Talking About Talk:
Reclaiming the Value and Power
of Literature Circles

Heidi Mills, Louise Jennings

Although we focus on the practical implications
of engaging children in reflective conversations to
improve literature circles, it is important to note the
universal value of reflective conversations about
teaching and learning (Johnston, 2004). We have
learned that teachers who create invitations for chil-
dren to identify, reflect on, interrogate, and resolve
dilemmas they face in their daily classroom lives en-
hance academic growth and build strong classroom
communities. .

Many educators equate inquiry with science
rather than with literature circles (Crawford, Kelly,
& Brown, 2000). However, as evident at the CFl and
elsewhere, a culture of inquiry is fostered across the
content areas, in the talk of teachers and students
who engaged in “grand conversations” (Peterson
& Eeds, 1990; Wells, 1999) and in both “wonder-
ing” and “information-seeking” forms of dialogue
(Lindfors, 1999, Short, Harste, & Burke, 1996; Whitin
& Whitin, 1997). At the CFl, this kind of dialogue,
what Wells (1999) calls dialogic inquiry, has support-
ed both academic and social learning as students
and teachers negotiate, share ideas, collaborate,
and pose and solve problems together (Jennings
& Mills, 2009; Kelly & Crawford, 1997 Lemke, 1990;
Lindfors, 1999).

Our work has illuminated critical features of in-
quiry at the CFI that foster academic growth within
strong, productive, democratic learning communities
(Jennings, 2002; Jennings & Green, 1999; Jennings
& Mills, 2009; Jennings, O’Keefe, & Shamlin, 1999;

. Mills & Donnelly, 2001; Mills, O'Keefe, & Jennings,
2004; Mills, O'Keefe, & Whitin, 1996). Over a peri-
od of five years, we captured and documented the
processes, practices, and curricular structures that
were central to inquiry-based learning across all
CFI classrooms. We coded the data and found six

Encouraging teachers and students to
reflect on their discussions about books
can deepen the power of this popular
instructional approach.

. nastasia, a third grader, understands the
power of believing worlds into being through
literacy when she says, “Some people say
that reading is believing.” Ellery, a third grader, un-
derstands the role of imagination in transacting with
texts when he says, “Without imagination, a book is
only ink spots on paper.” We do, too.

In fact, 15 years ago we created the school cul-
ture now called the Center for Inquiry (CFD) by read-
ing professional literature, reflecting on our own
teaching practices, and imagining what might be
possible for teachers, students, and university part-
ners. Together, faculty from the University of South
Carolina joined with teachers and administrators
from Richland School District Two to create a small
school partnership with a shared philosophy ground-
ed in the principles of inquiry and democracy in an
ethnically diverse community.

As university pariners, we collaborated with
teachers, administrators, and families at the CFI for
five years to gather data about the nature of inquiry-
based learning. We found that inquiry was central to
the curriculum, but it also pervaded classroom life in
ways that were more powerful than we anticipated,
creating what we called a culture of inquiry (Mills &
Donnelly, 2001). In this article, we show how reflec-
tion and reflexivity, central features of inquiry, helped
two teachers and their students significantly improve
the quality of their literature circle conversations.
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interacting practices of inquiry: (1)
Dynamic and Dialogic (Personal and
Interpersonal); (2) Multidisciplinary
Perspectives; (3) Attentive, Probing,
and Thoughtful; (4) Relational
and Compassionate; (5) Agentive
and Socially Responsible; and (6)
Reflection and Reflexivity (Jennings
& Mills, 2009).

At the CFI, teachers and stu-
dents constructed a discourse of in-
quiry that was dynamic and dialogic
throughout each day as students
shared and built on their personal
experiences, understandings, strat-
egies, and questions. They val-

Inquiry Into
Literature Circles

While reflection and reflexivity work
in concert with the dimensions of
inquiry mentioned earlier, we il-
luminate their roles in helping two
accomplished teachers and their
students develop more satisfying
and productive literature circles.
Both teachers put literature circles
at the heart of their literacy curri-
cula. They believe literature circles
can bring the reading curriculum
to life in powerful ways when im-
plemented as intended. Literature

ued and drew on multidisciplinary

perspectives throughout their inquiries as they
learned to view knowledge and the world as read-
ers, writers, mathematicians, scientists, and social
scientists.

Their discourse of inquiry was attentive, probing,
and thoughtful as they carefully observed, interpret-
ed, and sought deeper understandings of literature,
the world, and their own communities. Students
were asked to critically observe their world to build
academic knowledge, and they were expected to
observe and support each other as learners: They
learned to pay attention to and contribute to their
own learning community, marking this discourse of
inquiry as relational and compassionate.

The students were agentive and socially respon-
sible and played a central role in creating and ne-
gotiating rules, rituals, structures, and boundaries
for living and working together. Students frequently
took initiative to negotiate the curriculum, relation-
ships, or social norms. Finally, and most important,
reflection and reflexivity were central practices that
brought everything together in this discourse of
inquiry.

We found that significant growth and change
occurred as students reflected on their own learn-
ing and actions. When learners studied themselves,
their own work, and that of their classmates, they
deepened their understanding of the content and
processes under exploration. By reflexively study-
ing themselves, students got in touch with the
process and made wise, intentional decisions that
led to their growth and change, individually and
collectively.

circles should reflect how passion-
ate, accomplished readers talk about books in book
clubs or literature guilds outside of school (Harvey &
Daniels, 2009; Nichols, 2006; Rosenblatt, 1995).

However, literature circles are fragile curricular
structures that can easily lose their impact when stu-
dents are not invested or when habits and routines
distract students from engaging in genuine, thought-
ful conversations about books. In an effort to reclaim
the power and potential of literature circles, teachers
Tim and Julie devised opportunities for students to
inquire by first observing and then engaging in re-
flective conversations about effective and ineffective
literature circles. Then they used these reflective en-
gagements to promote reflexivity.

Students were asked to reflect, to analyze their
talk, thinking, and behavior, and then to make inten-
tional changes or improvements as learners. In other
words, students reflected (looked back) and then
became reflexive (studied themselves to outgrow
themselves). They moved from reflecting on “what
is” and envisioned “what might be” to make positive
changes in their literature circle talk.

In his third-grade classroom, Tim O’Keefe and his
students chose to watch videos of literature circles
by Daniels (2001) to examine the interaction patterns
in exemplary book club conversations. After reflect-
ing on the professional videotape in relation to their
own literature circle conversations, Tim and his stu-
dents envisioned new possibilities and strategies to
use as a community of readers. The fifth graders in
Julie Waugh's class actually studied themselves by
listening to and analyzing audiotapes of their own lit-
erature circle conversations. Both engagements used
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reflective dialogue to promote reflexivity (i.e., they
learned to study themselves to outgrow themselves
individually and collectively).

In the sections that follow, we use italics to clarify
the inquiry processes and practices such as making
connections, posing questions, observing, interpret-
ing, critiquing, collaborating, shifting perspectives,
reflecting, and so forth as we interpret the classroom
discourse.

Students Revise Literature
Circles by Watching

“-.. Professional Videos

.. Just as classroom teachers at CFI read pro-
. fessional literature and watch profession-

> ally published videos to imagine new
“-.. possibilities for their own teach-
“._ ing, we have learned that it is
“_important to invite students
into the process alongside
i us. We strive to create
i curricula democratically

. | by giving students voice
! and choice. We believe
it is critical that they have
a clear sense of our vision
of the purposes and pro-
cesses that underpin com-

# such as reading and writing
/ workshop.

) This happens in many ways.
" Sometimes a teacher will bring the
, class or a group of students to witness
firsthand the ways another class imple-
e ants a structure such as writing workshop
or how the class conducts morning meetings. Other
times, students will make suggestions about how to
rethink a curricular structure based on their prior
experiences with former teachers. Further, teachers
and students find inspiration during a whole-school
gathering where a class presents how it learns as
well as what it has been learning. We also believe
students can learn from the demonstrations of teach-

ers or leaders in the field, just as teachers do.
Tim and his third-grade students had been en-
gaging in literature circle conversations since the
beginning of the year. There were times when the
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mon curricular structures -

conversations were remarkable, when Tim and the
students left their circles with a greater understand-
ing of the text and one another. When entering Tim’s
classroom, it was not uncommon to find students
talking their way into understanding. Typically a soft,
focused hum of purposeful talk permeated his com-
munity. One day in October, Tim noticed a shiit in the
students' investment during literature conversations.
The passion, commitment, and construction of deep
questions and connections that usually surrounded
the book talks began to wane.

At CFI, teachers “loop” with their students—
meaning they teach the same group for two years in
a row. Looping offers opportunities for teachers to
scaffold learning (as demonstrated in the dialogue
exchange that follows). Tim and his second-grade
students had constructed a reading log/literature
response template together. This was intended to
help students think deeply about the reading selec-
tion so that they would be poised to make thoughtful
contributions to the conversation. The literature re-

. sponse logs seemed to lift the conversations initially.

However, Tim noticed that as third-grade students,
they had begun reading their written responses in a
round-robin fashion instead of using them as inspira-
tion for grand conversations (Peterson & Eeds, 1990).

Rather than give up on the students or on litera-
ture circles, Tim and Heidi, collaborative researcher
and first author, devised a plan to help his students
revisit the purposes and processes of literature con-
versations and envision new possibilities for this
critical literacy structure. To do so, they accessed
Daniels’s (2001) video, Looking Into Literature Circles.
Tim and his students engaged in this reflective expe-
rience together. They watched the video, took notes,
and reflected on what they noticed and documented
ideas about how they might take new actions to re-
vise their literature circle conversations.

Tim: It's Monday, October 3rd, and we have just
finished watching the Harvey Daniels tape
on literature discussions. One of the things
that struck me was that when the kids were
sharing, they weren't reading from their pa-
pers as far as 1 could tell. Now, you could tell
that they had prepared. But they were just
sharing stuff from the heart. And I think that
made it seem like more of a real discussion.

Lauren: I think that we, um, could like talk about
what conflict and great writing that they




have (the class had been focusing on con-
flict and author's craft in writing workshop)
to make our, all the circles better.

Katie: If someone asks a question, [ think you
should answer it. And I think it is kind of
like a web, like if something connects to

something it is like a web, and if you keep

building onto it will get bigger and //”

bigger. And..it will be like a dinner
. PR . 4
topic because it is like a big web.  /

Zach: Well, I uh, was kind of con-
necting to Katie. If you, um,
you should build onto what
other people say because it
is like building a house, if you
just leave it and do something
else, it is never going to get
done. So, keep on adding on
until it is done.

Cody: Ithink you should tell your favor-
ite parts, and the discussion leader
can start by asking a divergent question
to get the literature discussion started and,
um, | don't think, I think we should share

from our hearts and lose the tally marks.

Tim: You think we should lose the tally marks?

In an effort to ensure equity in the community and
conversation, Tim asked a group member to docu-
ment tally marks next to each speaker’s name to pro-
mote balance in the discussion. He did so because
some students dominated the conversations, and he
wanted them to self-monitor so that all voices would
be heard and valued. Clearly, the students were urg-
ing him to rethink this turn-taking strategy. Katie used
a web as a metaphor for ways she thought they might
weave the conversation together, and then Zach used
building a house to show the importance of building
on one another's contributions. Jordan embraced the
vision they were constructing and continued weaving
the connecting thread.

Jordan: |think if someone asks a big question or
someone comes up with an idea or just
says something that you should just build

off of it.

Onaétasia: I think you should not just read off of your
paper or read off books, but you should
read off your mind or read off your heart.

Tim: I am agreeing with a couple of kids who |
think mentioned sort of a dinner table dis-
cussion (in this and in previous conversa-
tions). I can't remember who it was that
said that. But | could really tell looking
at this tape that that was what these kids
had. The idea is just to have a talk
™~ With friends. It doesn’t have to
", be formal. It doesn't have to
s, be like fist and fingers or
some kind of tally mark
thing. Maybe that was
my mistake for start-
ing that this year and
[ am perfectly will-
ing to drop it. I think
someone, Cody, said
let's get rid of the tally
marks because maybe
the tally marks make it
a little too artificial.

Tim was taken by the in-
sights and ideas being generated.
It was his initial vision to use the video to get students
back in touch with holding powerful conversations
around compelling books. The video inspired them
to reflect on their talk and their conversational turn-
taking patterns. The students were not suggesting
that their class adopt the precise strategies they wit-
nessed in the video. Instead, Tim and the students
were co-constructing a new vision for literature circle
talk. They were making observations from Harvey
Daniels and the classrooms that were featured in the
video, interpreting them, and making them their own
based on their own needs and interests as a commu-
nity of readers.

Tim: I know. And our goal is to have a great
conversation and have everyone in-
volved. Your goal shouldn’t be to have the
most tally marks. So anyway, what really
amazed me about this tape is how these
young kids, big kids, and even grownups
are into talking about books, and that is
our goal. Our goal is through these con-
versations for you to understand more,
share ideas, become excited about the
reading. I know, [ don'’t think anybody
has told me they don’t like this book.
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Every person so far, as far as [ could tell
by reading your reading logs and having
these conversations, I can tell you like the
book. So, I think watching that videotape
and having this conversation is going to
help us. Go ahead, Lauren.

Lauren:  Um, well, I think you should tell like how
you felt about that part like if, um, if you
were sad by that part and stuff.

Tim: So sharing your emotions I think would
be a great idea. So, you call someone.

Katie: Um.... Onastasia.

Onastasia; 1 think that we should talk about text-
to-text, text-to-self, and text-to-world be-
cause, uh, then you could like connect to
stuff and that would make your conversa-
tion go on and on and on.

Tim: And that is sort of more natural, too. Isn’t
' it? When you are just making connections
to things, other stories, other books by
this author, those kinds of things. Those
things are sort of natural for us to do. And
you could write that down, too.

Onastasia: 1 think that we should have more talking
into the silence because then you could
talk about anything at almost any time
and, um, then friends couldn't like and it
wouldr't matter like fists or fingers.

Fist and Fingers was another strategy Tim em-
ployed to promote equity in the conversation.
Basically, the person with the fewest number of
fingers up is called on to talk, and then that person
calls on the next person with the fewest fingers up.
Although the strategy fostered equity of voices in the
conversation, by its nature it made it difficult to build
a genuine conversation in which students are corn-
necting to and building on one another’s thinking.

Speaking Into the Silence, which is respectful
yet natural turn-taking, was another conversational
strategy they valued, and Onastasia suggested it as
a better fit for literature circle conversations. When
Speaking Into the Silence, students learn to watch
and listen for natural openings in conversations by
“reading” eye contact, gestures, and intonation. They
wait for a quiet moment before offering a new com-
ment or question. If two people speak at once, one
retreats, knowing he or she will speak next. Speaking
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Into the Silence is a strategy that takes practice. The
practice promotes student-directed turn-taking and
fosters the process of making connections across
group members.

Tim: OK.

Onastasia: And people wouldn't call on like their fa-
vorite people. No calling, just speak out.
It is more beautiful.

Clirae: [ think that if somebody just asks the

question and you should just keep telling

something related to what they said and

keep building up a conversation.

Building up a conversation—that was Tim’s vi-
sion when he devised this experience. He wanted the
students to look closely and listen carefully as they
watched a video of children and adults from Chicago
engage in thoughtful, collaborative literature discus-
sions. He wanted the video to inspire them to de-
velop a shared vision about how they might improve
their own literature circles. The students discussed
the strategies they appreciated on the video and then
reflected back on their own literature circle conversa-
tions to make concrete improvements. In so doing,
they reflexively outgrew themselves individually and
collectively. They explored problems they had en-
countered in careful yet critical ways.

Tim served as participant and mentor throughout
the process. Tim agreed to let go of the tally mark
requirement to document participation, showing
his students how he too was growing and changing
through this reflective conversation. Tim took the stu-
dents’ suggestion that literature circle conversations
should look, sound, and feel like dinner table talk.
From that point, they strove for their conversations to
reflect what they described as dinner table or kitchen
table talk. Tim launched literature circle conversa-
tions with his current group of students using “kitch-
en table talk” as his vision, and he gave credit to the
students featured in this article for the inspiration.

Students Inquire
into Their Own
Literature Circle

Discussions

Julie contacted Louise,
collaborative researcher




and second author, to develop an inquiry into her
fourth-grade classroom’s own literature circle dis-
cussions. The resulting project built on practices
of inquiry familiar to Julie's students, and provided
them with an opportunity to see how they could
use these practices to reflect on and transform their
own actions and interactions as readers, learners,
and classmates.

In January, when reading historical fiction
books related to the U.S. Civil War, Louise and
Julie taught the students to audiotape each litera-
ture circle discussion, marking each tape with the
date and topics discussed. After several weeks, as
groups reached their books’ conclusions, they sat
with either Julie or Louise to listen to some of the re-
corded discussions, take observation and interpfe»
tation notes as they listened, and then discuss what
they noticed. Observation notes focus on what can
be described through one's senses, whereas inter-
pretation notes invite the writer to think about what
she or he has observed by making connections,
asking questions, and speculating about particular
observations. .

The students had used observation and inter-
pretation notes across the curriculum for years and
were accustomed to drawing a line down the page
to form two columns for observing and interpreting
(Yeager, Pattenaude, Franquiz, & Jennings, 1999). For
this set of notes, students were guided by an inquiry
stance (Jennings, 2002; Jennings et al., 1999; Mills &
Donnelly, 2001; Short et al., 1996) that focused their

attention on their group’s actions and interac-

tions. The students inquired into their

own literature circle discussions,

carefully peering beyond

the surface of their talk to

observe and reflect on

what made their discus-

sions productive and
effective.

One group con-
sisted of Jonathan,
Hutton, Taylor,
Sarah, and Faith.
They randomly se-

lected a few tapes

and while listening,
they took notes. At the
end of a taped segment,
Julie suggested that the

students take a few minutes to write additional ob-
servation notes with corresponding interpretations.

One tape captured a conversation in which the
group was talking about several topics, none of
which related to the book. At the end of this taped
segment, Faith asked her group members to return to
discussion of the book by saying, “P.S., let’s get back
to the book!” After wrapping up their interpretative
notes, they had the following discussion:

Julie: OK, so what observations and interpreta-
tions did you make for this one?

Jonathan: OK. | wrote, we're not talking about the

story.
Julie: M-hmm. Did anyone else notice that?-
Faith: [laughing] Yes!
Julie: [laughing] And I actually wrote that this

happened for most of that tape, which
was about four minutes. What other ob-
servations and interpretations? Sarah is
writing furiously—we need to give her a
second.

Sarah: I put that I like how, um, how Faith goes
“Guys, guys, guys, you know what?” And

she was like...
Faith: Like I'm getting—[laughs]
Hutton:  She goes, “P.S,, let’s get back to the book.”
[Group laughs]

Julie: My interpretation of that is that she was re-
ally sticking her neck out there, but then
too she made it fun: “P.S., let’s get back to
the book.” So it wasn't, um, it wasn't [said
in a bossy tone of voice], “Come on, you
guys, we've got to get back” But it was fun
sort of acknowledging, and everybody
was sort of involved in the conversation
that was off track, weren't they? And so it
was sort of a flags up—hey, yoo-hoo, let's
get back to the book.

Clearly, everybody in the group noted that they
were “off track” and, knowing it was atypical for
their group, they discussed it with good humor. Their
dialogue was attentive, probing, and thoughtful, and
assisted by the use of recording observation and
interpretation notes. For example, Sarah’s observa-
tional notes recorded a lot of actual dialogue, and
her accompanying interpretation notes were marked
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. in large letters: “WAYYY...OFF THE SUBJECT!" She
! also captured Faith's remark, “P.S., let's get back to
: the book.”

Julie and her students then skillfully referred to
their notes to develop their interpretation of the lit-
erature circle dynamic. Sarah, Faith, and Hutton built
on one another’s talk and laughter to reconstruct
i Faith’s role in gently bringing the group back to the
I

and Hutton about Faith's choice words to probe fur-
_‘ ther, pointing to the importance of Faith’s tone and
o demeanor in effectively bringing the group back to
: book talk. Through this conversation, they acknowl-
r edged that groups will veer off track and that it is ac-
' ceptable to do so, but that it is also important to find
~ ways to get back on track. Students can find ways,
like Faith did, to take that responsibility without plac-
ing oneself above the others in the group.

Through their inquiry into their own group dy-
namic, these students collaborated to observe and in-
quire into the dynamics of building and maintaining
community in their literature circle. They were able

: to consider what it looks and sounds like not only to
’ veer off track, but also for a member of the group to
step into a leadership role to redirect the community.
The inquiry into the dynamic reflected the recorded
i literature circle discussion in the thoughtful and com-
| passionate nature of this self-reflection.

Instructional Implications:
Strategies That Make

a Difference

‘ Although all teachers feel a sense of responsibility to
} " both standards and to their students, we have found
. that teachers who have a strong sense of agency
\ . make time for the things they value. Tim and Julie
b valued their students’ thinking and believed in their
students capacity to grow and change through re-
flective conversations. In Julie's words,

Taking time to help kids look closely at themselves as

- : readers, writers, speakers, and thinkers supports them

\ to grow in sophisticated ways that can be hard to ar-

ticulate. By helping them inquire about themselves,

they become stakeholders in their own learning. I be-

lieve teachers can best help kids become intentional

learners by having them look closely at their own lit-

eracy learning in order to set and achieve new goals
themselves.
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book. Julie extended the observations made by Sarah

We identify in the following list concrete strategies
that teachers at CFI use to help students inquire into
literature circles. This powerful yet fragile curricular
structure requires careful scaffolding before, during,
and after the literature conversations. Scaffolding is
authentic and lasting when implemented via an in-
quiry stance.

u Take a few moments before starting literature
circles each day to ask students what they
should expect their literature circles to look,
sound, and feel like.

Take your students to visit other classrooms
that have successful literature circles in place.
Have students observe and take notes. After
returning to your classroom, ask your students
to discuss what worked well and identify strate-
gies they want to try during their own literature
conversations.

u Ask your students to generate a list of qualities
of effective literature conversations from their
experiences with their former teachers.

® [nvite students to help you create a self-evaluation
temnplate identifying qualities of effective litera-
ture circles. Have students complete this form at
the end of each conversation.

Watch professionally produced or teacher-made
videos as a class to glean insights and strategies
that could be used to make concrete improve-
ments in students’ own talk, investment, and
turn-taking moves.

Involve your students in the creation of lit-
erature response journals or templates to help
them reflect on the readings in preparation for
each conversation.

& Teach stems for responding to texts. These may
include “I noticed...,” “1 wondered...,” ‘1 appre-
ciated...” “I felt...,” “I made a connection...,” “1
learned...” and “I was surprised by...."

g Teach turn-taking strategies to your students.
Once you have a repertoire of possibilities (e.g.,
Fist and Fingers, Speaking Into the Silence), sug-
gest that each group make a decision about the
particular strategy it wants to use each day be-
fore launching a conversation.

& Chart students’ good ideas and use them! The
more we show students that we respect and
embrace their thinking, the more we help them




create strong identities
as readers and com- '
munity members with a
sense of agency. |

Have students tape re-
cord their literature circle
conversations. You can lis-
ten to them on the way home
from school to get a feel for
the students’ investment in
each group. Mention a com-
ment or question from each
group before the next conver-
sation to show students you are
a participant in their groups via
technology. Initially, the tape record-
ers remind students to stay on track. Once
they get comfortable with tape recorders, you
can have students listen to and analyze their
own talk to document what they did well and
what they should do to make improvements as
individuals and as a group.

These inquiries engaged students in looking be-
yond the surface of their discussions to consider how
to make them even more productive, intellectually
rigorous, and fair. The guidance that Tim and Julie
offered across these reflective dialogue sessions was
critical in helping their students notice the complex-
ity of their talk and the role of talk in literacy, learn-
ing, and community building. These teachers played
an active role in examining literature circles with the
students by engaging in dialogue with them, offering
their own observations and interpretations as partici-
pants in the conversations.

Although Tim and Julie often extended or re-
phrased the students’ observations in ways that
helped students to focus on how their observations
could be interpreted, they did so much more. In
other words, the teachers talked with their students
reader-to-reader. They offered their insights and
ideas as readers and participants in literature conver-
sations. They offered their insights as teachers not to
impose their ways on their students, but to share an
experienced perspective that might help them make
wise individual and collective decisions.

These inquiries helped the students to burrow
into the “why” of things and take action on “what”
they learn (Freire, 1970, 1973) and “how” they learn.

By focusing on their own actions
and interactions, the students and
teachers were able to reflexively
transform the nature of their
understanding of the read-
A ing process as well as the
content and form of litera-
ture circle discussions.
Furthermore, listening
to themselves talk about
the reading process and
literature circles pro-
pelled students to talk
deeply and with meaning
about the power and po-
tential of literature as a way of
knowing (Rosenblatt, 1995).

Although numerous processes and
practices of inquiry were woven into these conver-
sations, their reflective nature was most compelling.
Our inquiry led us to deepen our appreciation of
the power and potential of reflective engagements.
Of the nearly 400 classroom events that were coded
across the two data sets, reflection was coded more
than 300 times. These conversations helped us see
what is possible when teachers provide opportunities
for students to come together to reflect on literacy
practices and take new actions.

Learning That Lasts:
Lifting Conversations

Through Conversation

We do not want to leave the impression that the re-
maining literature circles were always smooth and
brilliant. Some students had a hard time letting go
of reading thelr literature response entries when con-
tributing to the conversation, other students struggled
not to dominate the talk, and still others continued to
get off-topic, as all people can do when engaged in
small-group work.

However, the impact of these reflective conversa-
tions was lasting. Students took with them literacy
and inquiry practices that they could use to reflect
on their interactions in other settings. They learned
to take both reflective and reflexive stances and to
pay attention to talk and their own engagement in it.
The dialogue that emerged from Tim and Julie's in-
vitations supported students as more thoughtful and
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reflective readers—and more thoughtful and reflec-
tive community members. They imagined new pos-
sibilities for themselves and their futures.

Note

We thank Julie Waugh and Tim O'Keefe for their insights and
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and findings in this article represent the perspective of the au-
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District Two and the University of South Carolina small school
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References

Crawford, T., Kelly, G.J., & Brown, C. (2000). Ways of knowing
beyond facts and laws of science: An ethnographic investi-
gation of student engagement in scientific practices. Journal
of Research in Science Teaching, 37(3), 237-258. do#:10.1002/
(SICN1098-2736(200003)37:3<237:AID-TEA2>3.0.CO;2-6

Daniels, H. (Producer). (2001). Looking into literature circles
[Audiovisual media). Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

Freire, P. (1970). The pedagogy of the oppressed. New York:
Continuum.

Freire, P. (1973). Education for critical consciousness. New York:
Seabury.

Harvey, S., & Daniels, H. (2009). Collaboration and comprehen-
sion: Inquiry circles in action. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
Jennings, L.B. (with O'Keefe, T)). (2002). Parents, children, and
teachers inquiring together: Written conversations about so-

cial justice. Language Arts, 79(5), 404-414.

Jennings, L.B., & Green, J.L. (1999). Locating democratizing and
transformative practices within classroom discourse. Journal
of Classroom Interaction, 34(2), i-iv.

Jennings, L.B., & Mills, H. (2009). Constructing a discourse of
inquiry: Findings from a 5-year ethnographic study. Teachers
College Record, 111(7), 1583-1618.

Jennings, L.B., O'Keefe, T., & Shamlin, M. (1999). Creating spaces
for dialogue: Democratic classroom practices in first and sec-
ond grade. Journal of Classroom Interaction, 34(2), 1-16.

Johnston, P.H. (2004). Choice words: How our language affects
children’s learning. Portland, ME: Stenhouse.

Kelly, G.J., & Crawford, T. (1997). An ethnographic investigation of
the discourse processes of school science. Science Education,
81(5), 533-559. doi:10.1002/(SICI)1098-237X(199709)81:5
<533::AID-SCE3>3.0.CO;2-B

Lemke, J.L. (1990). Talking science: Language, learning, and val-
ues. Norwood, NJ: Ablex.

Lindfors, JW. (1999). Children’s inquiry: Using language to make -

sense of the world. New York: Teachers College Press.
Mills, H., & Donnelly, A. (Eds.). (2001). From the ground up:
Creating a culture of inquiry. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
Mills, H., O'Keefe, T., & Jennings, L.B. (2004). Looking closely and
listening carefully: Learning literacy through inquiry. Urbana,
IL: National Council of Teachers of English.

The Reading Teacher Vol. 64, No. 8 May 2011

Mills, H., O'Keefe, T., & Whitin, D. (1996). Mathematics in the mak-
ing: Authoring ideas in primary classrooms. Portsmouth, NH:
Heinemann.

Nichols, M. (2006). Comprehension through conversation: The
power of purposeful talk in the reading workshop. Portsmouth,
NH: Heinemann.

Peterson, R., & Eeds, M. (1990). Grand conversations: Literature
groups in action. New York: Scholastic.

Rosenblatt, L. (1995). Literature as exploration (5th ed.). New
York: The Modern Language Association of America.

Short, K.G., Harste, J.C., & Burke, C.L. (1996). Creating classrooms
for authors and inquirers. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

Wells, G. (1999). Dialogic inquiry: Towards a sociocultural prac-
tice and theory of education. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
University Press. doi:10.1017/CBO9780511605895

Whitin, P.E., & Whitin, D.J. (1997). Inquiry at the window: Pursuing
the wonders of learners. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

Yeager, B., Pattenaude, 1., Franquiz, M., & Jennings, L. (1999).
Rights, respect, and responsibility: Toward a theory of action
in two bilingual classrooms. In J.P. Robertson (Ed.), Teaching
for a tolerant world, grades K-6: Essays and resources (pp.
196-218). Chicago: National Council of Teachers of English.

Mills is a professor at the University of South Carolina
as well as the curriculum and development specialist
at the Center for Inquiry, Columbia, South Carolina,
USA; e-mail Heidimills@sc.rr.com. Jennings is an
associate professor at Colorado State University, Fort
Collins, USA; e-mail louise.jennings@colostate.edu.




