Kate Bishop

Inferences & Interpretation
Case Study #2: Interpretations


I’ve spent much of the semester noticing, prompting and analyzing readers’ interpretative attempts.   For the purposes of this assignment, I’ve focused on three different classroom experiences to examine more deeply:
· A minilesson I taught in a first grade classroom on finding a big idea of the story by wondering how the lesson the main character learns at the end of the story can be a lesson for us readers.  In this minilesson, I modeled on Runaway Bunny by Margaret Wise Brown and asked students to practice similar thinking with their partner using Stellaluna by Janell Cannon.    

· A read-aloud of Allie’s Basketball Dream by Barbara E. Barber that I observed Jen Serravallo lead in a fourth grade classroom in which she periodically asked students to write on post-its their reactions to her prompts.  When she finished reading, book clubs held written conversations off of their post-its on chart paper.  Here are the questions she posed during the read aloud: 

· What do you think about the kind of character Allie is so far?

· I’m wondering about what this book wants me to think about boys and girls, about gender.  Can you write down any ideas you have about this?
· I could think maybe the author is trying to teach me something through writing this book.  What might she be trying to teach me?
· Unprompted post-its notes collected from a fifth-grader’s independent reading of Crazy Lady by Jane Conley.
The context and grade levels of all these classroom events vary significantly, but several threads run throughout that mark the way many young readers tend to interpret their books.  First, when students interpreted, they often stayed closer to the text than they ventured into the world.  One first grader I called on in our minilesson commented that a big idea we can learn from Stellaluna is that, “Bats like mangos.  Birds don’t like mangos or any fruit.  But I know butterflies like fruit too.”  In some ways, Jermaine’s answer is a complex move toward interpretation; he took story details about the way individual bat and bird characters are and created a sweeping statement about the way bats and birds (and butterflies?) are in the world.  He used a little bit of what he learned about bats and birds and connected it to what he knew about butterflies.  His big idea represented a dichotomy between bats and birds that is central to the book, but Jermaine did not complete the contrast by offering a “so what” that gets at why it matters that birds and bats eat different things.  Moreover, what was missing from Jermaine’s statement was the abstract nature of a big big idea.  Stellaluna is a fiction story—not a nonfiction text in which a big idea very well might be the contrast between two kinds of animals—and fiction stories hold possibility for readers to explore the way we are.  How could I teach Jermaine to draw his big idea with a wider stroke, so that it not only connects the text to his world, but also articulates a provocative view that propels him to reconsider his own thinking?  To do this, I tried to demonstrate a link between Jermaine’s comment and a big idea offered by his classmate, “We can be friends even though we’re different.”  This first-grader went beyond the text to generalize about the world.  Through a statement like this, she has positioned herself to personally respond to the book and to allow it to influence her own thinking.    
Many of the fourth graders responding to Jen’s read aloud of Allie’s Basketball Dream also generated ideas that fell along the continuum marked by text-specificity on one end and big-world generalization on the other.   One student wrote in response to an idea about gender that, “(Boy character in the book) don’t know what girls like, only what boys like.”  Like Jermaine’s comment, this idea does seem to be a synthesis of several examples throughout the story but it lacks a conclusion or generalization about the world.  His classmate wrote to the same prompt, “That it don’t mean that girl can’t play basketball anybody can play boy game.”  This interpretation does start to move away from the specific characters in the text into generic boys and girls, but it does not extend to activities beyond basketball.  A third student wrote, “Girls can do what boys do”—a generalized interpretation that is grounded in the text but not specific to it.  To move students toward this kind of idea, it might be interesting to teach them that they could compare lots of different books they’ve read that involve gender and generate umbrella statements under which many of the books belong.  

Even the students who offered generalized statements seemed to do so in a neat tied-up-in-a-purple-bow kind of way.  While, “We can be friends even though we’re different,” and, “Girls can do what boys do,” may be profound statements for elementary students, they are clichéd sound-bites.  The proficient readers in my book clubs may articulate the neat interpretative statement, but we quickly find evidence in both the text and the world that disproves or doesn’t fit with our initial neat interpretation.  We may say something like, “It’s like the text is trying to say that we can be friends even though we’re different, but then, at the end of the day Stellaluna abandons her bird family and goes back to live with her bat family.”  Or we might say, “One lesson is that girls can do what boys can do, but I’m not sure if I agree.”  These students, even the fourth graders set up to debate one another on chart paper, didn’t attempt to challenge one another’s interpretive ideas.  They wrote things like, “I agree because everyone can do anything they try whether it’s a boy or a girl game,” and, “I agree because people don’t care what others say about them.”  Where is the controversy or non-example from the text or the world?  I suspect that students are rarely taught to seek it.  Developmentally, students probably have to learn to make these generalized big-idea statements about texts before they can complicate them.  But, I wonder how much students who do the big-idea-as-sound-bite are ever explicitly taught to progress to the “complicating” level.  My hunch is that students are profusely praised when they make a generalized big-idea statement about a book and not shown how to take the bow off and problematize it.  Those who are already generating big ideas might benefit from being taught to use evidence from the texts and their lives to both support and complicate it.  
Furthermore, complicating a big idea really requires students to personally respond to texts in a way that I couldn’t find much evidence of in their work.  Students were not only adopting the text’s ideas as truth without offering different opinions, they weren’t even offering connections to the big idea in a way that would allow them to be challenged, validated or otherwise influenced by big ideas found in the book.  The first grader who said that a big idea in Stellaluna was that friends can be different didn’t articulate what that made her think (although I didn’t prompt or even offer her space to do).  The fourth graders didn’t write a single personal anecdote on the chart paper and they had twenty minutes to do so.  Even though they were writing about what I would think would be a controversial topic for these pre-tweens, they kept the topic at a distant level even as they used general “boys/girls” language; I couldn’t find any recognition that it included them.  

When they thought about characters, students often synthesized actions to form an idea about that character on a text level, and they sometimes used archetypal language for kinds of people.  But they rarely linked these characters to people they knew.    The fourth graders wrote that Allie is the kind of character, “who at first says she doesn’t care, but then maybe she does,” and “who is not a girl who (cries)… She stands up for her(self),” and, “who don’t care when others tease her.”  Even the fifth grader, who wrote a complicated and intuitive explanation about his main character, stopped before generalizing or connecting him to others.  He wrote, “Vernon should stop being so aware of himself.  Sometimes it does him harm.  Why is he so self-(conscious)?”  All of these examples suggest that to use texts as tools to examine their worlds, students need to personally respond to their texts by comparing and contrasting books and their lives and developing complicated vetted interpretations of books that have possibilities for their own worlds. 
 I also found that the fourth graders generated contradictory interpretations of Allie’s Basketball Dreams that seemed to be based on their own understanding of the world.  While most students wrote that they learned that girls can do anything boys do, a large handful of students wrote things like, “Some things are for boys and some things are for girls.  Messing that up is stupid,” and, “Basketball is a boys’ game and girls who want to play it are icky.”  These students’ resisted the big idea that was dominant in the class, and this is possibly because they felt more comfortable agreeing with a big idea that echoed their worldview than they did disagreeing with one that challenged it.  This has made me wonder the extent to which students have been taught that texts should challenge and be challenged by readers.  When we imply that readers should simply consume books, aren’t we setting them up to resist ones that don’t corroborate their worldviews?  If so, instead of establishing opportunities for students to consider different ideas, we are encouraging them to either resist or contort conflicting ideas to notions more pleasing to them.  We have teach students not just to interpret stories, but also to take time to consider how these ideas might and might not fit with what they believe.   
