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Interpretation
What Does “Interpretation” Mean?

Colloquial Definitions:

There is confusion over what people mean when they say interpret.  Colloquially we might use the word as a synonym for understand or comprehend, as in “How should I interpret that look on your face?”  While watching a movie or talking with our book club, we may use the word instead of explain and ask our friends, “How did you interpret the part where Rosa shows up at the party?”  We tend not to say, “What did Rosa’s party scene lead you to infer?” or “What should I infer from that look on your face?” (Santman, 2008)

The colloquial and generalized use of interpret and interpretation tends to confuse what we mean in our own reading and teaching.  When we pull up next to a student and ask him how he is interpreting his book, what do we really mean?  It’s crucial that as educators we have clearly defined for ourselves what we mean by this term because our practice becomes the process our students will use to grow as readers (Bomer, 1995).  
Academic Definitions:
Even among reading scholars, interpretation can have a different meaning depending on the source.  A century ago, educators viewed reading as a process by which the reader comes to understand the author’s meaning.  Remnants of this view still linger in our language.  When we ask students to find the author’s message, we imply that our job as readers is to search for the singular meaning the author wrote.  
By the 1930’s, New Criticism gained prominence in literacy theory and in reading instruction; this school of thought regarded the author and the author’s intent as irrelevant to the actual meaning on the page.  By closely attending to the printed word, New Critics hold that readers can almost scientifically decipher the meaning contained in the text.  Through this process, a reading community can decide upon the single best interpretation of a text—one that admittedly disregards readers’ reactions and individual’s connotations.  In today’s schools, when we ask multiple choice questions about the big idea of a story, we are adhering to New Criticism because we assume that there is a single best answer despite the individual reader.

Reader Response Theory gained popularity in the 1960’s and 70’s and holds that reading is a performance act in which the reader recreates a meaning of the text that might be totally unique depending on her gender, class, race, and experiences.  Lester Laminack often speaks about the variety of interpretations an individual might make while reading Charlotte’s Web depending on her age and life experience.  As a first grader, she may hear the story and be struck by the spider’s ingenuity, while as a fifth grader she builds an interpretation centered on the meaning of friendship.  As a middle-aged woman, she interprets the story as a commentary on love.  

While Reader Response is the view that is most prominent in American reading instruction today, many scholars and teachers believe that there is a realm of possibility in which possible interpretations exist.  As a teacher, we need to teach students to work within this realm of possible interpretations to find a justifiable interpretation.  Here is a diagram that Santman shared in her recent course titled Inferences and Interpretation:
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New Criticism   


Interpretation as a Distinct Reading Skill:
Even after we’ve understood that inference involves a negotiation between the reader and the text, teachers still need to define exactly what we’re are negotiating when we build an interpretation.  We must know exactly what we expect our students to do when we talk about interpretations.  In order to gain clarity, it’s helpful to understand the debate between interpretation and other commonly-confused reading skills.

· Inferring vs. Interpreting:  Inferring is connecting the known to the new.  When we infer, we use our prior knowledge to draw conclusions about new information that is not explicitly stated (Beers, 2003; Harvey and Goudvis, 2000; Keene and Zimmerman, 1997; Miller, 2002).  It is not simply a reading skill; we make inferences constantly.  We infer that a student is upset when we see his watery eyes.  We infer that they are serving hamburgers in the school cafeteria as we recognize the smell down the hallway.  As we read, we infer that the story’s setting is on a farm when we learn that there is a rooster crowing and hogs wallowing in the mud.  We also might infer that the rash on Rob’s legs in The Tiger Rising is a symbol for his muted sorrow.  Beers (2003, p. 63) distinguishes text-based inferences (drawn from information found in the text) and knowledge-based inferences (drawn from schema about the world).  Santman (2003, p. 75) argues that the source matters less than the scope; she distinguishes between “Figure It Out” inferences that are critical to making sense of the text and that are almost unarguable and “Making More” inferences that enrich our reading of the story and include such things as inferring symbols and characters’ motivations.    
While many educators do not distinguish between inferences and interpretations, others argue that inferences are small and specific while interpretations are constructions across inferences.  Donna Santman explained that while inferences are dots, interpretations are lines.  TCRWP staff developer, Jen Serravallo, reasoned that “interpretations are accumulations of inferences.”  Yet others argue that when we interpret, we are doing more than simple accumulating, or synthesizing inferences.
· Synthesizing vs. Interpreting: Synthesizing is gathering ideas across a text.  Sometimes, synthesis involves gathering ideas and coming up with a bigger idea (Bloom’s Taxonomy).  We may, for example, after gathering evidence across the story, decide that Rob has a hard time communicating his feelings because his father has silenced him.  Other times, we simply synthesize ideas across a text as a means of patterning; the product of this patterning is only different in size from the individual bits of evidence that comprise it.  We may gather lots of evidence of Rob’s silence to synthesize that Rob is a quiet kid.   
Some educators argue that synthesis happens only when we accumulate pattern without concluding a bigger idea.   These people would argue that as soon as we propose a theory that is somehow bigger than the accumulated pattern, we have stepped across the line into interpreting.  Others argue that even when we synthesize and conclude with a bigger idea, we are still not interpreting because our ideas are still firmly rooted in the text.  This latter group understands interpreting as using the text to build a general idea that reaches the world. 

· Theorizing vs. Interpreting: As stated in the above example, some understand interpreting as the building of theories across a text that help us make more sense of that text (Harvey and Goudvis, 2000; Miller, 2002).  Others see interpreting as constructing ideas that use the text as a starting point but that generalize about the way the world is (Santman, 2003; Bomer and Bomer, 2001).  Still others use interpretation to cover both kinds of ideas; these educators focus on the idea that readers need to interpret on a text- and world-level, and they may teach the two kinds of interpretations separately.

· Critical Reading vs. Interpreting: Pam Green wrote that, “Readers interpret texts from their own sociocultural values and thus the same text may have multiple meanings depending on readers’ perspectives.”  Critical reading stems from the recognition that texts are not neutral because they are created by a biased author and read by a biased reader.  When we participate in critical reading, we engage in a meta-cognitive analysis of how a text positions different people (including readers) in terms of race, gender, class, and other demographic categories.  

Many reading scholars draw a firm line between reading a text critically and critical reading (Calkins; Bomer and Bomer, 2005).  These thinkers acknowledge that critical reading can involve interpretation, but they distinguish the two reading acts as separate.  Others slur the line between critical reading and interpretation seemingly because they view both as means of better understanding the world by reading the word (Freire, 1997; Santman, 2003).
Despite which understandings appeal to us as individual thinkers and teachers, it is absolutely critical that before we teach interpretation, we decide what we mean and don’t mean so that we can be explicit with our language and our modeling with our students.  
Classroom Language and the Vocabulary of Interpretation
Depending on the age of your students and your own philosophy, you may decide to substitute kid-friendly terms for interpretation while you’re teaching.  Before doing so, it’s important to consider what these terms may imply to your students about the act of reading and interpreting.  Naming shapes knowing (Johnston, 2004; Gee, 1989), so the terms we use in our classroom do matter.  Here are some commonly-used substitutes for interpretation and possible implications, as discussed in Santman’s course on Inferences and Interpretation:
· Big idea: useful to demonstrate to little children that the big idea can scoop up little ideas; can be vague or very general
· Theme: very literary and implies text-based thinking
· Issue: can have a political connotation
· Lesson: can be reductive or imply that the author decides, our job as readers is to find it
· Moral: similar to lesson, but more culturally-specific 
· Generalization: teacher-word
· Message: can be reductive and imply that interpretation is simple and neat, tied with a bow
· Theory: often used as just a text-based interpretation, so could imply that interpretations are not about the world outside of the text; also implies that multiple interpretations are welcome 
Every choice we make has implications, and it’s critical that as we think about constructing a classroom vocabulary about interpretation with our students we make decisions about word-choice that reflect our understanding of the term.  
Potential Teaching Points 

What follows is a compilation of potential teaching that get at interpretation which I have acquired over the course of the semester.  After defining what you mean by interpretation in your reading and thinking, you may find that some of these teaching points are inappropriate to for your students.  You may decide that some of these fit more closely with your understanding of inference, synthesis or critical reading.  Or you may decide that some points imply a philosophy of reading at odds with your own.   For the purpose of consistency, I use the term big idea as synonymous with interpretation.  

Interpreting Post-Reading:

· To find a big idea in the story, we can wonder what the author would have written in the book if she only had ten words to tell her big idea (Calkins). 

· There is more than one big idea in any story.  When we finish a story, readers can free-write so we can snowball our big ideas about what they story really means (Calkins).

· We learn big ideas from stories that will help us live our lives differently, but the story rarely tells us straight out what the lessons are.  Readers take time at the end of a story to think about the story’s big ideas.  We ask ourselves what lesson the main character learns at the end of the story and how this lesson can be a lesson for us.  This is a big idea in the story.
· Often in stories, the main character learns one lesson, and other characters learn different ones.  We can accumulate more big ideas about a story when we ask ourselves what secondary characters learn at the end of the story and how this lesson can help us in our lives.  
· Readers know that big ideas in the story can be messy.  When we think of a big idea about a story, we also want to think about which parts of the story that don’t fit with that big idea.  If a big idea is an umbrella, which parts of the story stick out and get wet?  Answering this question can help us develop other ways to see the story (Calkins).

· We can think of a big idea of a story as the message on a bumper sticker.  When we finish a story, we can ask ourselves, “What would the bumper sticker of this book say?” (Laminack).

· To find a big idea in the story, we can ask ourselves, “What is the bumper sticker from this book that fits not just this story, but also lots of other ones?”  (Laminack).  

· Readers can compile all of our post-its from a book and put the similar notes together to start to think about big ideas.  We can then ask ourselves how similar notes can build up to a big idea we have about what the story is really about (Calkins).  
Interpreting Story Elements and Symbols:
· It is not an accident that authors choose the titles they do.   Readers can grow big ideas about a story by wondering about possible meanings for the title that help us understand the story better.
· It is not an accident that authors choose the settings they do.  Readers take time to ask ourselves if the setting of the story could stand for something else, like a character’s mood or a problem in the story.  By drawing comparisons between the setting and something else in the story, readers can make more of the story.  (Could do a similar lesson on characters’ names, place names, or characters’ physical descriptions.)
· Readers notice how a character looks physically and wonder how this might be a symbol for how that character is internally.  When they way a character looks changes, we wonder how that might help us understand how the character is changing on the inside. 
· Readers wonder how an animal in a story might be a symbol for something else in the story.  We ask questions like, “What do I know about this kind of animal in general?  How is this animal acting in this story?  Is there something else in the story that is like this animal?  How can this animal help me understand the story better?”  Asking questions like these can help us understand a different layer of meaning.
· Readers notice when there is an object that a character always keeps nearby or always talks about because this could be a symbol for something about that character.  Readers think about how the object and the character might be similar or different to try to develop a big idea about the character. 

Interpreting as Critical Reading:
· Authors write stories to teach ideas that they have about the world.  As readers read, we always ask ourselves, “What’s this text trying to get me think/believe?”  When we read with this question in mind, we earn power as readers.    (Could also use for non-fiction texts, substituting stories for another word.)

· Authors rarely come right out to tell us their ideas and opinions about the world.  When we read, we take time to ask ourselves, “What’s the writer’s perspective?  What must the writer feel/believe to tell it is this way?”  When we read with these questions in mind, we earn power as readers.  (Could also use for non-fiction.)
The following is a string of minilessons from a unit on critical reading developed by myself and Ale Aleman.  All of them teach interpretation according to one definition.  They may or may not match your own understanding:
· Authors rarely explicitly write that a particular character carries more power than others in the text.  Readers have to interpret who holds certain aspects of power by looking at a character’s actions and wondering how those actions make him/her earn or lose power.  This can help bring the story to life to see it more clearly. 

· Readers can figure out which characters have power by looking at a character’s words and wondering how those words indicate how powerful they perceive themselves to be.  This can help bring the story to life to see it more clearly.

· Readers can figure out which characters have power by looking at a character’s interactions and relationships with others and interpreting how those relationships contribute to how much power they hold at any given time.  This can help bring the story to life to see it more clearly.

· Readers notice how the power moves from character to character in the story to figure out a big idea in the story.  Readers can do this by asking, “Who has the power at the end of the story?  What did this character learn to get the power?”  This can help bring the story to life to see it more clearly.

· Authors rarely come right out to say how they think boys are and how they think girls are.  But stories have hidden ideas about boys and girls.  Readers notice what the main character does and says and wonder how these details make boy-girl stereotypes look true.  By noticing these things, readers can see stories in a different way and take more control as readers.   

· Readers also notice what the main character does and says and wonder how these details break boy-girl stereotypes.

· Sometimes the main character breaks boy-girl stereotypes, but other characters in the book tell a different story about the way boys and girls are.  Readers notice what secondary characters do and say and wonder how these details make or break stereotypes.  By noticing these things, we can see that one story can hold many different ways of thinking about boys and girls.  This awareness gives us control as readers.

· Readers notice the different kinds of power that boy and girl characters have in the story and wonder what this says about the way boys are and the way girls are.  By noticing these things, we can earn more control as readers.

· We can earn control as readers when we notice what the story suggests and taking time to decide how we think and feel about these messages.  Readers notice what the story says about the way boys and girls are and then take time to decide what this makes us think and feel.

· Readers notice the wealth, or class, of different characters in the book by noticing details of what characters have and where they live.  Noticing the class of different characters can help us know more about their lives and better understand them.

· Stories rarely come right out to say that characters are a certain way because they are rich or poor.  Readers take time to notice how poor and rich characters act and wonder these actions make stereotypes about the way rich people are or the way poor people are. Doing this allows us to see the story in a different way and gives us control as readers.

· Readers notice the different kinds of power that rich and poor characters have in the story and wonder what this says about the way rich people are and the way poor people are.  By noticing these things, we can earn more control as readers.

· We can earn control as readers when we notice what the story suggests and taking time to decide how we think and feel about these messages.  Readers notice what the story says about the way rich and poor people are and then take time to decide what this makes us think and feel.

· All year we’ve talked about making connections to stories to better get inside the book.  Readers can also take time to notice how we are disconnecting with the story.  One way to do this is to notice details about the characters’ class that are not like us as readers.  By recognizing these disconnections, we can earn more control as readers.

· By noticing where the story takes place and how we connect or disconnect with that place, readers can better understand themselves and the story in a different way.  

· Even though most authors want all different kinds of people to read our stories, we make stories that some people can easily connect to and other readers will disconnect to.  Readers notice the class of the characters in a story and imagine the kind of readers who would connect and disconnect with this story.
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Justifiable interpretations should be both provocative (reaching for possibility) and convincing (accountable to the text and the world).  
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