RESPONSES OF FOUR ADOLESCENT FEMALES
TO ADOLESCENT FICTION

WITH STRONG FEMALE CHARACTERS
by

Kathleen M. Carico

Dissertation submitted to the Faculty of the
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University
in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the degree

of

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY
in

Curriculum and Instruction

APPROVED:

‘?g@e/“//(@%

Patricia P. Kelly

@ﬁ_ﬁ%‘% ‘//ff»«_/{ »
Rosafy V. Lalik [Jan K. Nespor

Hopas E Hitora £ i

Thomas E. Gatewood yce L. Graham

August, 1984

Blacksburg, Virginia



C R

Lo

NESH
1994
L34

¢



RESPONSES OF FOUR ADOLESCENT FEMALES
TO ADOLESCENT FICTION WITH STRONG FEMALE CHARACTERS

by

Kathleen M. Carico

Committee Chairperson: Patricia P. Kelly
Curriculum and Instruction

(ABSTRACT)

This study is an investigation of responses of four adolescent girls to the
characters in two adolescent novels: Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry, by Mildred
Taylor; and Lyddie, by Katherine Paterson. The novels were chosen because the
main characters are strong, independent young females, whose various struggles
could provide a medium for a discussion of the needs, preoccupations, and
aspirations of the girls in the study. The approach to the series of book
discussions was based on Louise Rosenbilatt’s conceptions of literature as human
experience and a medium for exploration. The research was further informed by
multiple perspectives on reader response theory as presented by Richard Beach,
and by the work of Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule on the various ways
women approach learning. Although response begins as an individual activity, a
primary focus of the study was an investigation of responses shared in a group
setting.

The study is a contribution to the efforts of educators and others concerned
with the enhancement of women’s confidence by a validation of their experiences,

and through demonstrations of social constructions of meaning.
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CHAPTER 1
Defining the Problem

Introduction

In a turbulent age, our schools and colleges must prepare the

student to meet unprecedented and unpredictable problems. He'

needs to understand himself; he needs to work out harmonious

relationships with other people. He must achieve a philosophy, an

inner center from which to view in perspective the shifting society

about him; he will influence for good or ill its future development.

Any knowledge about man and society that schools can give him

should be assimilated into the stream of his actual life. (Rosenblatt;

1938/83: p. 3)

From the above opening lines through her closing words where she wishes
for literature to be a "potent force" (p. 276) in people’s lives, the message of Louise
Rosenblatt’s Literature as Exploration is clear: students should be able to find
personal, social, and cultural value in what they are taught in schools.

As | read her work, its message resonated with my life experiences through
various stages: my distant past as an avid reader and writer, yet a somnambulant
literature student, the type Mike Rose describes (1989); my more recent past as
a classroom teacher of adolescents and language arts, in a profession plagued by
"burn-out” (Le Compte and Dworkin, 1991); and my present situation as a graduate

student preparing for a future in teacher education.



The confluence of Rosenblatt’'s work with my own experience, as well as
those volumes that extend, challenge, and move her theories into the classroom
(Beach, 1993; Clifford, 1991; Karolides, 1992; Nelms, 1988; Probst, 1988), provided
the impetus for a study | undertook with a small group of adolescent girls. Micki,
Leah, Natalie, Hope®, and | followed a model of reader response as we read and
talked about two adolescent novels. The novels, Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry,
and Lyddie, were written from the viewpoint of two female characters who can be
considered strong, independent thinkers.

Reader response, the theory "inaugurated" by Rosenblatt's Literature as
Exploration (Clifford, 1991), assumes a view of literature as human experience and
the act of reading as a transaction between the reader and the text. Experiencing
literature through a transaction with it is more than an attempt to extract meaning
from the text. It is an attempt to make meaning with the text. In our times
together, the girls and | worked toward making meaning through experiences with
texts in an open-ended discussion format, and afterwards, we reflected on those
experiences. | made sense of their responses and mine through our conversa-
tions, through my investigations of the girls’ lives, and through a growing aware-
ness of my own stances as a teacher past and present -- as a teacher-researcher
in my study with the girls and as a teacher in the more formal settings of my
middle school classroom and now of the University. | also reflected on my remem-
brances of the effect of literature and the literature classroom on my mind and life

when | was, as the girls in the study are now, an adolescent female, thinking about



the roles | would assume as | grew up.

It is important at this point to explore the connections between Rosenblatt’s
work and my experiences, those that caused me to develop an interest in such a
study and those that move the research in certain directions. | do so because the
person | have been and am affects how | carry out, analyze, and write up the
research (Hammersley and Atkins, 1990; Hollingsworth, 1992; Rosaldo, 1989).
First, | want to examine the relationship between my experience as a classroom
teacher and my move into graduate work, because one continues to inform the
thoughts about the other. Then | will travel back to my junior high English
classroom to give a brief illustration of the connections between that experience
and Rosenblatt’s assertions.
Rosenblatt and Teacher Education

As a graduate student | have learned that part of teacher education is
learning to examine deeply-held assumptions about teaching and learning and the
nature of knowledge (Feiman-Nemser and Featherstone, 1992; Kincheloe, 1991;
Short and Burke, 1991). | have come to understand that schools can be places
where teachers and the institutions themselves are unwitting partners in intellectual
and societal oppression (Cherryholmes, 1988; Edelsky et al, 1991; Giroux, 1988;
Foucault, 1977; and Wexler, 1992); and that teachers must be informed of how
linguistic, social, and cultural phenomena shape our institutional practices (Beach,
1993; Bowers and Flinders, 1990; Edelsky et al, 1991; Gee, 1990; Kincheloe, 1991;

Shannon, 1990; and Taylor, 1889). | have also come to hope that schools can be



places where change can happen (Greene, 1988) and students can find empower-
ment and hope (Atwell, 1990; Beane, 1993; Duckworth, 1987; Rose, 1989). And,
through the contemplation, initiation and completion of my study, | have come to
think of the language arts classroom as a place where teachers might practice a
"pedagogy of possibility” (Atwell, 1987, Berthoff, 1990; Wigginton, 1988).3

My views on the purpose of schooling and the role of teachers and students
are the foundation of my study: schools are not for indoctrination but for investiga-
tion and exploration, and the teacher’s epistemology directs her stance. [If know-
ledge is "fixed and verifiable" (Beach, 1993) the classroom teacher’s job is to
impart that knowledge. Even when this transmission model is practiced creatively,
it remains a “passing down" of information from teacher to students, whose only
role is to listen obediently, absorb, and regurgitate (Wilson, 1992). Perhaps worst
of all, many of these students then go on to college to "learn" how to “teach"
others the same way.

Given their assumptions about knowledge, it's not surprising that my

students (pre-service teachers) treat texts as authorities whose

contents should be memorized, not human constructions about

which we might converse, argue, disagree. The difficulty | face with

my students is that they believe school is about obedience and

politeness and respect for the teacher, the one with the goods.

(Exploring Teaching, 1991: p. 141; parenthetical comment and

underlining mine)



l, too, hailing from a positivist paradigm, have had to come to understand
that there are different forms of knowledge, and that one of the privileges and
pleasures of schooling is the opportunity to make knowledge. In Beach's (1983)
experiential theory of reader response criticism (which | explore more fully in Chap-
ter Two), social construction of knowledge is central.

In Women’s Ways of Knowing, Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule
(1986) share the stories of over one hundred women as those women report their
experiences when a curriculum of study, or knowledge, has been accessible and
when it has not:

...[A] middle-aged Irish woman said that until recently much of the

world had seemed to her "magic,” beyond comprehension. Now that

she had entered college, she was learning things she would not have

believed she could learn, and the world had become reasonable.

She told us there were many things she did not understand, but

there was nothing she could not understand eventually, because

“there are reasons for it, logical reasons that | can understand. |

don’t have to think that somebody out there has to figure these

things out for me anymore, because if | want to, | can.” (p. 96)

Understanding different ways of knowing is critical. Rosenblatt writes about
students’ “influenc(ing] for good or for ill [society’s] future development.” The
whole of her writings suggest that she is referring to the difference between the

effect of a critical posture and a "receiving,” (Belenky, et al., 1986: p. 36) or



unquestioning posture. Her writings also suggest the difference between passivity
and an engaged presence. | use the word presence to indicate an active "know-
ing," a confidence in one’s ability to make knowledge through reflection, investiga-
tion, and/or collaboration.

In my study, | am particularly concerned with exploring ways to encourage
the kind of confidence in adolescent girls that the Irish woman in Belenky et al.’s
study discovered in middle age. For many women, myself included, our knowings
as girls were unexamined, circumscribed and limited by firm notions of society
concerning what constitutes a happy life for women. I'd thought of my adoles-
cence as a time of "not knowing," but as I've taken a look back, | see that | indeed
had very strong ideas. Many of those ideas rested, however, on limiting assump-
tions about the role of women. Difficulties and insecurities came as | grew older
and began to see those understandings fail me and fail many of those | knew.
What | was left with was confusion and a definite sense of "not knowing." It was
then that | began to problematize those notions and seek other ways of under-
standing what | was about as a woman.

Reader response theory is not a remedy for all the ilis | and women like me
face, but | do assert that it represents broad opportunities for students, regardless
of gender, to become aware of what they know, and what possibilities exist for
their futures. Such opportunities won't happen in schools, however, until we begin
connecting with what really happens in students’ lives, until we learn to accept and

hear their knowings. In other words, we need to make it clear that what students,



particularly women, already know counts as "real” knowledge.

A woman, like any other human being, does need to know that the

mind makes mistakes; but our interviews have convinced us that

every woman, regardless of age, social class, ethnicity, and aca-

demic achievement, needs to know that she is capable of intelligent

thought, and she needs to know it right away. (Belenky, et al., 1986:

p. 193)

Rosenbilatt's notions of literature as a medium for exploration suggest that
it is possible to learn about oneself and others through literature. Designing a
study around those notions, focusing on encouraging confidence about one’s
knowing, must have at its point of entry, then, the experiences of the participants.
Instead of an approach that seeks meaning only in the text, the girls and | (what
| will refer to as the "literature group” throughout this document), used an approach
that allowed us to make meaning through our transactions with the text and our
reflections on them. We talked about what we thought when reading books
together, how we viewed the main characters, what we understood of their actions.
As we talked, connections between the texts and our own lives seemed to be
made naturally, e.g., Leah’s desire to be more like Lyddie Worthen, because she
speaks out, or Hope's appreciation for Cassie Logan, because she is honest. It
was important to me in this study to demonstrate to the girls that | viewed their
responses as valid forms of knowledge, and that the group develop a sense of

collaboration in seeking to understand each other’s points of view. The research



of Belenky et al., confirms this as a worthy goal: "For women, confirmation and
community are prerequisites rather than consequences of development" (p. 194).
What | was hoping for was a "relationship in which both people speak and listen
to one another” (Brown and Gilligan, 1992). | saw reader response theory offering
such a possibility.

My purpose in using reader response theory in working with the girls was
to allow their voices to be heard, not just mine, and eventually, not even primarily
mine. Rosenblatt’s use of the words "potent force" suggests that there is a power
to be found in a literary experience; hopefully, then, the literature classroom might
be a place where learning is empowering. The power df which I'm speaking
comes from the realization that what | know is important and can be used, often
in collaboration with others, to know more and thus be more things. "Empowered
learners become authors of their own lives” (Short and Burke, 1992: p. 34). That
is, | think, a worthy and important goal for women of all ages (Heilbrun, 1988).

Becoming the author of her life or as Heilbrun says, "writing" her own life
script is a process for a woman, a journey. Rosenblatt talks about a process of
"weaving a personal philosophy," which is part of the journey, | believe. The
process can be aided by literature, which offers a range of “choices and aspira-
tions and values" to explore. (Literature, 1938/83: p. 20). The weaving of a per-
sonal philosophy is not the chief end of the literary experience, because it limits the
potential of the experience. However, it is clear from Rosenblatt’s writings that the

process of weaving entails the examination of the reader’'s assumptions, a



reflection on her* values and the values of her classmates, and a study on how
those values were shaped.

Terri Apter (1990), a researcher of girls in adolescence, discusses the
journey for adolescent girls as a "clarification of the range of what we might
become, a set of self-references by which we can make sense of our responses,
and justify our decisions and goals" (p. 109). Apter describes what the adolescent
needs to know in order to do that:

She needs to have reached a certain stage of ego develop-

ment, wherein what she does and feels counts, because she has

some control, some sense of responsibility and the capacity to act

responsibly....She sees herself, and understands herself as an actor

in the world. (1990: p. 112)

Recalling my days as a student in the literature classroom, | think it is safe
to say | would have welcomed an approach that helped my classmates and me
learn about ourselves and life through an engagement with language, that helped
me understand that the opinions that we had mattered and were valid. | would
have welcomed an approach that took advantage of my love for reading and
writing. Instead, my cognitive powers remained unchallenged, my literary
understandings remained stunted, my literary taste, immature. But worst of all, as
a female student, | was cheated of the opportunity to identify and examine
assumptions about women, men, and our roles in life, assumptions that remained

unidentified and unchallenged until much later. Instead, | read on, and what |



chose and discussed (with no one except a friend who was much like me)
reinforced a romantic vision of life that was to stay with me for years to come.

Reading Rosenblatt’s works, other literary theorists, and later, Mike Rose’s
Lives on the Boundary (1989), brought the memories of my days in Mrs. Bellinski's
8th grade literature class back again. I'd thought about those days before, but this
time it was with a different lens, the retrospective lens of the possible viewing what
was. This view is important in understanding the purpose of my study.
Louise Rosenbiatt and Remembering Eighth Grade English

My time in Mrs. Bellinski's 8th grade English grammar and literature class
was divided between two passions: ignoring Billy Clary and writing stories with
Chryso Packard. Enduring Billy’s harassments was to be expected, had been
endured before and would be again; | was C-a, and he was C-/. (The ubiquitous
alphabetical seating chart meant that for most of our seven years in the same
classes, he was behind me, beside me, or otherwise in close proximity.) Mrs.
Bellinski’s unseeing eye seldom caught him red-handed, and for that | suffered.
However, neither did it catch me passing my latest chapter behind me, past the
onerous Billy, and across the rows to Chryso; for that we rejoiced. Usually | would
receive her latest chapter in return, and the rest of English class would be spent
absorbed in reading and re-writing the most recent adventures of the heroines we
saw ourseives to be.

Chryso and | wrote notebooks full, that year and the next, and edited them

undisturbed, except for Billy and the occasional "What are you guys writing in
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there?" from a curious classmate. Mrs. Bellinski didn’t know about our "stories";
we wrote them ourselves because we had a thirst for the dramatic and romantic,
and except for our own melodramas, there was not much either of us found com-
pelling in 8th grade English. Chryso and | not only loved to write, we were vora-
cious readers as well, trading books and sharing authors regularly. We became
acquainted with Victoria Holt's hapless governesses while Hepzibah Pyncheon and
David Copperfield hovered over Mrs. Bellinski’'s desk like phantoms, though
nowhere near as intriguing. | did glance up for Ethan Frome, but eventually
hunched over my desk again to read Chryso’s latest chapter.

Why wasn’t English class more enticing? There are probably a whole host
of reasons, ranging from problems with our educational system to Mrs. Bellinski's
training and attitudes toward our initiative as students. However, the following
reason captured my interest as | read Literature as Exploration:

Perhaps adolescent students are often impervious to the appeal of

literature because for them words do not represent keen sensuous,

emotional, and intellectual perceptions. This indicates that through-

out the entire course of their education, the element of personal

insight and experience has been neglected for verbal abstraction

(Literature, 1938/83 p. 50).

The “"element of personal insight and experience" is at the heart of
Rosenblatt’s reader response theory and the central theme of this study. The

theory recognizes that in the act of reading and studying literature, who the reader
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is, what she knows, and what she has experienced - her linguistic-experiential
reservoir’ - counts at least as much as what the author intended to say or what
the text means. The selections the reader makes from this reservoir affect her
desire and ability to interact with the text.

Because literature is viewed as human experience, the reader’s "human-
ness" matters, if important connections are to be made. | am sure that Mrs.
Bellinski thought her students were important; she was a kind woman. However,
the work of personal meaning that Chryso and | accomplished in Mrs. Bellinski's
room was not inspired by her overt agenda at all. Mike Rose (1989), illustrates this
point further from his own experience:

All the hours in class tend to blend into one long, vague stretch of

time. What | remember best, strangely enough, are the two things

| couldn’t understand and over the years grew to hate: grammar

lessons and mathematics. | would sit there watching a teacher draw

her long horizontal line and her short, oblique lines and break up

sentences and put adjectives here and adverbs there and just not

get it, couldn’t see the reason for it, turned off to it. | would hide by

slumping down in my seat and page through my reader, carried

along by the flow of sentences in a story...I couldn’t keep up and

started daydreaming to avoid my inadequacy. This was a strategy

| would rely on as | grew older. | fell further and further behind. A

memory: The teacher is faceless and seems very far away. The
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voice is faint and is discussing an equation on the board. It is

raining, and | am watching the streams of water form patterns on the

windows" (p. 18-19).

Mike Rose’s ennui is induced in part by the irrelevance of the curriculum;
he was "carried along by the flow of words in the story" only as he read surrepti-
tiously while the teacher was attending to the "important® study of the formal
structure of language. It seems to me that there should be a place in school life
for the ideas that mean something to students, sometimes found in daydreams,
whether generated in the head of a student like Mike Rose or in the notebooks of
students like Chryso and me.

Rosenblatt suggests another problem associated with an irrelevant curricu-
lum:

[Academic success] can be accomplished even when the work pre-

sents nothing that awakens an intimate personal response (p. 58).

As long as the student can follow the teacher’s line of thinking to its predetermined
conclusion, the teacher has accomplished her "objective.” The process recalls the
transmission model of teaching: The teacher is viewed as the "one with the
goods," she knows which "goods"” the students need, and it is her job to transfer
those goods from her head to the students.

This incredible bypass of the student’s engagement en route to “truth" takes
place on broad levels in education. One can go through school and do well

academically and remain unawakened, untouched. It can be done easily. It is not
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necessary to have one’s mind engaged in order to demonstrate “understanding,"
or "proficiency."

The traditional aim of education has been to prepare children for societal
roles and responsibilities (Kaestle, 1983; Tyack, 1974). Perhaps in many cases
this aim is only being reached in a negative sense, on two counts: one, the
students leave schools untouched; and two, their passivity is a qualification for the
kind of work they will do and the societal role they will play (Apple, 1979; Spring,
1972; Shannon, 1990).

Today in education, many call this part of the problem passivity. In 1899,
John Dewey called it waste, “the primary waste...that of human life, the life of the
children while they are at school, and afterward because of inadequate and
perverted preparation” (p. 38). The waste in the classroom is comprehensive and
long-term. If indeed time equals life, then students’ lives are wasted in the present
and in the future. But they are not the only ones to consider. Teachers who are
not involved in doing "good work" (Kincheloe, 1991),% are susceptible to the now-
common problem of burn-out, discussed at length by LeCompte and Dworkin
(1991) in their book Giving Up on School. The authors discuss how strain felt by
many involved in schooling leads to alienation:

The problem is one that affects both teachers and students immedi-

ately, because disaffected students increase the tendency for

teachers to find their jobs unrewarding and onerous (p.11).

Nancie Atwell recounts a familiar school-related experience in the introduc-
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tion to Coming to Know: Writing to Learn in the Intermediate Grades (1990). In
February of her 6th grade year, she received an assignment to do a "report on the
country of your choice" due the following month. She chose the British Isles but
put off her study until the weekend before, and then unable to complete it, she did
not hand it in and sat in dread of the teacher’'s discovery of her missing report.
She waited for three months but nothing happened. Then on the last day of
school the teacher handed back every report except hers, and not a word was
said. What Atwell said next took me by surprise:
What | realized in writing about this memory is that my sixth-

grade teacher did not discover until the last day of school that |

hadn’t submitted the report. For the same reason that | had post-

poned writing it she had postponed grading it: sheer boredom.

(Introduction, xiii)

Not all worthwhile endeavors are sheer fun; they often require discipline.
Few serious-minded teachers doubt that. Neither do they lack the quality of
discipline, themselves. However, the point from Atwell’s story is clear: Good work
is good for students and for teachers. That teachers and students spend time
doing good work is one reason | chose to engage in a study based on theories
of reader response criticism. It is work that relates the interests and needs of
students and teachers in the "human experience" of literature. Jane Tompkins
expresses similar sentiments as she looks back on her experience in the

classroom:
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