times when this is all that is going to happen; at 

times all the literature will do is invite us to escape to 

our memories. However, discussion could result from a 

comparison between Carol's school experiences and the 

experiences at Devon. Again it is almost too easy to 

dismiss Carols's response but she tries, and that is all we 

can ask of her. Carol does move in her response toward 

meaning, and her concluding remarks reveal that although she 

did not connect with the novel in the way some of her 

classmates had, she is still able to render meaning. 

I think that the boys are all searching for their own 

peace as the war looms nearer to them. I feel they 

each find it in various ways. Phineas would ignore it 

and pretend there was no war while Gene found his peace 

through war at the end because now his hatred is taken 

away by Phineas. 
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It is from this statement that Carol begins to create her 

own meaning from the novel, and she shows that a personal 

connection is not vital to the process. In fact, her 

conclusion might exhibit more of the conflict Dewey and 

Rosenblatt describe that must precede the creation of a work 

of art than do the others. Like Samantha and Kelly, Carol's 

attempt to connect might display a higher level of 

understanding than do those who "automatically" connect with 

the novel. This is not to say that these three are more 

intelligent or perceptive than the others or that they are 

better readers. It simply tells me that they might be 

further along in the transactionl process because they have 

already begun to wrestle with the text. The significance 

here is that we can no longer simply dismiss these types of 

responses as uncaring or not understanding; they need to be 

further pursued. 

Two others did not attempt to make the same connections 

but rather focused on what the novel meant to them. Daniel 

cut right to the chase, and we can only assume after reading 

his response that he chose to go beyond the connections he 

made, which I believe are implied, to begin the process of 

making meaning. 

During everyone's adolescence, I believe that they say 

and do things that they wish they could take back. 

Many times children do and say things out of jealousy 
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or because they are envious of one another. Throughout 

life we have many friends and sometimes become jealous 

of those friends for reasons at the time are just. But 

after we think about it, it becomes apparent that the 

reason was unjust and we made the wrong decision. Many 

times the decisions we make may hurt people very badly; 

sometimes in ways that cannot be fixed. 

I infer from this statement that Daniel has connected very 

clearly with the text; he has drawn from his own experiences 

as an adolescent and summarizes these experiences into a 

brief statement to define adolescence. Because of the 

context of the statement, it appears that Daniel has 

validated his beliefs through reading the novel. Daniel 

continues his response by connecting his beliefs to what is 

happening in the novel. 

In this book A Separate Peace, Gene Forrester makes a 

few decisions that he wishes he could take back. Gene 

was jealous of his best friend Finny. Gene thought 

that Finny was jealous of him in some way too. He felt 

that gave him justification for doing what he did. 

Gene's decision not only hurt Finny, but it hurt 

himself as well. 

Daniel shows that he has begun to undertake the give-and-

take transaction with the text; he first draws from his own 
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experience, he recognizes it in the text, and begins to 

articulate the meaning he creates as a result. 

Sherry became suspicious about the relationship between 

Gene and Finny, and she expressed her suspicions through a 

series of questions. 

Was [Gene] resentful of the influence Phineas exerted 

over him? Did he do things with Phineas to appease 

him, or did he do these things because he really wanted 

to ... ? As Phineas was more athletic than intellectual, 

was he scheming to downplay Gene's intellectual ability 

so as to establish his own dominance? Did Phineas not 

realize that Gene was as physically capable as he? 

Gene appeared to have more going for him than did 

Phineas, intellectually as well as physically. Based 

on the assumption that Phineas knew this, was his 

imposing nature upon Gene more sinister than the reader 

suspects? How did Gene perceive Phineas' imposing 

nature? Was the accident at the tree an attempt on 

Gene's part to rid himself of a competitor, or the 

enemy? 

Although Sherry did not explicitly identify with Gene, she 

apparently bought his story; her questions reveal her 

suspicions not about Gene's actions but about Finny's. On 

the other hand, perhaps she was identifying with the 
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sentiments of Finny, who couldn't believe that a friend 

could act the way Gene did. 

I am ... affected by the portrayal of someone who 

exhibits neither ruthlessness nor deviancy to be led 

through a progression of events and realizations which 

surprise and shock me. 

Sherry's disbelief must be akin to Finny's, and Gene's 

rationale for acting in the way he did must be the only 

acceptable one. Yet even Gene is incredulous toward 

understanding how he could do what he did. By questioning 

the actions of the characters, Sherry, like Daniel, returns 

to the text to find her answers; she is clearly engaged in 

the transactional give-and-take characteristic of the 

process. 

Arriving at and Understanding the Aesthetic Experience 

Although most of the students attempted to personally 

connect with some aspect of the novel, all of them became 

engaged with the text on various levels. This is extremely 

significant for the teacher of literature. On any given 

angle of response, no more than three responses approached 

similarities that are so vital to traditional notions of 

teaching. For the teacher I was during that first year of 

teaching, I needed my students to read and respond in the 
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same way, although if the truth be known, because I gave the 

students the information I felt they needed, they could have 

done well on the test, which was the only method of 

assessment I used, without having read the novel at all. In 

reality, those high school students I taught in 1987 were 

much more similar to the students whose responses I've just 

analyzed. By focusing on their individual responses, even 

those that seemed to go beyond an initial response, I can 

see how and why they either did or did not identify with the 

novel, at what level of understanding they are coming into 

my classroom, what meanings they have created for the entire 

group to discuss. 

With my most recent experience of teaching A Separate 

Peace, I began the discussion with my students' responses, 

rather than with what I wanted them to know. As we sat in a 

circle on the third floor of Young Hall, I, as well as the 

other students in the room, sat quietly and listened as each 

in turn described her or his reactions to the book. After 

the students participated in a small group assignment, I sat 

back and allowed the students to freely discuss what they 

believed to be significant about the novel. As the 

discussion moved forward, I began by validating and 

restating what had already been said, but I then began to 

introduce ideas for the first time, ideas I had thought 

about over the years that were significant to me. We talked 
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about many of the same ideas I forced my high school 

students to accept, but I was not concerned with these 

students accepting them as ultimately true. Although I have 

come to understand my own meaning of the novel, I went into 

the class with no specific endpoint, other than allowing 

them to take from the novel only that which seemed important 

to them. We didn't talk about Original Sin or Finny as 

Christ, the metaphors that seemed so important to me and 

dominated my first classroom discussions, simply because the 

opening to discuss them did not appear. Of course, we had 

many more things to do on that evening, but there is still a 

part of me that would like to think that if given more time, 

we would have eventually moved into a discussion of these 

metaphors. Nevertheless, we did not, and I do not believe 

our discussion was any less, at least on an experiential 

level; because of the amount of discussion and level of 

engagement recognized, it was greater than any discussion 

I've led on the novel. 

Of course, these students were college students, a few 

who are more experienced than I. Although they became 

engaged with the novel in their own ways, I cannot 

generalize and claim that this experience reveals any 

"truths'' about how adolescents read, react, and respond to 

the literature they are asked to read. I feel comfortable 

with and I believe in the critical stance I am now working 
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with, but I must admit that I have more questions than 

answers. For example, to what extent does past experience 

drive responses to reading? What prevented the few students 

from identifying with the characters when the others had no 

difficulty doing so? What differences exist between college 

students and much younger readers in the way they read and 

respond? But I am also concerned with the way we teach 

literature, and even more questions arise. What do I do 

that might prevent students from being able to have a 

genuine response to the literature? What do I do that might 

prevent them from connecting with the novel? As Rosenblatt 

has argued, we all read on a response continuum somewhere 

between the efferent and the aesthetic; how do I move 

my students toward reading more aesthetically rather than 

efferently? Perhaps more importantly, how do I get them to 

understand the appropriateness of one over the other in 

different reading situations? Changing the focus, how do I 

maneuver through my own personal attitudes concerning my 

aesthetic experience with the literature and my students' 

attitudes, which might be, and are more likely to be, 

different or even counter to mine? In rendering meaning 

through the transactional give-and-take, what role do I, who 

certainly has more experience than my students, play when 

different students render different and opposing meanings? 
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I recently watched an interviewer ask Jamaica Kincaid 

what the different characters represented in her new novel 

The Autobiography of My Mother. She answered him with 

something like, "Oh, I knew so much more about this when I 

was the writer, but now that I'm a reader, I'm afraid I know 

less.'' What an interesting statement on meaning. I 

understood her to be saying that meaning is not an a priori 

entity, but exists only through her transaction with the 

text, first as the author of that text, and then as a reader 

of that same text. She cannot claim authority of meaning 

simply because she is the author. Rather, we each, as 

readers, must create meaning only after we transact with the 

text through aesthetically experiencing it, wrestling with 

it by recognizing both our emotional responses and 

intellectual understandings. 

In closing this chapter of my experience with A 

Separate Peace, I recognize that it has been one of personal 

moral inquiry. I have undertaken this inquiry on two basic 

levels. The first concerns my own understanding of the 

novel. I have always been intrigued with the character 

Finny. Although on the surface, the novel is about Gene's 

journey toward achieving his peace in the face of war, both 

World War II and his personal war with his fear and guilt, I 

believe the novel is also about Finny, who must confront his 

own inability to deal with Gene's actions and the whole 
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notion of evil. Until very recently, I have left the novel 

confused about Finny's attitude before his death. Finny has 

always seemed too unrealistic to me; his almost automatic 

forgiveness of Gene at their last meeting seemed contrived. 

I had always accepted his behavior within the framework of 

the "Finny as Christ" metaphor; in order for the metaphor to 

remain consistent throughout, Finny had to give Gene the 

salvation he needed, but each time I read and considered the 

novel, this act simply did not make sense to me. However, 

one of my students this semester opened the possibility for 

a new understanding for me. In my former understanding, the 

novel took on tragic dimensions in that Finny pays too high 

a price by dying having lost his entire grasp of his 

reality. Not only does he mysteriously die, but he dies 

knowing that his best friend, in a sense, ''did him in." His 

forgiveness in light of this is truly an act of grace. But 

this student revealed to me that when Finny offered his 

forgiveness to Gene, he offered it with his reality intact, 

which I had never considered before. Again, Gene had tried 

very early to reveal the truth to Finny, that he caused 

Finny to fall from the tree, only to have Finny violently 

refuse. In their interchange, Gene admitted the truth and 

Finny increasingly refused to believe him. 

My own voice sounded quiet and foreign. "I jounced the 

limb. I caused it." One more sentence. "I 
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deliberately jounced the limb so you would fall off." 

He looked older than I had ever seen him. "Of 

course you didn't." 

"Yes I did. I did!" 

"Of course you didn't do it. You damn fool. Sit 

down, you damn fool." 

"Of course I did!" 

"I'm going to hit if you don't sit down." 

"Hit me!" I looked at him. "Hit me! You can't 

even get up! You can't even come near me!" 

"I'll kill you if you don't shut up." (62) 

Each time Gene admitted the truth, Finny was forced to 

question his reality, his identity. But Gene knew what I 

previously didn't know; Finny's reaction to the truth was 

identical to Gene's actions at the tree. Gene recognized 

something uncontrollably seizing Finny. 

"You see! Kill me! Now you know what it is! I 

did it because I felt like that! Now you know 

yourself!" 

"I don't know anything. Go away. I'm tired and 

you make me sick. Go away." (62) 

Before he was forced to face the truth, Finny could not even 

entertain the notion that a friend would hurt him. But as 

Gene forced the truth on him, his reality was shattered, he 

was confused, and could only say, "I don't know anything." 
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So the novel, while on one level it depicts Gene's interest 

in gaining understanding, also, on a deeper level, depicts 

Finny's attempts at gaining it as well. 

over the next one hundred pages of the novel, the truth 

was suppressed, although it precariously hung over Gene's 

and Finny's heads. The novel climaxes with the trial, where 

Finny once again had to confront the truth. Finny had joked 

about being dragged to the Assembly Hall, but as he sat 

quietly and listened to Leper telling the others what 

happened at the tree, he again was confused and refused to 

accept the truth. He ran until he fell down the marble 

stairs, breaking his leg the second time. When Gene visited 

Finny in the infirmary, Finny reacted in the same way he did 

when Gene first tried to admit the truth. As Gene spoke 

through the window, Finny shouted, "You want to break 

something else in me!. Is that why you're here!" While on 

one level Finny was certainly referring to his leg, on 

another, he was referring to his shattered reality. Finny 

had apparently constructed and accepted a new reality, which 

included the notion that a friend can and will hurt him. 

His new reality lacked the hope and carefreeness that so 

characterized his former one. 

So when Gene went to Finny that last time so earnestly 

seeking Finny's forgiveness, I now understand that Finny was 

seeking his own answers. Finny grasped for understanding 
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when he asked Gene, "It was just some kind of blind impulse 

you had in the tree there, you didn't know what you were 

doing. Was that it?" (183). Gene, grasping as well for 

understanding, answered, "Yes, yes that was it. Oh, that 

was it, but how can you believe that? How can you believe 

that? I can't even make myself pretend that you could 

believe that" (183). It is at this point that Finny said to 

Gene, "I believe you" (183). At the same moment Gene was 

forgiven, Finny's former reality was restored; only 

something uncontrollable could cause a friend to hurt him. 

Both Gene and Finny gained their peace, each gaining a 

separate peace. Although Finny's death was certainly 

tragic, it was not as tragic as I had once believed. 

That I have just recently come to this new 

understanding is significant in that it is the product of my 

own personal inquiry. But I have undertaken this inquiry 

with the help of many people, particularly my students this 

semester, who have experienced their own personal inquiries 

by transacting with the text. When this student offered her 

own personal understanding of the novel, I immediately 

returned to the text to seek the foundation for my new 

understanding. A conflict that has troubled me for years 

has suddenly been resolved, although it been the product of 

years of wrestling with the text. For the moment I am 
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content in my understanding, but who knows what new meanings 

I will come to as I continue to transact with the novel. 

My reflection over my experiences with A Separate Peace 

reveals to me that my inquiry has occurred on another level 

as well. For the first three years of my teaching, I gained 

a level of confidence that my philosophy of education was 

true; I believed that my methods and tools of assessment 

were appropriate and yielded the results they were supposed 

to be yielding. I believed that my position as the teacher 

meant that I was the authority and determined how learning 

would occur in my classroom. But a few years ago, a student 

wrote a persuasive essay on gender equity that implicated my 

actions in ways I had never considered. It was with this 

essay that I began to question who I was as a teacher; I was 

confused and began seeking answers. It was this essay that 

prompted me to begin graduate school, and ultimately, it was 

this essay that brought me to where I am today. I have been 

engaged in moral inquiry, and this dissertation is an 

expression of where I am in seeking the answers that 

persuasive essay prompted for me. 
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Chapter Four 

Moral Inquiry and Park's Quest: A Study of Reading, 
Teaching, and Understanding Young Adult Literature 

The human body is a glory of structure and 
form. When an artist draws or paints or 
sculpts it, he is a battleground between 
intelligence and emotion, between his 
rational side and his sensual side ••• The 
manner in which certain artists have resolved 
that battle has created some of the greatest 
masterpieces of art. 

-- Chaim Potok, My Name is Asher Lev (229) 

The same struggle the artist encounters as she creates 

her masterpiece is identical to the struggle we all must 

face in our daily endeavors at creating meaning. In 

creating meaning, we must engage in moral inquiry which is 

made possible by our transaction with our environment, an 

environment characterized as both precarious and stable. In 

many situations, our habits are sufficient to allow us to 

reconstruct stability rather easily, but occasionally our 

habits are not sufficient, and we must transform the 

constituent elements of our environment into ones so stable 

that we can function. In this way, meaning emerges, but 

this meaning does not simply appear out of thin air. It is 

the product of our activity through inquiry. Meaning 

becomes the creation of our active involvement with our 
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environment. In our creation of this meaning, we have 

participated in aesthetic experience. 

My personal moral inquiry led me to a reconstruction of 

an educational philosophy, and this reconstruction has been 

practically manifested through my own personal inquiry as it 

relates to how I act in the classroom. In the face of 

indeterminacy, I found my habits to be insufficient, and I 

became actively engaged in creating a new meaning for my own 

classroom. out of the turmoil of my own confusion, I turned 

to graduate school; through my reading of John Dewey and 

Louise Rosenblatt, I began to reconstruct the constituent 

elements that comprised my new constructed environment. I 

hope that my description in Chapters Two and Three leaves 

the reader with the impression that my inquiry has been a 

painful struggle, at least intellectually (although I 

certainly could recount experiences during this time that 

were physically and emotionally painful as well), and that 

with the transformation of these constituent elements, I now 

live and work in a very different environment. My graduate 

work has been a venture toward creating meaning, and I have 

attempted to achieve an aesthetic experience. I have 

arrived, for the moment, at this meaning, but as Dewey so 

clearly articulated, this meaning is precarious. While I 

have found many of the answers I have been looking for, many 
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more, both new and old, remain unanswered, and this chapter 

describes my attempt at answering some of these questions. 

I believe that all students can learn and that these 

students best perform when they are given the opportunity to 

draw from their own past experiences while they are engaged 

with the subject matter at hand. I also believe that my 

obligation as the teacher is to prepare my students for the 

future by instilling in them an understanding of their own 

ability to inquire. Finally, I believe that the educational 

system as it is now practiced neglects these two ideas and 

that I have an additional obligation to work within the 

system to change it. These constructed beliefs are very 

different from the beliefs I held a few years ago, and they 

have not been created without a certain level of frustration 

and struggle, manifested in the many questions I still have 

about them. I have taken these beliefs into my college 

classrooms and have experienced certain difficulties in 

dealing with college students, but how might my experience 

with younger students be similar or different to the ones I 

have had with these college students? How might the younger 

students' earlier experiences with the educational system 

affect the quality of what I want to achieve in the 

classroom? How does my belief in the validation of personal 

experience affect my stance as a teacher? How do I practice 

this belief in the face of a growing sentiment for 
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homogeneous teaching and the concerns of grade-conscious 

administrators and parents? These are just a few of the 

questions that remain for me, and although I am vitally 

concerned with the bridging of the gap between theory and 

practice, my recent experience has leaned heavily toward the 

theory. When I visit schools, many of the teachers smile at 

my pronouncements, but they still want practical means for 

reaching the ends I so earnestly believe in. 

It is now time to begin building that bridge; it is now 

time to bring the theory in line with the practice. The 

next logical step for me to take is to teach under the 

beliefs I have developed over the past two years. I 

described my personal investment in the novel Park's Quest 

in Chapter One. Although my investment in literature has 

been great and although I have enjoyed teaching literature 

in the classroom, I have never been confronted with the 

situation that presents itself when I consider my teaching 

of Park's Quest. Never before in my reading have I been 

able completely to identify with the protagonist. Never 

before have I read a novel and felt as though the plot has 

already happened to me personally. By teaching this novel 

under the world view I now take into the classroom, I am 

placing myself in an extremely vulnerable position. I will 

be able to relate to the student who reads and understands 

the novel as I do, but I know that the possibility of this 
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happening is slight. Most students will not see the novel 

as I see it. It might be a nice story, like any other 

novel, but they have not lost their fathers as I have. They 

haven't gone to the Wall searching for their father's name. 

They haven't gone through their mother's drawers, hoping to 

find a small token of their father's memory. How do I 

handle a situation where the student simply cannot see the 

novel in the way I do? What do I do when that student tells 

me this novel is boring and she cannot connect with the 

characters? 

But then, isn't this what is happening all the time? 

Don't we all deal with this situation in one way or another 

in our teaching careers? Under my old way of thinking, my 

interpretation would be the correct interpretation and if 

the students didn't buy it, then they failed. It was rather 

easy then, but of course, I can never see the classroom in 

that way again. When I see my students very differently, 

young individual people with individual interests and needs, 

I cannot force them into accepting my interpretation of a 

text, for they will select out of the text that which most 

meets their interests and needs for making meaning. What is 

significant for me in light of my own experiential continuum 

cannot be reproduced in another, for we exist on separate 

and unique experiential continuums. And I constantly face 

the question "what if?" What if my father had not been 
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killed in Vietnam? What if, when given the choice by my 

mother, I had chosen to continue with the band rather than 

playing football? What if I had chosen to attend West 

Virginia University rather than Morehead State University, a 

choice I was faced with as an eighteen-year-old high school 

student? What if my daughter were born a boy rather than a 

girl, an option I was not given the opportunity to choose. 

We are all the products of the choices and situations that 

are presented to us, and our actions in light of these 

choices and situations both free us and limit us in our 

future choices and limitations. With regard to the text, 

our understanding and process of creating meaning are freed 

and limited by these same choices. I cannot expect a 

student to create the same meaning in her transaction with 

the text as I would. The notion that we are individual and 

unique because we have experienced various and different 

situations has serious implications for what happens in the 

literature classroom. 

These are some of the issues that flooded my mind as I 

began planning for my project at Blacksburg Middle School. 

On the one hand, I was looking for specific answers, but on 

the other hand, I had no expectations. Although I carefully 

planned for the project, I listed no objectives for the 

students to achieve. I simply wanted them to read the novel 

and respond in their own ways. I asked them to anticipate 
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the future. I asked them to recognize the places the text 

took them. I asked them to record their feelings as they 

read. And without specific expectations, I came away from 

the project with some of the answers I was looking for. But 

I was also interested in gaining a better understanding of 

my own thoughts during the study, and while I took 

preconceived notions into the classroom of what might happen 

as I interacted with the students, I worked diligently not 

to allow these notions to guide and direct my students' 

responses to the novel. 

The Setting 

Over the course of three weeks, I worked with eight 

students who were invited to participate in the study by 

Barbara Crockett, the students' Language Arts teacher at 

Blacksburg Middle School. Blacksburg Middle School is the 

largest school in the county, larger even than the four high 

schools including Blacksburg High School, into which BMS 

feeds. The students were asked to participate, letters were 

sent home to their parents (see Appendices A and B), and 

they were given the option to drop out of the project at any 

time without penalty. We met from 11:45 to 12:30 on Monday 

through Thursday for three weeks beginning on March 18, 

1996. Although I developed an overall schedule and plan for 
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the study (see Appendix C), which included time each for 

discussion and reading aloud, I did not allow for my plans 

to drive the study. Instead, I wanted the students' 

interests and needs to drive what happened during our time 

together, and after two or three days, we settled into a 

familiar and informal routine of discussing and reading. On 

some days, the discussion took a majority of the time, 

leaving little time for reading. on other days, discussion 

ended quickly, and we spent more time reading aloud. 

Blacksburg is a predominately white middle class 

community, although the schools serve most of the western 

portion of the county. I had taught eight years at 

Blacksburg High School, so I brought an understanding of 

what type of student I would be working with. Many of these 

students are the children of adults who are connected in 

some way with Virginia Tech and the Radford Arsenal, an Army 

ammunition plant. The community provides a wealth of 

educational resources, which include the largest college 

library in the state and the nationally recognized 

Blacksburg Electronic Village. Of the eight seventh-graders 

I worked with, five were males, three were females, and all 

were white. They brought a variety of levels of abilities 

and interests to our group. In addition, these students 

were already familiar with the structure I wished to 

construct for the project, for they were participating in 
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many of the same activities I had planned for the project in 

their Language Arts class. 

Mrs. Crockett and I shared a similar philosophy of what 

should be happening in the classroom. She told me that 

although she had evolved as a teacher, her philosophy had 

basically remained the same, which I believe already spoke 

volumes about her philosophy. She believed that the 

relationship she developed with her students was vital for 

success. Although her involvement with her students lasts 

only one year, she saw herself as a partner in the raising 

of the children, a partner with many other people in the 

community. Her students must see her as their advocate, one 

who holds high expectations for them but will also support 

them as they grow. She also enjoyed seeing her students 

growing toward becoming lifelong learners; rather than 

assuming an authoritative position as the keeper of 

knowledge who must impart this knowledge to her students, 

she wanted her students to discover knowledge through a 

variety of activities. Although she would occasionally 

''lecture" or provide answers, she did this only within the 

context of allowing her students to grow. She believed all 

students learn differently, and she developed activities 

that meet the needs of all her students. Finally, rather 

than falling into a comfortable rut in her teaching, Mrs. 

Crockett saw each new school year as a new opportunity to 
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learn, which was why she continues to teach. Although she 

understood the constraints of a top-down curriculum, she 

constructed her class around her students' interests, 

allowing them to decide what activities and materials will 

be used within a prescribed curriculum. She enjoyed 

learning from her students, who had been given the freedom 

to choose and transact with the subject matter in their own 

unique ways. 

The Participants 

So the students I worked with were familiar with free 

response, and the plans I developed for the project were 

very similar to what they were already doing over the course 

of the year. Our first day together was spent in getting to 

know one another. I introduced myself and told the students 

a few general comments about my past, and then spoke 

specifically about what we would be doing together. I then 

asked them to address the following statements and questions 

on a survey: 1) Identify a novel you have read recently that 

you enjoyed and tell why you enjoyed it, 2) If you were 

given one million dollars, what would you do with it? 3) If 

you could do anything for a living, what would you do? 4) 

What is your most valuable possession, and why is this your 

most valuable possession? We then discussed and laughed 
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about our responses as a group. I asked for these responses 

to get a better idea of who I was working with and to allow 

them to feel comfortable around me. Finally, I played a 

recording of ''The Theme to Pink Panther" and asked them to 

respond to the song by stating what emotions or feelings 

they felt while listening, what memories the song engenders, 

or where it took them while listening. I was struck with 

the ease we had in getting to know one another and feeling 

comfortable enough to speak freely about our personal 

beliefs, which more than likely can be attributed to the 

atmosphere they had been working in all year. Within 

minutes, we were joking with one another. They were all 

excited about working with me, and I had a very good feeling 

about working with them. To protect their anonymity, I have 

used pseudonyms. 

Charles 

Charles appeared to be the most intellectual of the 

group, and his responses exhibited a clear sense of 

understanding. He was constantly struggling to make 

meaning. He was always prompt and attentive and freely 

shared his feelings about his reading and asked questions 

when he felt confused. In his responses, Charles was 

constantly reworking previous beliefs and asking questions 
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about the future of Park in his quest. Charles had read a 

great deal outside of the classroom, and his reading 

interests usually included more mature material. He 

responded that he most recently read and liked Michael 

Crichton's The Lost World "because it is a Sci-Fi thriller 

with a lot of action and adventure." 

After our first day, I wondered how well Charles would 

respond to Park's Quest because it is very different from 

the material he chooses to read. His responses to the 

novel, however, showed a depth in reading that only a mature 

reader could have. My picture of him was brought back to 

his adolescent reality when I read what he would do if given 

one million dollars; "I would buy the Chicago Bulls team and 

build an actual size basketball court. I would also use it 

for an education and for college." Although it would be 

nice to be able to do these things, Charles' response showed 

an unrealistic sense of the value of the current dollar. He 

again showed his maturity, however, by responding that his 

most valuable possession is his family, for "as the 

youngest, they will lead me to a good life." 

Charles was a very successful and creative student 

whose art work was displayed in the halls, and he would be 

successful despite his environment. He was eager to 

participate in what was going on around him and became fully 

engaged with the text of Park's Quest. I believe that his 

141 



talents are best served in a situation that allows him to 

exhibit his maturity and pull from his wealth of knowledqe. 

James 

James participated very little in our discussions, even 

when I called on him, and he turned in only four of the 

twelve responses. James was like so many of those students 

we pass off as less than serious, and whom we are quick to 

become angry with for not working. We believe he deserves 

the failing grades he makes: either he needs to accept 

responsibility and do his schoolwork or he must pay the 

price. James came to class preoccupied; he had just come 

from lunch, and was looking past our group discussions to 

his Phys. Ed. class. During the discussions or while we 

were in the middle of reading, James would raise his hand 

and ask to go to the bathroom. In the small room we 

gathered in, James liked to sit under the table, apparently 

shielded from my glances and questions. He told me he read 

all of the book and that he enjoyed it but had little time 

after reading to write his responses. 

James told the group that he did like to read but found 

it difficult at times. He said that he recently read and 

liked The Beast, because "it was mysterious, scary and its 

about ghosts," but didn't finish it because it was too long 
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and boring. I gathered that he really anticipated the 

concept of the book, but the material was too sophisticated 

for him. He told us he was looking forward to the movie. 

When I asked him what he would do with a million dollars, 

James responded, "I would give it all to save the tigers." 

He wanted to be "a soccer player for the USA in the World 

cup," and his most valuable possession is his "tiger blanket 

because [he] love[s] tigers," and his family. 

On the first day James told the group that he had 

already read the novel, but it was clear after the second 

day that he had not remembered much about it. Why he told 

me this I can only speculate. Despite his reluctance to 

participate in our discussions and read at home, James 

enjoyed being with the group. In an interview I had with 

James at the end of the three weeks, James told me that he 

really didn't like to read and found very little to read 

that interested him. James thought "school was O.K." but he 

felt that his teachers could do more to make his classes 

interesting. For example, he told me that Science was his 

favorite subject because they did many interesting things; 

on the day I interviewed him, they had dissected worms. He 

would have liked to have done more exciting activities in 

our group, rather than simply reading and discussing the 

novel. When I asked him for suggestions, he couldn't 

provide any. Interestingly enough, James was always the 
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first in the room, perhaps because he didn't want anyone to 

get his prized seat under the table, and always found me in 

the hallway to say hello. James was an average student in 

school and could probably make better grades if he worked 

harder. But James had other concerns and was busy being a 

kid. He, perhaps more than others, could benefit from a 

more non-traditional approach to teaching, one that allowed 

him to find his own place in the classroom. 

Laura 

Laura worked diligently in this project, turning in 

every response, participating fully in our discussions, and 

asking questions when she had them. She was very open with 

her feelings and beliefs about the novel, and her responses 

often ran onto a second page. Laura told the group that she 

enjoyed reading but found very little time to do it outside 

of school. She responded that she liked The Red Pony, which 

was a class assignment, "because it delt with real life 

situations, and it did not have too much description." It 

was clear, through her responses to and discussions of 

Park's Quest, that she liked it as well for the same 

reasons. In response to what she would do for a living, 

Laura identified three professions: an astronaut, an 

actress, a doctor; "I just like the jobs, 1 and 2 are fun 
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and 3 would be a neat experience." Laura had a strong sense 

of who she is, and she was confident in her responses. 

said, 

When asked what her most valuable possession was, Laura 

[m]y most valuable possession would be my family and 

friends. They are always there for me. Also my gold 

charm bracelet. It has charms on it that explain who I 

am and what I have done. 

It was this self-esteem and understanding that Laura brought 

to her reading of Park's Quest, and she was able to place 

herself within the text, always asking what she would have 

done and felt in Park's situation. She told me she learned 

a little more about herself through her reading of the 

novel; what more could a teacher ask? Although Laura does 

very well in school, both in traditional and non-traditional 

settings, she shines in settings that allow her to pull from 

her own experiences and to share her feelings and beliefs 

about the world. 

Sam 

Sam was very interested in the novel and participated 

fully in the discussions. He was quick early on to tell me 

that he had already read the novel, but as we discussed it 

over the three weeks, it was clear that he had remembered 
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few of the details in the plot. Sam exhibited a maturity 

the others did not, and he seemed uninterested in the daily 

activities of the school. He was knowledgeable of literary 

conventions, and when he spoke in our discussions, he 

focused on the conflicts and themes of the novel. Sam 

responded that he recently read and liked The Adventures of 

Huckleberry Finn because "[i]t told about kids my age back 

in the 1800's." He told me he likes to read a great deal 

and that he reads to learn more about other cultures and 

others peoples' lives. 

Sam told the group that if he were given one million 

dollars, he would "pay off the mortgage on the house, debt 

on car, computer, etc •.. I really want to stay in 

Blacksburg." While the others imagined what they could 

have, Sam expressed his contentment with what he already 

has. He enjoys music and playing in the band, and would 

like to make a living as "a musician, pilot, and/or English 

teacher.'' Showing his contentment with the present, Sam 

told us his most valuable possession was his dog, "because 

I've had him ever since I was born. He has always been 

there for me." 

Sam, like a few of the others, was confident in his 

abilities and appeared strong in his beliefs. He 

occasionally mentioned religious issues in our discussions, 

and he would often interrupt others when he had something to 
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say. Sam does well in school, and his parents are involved 

in his schoolwork. Sam was the only student who had 

questions about the project on the first day. He asked 

"what does it mean we have the option to decline 

participating without penalty and why would anyone want to?" 

Sam was an independent thinker, and never relied on others' 

acceptance when he spoke. 

Susan 

Like Laura, Susan was diligent in her work, although at 

first, she seemed somewhat distant and reluctant to 

participate in our discussions. More than any of the 

others, Susan explicitly brought her social life into our 

group. On the second day, she came into the room frustrated 

and said to me, "I can never figure people out; they say one 

thing and go behind your back and say something else." 

Susan would come into the room a few more times over the 

three weeks and say to me, "I still haven't figured people 

out!" As the first week passed, however, she was fully 

engaged in the reading, and was quick to share her 

experiences with the novel outside of class, which included 

her feelings while reading and her discussions with her 

mother about the novel. She would often talk about her 

family, through whom she identified with Park. 
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Susan occasionally read outside of class, and she told 

the group that she recently read and liked The Giver because 

"[i]t was really weird but it taught good lessons." 

Although she likes to read for enjoyment, she always found 

herself looking for the theme, or lesson, in what she is 

reading. When asked what she would do with a million 

dollars, Susan told the group, "[f]irst I would probably go 

shopping, then I would buy a 4-wheeler. With the money that 

I had left, I would travel the world." This is the type of 

response I had expected when I developed the questionnaire. 

Susan was very concerned with her appearance, and when asked 

what she would like to do for a living, she told us "I would 

either be a model with a fashion designing business for a 

back up or just be a phsyciatrist." This broad interest is 

typical of adolescence, and we could certainly move into a 

discussion of social conventions, but her future dreams fit 

into what I heard from her in our discussions; she was very 

concerned on the one side with being accepted by her peers 

and on the other with excelling at a profession that might 

seem contradictory to social acceptance. How many twelve or 

thirteen-year-olds want to become psychiatrists? Susan's 

response concerning her most valuable possession fell in 

line with the others' in the group. 

I have 2. My first is my sister, defanetly. She is 

because I love her so much and couldn't live without 

148 



her. The second is my best friend. He's like a 

brother, I couldn't live w/o him either. 

Susan does well in school, and she excells in more 

traditional settings; when she is allowed to explore her 

feelings in the non-traditional setting I had constructed 

for her, she excelled as well. 

Tom 

Tom showed little interest for the project over the 

three weeks, especially early. He would answer my 

questions, but added very little on his own. He would 

occasionally close his eyes, feigning sleep, and I got the 

sense that he was bored with what we were doing. Tom was 

the most intriguing of the group; he was obviously bright, 

but his failure to participate beyond the discussions was 

curious. We almost immediately connected on the first day 

when we both shared a desire to go skydiving, and I thought 

this connection, along with his interest in my own 

experience with my father's death might be enough motivation 

for his involvement, but he never exhibited a great deal of 

interest in the novel itself during our discussions. 

Upon first meeting Tom, I was struck by his mature 

manner and confidence. He had a satirical wit and was 

occasionally quick to correct others. He told us that he 
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recently read and liked a novel entitled Bunnicula, a story 

about a character that was a mix between a bunny and 

Dracula, because "it was funny and exciting." I at first 

saw this novel as childish and thought it strange Tom would 

be interested in such a story, but later realized that he 

read it as an ironic tale. When asked what he would do if 

given a million dollars, Tom responded with, "[g]ive some to 

my family and friends, then invest some for school and have 

the rest as spending money." He told the group that he 

would like to become an actor and a stuntman, and his most 

valuable possessions were his "family and friends because 

they're always there." 

Torn was an interesting participant in the group. 

Toward the end, he began to participate a little more fully. 

He admitted to me in our interview at the end of the three 

weeks that he had not read the entire book. He was 

interested in the book, but he had other interests that were 

more important to him. He told me that he read 

occasionally, but that he would rather watch television or 

play. He read when there was nothing else to do and when 

his mother told him to clean his room or do another chore; 

reading for Tom was not his least favorite activity, but it 

certainly was not his favorite either. He also told me his 

spelling was poor and he had a very difficult time reading 

and understanding what he read, which contributed to his 
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dislike of reading. Again, Tom would benefit greatly from a 

non-traditional approach to teaching, one that allows him to 

take more time with his reading and does not ask him to take 

a reading quiz without first discussing the material. 

Tina 

Tina was shy and participated very little in our 

discussions. Although she failed to turn in most of her 

responses, only four of the twelve, I believe she did read 

the novel and was engaged with the text in her own way. She 

told me after the end of the three weeks that she did not 

like the schedule I gave them, and that she read as much as 

she could in one sitting. Although I asked the group not to 

read further in the novel than what I assigned, Tina ignored 

these instructions and read on her own. She enjoyed the 

novel, and although it was not like the novels she usually 

read, Tina couldn't put it down at times. Tina also told me 

she didn't like to write the responses; "I don't like 

stopping to write things down while I'm reading because it 

ruins it." Tina reads a great deal. Her mother worked at 

the library and brought books home to her all the time. 

Although she did well in school, she thought it was boring 

most of the time, and her favorite class was Phys. Ed. 
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Tina told the group that she recently read and liked 

Tom Sawyer "because I like reading books about people from 

back then." She also told us she liked Science Fiction and 

Fantasy, and she often quits reading a book when she doesn't 

like it. Perhaps the most practical in the group, Tina said 

she would save the million dollars "for a good college 

education." When asked what she would like to do for a 

living, she answered, "[b]e a country music singer. And 

poetry." She likes to write stories and poetry, which she 

had not been given the opportunity to do in school. Her 

most valuable possession was her knife because "[i]t's good 

for all kinds of things." When I asked her to describe her 

knife, all she said was "it's just a typical knife." These 

were the type of responses she gave; very short and safe. 

Because Tina was shy, she spoke very little in our 

group discussions. Only when I called upon her did she add 

anything to the discussion and her answers were usually "I 

don't know" or "I can't really explain what I mean." 

Despite her lack of responses, both written and verbal, Tina 

was engaged with the novel, perhaps more than any of the 

others. In our interview at the end of the project, she 

told me she would have liked to have talked with me one-on-

one rather than in the larger group. More than any of the 

others, Tina expressed her discontent with the traditional 

curriculum. She wanted to write more and have a choice in 
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her reading material, although she would occasionally like 

assigned readings. Tina would benefit greatly from a more 

non-traditional class setting. 

Trent 

Although Trent failed to submit many of the responses I 

asked the group to do during the three weeks, he was engaged 

with the text and participated in our discussions. On the 

first day, Trent told the group that he had most recently 

read and liked The Hobbit "because of the fantasy and how it 

kept me interested." He said he tried to read the sequel, 

but quit after it did not keep his interest. Trent is an 

enthusiastic reader when he finds what he likes, which did 

not happen a great deal. He told me that he would rather 

spend his time watching television or playing basketball. 

He came upon The Hobbit on his sister's bookshelf one day 

when he was bored and began reading it. He liked it because 

he wanted to know what was going to happen next. When I 

asked him to name other books that interested him in this 

way, he couldn't think of any. 

Trent also told me that he understood the importance of 

school for his future, but did not enjoy going to school. 

He said that math and history interested him the most 

because he planned to be an architect or an engineer one 
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day. He expressed his caring and mature attitude by stating 

that his family was his most valuable possession, "because 

if I didn't have my family nothing else would matter to me." 

When I asked Trent why he failed to do most of the 

responses, he first told me he didn't know, but finally 

admitted that he usually waited until the last moment to do 

his homework. He wouldn't begin reading the assignment 

until nine o'clock, and it was too late to write his 

responses after finishing the reading. Interestingly 

enough, when I asked him to promise me he would do the 

assignment one night, he said he would, and sure enough, he 

had it. When I asked him why he did it this time, he told 

me he had made a promise and didn't want to break that 

promise. Needless to say, I asked for a promise through the 

rest of the project. Trent is the type of student who will 

fail on daily assignments, but he does not fail to complete 

his homework because he does not care. It was obvious to me 

in our discussions and the individual interview I had with 

him that he did care, and he was engaged with the text just 

as much as those who completed their assignments on time. 

A Reader-Response Study of Park's Quest 

The method I chose to use for this study was a 

straightforward reader-response approach. I simply asked 
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the students to read a short section at a time, usually one 

chapter, first respond in writing, and finally participate 

in the discussions we would have about the assigned reading. 

In this way, the study appears chronological; we started at 

the beginning and concluded with the ending. But as we 

moved through the novel, the study became more cyclical in 

that about one-third of the way, we stopped and began to 

analyze the first third as a whole and where the novel might 

be going. We actually circled back and took stock of what 

had already happened, and as we discussed this, we analyzed 

what we had thought and believed throughout. When we began 

reading the second third of the novel, we had assessed our 

previous reading and understanding. Although we had gone 

our own ways in thinking and understanding, as we began 

reading the next section, we did so under the direction of 

our collective discussions. We did this again after reading 

the second third of the novel, and again after reading the 

entire novel. In this way, we participated in inquiry first 

on an individual basis and second on a collective basis. 

Although the students were free to respond in their own 

ways, we constantly returned to the text for guidance and 

direction. 
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Cycle One 

we began our journey toward making meaning together by 

first responding to the title and then the cover of the 1989 

publication of the novel. For the first response, I simply 

wrote the title on a piece of paper and set it in front of 

the group. For the second, I had a laminated 11 X 17 color 

copy of the cover and passed it around the group. Two of 

the students told me they had already read the novel, so 

their understanding was more advanced and they were anxious 

to tell the group all they knew about the novel; four others 

told me they were present in class the day Mrs. Crockett 

introduced the novel, briefly telling about it; two others 

told me they were not present on that day and knew nothing 

of the novel. As I showed the title, I asked them to 

speculate on what the novel might be about, and I asked the 

two who had already read the novel to summarize what they 

remembered about the novel. As I showed the cover, I asked 

them to continue their responses, making adjustments to 

their original responses in light of the information they 

received from the cover. 

James, one of the two who had already read the novel, 

knew the basic story, but it was clear that many of the 

details escaped him as he responded to the title. 
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A Boy named Park who is on a quest to look for 

somebody, at the wall of people who were lost in the 

Vietnam War. He was looking [for] his father or his 

grandfather because he never knew him but he knew that 

he taught in the Vietnam War. 

James shows that he knows the basic storyline of the novel, 

but when asked to further respond to the cover, he left his 

sheet blank. Sam, the second student who had already read 

the novel, was able to recount more. 

Its About a boy named Park who lost his father in the 

Vietnam war. He hardly knew his dad so he goes on a 

quest to find more about his father. He finally meets 

his grandfather his dads dad. He spends some time with 

him finding out more about his father. So he goes to 

Washington D.C. where he goes to the wall to find his 

dads name. 

When asked to respond to the cover, Sam is able to tell 

more, but he is evidently influenced by the cover's 

portrayal of a reflection of a Vietnamese girl in the 

memorial. 

Park got interested in his father on Veterans day when 

there was a big parade on T.V. that he saw. When he 

goes to the Vietnam War Memorial He keeps seeing a 

vietnamese girl in his reflection from back during 

Vietnam. 
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Park never sees this reflection in the novel, but in Sam's 

attempt to remember all he can about the novel, he feels the 

need to include this because it is on the cover. In his 

attempt at making meaning, Sam combines the cover with what 

he remembered reading. 

Both Susan and Laura, who knew nothing about the novel 

other than what Mrs. Thompson had told them, responded that 

the novel is probably set during the Vietnam War. Although 

they know very little about the novel, they both speculate 

freely on the plot. Susan said that Park will probably 

fight in the war. 

I think it will be about a guy named Park, living in 

the time of the Vietnam War. I think that he will be 

sent to fight in the war and the book will tell about 

his hardships and adventure while he's there. 

In her second response, Susan adjusts her original response 

to include great detail and exhibits her ability to move 

into a process of making meaning from the cover. 

The book cover tells me that the story happens in the 

present day. I think that a boy named Park searches 

for information on either his grandfather or father. 

While he is doing this he learns of a Vietnamese girl 

and makes friends with her. Finally, he goes to the 

wall and looks for his family member's name and meets 

the Vietnamese girl. I think it will be about his 

158 



quest for info on his family and his friendship with 

the girl. 

Although still very early in the study, and certainly before 

even beginning to read the novel, Susan exhibited a 

wonderful ability for being able to fully articulate her 

attempt at making meaning, and she was the most accurate 

among those who had not read the novel in her prediction. 

Laura first responded in a very similar way, and she 

was probably influenced by the fact that she was studying 

the Vietnam War in her Social Studies class . 

I think that this book, "Park's Quest" will be about 

someone with the last name Park. He will have a duty 

in this book. Maybe something that he has to solve or 

where he goes and what he does. It could be about the 

time of the Vietnam War. It could tell about the 

happenings in the war that effect him. 

Although she did not include the Vietnamese girl in her 

second response, Laura exhibited Susan's ability to further 

articulate her understanding. 

By the picture on the cover of the book, it looks like 

a boy might have had a loved one die in the Vietnam 

War. He remembers the time and he goes to the black 

wall to see the name of the loved one that died. It 

would make sence that the one that died was an 

American, because of the flags under/in front of the 
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wall. It seems that the boy could be trying to find 

out more about the death with his memory/rememberings. 

Both Susan and Laura were influenced by the cover in that 

they brought the story into the present, and both were 

relatively accurate in their anticipation of what would 

happen in the novel. 

In his first response, Charles focused on the word 

"quest'' in the title and made no reference to the Vietnam 

War. His response exhibited his desire to search for 

meaning. 

I think the novel, Park's Quest, is about the story of 

a boy named Park and that he is on a quest. A quest 

maybe to find his family or some sort of possession. 

He goes through many different trips and journeys to 

find what he is looking for. He also meets many people 

as well. 

On one level, Charles' response was very safe, for it did 

not predict anything really out of the ordinary, but it also 

expressed his freedom to tell what he was thinking. In his 

second response, Charles added details to what he had 

already said, but he didn't really change the action. 

I think the book is about Park and his journey to the 

Vietnam Memorial. Then on the wall, he sees his 

father's name on the wall who died in Vietnam. To me, 

the story is about Park's quest to find his dad, or at 
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least his name. I also think it's about Park's journey 

to learn about his dad. 

For Charles, the novel clearly was about a journey, and he 

was anticipating the nature of this journey. 

Tom was hoping for an adventure story, and too focused 

on the word "quest." 

I think it could be about a boy named Park that goes on 

some kind of adventure or quest to find something or 

find out about someone. 

Again, this response was safe, and it revealed to me Tom's 

unwillingness to speculate beyond the obvious. This 

perception was shortsighted on my part, for his second 

response revealed a great willingness to speculate further. 

Know I think it could be a boy named Park who is trying 

to find out about someones deth, who died in the war. 

Maby his father, he is joined by a young girl, perhaps 

a gost to help him with his quest. 

Torn continued to hope for an adventure story in his 

speculation that includes a ghost. 

Trent brought his connotation of the word "quest" to 

his first response. 

I think it might be about a knight's quest, who's name 

is Park. I think it will have dragons and such in the 

medevil ages. He will come to a forest which is a maze 

and find his way out. He will have challenges in this 
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forest, including riddles where he'll have to answer to 

go on. 

Trent obviously has read stories with medieval settings and 

subject material, and he hoped for the same type of story. 

He also felt free to speculate a great deal about the story. 

The cover allowed him to re-focus his attention, and his 

second response exhibited his desire to find the correct 

meaning. 

Now I have a really good idea. I think it's about a 

kid who has gone to the Vietnam Wall Memorial to find 

one of his lost and loved relatives that he was close 

to and finally finds it. Maybe also tries to find out 

what happened to this loved person that he was close 

to. 

Trent had gone out on a limb with his first response, but 

revealed a level of excitement over finding a truer sense of 

the plot in his second response. 

Tina was the quietest in the group, and her first 

response was safe and brief; "Someone named Park, going on a 

quest." After learning more about Tina through our 

discussions, I now believe this response reveals her dry 

humor, and she was almost throwing my request back at me. 

It was almost as if she were saying, 110.K., you want to hear 

what I think, here it is!" A few years ago I would have 

been either angry or frustrated with her inability to take 
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the assignment seriously, but I now see it as a need to get 

it over with and move on to more important things. Tina's 

second response was just as brief, but it revealed her 

desire for a story more in line with what she would like to 

read; "Someone named Park finds a ghost and it wants him to 

help it." Tina never went beyond one line responses, but I 

learned that she was just as engaged with the text as the 

others. 

The point of this first exercise was to gain insight 

into each student's ability and desire to begin the process 

of making meaning. I wanted to slow the process; we all 

develop notions about what we will be reading by considering 

the title and analyzing the cover. For most of us, this 

first stage moves rather quickly, but the notions we develop 

here guide and direct our thoughts as we begin reading. Of 

course, we often bring preconceived notions even to this 

stage. For example, the title might have been recommended 

by a friend who has told us about the novel. In this day of 

motion pictures, we might have seen the movie version and 

approach the novel with a desire to either confirm or 

contradict what we took from the movie. We also choose 

novels because we like a certain author, and we wish to 

place this novel within the body of works we have already 

read. The point here is that we begin reading on different 

levels of understanding. For example, James and Sam had 
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already read the novel, and although they could remember few 

details from the plot, they knew the basic storyline and 

might notice details in a second reading that the others 

might not. Charles, Laura, and Susan all knew beforehand 

that the novel was connected in some way to the Vietnam War, 

and although they knew no details, their understanding began 

on another level. Tom and Trent did not know that the novel 

was connected to the Vietnam War but brought their own 

understanding of the word "quest" to their reading and, like 

Tina, were perhaps hoping the novel might mean something 

very different from the others. All eight came to the novel 

at varying levels of understanding, and their process of 

creating meaning was performed in different ways. 

As the students moved into a reading of the novel, all 

exhibited their desire to create meaning, although four of 

them did not actually participate with written responses. 

Again, I wanted to slow down the process, and I asked the 

students to read only one or two chapters at a time and 

write a response for what they had just read. Again, I 

wanted insight into what each student was thinking 

throughout his or her reading. As Rosenblatt discusses, as 

we read a novel, we are constantly adjusting and readjusting 

our thinking according to the cues of the text. Like the 

title and cover cued various responses, so too do the words 

and images presented in the text. Each student's response 
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revealed how he or she focused on various cues in his or her 

movement toward understanding. 

I asked the students to write their first two responses 

after Chapters 1 and 2. In Chapter 1, entitled "Parkington 

Waddell Broughton the Fifth," we are introduced to Park and 

his mother Randy. We see Park's imagination at work as he 

played out knightly scenes while doing his household chores. 

As Park watched a Veteran's Day celebration on the 

television, his curiosity about his own father grew 

stronger, and he expressed his desire to visit the wall. 

His mother did not allow him to do so, and we are invited 

into the conflict Park had with his mother's inability to 

discuss his father with him. The chapter closes with Park 

articulating the dilemma he faced in this conflict. 

He wasn't a kid anymore - his mother shouldn't treat 

him as she had tonight. He was growing up. She 

couldn't keep him cramped into her narrow life much 

longer. He would have to make her tell him about his 

father - about his father's family. But how? How 

could he stand to make her pretty face old and ugly 

with the remembering? (14) 

This dilemma, wanting to know but not knowing how to seek, 

permeates the novel, but we are introduced to it in this 

first chapter. 
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In Chapter 2, entitled "Heart of Darkness,'' we see Park 

as he began his quest to learn more about his father. The 

most compelling moment for me in this chapter was Park's 

decision to read his father's books in an attempt to know 

him. A picture of his father tucked away in a collection of 

poems brought Park to the books, and he realized that the 

books, which must have belonged to his father, would lead 

him to an understanding of his father. 

These books. What a stupid kid he was! These books 

must have belonged to his father. Why hadn't he 

thought of that before? These were the books that 

Randy never touched, and she loved books. And he - he 

had looked at their spines a million times. He'd never 

thought of them as a living link to his father. (21) 

Like a questing knight vowing to begin his guest only after 

making himself worthy, Park vowed to read all the books on 

the shelf. By the end of the chapter, Park paid his dues by 

reading most of them and decided he would visit the Wall 

whether his mother gave him permission to or not. 

Charles responded to these first two chapters by being 

critical of his own earlier notions of what would happen in 

the novel. 

After reading two chapters of Park's Quest, I've 

learned that some of my predictions were right and 

wrong. For one, it is a story about Park and his guest 
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to find more about his father. His mother, Randy, 

doesn't really want to talk about his dad. So Park 

starts his journey to learn more about his dad. 

Instead of jumping to the trip to Washington D.C., Park 

first learns about his dad in three bookshelves of his 

life, or at least part of his life. The book hasn't 

really gotten to the point of Park going to his 

Grandfather's (as I said would happen), but I believe 

he will travel there soon. He also didn't meet a 

Vietnamese girl yet, but I believe she will come up in 

the next few chapters. Overall, my basic idea of Park 

going on his trip to learn more about his dead father 

has been correct. 

Some questions that might be clarrified in the 

next few chapters deal with Park's morn. Under her pale 

skin are questions that are not clear, at least not 

totally. One question that I wonder about is that 

Park's mom, Randy, never tells him anything about his 

father. Why doesn't she speak up? Is there something 

she's hiding from the world? She has his stuff all 

over her house, but she never talks about it. It's a 

question that is like key in-a-way. What she's hiding 

will open a secret that's been closed for many years. 

My predictions for the next few chapters are 

basically that Park will travel to Washington D.C., but 
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before he goes there I think he will stop somewhere in 

between. Maybe then he will visit his grandfather and 

then meet the Vietnamese girl, but this is only what I 

think. 

Charles was constantly struggling with the text, and he was 

quick to focus on those events that either confirmed or 

rejected his earlier notions. He was also constantly 

questioning and really focused on Park's mother. At this 

point, it is clear he identified with Park's suspicious 

feelings about his father. For Charles, Randy's "secretive'' 

stance causes problems for him, and his attempt at creating 

meaning seems to be inextricably tied to the secrets he 

perceives Randy to be holding. It is also interesting that 

Charles had not yet noticed that Park lives in Washington 

D.C. 

Like Charles, Laura focused on the secrets Randy was 

keeping from Park, and she was seeking the answers to the 

questions Park has. 

Today in the book Park's Quest, we were introduced 

to the characters. Park is a boy who liks to pretend 

his life is in King Arthur times. He pretends he is a 

knight. Park's mom seems to be very quiet and not 

wanting to talk about certain things (like his fathers 

death and stuff about the war). Later, in the next 

chapter Park got curious and started watching the 
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television looking for the names of the men and women 

who died in the war. He wanted to go to the memorial 

with his mom or by himself. Right when he was thinking 

about going to the memorial the phone rang it was his 

mom making sure that Park had not left home. Park 

promised not to leave the house. He got himself into 

some books of poetry that his father had written. He 

had to keep reading the books because there might had 

been some clues about his father in them. Finally, 

Park couldn't take it any more so he was off to find 

his fathers name on the wall. 

Right now I think that Park will somehow get lost 

in Washington D.C. He could stumble his way to the 

wall with the help of the Vietnamese girl. 

Laura's mixture between summary and analysis showed her 

cautious movement toward meaning. She identified with 

Randy's overprotective attitude by predicting Park will get 

lost. Like Charles, the Vietnamese girl still dominated her 

understanding thus far. 

Susan's response was very much like Laura's in that it 

was primarily a summary, but she moved toward meaning by 

introducing something the others in the group had not 

thought of. 

I think that this book is going to be about a boy 

that has a hard time living because he doesn't know 
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anything about his father and his mom won't tell him 

anything. I think that he will try to find info on his 

dad at his grandpa's farm. 

I think that the Vietnamese girl's father died in 

the war also and that their dad's were friends. 

Most of the students identified with Park's conflict with 

his mother, but Susan believed that Park's life will be a 

struggle until he finds out more about his father. Her 

introduction to our discussion that the two fathers were 

friends and both died in the war sparked everyone's 

attention, even mine despite knowing their real connection, 

and most believed that Susan had solved part of the puzzle. 

Like Laura, Tom was unclear about the books Park read 

to find out more about his father. 

These 1st and 2nd chapters are about a boy named 

Park whos father Died in the war and Park wants to know 

everything about it, but his mothr wont tell him. Park 

also has a very big imagination and likes to pretend a 

lot. He read a lot of books his father wrote, and said 

he would read all of them, then go to the war memorl. 

Later Tom told me that he wasn't very interested in the 

novel at this point, and his response does not go beyond an 

expression of his summary of the novel. He also told me 

that the only thing that captivated him early in the novel 
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was Park's imagination and the author's allusions to the 

Arthurian Legend. 

Sam and James identified with Park on a much more 

personal level. Sam rejected a summary of what he read, but 

like Charles, focused on his suspicions about Randy's 

reluctance to tell Park anything. 

I would be kind of scared if I couldn't find out 

anything about my father. I'd be afraid that there 

might be something wrong with him. I think when he was 

reading those books. He learned alot about his father. 

The way he acted & the way he thought. 

Sam really tried to gain insight into what Park was feeling 

by taking upon it himself to feel the same things. He also 

exhibits his ability to reflect in his thinking about Park 

reading the books. James also identified with Park, but 

rather than trying to feel what Park was feeling, he saw 

himself in Park's character. 

In the first 2 chapters Park act kinda immature 

for his age. hes sorta like me, because we both 

disobey are mom and we do things for our moms. 

James was always willing to make himself vulnerable by 

telling the group about his personal feelings and beliefs. 

It is clear that he seeks meaning in his own way, and for 

James, meaning involves finding himself in the text. 
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Again, my point in this project was to slow the process 

of reading to gain insight to how these students read and 

rendered meaning from their reading. Already we can see how 

most of them developed their own notions about the novel and 

have begun adjusting these notions as they move further into 

the reading experience. It was also interesting to notice 

the individual differences among the students. Although we 

had discussed each response before moving on to the next, 

each student still created his or her own meaning 

throughout. 

In Chapter 3, entitled "The Black Stone," Park ignored 

his mother's instructions to stay at home and rode the Metro 

to see the Vietnam War Memorial. At first having trouble 

finding the Wall, Park did touch his father's name and the 

experience was as powerful as he imagined it would be. 

However, he left the Wall with more questions than answers. 

"It's beautiful," he said. "And it made me want 

to know-" How could he explain? If he told her that 

after the vision, all the knights had gone in quest of 

the Grail, would she understand? No, he was sure she 

wouldn't. "It made me feel - it made me think-" She 

was silent. She was not going to help him, so he 

blurted it out like a three-year-old: "I gotta know 

him." (33) 
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The chapter closes with his mother still unable to talk 

about his father with Park, but she decided that it was time 

for him to visit his grandfather in Southwest Virginia. 

Charles is still concerned with the accuracy of his 

predictions, and he is still engaged with what Park's mother 

might be keeping from him. 

After reading the 3rd chapter, I've realized that 

some of my predictions were wrong. I have now found 

out that Park does not travel with the Vietnamese girl 

to the memorial. Instead, he goes on his own to see 

his father's name. I also made a prediction that Park 

would go to his grandfather's house before going to the 

memorial, but instead, he went straight to the 

memorial. I have also learned that my predictions were 

in a way right too. Even though they didn't come in 

order, they still are going to happen. So I just put 

together a puzzle a different way. The only thing that 

most likely will not happen is that the Vietnamese lady 

had a father who died in the Vietnam War. 

Now that Park has learn some about his dad and his 

mom has given in, I think Park will learn the truth of 

his dad. Something special that was held back by his 

mom for so long. In my opinion, he'll learn all this 

when he gets to his Grandfather's house in Virginia. 
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That is where the truth will unfold and that is where 

the Vietnamese girl will most likely be. 

Although Charles has had to adjust his thinking somewhat, he 

took pride in working out that he had been almost right. It 

is evident in his second paragraph that he was still 

confident in predicting the future, although he is now using 

"most likely." 

Laura really began identifying with Park in this 

response. She has moved from a more simplistic summary to a 

commentary on Park's actions. 

If you ask me, I think park is a very brave 

person. He is going to Washington D.C. to see the 

Vietnam memorial, in search for his father's name. 

Washington D.C. is not a very safe place. It took Park 

lots of guts to go to the wall. Many boys park's age 

would probably be scared going off in a city alone. (or 

maybe not!) When park found his father's name he felt 

his father. I think that this means that he knew his 

father more than he thought he did. He knew some from 

the books, but not much. Park has a lot of feeling for 

his father eventhough he really does not know him real 

well. 

In free write #'s one and two, what I though was 

going to happen in the book, I think I am correct so 
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far, Park's father was an American, and he did die in 

the Vietnam War. 

I think in the next part of this book, Park will 

go and visit his father's family, and that he will 

explore his dad's property. 

Like Charles, Laura was still adjusting and readjusting her 

positions, but her engagement went beyond simply predicting 

what will happen next. Laura had begun to engage herself 

with the text, and her attempt at rendering meaning here was 

characterized by her ability to understand what Park must be 

going through. Susan responded in a similar way. 

I thought it was neat the way Katherine Paterson 

started the chapter off. The chapter kept me on the 

edge of my seat. It was like real life because you can 

see the memorial very well. When he saw his father's 

name, I wanted to cry. It was really sad. It was also 

a happy time. It was like he knew more about him. I 

think he felt closer to him. He felt he could be alive 

in park. When he got home and asked his mother about 

his grandfather, I thought that was a big step for both 

Randy and Park. 

Susan was able, at least for the moment, to walk in Park's 

shoes, and she was just as emotional as Park was when he 

felt his father's name. Rather than trying to predict what 

will happen next, Susan is rooting for Park and his mother, 

175 



and her response has a tone of hope that everything will be 

fine in the end. 

Sam identified with Park as well, and his response 

shows his ability to comment beyond a summary of the text. 

I think Park did the right thing. His father has 

been dead for 10 years. I think the fact that he saw 

his father's name in Bold writing makes him feel proud 

and happy. That no one forgot his father. His mom is 

starting to loosen up on him. 

Sam was able to pass judgment on Park's actions; despite his 

mother's orders, Park did the right thing by disobeying her 

and visiting the Wall, and I believe Sam's response reveals 

that he would have done the same thing. He was also 

identifying with Park by sensing what Park emotionally felt 

as he touched the Wall. Finally, Sam continued focusing on 

Park's mother's actions, and perhaps feels somewhat relieved 

that she has begun "to loosen up" on Park. 

In Chapters 4 and 5, entitled "The Hired Man" and 

''Return of the Young Master," Park goes to his father's home 

hoping to learn what he needs to know about his father. He 

is greeted by who he thinks is his grandfather's hired 

servant only to learn that he is his Uncle Frank. Park 

feels like an outsider on the farm and his insecurity 

increases when his uncle tells Park that his visit has 

caused problems for his grandfather, who has been disabled 
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from a stroke. As Park explores the farm at the end of 

Chapter 5, he runs into a young Vietnamese girl who 

immediately challenges him. 

Charles continued reassessing his previous responses 

and predictions. 

After reading Chapters 4 & 5 of Park's Quest, I 

have learned that my predictions were basically right. 

For example, Park has travelled to Grandfather's home 

and is about to meet a Vietnamese or Asia girl. I'm 

not positive if she is Vietnamese, but her choice of 

words, she sounds like a foreigner. It seems like Park 

"invaded" her home, and he might have to pay for it. 

Some things I didn't make a predication about is that 

other family members live around there too. Like 

Park's uncle, Frank. 

Some question that have got me thinking is if 

there is something Frank is hiding from Park? Could it 

be about his Grandfather or even his father? Does this 

relate to maybe what Randy is hiding? Is his father 

still alive or something? There is always something in 

a book that is never openned till the end. This 

"secret" of some sort, must be it. 

My predictions for the next couple of chapters is 

that Park confronts with this girl, and when I mean 

confronts, I mean a fight. Either that or they just 
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don't get off to the right foot. I also think that 

Park will soon meet his 63 year old Grandfather, who is 

in bad health. 

Charles was obviously searching, and the "mystery" continued 

to intrigue him. His comment concerning the nature of 

books, leaving "secrets" until the end, displayed his need 

to place this book within the context of his other readings. 

Laura began with a summary, but concluded feeling as 

shocked as Park was to find the girl. 

In chapter 4, Park received a letter from his 

grandparents saying that they would love for Park to 

come visit. In chapter 4, (LATER) that is what he 

does. As Park gets off of the bus, a man greeted him. 

Park was surprised that it was not his grandparents it 

was Frank. Frank took Park to the house. It was huge. 

Frank took him to meet his grandmother, and then got hi 

settled in his room. Later that day, Park went outside 

to walk around. As he walked he came to a tiny wooden 

house where a girl came out and asked what Park was 

doing. All Park could do was look and tr__y to get some 

words out of his mouth. 

I think that Park was kind-of-shocked! Who was 

this girl? What was she doing there? I don't think 

that Park should have gone over the fence. Who knows, 

someone really bad could have been there. 
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Later, I predict that Park will become good 

friends with the girl even if it takes some time. 

Laura seemed to be shocked at the introduction of the girl, 

even though the group had been talking about her all along. 

Perhaps she was in tune with Park and lulled into his 

feeling of being alone. Whatever her mind set at the time 

of her reading, she felt Park's ineptitude when the girl 

challenged him. 

Susan blended her summary with her own personal 

commentary the nature of the text and the author's choice of 

description. 

Park was disappointed that his grandfather didn't 

come pick him up. I would have been disappointed, too. 

Describing the bus ride was sort of boring. I don't 

think you really needed to know that. When Frank told 

him that he was his uncle, he felt embarassed. I would 

be embarassed, too. Asking questions would bring him 

closer to the end of his quest. I think he needs to 

ask the questions. When Park saw the house, he was in 

awe. I imagined the house to be small, I think he did 

too. Meeting everyone was okay for Park. (He kept 

waiting to meet his grandpa) He is shown his room and 

is surprised because it is almost bigger than his 

apartment. He leaves the house and jumps over the 
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fence. soon a Vietnamese girl came out and asked what 

he was doing. 

Susan again exhibited her ability to connect with Park's 

experiences by feeling what he felt. Again, she often spoke 

about her own family; she could imagine Park's 

disappointment at not being met by his grandfather, a 

significant development, for it initiated Park's growing 

insecurity. 

Like Park, Sam continued to be skeptical about not 

knowing everything, and he did not even mention the girl in 

his response. 

When he got the mail from his grandfather. He 

felt that nothing in the whole world could be better. 

By the time frank came, he found out that He was his 

uncle. He found out he had a wealthy grandfather. 

He's still trying to figure out what they have in 

common. 

Sam's responses remained short, and this one did little more 

than simply recounting a basic storyline. It was almost as 

if he were biding his time until something significant would 

happen. Although Sam focused on the letter like a few of 

the others, his focus is more on Park's response, and Sam's 

words sound more like his own rather than Park's. 

In Chapter 6, appropriately entitled "Challenge From a 

Stranger," Park must confront this girl, who immediately 
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insults him as being fat and awkward. Her presence on the 

farm adds to Park's confusion and insecurity, and he thinks 

to himself, "someone should have warned him about her" (59). 

Park is upset with the world, especially his mother for not 

preparing him for what he would find on the farm. Feeling 

he made a mistake in coming to the farm, Park thinks to 

himself at the end of Chapter 5, " [t]hey'd gotten along 

before he came. They didn't need him now. Or ever" (65). 

Charles seriously reassessed his previous responses 

after reading this chapter, and his predictions became less 

confident. 

Chapter Six in Park's Quest, introduce an Asian 

girl the name of Thang(?), and as I said, things do 

not go well for her and Park. Instead of fighting with 

her, which I predicted, they were just a nucence to 

each other. It really agravated Park when she made fun 

of him, so he now seems cool, and in a way ignores her. 

In my predictions, this was one thing I thought would 

happen. That Park and Thang(?) wouldn't get off on 

the right foot. 

In my predictions, I think Park will meet his 

grandfather. I don't really know when, but he'll meet 

him. I also believe Park and the Asian girl will learn 

more about each other, and soon have a friendly 
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relationship. Like I said before, I do not know when 

this will begin, but it will happen, in my opinion. 

Charles felt the need to search for and find specific facts 

that he had accurately predicted, and in his move toward 

creating meaning, these facts were important. He was still 

awaiting the meeting between Park and his grandfather and 

saw no connection between the girl and what he wants to 

learn. 

Laura's response showed the group's confusion over the 

girl, and began to express her feelings about Thanh, which 

were very similar to Park's. 

It seems that this girl is very rude. She only 

thinks about herself and teases others. Thanh's 

description and name does sound Vietnam. I think that 

park is thinking that he is not wanted. Everytime he 

tries to help out with Frank, Thanh always screws him 

up, or makes a big deal out of his mistake. 

I thought that Thanh would be really nice and just 

help Park out. Obviously Not!! Maybe Thanh will get 

better. 

Thanh did not meet Laura's expectations, and like most of 

the other's, she is explicitly upset with this. Laura was 

really seeking the same answers Park hoped to find, and she 

felt his discontent with Thanh for the problem she posed. 

Laura, again like most of the students, identified with 
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Park's insecure feelings, and she began to root for him even 

more now that Thanh was present. 

Susan continued by summarizing what happened, but she 

was visibly upset with Thanh as well. 

Chapter 6 was about Park figuring out who the girl 

is. Her name is Thanh. He still is not sure what 

she's doing here, but I think that she might be Frank's 

adopted daughter or something. Park is running away 

from her and he steps in cow stuff again. She laughs 

at him and he gets very mad. He goes into the barn 

where he finds Frank milking the cows. Thanh comes in 

and teases him about how he milks the cow. Finally, 

Parks gets very mad and runs to the house where he 

finds Ms. Davenport. 

I think that Thanh is just kind of thrown into the 

story at this point and you have no clue of what 

importance she has or why she makes a difference in the 

novel. 

Susan's belief in who Thanh was seemed perceptive, but she 

told me she had already read into the next chapter and found 

this out. However, even though she knew who Thanh was, she 

is still confused as to how she fits into the story and 

Park's quest to learn about his family. 
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Sam seemed to get a little uninterested in the novel, 

perhaps wanting to read further, but he was still focusing 

on Park's frustration. 

Park is frustrated with Thang. It's like no one 

likes him. At least that is what he thinks. He has 

nothing to do. It's like he came there to be 

harrassed. Whenever he's making a friend he screws up. 

I guess he'll keep trying. 

Sam did not feel comfortable with simply summarizing the 

plot, and he identified with Park's feelings about always 

being thwarted by Thanh. His final sentence expressed this 

frustration, almost as if he were saying, "although I know 

he'll be thwarted, he'll keep trying to be accepted.'' 

Cycle Two 

In Chapter 7, entitled "Castle Under Curse," Park 

returned to the house, where Ms. Davenport, the housekeeper, 

told Park about Thanh. He told Park that she thought it was 

unfortunate that Frank took Thanh and her mother in, and she 

believes that Thanh is spoiled. She also told Park that 

Frank and Thanh's mother were expecting a baby, which she 

believed caused Thanh's insecurity. Park realized that he 

can learn a great deal about what has been going on at the 

farm, and he continued questioning Ms. Davenport. The 
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chapter closed with Park calling his mother, and his 

frustration was apparent as he talked with her. 

Charles still was looking back at what he thought would 

happen and what actually did. 

in chapter 7 of Park's Quest, it mostly talks 

about Mrs. Davenport's discussion with Park. The 

predictions in my 7th Freewrite have not yet happen, 

but in the discussion, they talked a little about my 

predictions. For example, Park has learned that the 

way to deal with Thanh, is to let her know who is boss. 

Maybe then when Park meets with Thanh and they might 

become friends. Another of my predictions that didn't 

happen was Park meeting his Grandfather, but now I 

think he'll meet him in the ending chapters of this 

book. I say that because for some reason they keep 

hiding him, and I think he will spring up in the last 

few chapters. 

Some questions that I asked myself for this 

chapter is, why do they think Park knows everything 

about the Broughtons? Why do they speak as though he 

knows all the information on Frank getting married to 

Thanh's mother? Finally, why did Frank marry Thanh's 

mother? Isn't the kid enough? 

Charles moved from predicting to asking specific questions, 

and he seemed as intrigued as Park to know what was going 
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on. He was still hoping for the meeting between Park and 

his grandfather, and although he believed that this meeting 

would take place, he was frustrated that it had not yet 

happened. 

Laura was still summarizing, but like before, she mixed 

her summary with her own personal feelings. 

Mrs. Davenport is a very nice lady! Park can 

still only wish that she could tell him some about his 

father. Later that evening Park and Mrs. Davenport had 

dinner together. For the first time he had tasted real 

milk. It was kind of nasty! She understood. His mom 

was called that night, and she was worried sick. 

Mrs. Davenport is a very understanding and sweet 

lady. I know that if she knew about his father, she 

would tell him. 

When Park called his mom, she said that she would 

tell him about his father. Why not now? How old is 

old enough? 

Laura seemed to know how Park felt when he drank the milk, 

and she was comforted, like Park, to have Ms. Davenport 

there. She was also getting upset with Park's mother, who 

still denied Park the answers he wanted. 

Susan seemed to be taking stock of what was happening 

at this point in the novel. 
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When he found her he thought it would be the 

perfect time to ask about his father. In the 

conversation he found out that Thanh was Frank's wife's 

daughter. The people where they lived didn't approve 

of him marrying a Vietnamese woman. He also found out 

that Ms. Davenport got here after his father died. He 

was disappointed. He helped her fix the table for 

dinner and ate with her. Then he called his mother, 

who was worried sick, and she said that she would tell 

him about his father when he was old enough. I wish 

she would tell him now because I want to know. 

Although Susan simply summarized this chapter, she ended by 

expressing her own frustration with Park's mother. 

Sam's earlier lack of interest continued, and he seemed 

to be waiting to see what would happen. 

Park go along better with Ms. Davenport & Frank 

better. He had no real friends except for Jupe. Which 

he was there to comfort him. He found out that Thanh 

is his Half cousin. He still has more to find out. 

Sam was the only one who mentioned Jupe, the dog, and I was 

reminded that Sam told us that his most prized possession 

was his dog. Sam realized that, with all the chaos Park 

felt around him, it was nice he had the dog for comfort. 

It is important to note here that at this stage in 

their reading, the students seemed to be waiting, some more 
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patiently than the others. They all had predicted certain 

outcomes, but most of these predictions were either out of 

order or wrong. All of them were anticipating the meeting 

between Park and his grandfather, and some were getting 

impatient. We talked about the nature of Park's quest at 

this point in our reading, and agreed that Park's pursuit to 

know about his father and family and had been replaced, at 

least for the moment, with a desire to outdo Thanh. 

Although they knew who Thanh was, they were still unsure of 

her significance to Park's quest for knowledge. 

Nevertheless, all were searching. 

In Chapters 8, 9, and 10, the action began to build. 

Chapter 8, entitled "At the Springhouse," Park left the 

house early and explored the farm. He went to the 

springhouse, where he first met Thanh, but this time heard 

and saw her crying. This angered Thanh, and she led him to 

the barn where Frank was milking the cows. Here Park 

decided that he would compete with and defeat Thanh. In 

Chapter 9, entitled "Taking Up Arms," Park noticed the gun 

case and asked Frank to teach him to shoot. Frank took Park 

to a far field where he taught him the rules for shooting. 

As Park shot the .22 caliber rifle, he realized that it was 

the same gun his father had learned to shoot with and he was 

aiming at the same target his father shot at. Not able to 

sleep that evening, Park walked through the house and heard 
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from his grandfather's room someone walking and weeping. 

Park opens the door and finds his grandfather walking with 

his walker and crying. At his grandfather's apparent 

outburst, Park ran away. In Chapter 10, entitled "Knight 

Errant," Park was upset at what he saw in his grandfather's 

room, and Park believed that what happened to his 

grandfather was his fault. Confused, he worked through the 

next day, looking forward to shooting again with Frank. As 

they shoot, Frank told Park that his parents had divorced 

before his father died, and Park's confusion grew. He now 

believed that he was even more of an outsider. 

Things started coming together for the students, and 

Charles showed his sense of satisfaction, despite still 

wanting to know more. 

Chapter 8 in Park's Quest, in my opinion was slow 

going. Nothing really shocking happened in this 

chapter. No new surprises or findings. It showed how 

Park and Thanh aggravated each other so much. It might 

not have been a fight with fists, but a fight with 

words and ability to do chores. It seems that my 

prediction has spread out in various directions. I 

thought it would last a short time and then become 

friends. Now its lasted for quite some time. 

My questions now for this book are the same, but I 

have one other question. Is this secret that is kept 
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away from Park about Thanh? Is there a closer 

relationship between Park and her? Cnuld it involve 

his father? This is my prediction. That Thanh might 

have something to do with Park's father. 

In chapters 9 & 10, I've learned some very 

shocking news. Information that I never predicted or 

thought about at all. I never had a hunch that Randy 

would be divorced from Park (IV). It shocked me and 

probably everybody whose read this book too. In a way 

it also enlivens my prediction on Thanh and Park being 

closely related. Maybe after the divorce, Park (IV) 

married a Vietnamese lady during the war and they had 

Thanh. Who knows though, I might be stretching this 

prediction a little too far, but maybe Park and Thanh 

have a same dad. You never know! 

Some questions I had for these chapters talked 

about the divorce. Why didn't she ever tell him? Why 

did she wait so long to tell him? Did she think that 

he might never find out, or did she just didn't want to 

see her son's first reactions? Finally, is this the 

major event that opens the story on Park Broughton IV? 

Charles was surprised by the divorce, and he took comfort in 

believing others were probably shocked as well. Certainly 

his classmates were. He was still accusatory toward Park's 

mother. Although he freely predicted Park's relationship to 
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Thanh, he was not sure, especially in light of his feeling 

that anything can happen now. Ironically, Charles failed to 

even mention the episode when Park sees his grandfather, 

even though he had been so anticipating it happening. 

Laura was just as surprised about the divorce as 

Charles, but she was clearly trying to understand everything 

that Park was experiencing. 

Park still couldn't understand why no one would 

let him to see his namesake. He mentioned it to Mrs. 

Davenport but she said that he would be too nervous 

because the therapist was coming. Park decited that he 

would go ask if Frank needed any help. Park was going 

to help Thanh with pulling weeds. Earlier, Park had 

seen some guns and had asked Frank if he would teach 

him how to shoot. Frank agreed. That afternoon, thats 

what they did. Later Park went to bed. In the middle 

of the night, Park heard noises. He went downstairs. 

sure enough it was his grandad. Park opened the door 

and saw him! He went back to bed. 

He had seen HIM! What if someone was watching! 

That morning, Thanh woke Park up. They milked the cows 

and then, Frank took Park to shoot. He found out that 

his grandad was dying. Somehow, the question of when 

another stroke would happen Frank told him that the 

first stroke happened after the "divorce!" What 
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divorce? The one between his mom and his dad. Maybe 

that's why he felt not wanted there. He didn't belong. 

Why had his parents gotten a divorce? Park was weak. 

I can't believe it all turned out this way. The 

divorce! Maybe that's why his mom would never tell him 

anything. Why. He felt as though he wasn't a part of 

the family. 

Thanh is starting to come around a little (nicer) 

more. 

Next I think Park will call his mom or tell Frank 

and it will all come spilling out. 

It was clear that Laura was completely into the story. 

Although she was just as surprised as Charles at hearing 

about the divorce, she was concerned with the total story, 

and she had begun to create her own understanding. The 

novel began to make sense to her. 

Susan's response showed that she was even more into the 

story, although her mention of the divorce was not as 

shocking to her. 

This chapter starts off with breakfast. Park asks 

Mrs. Davenport if he can see his grandfather today. 

She says no because the therapist is coming. He saw 

Thanh's mother for the 1st time. He saw a gun rack. 

He wanted to ask Frank to teach him how to shoot one. 

He finally did and at 3:30 they went to the far pasture 
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to shoot. Frank got the gun and the keys to the gun 

case; and they left. He explained about how to shoot 

and then got the target out. Frank said that the 

target was worn out because Park's dad and Frank used 

it all the time. That gave Park (and me) the shivers. 

They left and decided that they might do it again 

tomorrow. 

Park couldn't sleep that night. He wandered if 

Frank had put the key back in the same drawer. He got 

up and went down stairs. He thought he heard someone 

crying. It was his grandpa. Park looked in and saw 

him, which was traumatic. He ran upstairs again. 

Park couldn't go to sleep after what he had 

witnessed. He could still barely hear it. He kept 

thinking that his mom was right in telling him to stay 

home. Then he thought someone had seen him. No. Next 

he began thinking that it was his fault that his father 

died, then Thanh's fault, then Frank's, then Randy's 

and then his father's own fault. He finally thought 

that it was his own. Thanh came and woke him up. She 

told him that his grandfather was not good. He felt 

bad.· What if someone had seen him? Him and Thanh went 

to the garden. She laughed at his grandfather and he 

got offensive. She told Park that she had seen him. 

She spied on him. They went to see him. 
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Park showed up at 3:30 for his lesson. Park got 

some info on his grandpa and his dad; and Randy. His 

grandpa had his 1st stroke right after Randy divorced 

his dad. Park was in awe. What in the world? Why 

hadn't he known. He thought he didn't even belong 

there. He was mad, confused, and felt way out of 

place. Why hadn't she told him? 

Like Laura, Susan felt the need to summarize with great 

detail, almost as if she had to get her bearings. The 

divorce seemed to be simply another development in the plot 

for her. 

Sam's response was somewhat intriguing, for it was 

matter-of-fact, but then I remembered he had already read 

the novel so the divorce would not be a surprise for him. 

Park was being treated nicer. They understand 

he's from the city and doesn't know much about farming. 

They think he knows more about his dad than he does. 

When he heard about the divorce he got real mad at his 

mom. He's finding stuff to do, like weeding and 

shooting the gun. The gun got him real fired up 

"Hah!!" He's having more fun. 

Sam's use of "Hahl!" was in reference to the sound Park's 

grandfather makes when Park looks in on him, and I didn't 

know if Sam was mocking the episode or making a joke. Sam 

later told me he was trying to joke. Sam seemed more 
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concerned with Park's well-being, which had been his concern 

all along. 

Cycle Three 

In Chapter 11, entitled "The King Goes Riding," Frank 

told Park he will meet his grandfather. Park earlier had 

decided that he would quietly leave and go back to his home 

in Washington D.C., and now that he was going to meet his 

grandfather, he was not sure that he wanted to. After being 

introduced to his grandfather, Park was told to wheel him 

onto the porch so that the two could get to know one 

another. Thanh, who was curious to see his grandfather, 

interrupted them, and Park learned that Thanh's mother has 

gone to the hospital to have the baby. After sitting 

quietly and noticing that his grandfather had fallen asleep, 

Park did as well. When he woke from his nap, his 

grandfather was gone, and he learned that Thanh had taken 

him out on the farm. Thinking him to be in danger, he 

furiously chased after the two, but Park realized that his 

grandfather was enjoying himself. 

Charles was relieved that the meeting finally took 

place, but he was still surprised about what was happening. 

In chapter 11 of Park's Quest, Park finally gets 

to meet his grandfather. I had predicted this from the 
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beginning, but I didn't know when. One thing I hadn't 

predicted was that Thanh and the Colonel have a pretty 

good relationship. He liked how Thanh rolled him down 

that steep hill. It was a big shock that I doubt 

anyone would have predicted. 

Overall, this book has been pretty exciting. 

surprises here and there. Never knowing what will 

happen next or when. Park's Quest is a book that I 

never wanted to stop reading, but sometimes I had to be 

patient. 

I predict in the last 3 chapters of Park's Quest 

will conclude this secret that I think involves Thanh. 

I also believe that Park and his Grandfather will learn 

more and more about each other. 

Although Charles enjoyed predicting, he was also enjoying 

not knowing what would happen. He was still intrigued by a 

secret, even though what he had predicted had now already 

happened. 

Laura took the occasion of this response to reassess 

her former predictions. 

In this chapter, Park finally got to meet his 

grandfather. He didn't even ahhh. Park was surprised 

Frank took Park #3 and Park #5 out to the porch to talk 

by themselves. It was then that Frank left because it 

was time for the baby to come. Park fell asleep on the 
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swing as he was watching and talking to Park #3. When 

Park woke up, his grandfather was gone. Thanh had 

taken him for a ride. For the first time, Park saw his 

grandad smile. 

I was wrong when I said that Park would call his 

mom and ask her about the divorce. But he didn't. 

Otherwise my predictions have been right. Oops I 

forgot Thanh did not go to the wall with Park. 

Laura was relieved about the meeting, and she was just as 

relieved that she had predicted correctly. 

Trent responded this time, and his response revealed 

his level of engagement. 

I read all the other chapters before responding to 

this chapter. It's a good thing that he didn't leave. 

I guess why he was going to leave was "cause" he was 

feeling regret, and rebellion. He had alot to learn 

before he decided to leave. If it were me, I would've 

been scared to stroll my grandfather out too, in fear 

of screwing up somehow. I couldn't believe it when 

Thanh took the grandfather, I would've killed her. I 

guess I'm responding like this book was real life, 

because it could really happen in reality. I thought 

this chapter was exciting, and realistic. 

In addition to telling me why he had not turned in his 

previous responses, Trent was clear about his feelings about 
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the novel. As he did in his earlier responses, Trent 

identified with Park, and he saw the novel as realistic 

because of this identification. 

Chapters 12, 13, and 14 completed the novel. In 

Chapter 12, entitled "A Confusion of Crows," Park had to 

push his grandfather's wheelchair back up the hill after 

Thanh's excursion. With Frank at the hospital with Thanh's 

mother, Park took the gun from the case and went to shoot in 

the far pasture. Thanh followed him, and she jumped on him 

as he shot, causing the bullet to hit a crow. Thanh 

believed Park killed the bird, and the chapter closed with 

Thanh crying and running away. In Chapter 13, entitled 

"Other Side of the Dark," Park learned that the crow was not 

dead, and he built a small nest for it in the barn. He went 

to find Thanh to tell her, but she was no where to be found. 

He went to her house and went to her room, where he found a 

picture of Thanh's mother with a soldier who looked very 

much like Park's father. Park learned that Thanh was his 

half-sister, which adds to his confusion. 

My life closed twice before its close. His mother 

knew. Park shivered. She had known all along. This 

little brown girl with stringy, sweaty hair under her 

jaunty little red cap - she was the closing - the cause 

for his mother's angry grief, which had festered 

unhealing all these years. He had thought it was death 
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that could not be forgiven, and all the time it had 

been life. (136) 

Park convinced Thanh that they had the same father, and the 

chapter closes with Thanh playfully teasing Park about being 

his sister. In Chapter 14, entitled "The Company of the 

Grail," the two return to the barn and found Frank milking, 

and they learned that Thanh's mother had a baby boy. Park 

called his mother again and told her that he knew 

everything, and he told her he missed her. The chapter, and 

novel, closed with Park and Thanh taking their grandfather 

out together. Park began to understand that his grandfather 

was happy about having Park with him and that he was hurting 

over the death of his son, as Park was about the death of 

his father. Thanh told Park that the crow apparently flew 

away, and the three drank together, their conflicts 

resolved. 

Charles continued reassessing the plot, and he gained 

satisfaction in accurately predicting the ending. 

In the last chapters of Park's Quest, Park and 

Thanh found out they were brother and sister. Like I 

predicted in my earlier free writes, that they might be 

closely related, one I was right. I also guessed right 

about Park and his Grandfather bonding. They let their 

emotions out and sobbed out Haaaed together. 
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My overall view of this book is that it was a very 

interesting and surprising novel. I loved the 

relations with the Knights of the Round Table. It 

shows his imagination and how he compares his life to 

Midevil times. The only part I didn't like was the 

end. rt left a black hole in the whole story. The 

main question is, what happens next. Does Park go 

home? What happens to Thanh and the crow? How much 

longer can his Grandfather live? Is there any other 

secrets that are being hidden from Park? These 

questions were all left blank. 

Charles was so accustomed to predicting the plot that he was 

unsatisfied with the ending, for he still wanted to know 

more. For him, meaning went unresolved for he still had 

questions. 

Laura offered very little commentary in her final 

response, but I got the impression that she was very 

satisfied with the ending. Her response was little more 

than a summary, but I could feel her excitement about what 

had happened. 

Park convinced Thanh that it was time to go back 

to the porch before they got in trouble. Later, when 

Mrs. Davenport had gone on break, Park got a gun from 

the cabinet and went down to the field to shoot. He 

accidently shot a crow and Thanh called him Killer, 
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Killer. She ran away. Park walked over to the crow an 

looked at it it wasn't dead! Park yelled for Thanh but 

she didn't come back. Park searched all over for her 

and finally, he found her in her room. He had been 

looking at a picture of her morn and someone else, 

possibly his dad. Thats when she jumped on him. He 

told her about the crow and figured out that her father 

was his father too. Thanh had a brother. That 

afternoon, Frank came and nothing had happened. But he 

told Thanh that she had to eat Mrs. Davenport's food. 

That night about 9:00 P.M. Frank called and told Thanh 

that it was a boy. Another brother she said!! [smiling 

face] 

Laura told me in our discussion that she was a little 

confused about the ending, which would explain why she did 

not respond to the final chapter. However, she was pleased 

to have found out who Thanh was, as well as to have learned 

her mother had a baby boy. She believed that Park was 

successful in his quest. 

Susan's response was similar to Charles', but she added 

her own feelings and questions. 

When Thanh jumped on Park, I thought he was going 

to go off on her. Instead she went off on him. I 

thought that was her way of dealing with death, to 

fight it. I can't believe that Thanh is his sister. I 
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thought it was really cool how the author let Park find 

that out. I think he took it pretty well. I would 

have been frieking out. 

I have a lot of questions about the end. Does he 

go back to his house? Are him and his mom's 

relationship alright? Does he trust her? Does he ever 

go back to the farm? What does Frank think about this? 

I thought that this book was very sad. It made me 

cry. If there was a sequel I would definately read it. 

Susan's response revealed a great deal about her ability to 

make meaning from the text. Her point about the author 

letting Park act a certain way showed her understanding of 

the relation between the author and the text; although the 

author created the text, the author had to follow certain 

conventions. Her questions showed her need to know more. 

She was not as satisfied with the ending as Laura was. 

Susan was the only student who expressed a sadness at the 

end, which led me to further believe she left unsatisfied. 

Sam's final response showed a shift in his earlier 

thinking. 

This is the part of the story that solves the 

problem, finds the grail etc. Park was totally wrong 

when he thought what he did about Frank & Thanh's 

mother. He was to proud of his father to think that he 

would have an affair. When his mom found out that Park 
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knew all of this, she felt she should have told him 

sooner. I understand why his mom did this. She didn't 

know how he would react. I guess she found out! He 

started to find similarities between him & Thanh. They 

both lost their father. They're both curious about 

their father. Their about to same age. Both feel 

different when their around their grandfather. 

Like Laura, Sam did not focus on the ending. But his 

statements concerning Park's mother were very interesting. 

Earlier, Sam had been identifying with Park and his 

discontent over his mother not telling him what he wanted to 

know. In this response, Sam identified with Park's mother, 

and he understood why she didn't tell him things. While he 

defended Park throughout and anticipated knowing, he was 

open in the end to reassess his feelings. 

Trent's response showed his ability to make meaning, 

and he was very satisfied with the ending. 

These last three chapters were starting to come to 

an end and you could diffenitely tell. It was pretty 

sad how he had shot the bird. I had known something 

bad would happen. It always does end up this way. But 

also awesome how the two learned eachother were both 

brother & sister. And from there on their relationship 

only rised to happier horizons. It seems that Thanh 

knows exactly what to do in the situations that seem to 
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pop up. At the end Park and his grandfather hold like 

a secret that no one else needs to know, because of 

Park the v. I thought this book ended in a great way, 

and was really emotional for me, and brought tears to 

my eyes. 

This response revealed a great deal to me about Trent. I 

had doubted earlier whether he was actually reading the book 

because he failed to turn in to me many of his responses. 

However, it was clear that he had been reading, and he was 

actively engaged in a transaction with the text. I asked 

Trent what he meant when he said "it always does end up this 

way." He told me that he thought that certain problems were 

resolved rather easily, and he was expecting something bad 

to happen because novels always dealt with bad things. He 

also focused on Thanh's ability to handle situations Park 

had not been able to. Finally, Trent grwppled with the 

ending in a way no one else had, and in this way, his 

textual meaning might have been more complete than the 

others. He realized what Park's relationship with his 

grandfather meant in the end. By his acknowledgement of his 

emotional feelings, he put himself in a rather vulnerable 

position with his peers, unlike Susan, whose emotions might 

be more acceptable because of her gender. 
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Rendering Meaning 

All of the students who participated in this study were 

engaged with the text at various levels of inquiry. The 

inquiries for Charles, Laura, Susan, and Sam were obvious 

because they were so faithful in submitting their written 

responses to me. Charles was constantly looking backward to 

reassess his former responses and looking forward to predict 

the future. Laura and Susan occasionally looked back, but 

they were much more interested in their present feelings and 

beliefs and what these feelings and beliefs meant for the 

future. Sam seldom looked back and, because he already had 

a sense of what would happen in the future, did not look 

forward. As Sam told me in one of his earlier responses, he 

was looking for things he missed the first time, and when he 

responded, he focused on these. These are the students who 

would most likely do well in any class setting. 

But the other students were engaged in their own 

inquiries and were not content in following the constructed 

pattern I had set for the group. Although James 

participated very little in our discussions and submitted 

few responses, he continued to come to our discussions and 

was not afraid to add his feelings when he felt the need to 

do so. In his inquiry he was more interested in finding a 

place within the group, and this place was not necessarily 
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tied to an understanding of the novel. Tom, who told me he 

had trouble reading at times, brought more personal interest 

to the group, and his inquiry looked toward finding personal 

meaning with the war and my experiences. Tina was fully 

engaged in the novel, perhaps more so than the others; she 

simply did not conform to my expectations in her search for 

meaning. Trent, who appeared at times to be uninterested, 

was fully engaged as well, and he came to a meaning much 

more complete for him personally than any of the others. 

So, although all the students came to their own 

understandings of the novel, the point is that they gained a 

richer understanding of the novel. These understandings 

were similar in that they were textually based; they were at 

the same time different because each student selectively 

drew from his or her past experiences and was able to select 

from the text what each needed and desired. In this way, 

each conducted an inquiry that was simultaneously collective 

and personal in nature. But all the students were engaged 

in a variety of other inquiries as well. They first had to 

gain a sense of who I was and what I wanted. They all were 

eager to please me in the beginning, but as we moved through 

the novel, complete with discussions and written responses, 

each sought to please in their own ways. Charles, Laura, 

Susan, and Sam all did what I asked of them, but each 

completed their tasks in their own ways and each created a 
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meaning that fulfilled his or her own needs and desires. 

They were not caught in the trap of telling me what I wanted 

to know; they were never given the impression that there was 

only one way to understand the novel. As we got to know 

each other over the three weeks, their initial inquiry of 

who I was was fulfilled. James, Tina, Tom, and Trent were 

equally curious about me, but they were not as concerned 

with outwardly pleasing me as the others. However, when I 

asked them to promise to do one of the later responses, they 

all did them. When I interviewed them at the end of the 

three weeks, they were interested in pleasing me, and I 

learned from them what they felt and believed about the 

novel. They, too, understood who I was in the end, and 

their place in the group did not rely on my expectations. 

In Deweyan terms, each student faced an indeterminate 

situation, whether it was a confusion or curiosity 

concerning the text or a new situation they were not 

familiar working within, and then sought the appropriate 

means for transforming this indeterminacy into a stable and 

comfortable situation. 

Returning to Rosenblatt's Transactional Theory of 

Response, I found that each student was engaged at some 

point on the efferent/aesthetic continuum. While most 

literary-minded people would like to believe that literature 

should be read aesthetically, Rosenblatt is clear in 
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articulating the dual nature of reading, which includes both 

the efferent stance and the aesthetic stance. 

Implicit in this distinction between the two stances of 

the reader, the two directions in which he focuses his 

attention, is recognition that the same text may be 

read either efferently or aesthetically. (The Reader, 

the Text, the Poem 25) 

We can look at a reader at work and identify the stance she 

has taken by the product she creates through her transaction 

with the text. But this identification is, to an extent, 

false, because this stance is temporary and defined by the 

selective needs and desires she brings to her reading. In 

this way, the distinction between the efferent and the 

aesthetic is quite ambiguous. 

Actually, no hard-and-fast line separates efferent -

scientific or expository - reading on the one hand from 

aesthetic reading on the other. It is more accurate to 

think of a continuum, a series of gradations between 

the nonaesthetic and the aesthetic extemes. The 

reader/s stance toward the text - what he focuses his 

attention on, what his "mental set" shuts out or 

permits to enter into the center of awareness - may 

vary in a multiplicity of ways between the two poles. 

(The Reader, the Text, the Poem 35) 
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So then, if we are eager to argue that a science textbook 

should be read efferently, read in such a way as to focus on 

factual details that will be helpful in the future, we must 

acknowledge that a novel can be read in the same way. And 

the same must be argued for an aesthetic stance. 

When we look at the students' responses to Park's 

Quest, what is so striking is the ebb and flow that 

characterizes each student's response. They all read at 

various times both efferently and aesthetically. For 

example, Charles was both curious about the accuracy of his 

predictions and the vicarious feelings he experienced as he 

followed Park on his journey. Susan could connect with 

Park's experiences only when she could identify with him 

through her own family experiences. Sam was concerned only 

with the details he had missed in his first reading, but 

when the dog became important to the story, his engagement 

with the text quickly became aesthetic. The point is to 

acknowledge the existence of both stances and to notice that 

each stance is somewhat arbitrary. I could not anticipate 

what stance would be necessary for an individual because the 

need and desire for determining the stance depends upon the 

selective interests of the students. 

This chapter has been their story, and I tried to 

remain as much out of the way as possible as they told their 

own stories of arriving at some sense of meaning. But the 
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subject of this dissertation is also me and my experiences. 

I began with my own inquiry and within my pursuit of this 

inquiry, I was led to this group. They were wonderful and 

participated as they would have in their regular classroom. 

They were a microcosm of any class I could have worked with. 

Four of the students did everything that was asked of them; 

four others did not. The four who did not could have 

represented those students we have all been frustrated with, 

but as we look more closely at their situations, we see that 

they were engaged in the subject in their own ways. We find 

it easy to give them less than passing grades because they 

fail to conform to our expectations. But their situations 

are much more complex than this, and we should take a closer 

look at what we do when we fail them. In this way, working 

with them was extremely important to me in my inquiry. But 

as I said earlier in this chapter, I was also interested in 

my stance, my thoughts and feelings, throughout the study. 

This is the subject of my concluding chapter. 

210 



Chapter Five 

Conclusion: Beginning to Bridge the Gap of Meaning through 
Reconstruction 

Meaning is, in its origins, a physical 
activity (grasping, seeing), a social 
activity (it requires another), a survival 
activity (in doing it, we live). Meaning, 
understood in this way, is the primary human 
motion, irreducible. It cannot be divorced 
from the body, from social experience, or 
from the very survival of the organism. 

-- Robert Kegan, The Evolving Self (19) 

I have been concerned in this dissertation with the 

construction of meaning. I believe our understanding of how 

we construct meaning is vital to the future of our culture, 

for it approaches the heart of what we need and desire. I 

have already said that I do not pretend to know more than 

others do or something others do not. I have simply been 

engaged in moral inquiry; as I have worked through this 

inquiry, as I have begun to transform the constituent 

elements of my environment, I have reconstructed a 

philosophy that does not necessarily reflect current 

philosophical or pedagogical concerns. Rather than looking 

backward, I believe this philosophical foundation should be 

more forward-looking. The meaning I have constructed and 

under which I am now working is the subject of this chapter. 
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As I look back on the past three years of my life, I am 

amazed at how different the world seems to me now. I have 

already described this transformation, but understanding the 

change and all of its implications for me personally does 

not reduce my amazement in any way. This transformation all 

began with that simple persuasive essay, and I could have as 

easily brushed its message aside. But something happened 

this time, and I could not escape the power it held over me. 

Or I should say that I could not escape the power of the 

emotions and feelings it created in me. It is also 

interesting to notice how my construction of meaning has 

changed over this time. When I began teaching, I now 

believe, my ability to construct meaning, which is after all 

how I understood my environment and acted within this 

understanding, was severely limited by my past experiences. 

This limitation prevented me from seeing the constituent 

elements that comprised my environment as they really were. 

But then reality for me at that time was defined as well by 

my past experiences, and when this reality was called into 

question, my identity was called into question. When that 

student accused me of using sexist literature in my 

classroom, I immediately internalized this as an accusation 

against me personally of being sexist. The turmoil this 

created in my life was directly linked to my inability to 

see and understand the implications of using sexist 
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literature, an inability which was a product of the meaning 

I had constructed within my environment. This led to an 

identity crisis, and my acquired habits were insufficient to 

resolve the conflict created by this identity crisis. The 

only way I could have survived was to begin transforming the 

constituent elements into a new environment; at bottom, my 

constructed reality evolved to allow me to expand meaning 

beyond the limited boundaries I had been working within. I 

would have at one time considered this evolution not as an 

evolution but a death of my former self. But as this 

dissertation is a testimony, I built upon this former self 

as I created a new self. This act of transformation was an 

act of survival; I could no longer live in an environment 

that proved insufficient for my own needs and desires. 

These are personal issues, and I have to continue 

working toward creating meaning as I venture out into a new 

world. But I am also concerned here with the teaching of 

literature, and this concern addresses the practical methods 

we adopt as we teach literature in the classroom. Although 

I have focused on young adult literature, what I have found 

could easily be transferred to any study of literature. I 

have reconstructed a philosophy and world-view that accounts 

for individual differences, and these differences must be 

accommodated if our educational system is to be successful 

in the future. The subject and results of Chapter Four are 
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not new; any scholarship on Reader-Response theory has 

yielded and will continue to yield the same results. The 

end result of my study was that eight seventh-graders read 

and reacted to the novel in eight different and unique ways; 

in their individual experiences, they all exhibited 

similarities in their inquiries and reading stances. I 

would be reporting the same results with another group of 

seventh-graders. This is not the point. The point is that 

as I attempted to find answers to my own personal inquiry, I 

had to experience these results in a personal way. Had I 

not, my beliefs would not have become as strong as they are 

today. Certainly, I read and believed Dewey and Rosenblatt 

long before I encountered these seventh-graders, but this 

reading existed within a theoretical vacuum, except for the 

context of my personal experience with the reading. The 

study provided a practical manifestation of what the theory 

explained. As with any scientific study, the theory must be 

taken through a practical experiment, and although I 

believed the theory before, I believe it even more strongly 

now. 

But the question remains, so what? Why is it important 

that these eight seventh-graders read and reacted in eight 

different and unique ways? Why couldn't I have just taken 

my agenda into the study and asked the students to do it my 

way? Although we have a tendency in our culture to avoid or 
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dismiss the obvious, the answer, quite simply, is obvious. 

The reason it is important that I, as the teacher, recognize 

that these eight seventh-graders read and reacted in 

different and unique ways is that they do, in fact, react in 

different and unique ways. It doesn't matter what my agenda 

is, the students will react and respond in different and 

unique ways. Despite its obvious nature, it is true; there 

is nothing we, as teachers, can do to stop our students from 

reacting and responding in different and unique ways. That 

we have made our students conform to a set agenda, one we 

might argue is objective and appropriate as we work toward 

attaining knowledge, and that many students have 

successfully negotiated within this agenda and made good 

grades is not necessarily significant, except for the fact 

that is shows the resiliency of many of our students. 

The point is that as we perform and create expectations 

in this way, we foster habits and attitudes that are 

counter-productive to what our mission as educators should 

be. The result of methods and strategies of teaching based 

in a philosophy that does not recognize past experiences and 

allow for students to inquire within the context of these 

past experiences is anesthetic experience, or experience 

that does not approach the aesthetic experience of creating 

meaning. The meaning created in such a way is built upon 

past experiences, one thing consciously leads to another, 
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action is controlled and directed toward reaching the 

desired end, or meaning. And this meaning is not an end in 

a traditional sense, for it leads to future action and 

meaning. The opposite is not controlled or directed; as 

Dewey wrote, "[o]ne thing replaces another, but does not 

absorb it and carry it on. There is experience, but so 

slack and discursive that it is not an experience. Needless 

to say, such experiences are anesthetic" (Art as Experience 

47). What my study showed, as most Reader-Response studies 

of the past have shown, was that when given the freedom to 

react and respond in an individual way, the students did not 

aimlessly move through the text but exhibited a remarkable 

ability to inquire and to find reasonable means for 

resolving this inquiry. Their actions were controlled and 

directed toward attaining some sense of meaning in what they 

were doing. But what about those students who did not 

perform successfully within the parameters I constructed for 

the classroom? What about those four students who failed to 

meet my "objective'' expectations for the class? When we 

look closely at their individual responses to and beliefs 

about the novel, we see that they clearly were able to 

articulate these beliefs, even though they chose to do it in 

a way that did not conform to my expectations. 

But then what are we to do? Many in the past and 

present continue to dismiss the obvious in the face of what 
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they deem to be more important: the search for and 

understanding of the correct meaning. But this meaning is 

sterile and impersonal. Rosenblatt argued that meaning 

emerges only when the reader transacts with the text; only 

when the reader can bring her own personal experience to her 

reading and transact with the text in her own individual and 

unique way, can she begin the process and approach an 

aesthetic experience that is vital for creating meaning. As 

Rosenblatt so eloquently stated, "[t]he reader, too, is 

creative" (Literature as Exploration 34). This means that 

we, as teachers, must allow our students to be creative. 

This creativity must be the product of individual inquiry 

characterized by the give-and-take struggle of constructing 

meaning. 

The problem arises when we see the reading event in 

this way but reject it in the face of stronger cultural 

influences that desire uniformity and strong test scores. 

An even greater problem arises when this process is denied 

to exist, which results in uninterested readers who would 

rather create meaning through other means. I have 

experienced these problems first-hand. I began teaching 

under the notion that I would provide meaning, and by doing 

so, I was denying the creative power of the reader. Later, 

as I began to understand this creative power, I found it 

difficult to accept its significance and rejected it through 
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my need for acceptance by my colleagues and for conforming 

to a prescribed curriculum. In looking at my experiences 

with reading and teaching A Separate Peace, I see a clear 

philosophical difference between my earlier understanding of 

the process and my later understanding of the process, a 

clear difference between my earlier constructed reality and 

my later one. I had forsaken the aesthetic stance for the 

efferent stance in my early teaching. As I began to 

recognize and acknowledge the aesthetic, even though it had 

existed all along, greater and richer meaning of the novel 

became possible, for both me and my students. 

I am still faced with this conflict. What do I do to 

accommodate the creative process of rendering meaning? How 

do I assign a grade to this process? Much more practically, 

how do I accommodate the needs of students like James, Tina, 

Tom, and Trent? How do I recognize the hard work of 

students like Charles, Laura, Sam, and Susan? How do I 

accommodate my own personal needs and desires as a reader 

who has been designated as the teacher in a classroom of 

readers who have their own needs and desires? 

As I look back on my philosophical stance in the study 

at Blacksburg Middle School, I notice a few significant 

issues. For example, I had a great personal investment in 

Park's Quest. As I have already stated, I felt Park's need 

to know more about his father, for I had the same need. I 
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know what he was feeling as he approached the Vietnam War 

Memorial, looking for his father's name, because I had the 

same feelings when I went to the Wall. At various times 

throughout the study, I felt my own desire to make the 

students understand exactly what Park was feeling because 

they were so important to me and who I was. But do I have 

the right to impose upon their personal reactions to the 

text simply because I believe it to be important? Can they, 

even in my earnest attempts at trying, ever feel what I 

feel, especially when I recognize that they have not 

experienced the events as I have? 

At the same time, I felt my need to make the students 

understand the significance of the Arthurian allusions that 

run throughout the novel. I remember being particularly 

excited about these references to Gawain, knighthood, and 

the quest for the Holy Grail when I first read the novel. I 

had spent entire semesters in my tenth grade English classes 

on the Arthurian Legend, and I wanted the students in the 

study to appreciate as much as I did the legend and 

Paterson's allusions. But when so few of the students 

actually focused on these allusions, I was personally 

disappointed, not so much at them for not recognizing the 

allusions but at the process which disallowed my placing 

significance on them as we studied the novel. 
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Which brings me back to the question, so what? In a 

recent discussion I had with others who were interested in 

my research, I was asked to what extent my personal 

feelings, emotions, and thoughts about the novel mattered in 

the study of Park's Quest. I initially answered that I was 

surprised to find that they really didn't matter in the big 

picture. What I believed about the novel simply did not 

matter to the students, who were engaged in selecting and 

focusing on what mattered to them. But this answer is 

simplistic, at best, and more likely problematic, for it 

presents a paradox of teaching I have been skirting since 

the beginning of this dissertation. While my personal 

feelings, emotions, and thoughts did not matter in a 

practical sense, they mattered a great deal in a 

philosophical sense. In my own personal reading of the 

text, my feelings, emotions, and thoughts mattered, only 

mattered, to me. My students' reactions did not. The same 

must be said for each of my students. But in the collective 

sense, within the context of making meaning as a large 

group, the possibility that individual feelings, emotions, 

and thoughts will matter lies at the heart of Dewey's and 

Rosenblatt's philosophy and any genuine classroom study of 

literature. While meaning is an individual endeavor in one 

sense, it is a collective endeavor in another sense. 

Reading the text of the novel, although certainly a product 
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of personal experiences which include others, was a personal 

process; the text of understanding and making meaning, which 

in this case included discussion among the group, was a 

collective process. So my personal connection with Park's 

Quest, my past experiences and vicarious link with Park, was 

in one sense the most important element of the study; in 

another sense it was the least important element or, at 

worst, no more important than the other eight experiential 

contributors to the discussion. But this does not address 

the dilemma I was faced with in wanting my students to see 

what I saw and felt and my not wanting to impose an agenda 

on them for my sake. So while I might want to say my 

personal feelings did not matter, they did; I, as an 

individual experiential reader, wanted my feelings and 

beliefs to be known as much as my students wanted theirs to 

be known. 

This paradox, being simultaneously what it is and what 

it is not - or being both least and most important at the 

same time - has serious implications for teacher education, 

particularly with regard to reading, although the argument 

will cross into writing and other disciplines. I believe 

that an effective teacher education program should be 

comprised of three major components: 1. all preservice 

teachers should be allowed to experiment with a variety of 

methods and strategies that foster inquiry and recognize 
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individual experience; 2. all preservice teachers should be 

provided with an abundance of experiences in the classroom 

as early as possible and be asked to draw upon their own 

experiences in learning; 3. finally, all preservice 

teachers should become grounded in an educational 

philosophy. In short, an effective teacher education 

program should foster the understanding, articulation, and 

defense of a specific philosophy which is heavily rooted in 

experience and can be made practical through the choice of 

effective methods and strategies. Most teacher education 

programs deal heavily in methods and provide at least a 

modicum of experience, but few stress the development of a 

sound and practical philosophy. Most philosophical 

discussions are implicit; we assume that by adopting a 

certain type of method, future teachers have adopted a 

certain philosophy. They have to a certain extent, but when 

this philosophy is challenged in the classroom, either in 

their student teaching or first few years of full-time 

teaching, most find it quite difficult to articulate and 

defend their philosophy. 

My own personal experience in the classroom is not at 

all atypical. My first three years of teaching were spent 

in the development of a philosophy, and I constructed my 

philosophy around my desire for survival, my need for 

acceptance, and my need to be directive in my teaching as I 
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faced headstrong tenth graders. Only after I began my own 

inquiry, caused in part by that persuasive essay and in part 

by my own dissatisfaction with what was happening in my 

classrooms, did I begin to transform my philosophy. With 

this transformation came a new understanding, and I was able 

to articulate and defend my classroom philosophy. Only 

after I became involved in the construction of this 

philosophy was I able to understand, articulate, and defend 

what I believed. And what I believed ran counter to the 

philosophy of my department, so I began to look from without 

to find support and guidance. 

In my experiences, very few teachers ever feel 

genuinely called into questioning their philosophies and 

even fewer still answer this call and genuinely inquire 

toward a reconstruction of philosophy. Certainly, many feel 

that what they believe is correct and these beliefs are 

supported by many other teachers, parents, and 

administrators, as well as by many current political trends. 

On the surface, there is a fine line between blindly 

accepting something as true and learning something is true 

through genuine inquiry; on a deeper level, the drawing of 

this fine line is a move toward defining what is effective 

teaching and what is not. Those experienced teachers I know 

who believe the way I do can articulate their own similar 

inquiries to my own. Whether they began teaching under this 
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philosophy or transformed their own environments at some 

point in their teaching experiences, the results were most 

likely the product of personal inquiry, at least with regard 

to how they were taught when students. Rather than trying 

to force teachers into believing a certain way, we should be 

trying to foster their own personal inquiries, inquiries 

that will lead them toward a genuine and practical 

philosophy. One result of this inquiry, like my own 

inquiry, is the development of a habit of inquiry. This 

habit of inquiry will lead to further inquiries. 

I will be the first to admit that what I have argued 

for in this dissertation is highly philosophical, although I 

have earnestly tried to explicate it in simple terms. I 

could not understand it any other way! The fact that I am 

concerned with philosophical matters will cause problems for 

many of my former colleagues who are quick to welcome me 

into their schools with, "welcome back to the real world!" 

Most of the time I shrug this greeting off and laugh with 

them, but I have recently become increasingly angered at 

feeling the need to do so. We are so used to working under 

a dichotomy that pits theory against practice, and any 

attempt at bridging this gap is avoided at all costs. 

University scholars are looked at with scorn when they begin 

to reform educational practices, but the problem also lies 

in many of these same scholars heaping scorn upon the lowly 
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public school teachers. While the theorists occasionally 

come down from their mountaintops, the commoners are rarely 

accommodating of the theorists' motives or their theories. 

I have learned that this conflict is missing the point, 

which is perhaps the most important lesson I have learned in 

my graduate studies. The point, quite simply, is that 

theory cannot be removed from the practice and vice versa; 

the fallacy lies in the false dichotomy we have created. 

Under the terms of this false dichotomy, meaning for the 

individual is defined and determined by the theory/practice 

angle in which he or she is working. For the theorist, 

meaning is defined and determined by theory divorced from 

practice; for the practitioner, meaning is defined by 

practice divorced from theory. While many public school 

teachers would like to argue that theory has no place in 

their classrooms, they cannot escape the fact that it is 

there. It exists in every plan instituted, in every test 

given, and in every novel taught. And adopted theory that 

has not been conceived under practical conditions is 

worthless. 

It becomes our moral obligation, as teacher educators, 

to instill this notion into our future teachers and to 

bridge the gap between theory and practice. I spoke about 

my own conversion in this dissertation, which is rather 

significant in what lies ahead for our educational system. 
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We need to set about the task of conversion, but as Cornel 

West so eloquently stated, words I used as the epigraph to 

Chapter One, "[a] love ethic must be at the center of a 

politics of conversion'' (Race Matters 29). West's "love 

ethic" is not the feel-good sentiment of romance, but a 

tough love that expects reform, but expects this reform 

through understanding and patience. 

I often look back at my life and question its path. I 

can begin to speculate upon how and why I have come to my 

current way of thinking. At the same time I wonder how 

others could think so differently. I then think of all the 

students I have ever taught, including those eight seventh-

graders at Blacksburg Middle School, and I see how we all 

think and create meaning differently based upon our 

individual needs and desires. We tend to see teachers and 

students differently. While we might be able to see our 

students as individual experiential beings, we often forget 

that teachers are of the same mold. The same dilemma that 

was working in my study with those seventh-graders works in 

our relationships with practicing teachers. While I would 

like my former colleagues to see what I see, what right do I 

have to impose this vision on them? How can I expect them 

to believe what I believe when they have not experienced the 

conflicts I have? The answer is that I really have no right 

to impose my vision and beliefs upon them. 
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But I do have the right to work within the system to 

foster inquiry in these teachers, but the task is not a 

simple one. The relationship between university teachers 

and public school teachers is a tenuous one, and we must 

tread lightly. At the same time, we cannot continue to shy 

away from the philosophical debate because philosophy lies 

at the heart of the matter. When we shy away from the 

philosophical debate, we do our position a great disservice. 

I have always maintained that our primary mission as English 

teachers is to foster lifelong readers and writers. As 

educators, we should be working toward the fostering of 

lifelong learners. In the past and to a great extent in the 

present, we have tried to negotiate this goal by asking 

teachers to institute a variety of methods and strategies. 

We reform our schools by adjusting to block schedules. We 

move toward site-based management. These are all wonderful 

ideas in their own ways, but they miss the point. The 

debate is a philosophical one, and tinkering with methods 

and strategies allows us to escape any real philosophical 

debate. Our goal in teacher education, both in preservice 

preparation and in staff development for practicing 

teachers, should be to obliterate the theory/practice 

dichotomy and deal with the problem as it exists; we should 

be discussing the issue of educational reform on a 

philosophical level. 
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I have not gained any real answers as to how this is to 

occur, although I have learned that it can be accomplished 

only through a joint venture between the theorists and the 

practitioners, between university teachers and public school 

teachers. A working relationship between the two must be 

fostered. We should do this by turning out philosophically 

grounded teachers as we train them and by working in the 

schools as partners with practicing teachers. We need to be 

willing to put the theory into practice and show that any 

effective practice is based in a solid philosophy. More 

importantly, we should be ready to show that the 

philosophies we believe in are moral issues; the future of 

the educational system and the futures of all students 

depend upon our willingness to jump into the trenches and 

put these philosophies into practice. 

We also need to rethink the role of the practicing 

teacher in the process of bridging the gap between theory 

and practice. In the past, teachers have gone to college 

and learned a body of knowledge that they then would teach 

in their classrooms. They have learned methods and 

strategies designed to allow them to transmit this 

knowledge. But this process is contingent upon a blind 

acceptance of philosophy. Even when the preservice teacher 

adopts a more progressive philosophy, she is apt to 

disregard this philosophy in her need to assume the role of 
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the authority of knowledge and meaning. She is never asked 

to rethink her role. Instead, she is asked to continue 

working under a paradigm that feeds on strong test scores 

acquired through the regurgitation of facts. She is asked 

to teach formulaic structures for writing. She is asked to 

teach objective test-taking strategies. In short, she is 

asked to transmit knowledge and cultural conventions through 

techniques used simply because they have always been used. 

This defined role is a constructed one. Rather than 

perpetuating this constructed role, we should work toward 

the reconstruction of a role defining the teacher as 

researcher. The teacher as researcher is constantly engaged 

in inquiry and this inquiry is rooted in what is happening 

in the classroom. The teacher as researcher recognizes that 

students learn when they pull from their own past 

experiences. The teacher as researcher is willing to engage 

herself in the process of transformation and reconstruction, 

even when this process might be painful. Equally important, 

the teacher as researcher is constantly working to 

understand her own constructed reality. She analyzes her 

own past experiences and draws from this past as she 

inquires into her present situations. She does not accept 

the status quo but is constantly questioning and reflecting 

upon her practices. At bottom, the teacher as researcher 

fosters aesthetic experience in her classroom and is 
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constantly working toward achieving her own aesthetic 

experience; the teacher, too, is creative. 

With my own experience as a example, the transformation 

of the social and cultural contingencies that constitute 

reality requires that these contingencies be called into 

question. As my own identity was called into question, the 

identities of teachers and administrators, as well as 

parents and politicians, must be called into question. 

Dewey called for a radical transformation in the way we 

understand and work within our constructed environments, and 

r have begun to radically transform my own environment into 

oner can continue to function in, one defined as both 

precarious and stable. rt is the stable moments, moments 

filled with meaning, that r work toward, but r understand 

that stability is most rewarding when it follows the 

precarious struggle of creating meaning. As a future 

teacher educator, r must continue struggling toward creating 

meaning, but r must also ask my students and the practicing 

teachers r work with to engage in this struggle. 

rt is time for me to leave this particular stage of my 

journey. r have been engaged in a philosophical debate with 

myself, and it is time to take this debate into the 

appropriate venue, the public schools. Only by doing so can 

renter the next stage of my journey, which includes 

answering many of the questions r still have and becoming 

230 



engaged with those who will most benefit by the 

philosophical debate. While we need to be concerned with 

our future by teaching the children, we need also to be 

concerned with the teachers of the children. I began by 

saying the personal is political. I have shown how the 

philosophical debate has become personal to me. It is time 

to make the philosophical debate a personal one for others. 

Only by personally engaging future and practicing teachers 

in this debate can we begin to bridge the gap between theory 

and practice. When this is accomplished, we will understand 

that a bridge was not needed, for it implies that theory and 

practice are separate entities. Rather, we will have 

undertaken the reconstruction of meaning which understands 

theory and practice as the same entity. 
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Appendix A 

Informed Consent for Participants 
of Investigative Projects: 

Title of Project: 

Investigators: 

Parent Consent 

Moral Inquiry and Park's Quest: A study 
of Reading, Teaching, and Understanding 
Young Adult Literature 

Robert Lockhart 
Dr. Patricia Kelly, Advisor 

I. The Purpose of this Project 

Your child has been invited to participate with seven 
of his or her classmates in a research project I will be 
conducting in your child's Language Arts class. This study 
will provide me with the material I need to complete my 
dissertation for a Ph.D. in Education at Virginia Tech. In 
my dissertation, entitled Literary Art as Experience: 
Teaching Young Adult Literature, Moral Inquiry, and the 
Personal Journey Toward Meaning, I am focusing on the way we 
read and understand literature and how this should influence 
the way literature is taught in the classroom. 

II. Procedure of this Project 

Your child will be asked to read and respond to Park's 
Quest, a novel written by Katherine Paterson. Mrs. Crockett 
will be teaching this novel to all of her students; while 
the others in your child's class will work with her, your 
child will be working with me. The project will begin on 
Monday, 3-18-96, and continue for approximately three weeks. 
I will work with your child Monday through Thursday during 
his or her Language Arts class; your child will be working 
with Mrs. Crockett on Fridays. Your child will read the 
novel daily and provide various responses in writing, which 
I will read and copy for my records. Each day we will meet 
and discuss your child's responses, which your child will 
share with me and the others in the group, and then broaden 
our discussion to include other topics. I will be tape 
recording these discussions for my records. 
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III. Risks of this Project 

Because I am interested in your child's individual 
reactions to the novel, your child will be asked to freely 
voice his or her reaction. Inevitably, disagreements of 
opinions will result in the free discussion, but I will 
monitor these discussions and keep them on track. I will 
also be asking your child to clearly articulate his or her 
experiences during reading, which might remind your child of 
unpleasant experiences. Again, I will be monitoring, and I 
will intervene when necessary. Your child's participation 
in this project will not be evaluated for a grade, and your 
child will not be penalized in any way as a result of 
working with me. 

IV. Benefits of this Project 

I believe that as we better understand how we respond 
to what we read, the better we become at reading. Although 
I cannot promise that your child will benefit in this way 
through his or her participation in this project, I do 
believe that your child will greatly benefit by gaining a 
full understanding of Park's Quest. However, by 
participating in this project, your child will be 
contributing to the research concerning reading and 
understanding of literature, and the intent of this project 
is to improve the future of education in our schools. 
Because this project will become a chapter in my 
dissertation, our activities will be permanently recorded. 
Your child's participation is voluntary and greatly 
appreciated, and your child has not been promised any reward 
for participating. 

V. Extent of Anonymity and Confidentiality 

Your child's name will remain anonymous throughout the 
course of the project. The information I collect from your 
child will be published, but I will replace your child's 
name with a pseudonym and remove any identifying remarks 
from this information. I will be tape recording our 
sessions together, but only I and my advisor will have 
access to these recordings. I will secure and store these 
tapes during the project and these tapes will be destroyed 
as soon as they are analyzed. Please understand that I am 
obligated to break this confidentiality if I learn through 
our discussions that either your child is in danger or your 
child might endanger him or herself or others. 
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VI. Compensation 

By signing this consent form, you are aware that your 
child will receive no compensation or reward from me, 
Virginia Tech, or Montgomery County Schools as a result of 
your child's participation in this project. 

VII. Freedom to Withdraw from this Project 

Your child is free to withdraw from this project at any 
time without penalty. In addition, your child is free to 
withdraw from any specific activity during the project 
without penalty. There may be circumstances under which I 
or Mrs. Crockett may determine that your child should not 
continue in the project. If these circumstances arise, your 
child will be asked to withdraw from the project without 
penalty. 

VIII. Approval of Research 

This project has been approved, as required, by the 
Institutional Review Board for Research Involving Human 
Subjects at Virginia Tech, by the Department of curriculum 
and Instruction, and Montgomery County Schools. 

IX. Your Child's Responsibilities 

By signing this consent form, You are voluntarily 
agreeing to allow your child to participate in this project. 
You understand that your child has the following 
responsibilities: 

1. Completing the required reading assignments. 
2. Participating in the daily discussions of these 

assignments. 
3. Completing the required writing assignments. 

X. Your Permission 

I have read and understand this Informed Consent and 
the conditions of this project. I have had all my questions 
answered. I hereby acknowledge the above and give my 
voluntary consent for allowing my child to participate in 
this project. 
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If my child participates, he or she may withdraw at any 
time without penalty. I agree to abide by the conditions of 
this project. 

Signature Date 

Should I have any questions about this reqearch or its 
conduct, I may contact: 

Robert Lockhart, Investigator 

Dr. Patricia Kelly, Advisor 

Dr. E.R. Stout, Chair, IRB 

238 

951-0710 

231-8335, 387-2782 

231-9359 



Appendix B 

Informed Consent for Participants 
of Investigative Projects: 

student Assent 

Title of Project: 

Investigators: 

Moral Inquiry and Park's Quest: A Study 
of Reading, Teaching, and Understanding 
Young Adult Literature 

Robert Lockhart 
Dr. Patricia Kelly, Advisor 

I. The Purpose of this Project 

You have been invited to participate with seven of your 
classmates in a research project I will be conducting in 
your Language Arts class. This study will provide me with 
the material I need to complete my dissertation for a Ph.D. 
in Education at Virginia Tech. In my dissertation, which is 
entitled Literary Art as Experience: Teaching Young Adult 
Literature, Moral Inquiry, and the Personal Journey Toward 
Meaning, I am studying the way we read and understand 
literature. I hope that this study will help me better 
understand how literature should be taught. 

II. Procedure of this Project 

You will be asked to read and respond to Park's Quest, 
a novel written by Katherine Paterson. Mrs. Crockett will 
be teaching this novel to all of her students. While the 
others in your class will work with her, you will be working 
with me. The project will begin on Monday, 3-18-96, and 
continue for about three weeks. We will work together 
Monday through Thursday during this time. You will read the 
novel daily and write your feelings about what you have read 
and what you think the novel is about. I will read and copy 
these responses for my records. Each day we will meet and 
discuss your responses. You will share your responses with 
me and the others in the group. We will also talk about 
other topics that you think are important. I will be tape 
recording these discussions for my records. 
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III. Risks of this Project 

Because I am interested in your individual reactions to 
the novel, I will be asking you to freely share your 
feelings. The group might disagree on certain ideas, but I 
will be watching to make sure that these disagreements do 
not hurt anyone. I will also be asking you to write about 
your experiences during your reading, and you might be 
reminded of unpleasant experiences. Again, I will be 
monitoring, and I will interrupt if our discussions are too 
personal. Your work will not be graded, and you will not be 
penalized in any way as a result of working with me. 

IV. Benefits of this Project 

I believe that as we better understand the feelings we 
have about what we read, the better readers we become. 
Although I cannot promise that you will become a better 
reader, I do believe that you will better understand Park's 
Quest. You will be helping me, though, by allowing me to 
study your feelings about and your understanding of the 
novel. I hope that after studying these feelings and 
understandings I will be able to write about them so that 
others can read and learn from them. This study will become 
a chapter in my dissertation, and our activities will be 
permanently recorded. Your participation is voluntary and I 
thank you very much. You have not been promised any reward 
for participating. 

V. Extent of Anonymity and Confidentiality 

Your name will remain anonymous throughout the course 
of the project. The information I collect from you will be 
published, but I will replace your name with a false name. 
I also will not write about anything that will identify you. 
I will be tape recording our sessions together, but only I 
and my advisor will be able to hear these recordings. I 
will keep these tapes safe so that no one else can hear 
them. These tapes will be destroyed as soon as I listen to 
and analyze them. Please understand that I will have to 
tell your teacher if I learn through our discussions that 
either you are in danger or you might endanger yourself or 
others. 

VI. Compensation 

By signing this consent form, you are aware that you 
will receive no reward from me, Virginia Tech, or Montgomery 
County Schools as a result of your participation in this 
project. 
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VII. Freedom to Withdraw from this Project 

You are free to withdraw from this project at any time 
without penalty. In addition, you are free to withdraw from 
any specific activity during the project without penalty. 
There may be a time when I or Mrs. Crockett may decide that 
it would be better for you to stop working with me. If we 
decide this, you will be asked to withdraw from the project 
without penalty. 

VIII. Approval of Research 

This project has been approved, as required, by the 
Institutional Review Board for Research Involving Human 
Subjects at Virginia Tech, by the Department of Curriculum 
and Instruction, and Montgomery County Schools. 

IX. Your Responsibilities 

By signing this consent form, I am voluntarily agreeing 
to participate in this project. I understand that I have 
the following responsibilities: 

1. Completing the required reading assignments. 
2. Participating in the daily discussions of these 

assignments. 
3. Completing the required writing assignments. 

X. Your Permission 

I have read and understand this Informed Consent and 
the conditions of this project. I have had all my questions 
answered. I understand everything in this consent form and 
give my voluntary consent for participation in this project. 

If I participate, I may withdraw at any time without 
penalty. I agree to abide by the conditions of this 
project. 

Signature Date 

241 



Should I have any questions about this research or its 
conduct, I may contact: 

Robert Lockhart, Investigator 

Dr. Patricia Kelly, Advisor 

Dr. E.R. Stout, Chair, IRB 
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Appendix C 

Blacksburg Middle School Plans: 
3-18-96 through 3-21-96 

Monday, 3-18-96 

**Begin Tape Recording** 
Introductions: 

state your name and tell about one novel 
you have read in the past few months that you 
really liked and why you liked it. 

Questionaire: 
1. If you were given 1 million dollars, what would 

you do with it? 
2. What is your ideal profession? What would you 

most like to do? 
3. What is your most valuable possession? Why is 

this you most valuable possession? 
Music Response Exercise: 

I will play a song and ask the students to respond 
to it in writing. 

**End Tape Recording** 

Tuseday, 3-19-96 

**Begin Tape Recording** 
1. Discuss Music Responses; should take approx. 5-10 

minutes. 
2. I will give students the title of the novel and ask 

them to free-write on what the novel might be 
about. I will give them no other information than 
the title. 
They will label this free-write l; they will write 
their names and free-write number in the upper 
right-hand corner. This will be the format used 
throughout the project. 

3. We will discuss their free-writes; should take 
approx. 10-15 minutes. 

4. I will show students the cover of the novel and ask 
them to continue their free-write, either building 
upon what they have already written or adjusting 
for what the cover suggests to them. They will 
label this free-write 2. 

5. We will discuss their new free-writes; should take 
approx. 10-15 minutes. 

6. I will collect both free-writes. 

243 



7. Homework: Free-write 3; write no more than one page 
that reflects on the day's activities concerning 
the novel. They may either continue their 
thinking on free-writes 2 & 3, or they may combine 
what they discussed into a summary response. 

**End Tape Recording** 

Wednesday, 3-20-96 

**Begin Tape Recording** 
1. Discuss and collect Free-write 3 
2. Begin reading Park's Quest 

Read and Discuss; students may stop to ask 
questions at any time. 
Possible Questions: 

What is Park's quest? 
Why does Park want to know more about his 

dad? 
How does Park's mother feel about Park's 

curiosity? 
How do the Arthurian allusions play into the 

plot? 
3. Homework: Read Chapter 2, "Heart of Darkness"; 

Students will be asked to read no farther. 
Free-write 4; respond to Chapter 2 

**End Tape Recording** 

Thursday, 3-21-96 

**Begin Tape Recording** 
1. Discuss and collect Free-write 4. 
2. Begin reading Chapter 3, "The Black Stone"; students 

may stop to ask questions at any time. 
I would like to focus on Park's feelings during this 

chapter; I will probably reveal my own experiences 
with the Wall. 

3. Homework: Free-write 5; respond to Chapter 3 and 
day's discussion. 

Read Chapters 4 & 5, "The Hired Man" and 
"Return of the Young Master" 

Free-write 6; Respond to Chapters 4 & 5 
**End Tape Recording** 

************************************************************ 
End of Week One 
************************************************************ 
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Monday, 3-25-96 

**Begin Tape Recording** 
1. Discuss and collect Free-writes 4 & 5. 
2. Begin reading Chapter 6, "Challenge From a 

stranger"; students may stop to ask questions at 
any time. 
We should begin discussing various aspects of the 
war that might be relevant to the novel. 

3. Homework: Free-write 6; respond to Chapter 6. 
Read Chapter 7, "Castle Under Curse" 
Free-write 7; respond to Chapter 7. 

**End Tape Recording** 

Tuesday, 3-26-96 

**Begin Tape Recording** 
1. Discuss and collect Free-writes 6 & 7. 
2. Begin reading Chapter 8, "At The Springhouse"; 

students may stop to ask questions at any time. 
3. Homework: Free-write 8; respond to Chapter 8. 

Read Chapters 9 & 10, "Taking Up Arms" and 
"Knight Errant" 
Free-write 9; respond to Chapters 9 & 10. 

**End Tape Recording** 

Wednesday, 3-27-96 

**Begin Tape Recording** 
1. Discuss and collect Free-writes 8 & 9. 
2. Begin reading Chapter 11, "The King Goes Riding"; 

students may stop to ask questions at any time. 
3. Homework: Free-write 10: respond to Chapter 11. 

Read Chapters 12 & 13, "A Confusion of Crows" 
and "Other Side of the Dark" 

Free-write 11; respond to Chapters 12 & 13. 
**End Tape Recording** 

Thursday, 2-28-96 

**Begin Tape Recording** 
1. Discuss and collect Free-writes 10 & 11. 
2. Summary discussion of Chapters 1-13; the point of 

this discussion is to better understand where we 
all are in our understanding of the novel, 
recogizing our similarities and differences. If 
the weather is nice, we may take a walk 
to do this. 
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3. Homework: Free-write 12; summarize your responses 
and reactions to the novel. 

Read Chapter 14, "The Company of the Grail" 
Free-write 13; Respond to Chapter 14. 

**End Tape Recording** 

************************************************************ 
End of Week Two 
************************************************************ 

Monday, 4-1-96 

**Begin Tape Recording** 
1. Discuss and collect Free-writes 12 & 13. 
2. Began Discussion of the entire novel, moving toward 

a focus on meaning. 

These plans are tentative; the focus of this project is to 
adjust my teaching to the responses each student has toward 
the novel. 

The remainder of week three will be spent in completing a 
literary study of the novel, and I plan to share my 
reflections of the project with the students. 
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