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apT re are many definitions of empowerment, and probably all teachers believe that they 

 empowering their students as readers in one way or another. Furthermore, there is no 
proach to reading and literature that does not neglect something that someone might 

consider important since no approach can emphasize everything. Finally, there is no approach to 
teaching and learning that is right for all teachers and all students at all times. Everything that we 
do in classrooms depends on how we read the situation; and that situation involves what those 
outside our classrooms are demanding, what our students expect and are able to handle, and 
what we as individual teachers value and are able to do. Thus teachers who guide students to a 
preferred reading of a class text, teachers who let students respond to a class text in any way they 
wish, teachers who have students read workbooks in order to learn how to answer multiple-
choice questions, teachers who enable individual students to read anything they wish for 
whatever purpose, teachers who strive to give students an understanding of authors and literary 
history, and teachers who have students learn rhetorical terminology in order to label the 
elements of texts—all these teachers are doing what they know how to do and what they believe 
is valuable for students. And all of these teachers may be looking, as we have, for even better 
ways of empowering their students; for during the course of our forty-four combined years of 
teaching, we have been all of these teachers, and we have found each approach lacking. 

What we wish to share with you, therefore, is not a definitive claim about how to 
empower readers in all classrooms, but some of the ways that we are trying in order to empower 
readers in our classrooms. We call the three-step, meaning-making process that is the basis for 
our curriculum in reading and literature engaging, enhancing, and evaluating. The goal of 
engaging is to enable students to read the text as rapidly and naturally as possible for the purpose 
of sensing the general situation and articulating some first impressions of it. The goal of 
enhancing is to enable students to realize their questions and concerns with the work and to 
explore one or more of those questions and concerns by re-reading portions of the text (and 
related texts, where appropriate) for the purpose of attending to the particular situation and 
voices of the situation. And the goal of evaluating is to enable students to review their enhanced 
senses of the work—their temporal experiences, their explorations of self and others, their 
dialogical insights—and to reflect on their successes and frustrations, their meaning-making 
processes, and their next steps for reading and learning. 

Engaging 

In the past, we engaged students in reading a text by giving them background information on 
the author and times, teaching lists of difficult vocabulary from the text, telling students what a 
great work they were about to read, and setting purposes for their reading. At the time, all of 
this seemed useful and necessary; in retrospect, we sense that our approach was too 
manipulative. Now we seek to do as little as is necessary to engage students in reading. For 
students who cannot read the text on their own, we read it—in part, orally—in class. For 
experienced readers who are used to reading long texts on their own at home, we just assign 
the work in toto—with next to no comment. For readers in between, who can and will read at 
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home but who need some help getting started, we use a variation of what Margaret Meek 
Spencer calls tuning the text (1983, 72-83). When we worked with Steinbeck's Of Mice and 
Men, for instance, we had students read the first few pages and then share and explore what 
they sensed was going on. Students were surprised by how much of the Of Mice and Men 
situation they were able to sense by attending imaginatively and reflectively to the first couple 
of pages. They felt that the watering hole was somehow special and might be returned to later 
in the story. They hypothesized who George and Lennie were, why they were together, and 
where they had come from. And they predicted where George and Lennie might be going and 
what their futures might be. Enabling students to realize that they do not need to know about 
the author or the times or the meanings of unfamiliar words or what to look for-before they 
begin reading a text—is empowering. 

The other aspect of engaging students is enabling them to articulate their first 
impressions. Several years ago, when we first became interested in student responses, we 
followed the advice of a then-popular book by having students express their responses in such 
creative ways as collages, drawings, and letters to the characters and author. The resulting 
responses were vivid and powerful, but we found that they were so final that students did not 
want to regard them as tentative and subject to revision. We abandoned that approach and, 
instead, had students write reading logs. But, again, the logs became so extensive that when 
we asked students to share them and learn from the writings of others, discussions were more 
defenses of first impressions than explorations toward new understandings. Then we decided 
to focus on the power of questions as a way to identify what students might explore next. So 
students brought in lists of questions about their sense of the work; but too often the students 
produced teacher-type questions in which they were not genuinely interested. 

Now we believe that students' initial responses are most useful if they are short and 
honest, and if they reveal the readers' concerns. To obtain such helpful first impressions, we 
now ask three questions: (1) Without hesitating, what three things pop into your mind as you 
think back on the reading you have just done? (2) What thoughts and feelings do you have 
about the work? (3) What does the work remind you of? To accomplish this we have found 
that it is necessary to establish and sustain an atmosphere of trust in which everyone can feel 
comfortable in sharing their first impressions without censure or evaluation, for our overall 
rule about first impressions is that they cannot be wrong. 

Once students have recorded their first impressions, they need time to sort through 
those initial responses and to explore what such responses might mean. One approach is to 
have students meet in small groups to share their first impressions and determine whether 
there are any issues toward which most of the group members gravitated. Then each group 
reports its findings to the whole class, the findings are put on the blackboard or are 
photocopied, and students can then determine which of the identified concerns they wish to 
explore, in what order, and how. Another approach, of course, is to have students share their 
first impressions with the entire class. The value of small-group sharing, however, is that it 
enables more students to talk at once, provides a filter for the selection of significant issues, 
and, in the long run, probably takes less time and produces more satisfaction for everyone 
than trying to deal with an entire classroom of voices at the same time. Once first impressions 
have been shared and constellations of concerns identified, it is time to go beyond first 
impressions—to enhancing. 

Enhancing 

Once readers have become engaged in imagining and explaining the general situation, they 
can move to asking questions about their developing sense of the particular situation. To see 
how this enhancing works, let us look at how three different classes of fourteen year olds 
sensed the general situation of Harper Lee's To Kill a Mockingbird and then went about 
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exploring its particular situation. 
The first class was composed of approximately twenty-five inner-city students. 

Throughout their in-class reading of the work as well as upon its completion, these students 
were most drawn to the situation of Boo Radley. What they wanted to explore in more detail 
were the following questions: Who is Boo Radley? What is he feeling and thinking 
throughout the story? What is his relationship to Scout, Jem, and Atticus? Why do people 
treat him the way they do? And why does he do what he does at the end of the story? So by 
re-reading those passages of the text dealing with Boo Radley and engaging in a series of 
activities designed to enhance their sense of that particular situation and voices, the students 
came to understand more about both Boo Radley and themselves. And what was the 
relationship between these students and Boo Radley? At first we could not understand why 
these students were focusing on Boo Radley. In all our years of teaching To Kill a 
Mockingbird to suburban students, we had never had any class be primarily concerned with 
Boo Radley. So why were these inner-city students so concerned? Slowly we came to realize 
that these students saw themselves as Boo Radley. Although much of the public regarded 
them as tough, potentially harmful beings, to themselves they were caring persons who were 
completely misjudged and being made invisible by society. So when they were exploring 
Boo Radley's situation, they were exploring their own. Here, for example, is what tough-
looking Juan wrote about Boo Radley at the end of the unit: 

 

Boo 

I am a little child in a grown man's body 
who wants to escape and be with somebody 
I only come out at night when you are asleep  
and put all I have in that old Radley tree 
I live a lonely life that no one would like to live 
in a dark world that is full of sins 
To kill a mockingbird is one of them too 
and no matter how mad I am that's something  
I'll never do. 

 
The second class was composed of approximately thirty-five semi-suburban whites 

who indicated at the end of reading the novel that they were primarily concerned with Atticus 
and his family: Atticus as a parent, the relationship between brother and sister, Dill's coming 
to visit, and the dislike of Atticus's relatives for the way in which he was raising the children. 
Since these students came from single-parent homes and/or homes with many children and/or 
situations where relatives came to visit or where they went to visit others, their explorations 
of the particulars of the Atticus Finch household were also explorations of their own 
situation. 

The third group of students was quite similar in makeup to the second, but their first 
impressions were totally different. Initially, they expressed a fascination with the incident in 
which Atticus is called upon to shoot a rabid dog. First, they asked about the rabid dog and 
rabid animals in general. Second, they expressed confusion about the fact that Atticus at first 
resists taking the rifle and using it to fire the long-range shot that brings down the rabid dog. 
Why would a man who has the reputation of being "one-shot Finch" not want to fire the rifle? 
Third, upon re-reading that portion of the text, the students noticed for the first time that 
Atticus refuses to discuss with his son, Jem, both his marksmanship ability and how he 
acquired it. Why would a father who is an expert marksman not want even to talk about it or 
to demonstrate his skill with his son? Finding Atticus's behavior very odd in the rabid dog 
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situation, the class began exploring in particular detail many of the other unusual aspects of 
Atticus: Why do his children address him by his first name? Why does he never 
say anything about his wife, the children's mother? Why does he wear a three-piece suit 
every day, even in 100-degree weather? And why does he underestimate the threat of Bob 
Ewell to his family? Linked together, these questions led the students to realize that Atticus 
was more human than Scout's adoring portrait seemed to suggest. And this insight led the 
students to explore Scout's role as a narrator and how views of adults can change over time. 
So by exploring their fascination with the rabid dog, Atticus's odd behaviors, and Scout as 
narrator, these students were also exploring their situations of trying to make sense of an 
adult world in which illness and evil are prevalent.  

As fascinating as these three anecdotes might be, one still might ask, What do these 
students' explorations have to do with the major themes of To Kill a Mockingbird? After all, 
isn't that novel really about racial injustice in the U.S. South at a particular period in history, 
and isn't the trial of Tom Robinson at its center? Strange as it may seem, none of our many 
classes who have read To Kill a Mockingbird have ever focused on racial prejudice or the 
Tom Robinson trial as their point of concern. Yes, they understood that a great injustice had 
been done to this innocent black man; and, yes, they understood that racial prejudice and 
prejudice in general is a terrible thing. But after these understandings had been made 
public— and readers had little difficulty sensing these concepts—our students wanted to 
explore issues that were less obvious. Thus one class focused on Boo Radley, another on the 
Finch family, and another on rabid dogs and the oddities of an adult. What do these concerns 
indicate about how these students are sensing the situation of To Kill a Mockingbird? After 
all, if mockingbird is a metaphor for the preciousness of life, and if we should strive—as 
Atticus does—to not judge others but to walk in their shoes, then the thematic questions of 
To Kill a Mockingbird become: What is involved in walking in the shoes of another? What 
happens to people when they are unable to walk in the shoes of others or when others are 
unable to walk in their shoes? How is one to live in a world in which there are rabid animals 
that need to be killed? If these are some of the major thematic questions of To Kill a 
Mockingbird, then we believe these concerns are addressed by exploring the situation of Boo 
Radley—in whose shoes next to no one is able to walk; by exploring the Finch family 
relationships—all of which involve problems in being able to understand the viewpoints of 
others; and by exploring Atticus's reluctance to kill the rabid dog and to take the rabid Bob 
Ewell seriously—which involves Atticus's inability to attend to the darker aspects of nature 
and thus his inability to walk fully in the shoes of others. 

What empowers students to move beyond their first impressions and to take 
responsibility for their own meaning making? A first step is providing students with the time 
and support that they require in order to generate their own questions, and then helping 
students determine what is important now for them based on their emerging concerns. 
Students' authentic questions are a powerful indication of what has been accomplished as 
well as what kinds of discussions and/or other activities might sustain a high level of 
engagement and learning. In all these efforts to enable students to enhance their first 
impressions, we believe that it is essential that students re-read those portions of the text 
directly related to their identified questions and concerns. Then by working individually or 
in groups—through one or more modes—students can explore and, ultimately, share their 
enhanced sense of the situation. 

The most often used mode for enhancing students' readings is group discussion. 
Other modes that we have found useful, however, are listed in figure 3. These are not the 
only possible ways for enhancing our readings of a text, however; and we encourage you 
and your students to design whatever means seem most helpful for enabling students to 
explore more fully their text-related questions and concerns. Of course, there are lots of 
publications that recommend activities for livening up one's teaching; but many of these 
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suggestions (e.g., "choose relevant events and construct a plot summary," "develop character 
sketches of the most important characters in each act," "build a replica of the Globe 
Theatre") are basically gimmicks—activities that a teacher can use to keep students occupied 
without having much understanding of what students are learning in the process. In contrast, 
we recommend that teachers and students collaboratively design enhancement activities that 
are (1) related to students' realized concerns, (2) engaged in only after students have re-read 
the related portions of the text; and (3) used to guide students toward being more other-
aware and selfaware as they explore the more particular situation. 

Evaluating 
As our students assume increased responsibility for their own learning, we expect them to 
take an active role in setting goals and evaluating their progress. We seek to balance time 
devoted to negotiating curriculum with time devoted to reviewing and reflecting upon what 
has been accomplished, what has been learned. To facilitate these reflections, we require 
students to save in portfolios all their writings and other creations associated with their 
readings. Frequently we ask students to write and/or discuss with us their thoughts in 
response to such questions as: What have I been trying to accomplish by doing these 
particular readings, re-readings, writings, conversings, and other activities? What am I now 
able to do that I wasn't able to do in the past? And what do I seek to learn in the immediate 
future? 

We do not have space to include an entire portfolio of several weeks of students' 
readings and writings, and students' reflections on them. But here is an example of one 
college undergraduate's enhancement activity for "Reel One." Roger took on the role of the 
girl, wrote a monologue to gain a better understanding of the girl's particular situation, and 
then recorded his reflections on that enhancement experience: 
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Well, he took me to another one of those gory war movies. Can't he tell I hate them?! 
Whenever someone got shot, he grabbed my hand and squeezed it so hard I thought he'd 
break every one of my bones. Well, anyway, after the movie I wanted to talk about 
something else—like maybe something I was interested in. He wouldn't even listen to me. 
I tried everything to get him to talk to me about something real, but all he wanted to do 
was walk in the snow. Have you ever tried walking in the snow in a skirt and heels? I was 
wet and cold and he didn't even care. He just kept staring at the trees like he was waiting 
for them to talk to him, or something. Maybe it's time to tell him how I feel. 

I have never really written anything from a woman's point of view. In writing the 
monologue I tried to step into that woman's (girl's) heels and walk a mile through the snow 
in them after sitting through two hours of blood and guts. I had to examine such things as 
would she like the movie, what about the hand holding, and the snow, and the walk in 
silence. I went back to my own experience and recalled a conversation I had with an ex-
girlfriend I used to take to hockey games on a regular basis. She hated them—but never 
told me—waiting for me to catch on. And one day I said, "You don't really like hockey, do 
you?" Wow, was she relieved—finally she could share what she really felt. That's why I 
wrote the last line-"Maybe it's time to tell him how I feel." If more people communicated 
their feelings, there might be less divorce, and probably less marriage as well. 

Our ability to empower students to evaluate their own learnings through the use of portfolios and 
individualized self-reflection did not occur overnight. For many years we used short-answer tests 
and composition questions to evaluate what students had gained from our literature classes. But 
had we known about and been helped to implement early on other ways of evaluating learning, 
we believe that we would have made this transition more easily and speedily. 

An example of a first step that teachers might take toward empowering students to 
evaluate their own learning in relation to literature can be seen in the experience of one of our 
student teachers, Valerie Walsh. After having taught A Tale of Two Cities to a group of 
advanced ninth-grade readers, Walsh gave students the typical test consisting of ten matching 
items (worth thirty points) and a composition question (worth seventy points). Almost all these 
gifted students received full credit for the ten matching items, and most did extremely well in the 
writing. Here, for example, is Ivan's answer to the following composition question: "Choose one 
character in A Tale of Two Cities, and examine that character's development and change within 
the novel. Do you find this character's change believable? Why or why not?" 

One character that changed in the novel is Sydney Carton. He changed from an 
unemotional man with no friends to a compassionate man that will be remembered as a 
hero for years to come. This change is believable. 

When we first meet Carton we learn many things about him. We learn he's a drunk. 
He is forever in bars drinking. This is exhibited at various parts in the novel, specifically 
after the acquittal when he went out with Darney. We also learn he is a cold man with no 
compassion. This trait is exhibited in his handling of Jarvis Lorry in court and his handling 
of Charles Darnay at the bar. All these traits will change at the end of the novel. 

By the time the book ends we see Carton as a compassionate man who's a hero. He 
takes the place of Charles Darnay on the guillotine. He took the place out of love and 
friendship. He never exhibited either of these traits at the beginning of the novel. In fact, 
he himself stated that he cares for no man and no man cares for him. To show love and 
friendship is a total change. 

He did this for love. I believe it because a similar thing happened to me. A girl I liked 
didn't like the way I talked to her friends. The next day I changed the way I talked. I 
changed out of love and so did Carton. 
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To conclude I believe Carton's change is possible because he did it out of love, just as 
I changed out of love. To change for love is realistic, and that is why I believe that 
Carton's change is believable. 

Although a few of the test essays written by students in this thirty-five-member class were more 
insightful than this one, Ivan's is typical. And Walsh's experience in reading the set of essays 
was that-by the end of the thirty-fifth paper—they all sounded quite alike. 

When Harold asked Walsh what might happen if she asked students to choose their own 
questions, concerns, or topics to write about in relation to A Tale of Two Cities, she accepted the 
challenge by giving students an overnight homework assignment in which they were asked to 
explore in writing any aspect of the novel that concerned them. Here is what the same student, 
Ivan, wrote: 

Dear Mr. Carton, 
I hope as you look down from heaven at us you can see this letter. 
I want to apologize for everything I said to your face and behind your back about 

you. I totally misjudged you. I thought of you as a drunken bum who didn't care about 
anything except if he had enough money to buy some alcohol. Looking back I see you 
are a kind and compassionate person. I know that what you did wasn't for me but for 
Lucie but I appreciate it just the same. Your love for Lucie is commendable. I think 
that your scheme was ingenious. Your whole plan was flawless. You knew you had to 
drug me because you knew I wouldn't go along. Then you knew that Madame Defarge 
wanted to kill my wife so you had to get them out of the country quick. You are an 
exceptional man and I will never forget what you did for my family. 

Very truly yours,  

CHARLES DARNAY 

And what did Ivan think about these two writings—the teacher-specified composition and his 
own chosen essay? 

I preferred the writing I did on my own. I discussed in the writing we did at home 
something that I felt was important. I discussed an issue that I felt needed to be 
addressed. In the test I felt the point we argued was dull. I could write about it from an 
intellectual point of view but it wasn't a writing that came from the heart. I didn't feel 
strongly either way about that dull issue. 

I felt I did better on the free writing because I wrote about something that means 
something to me. I felt strongly about the point. I didn't have to think about it. It just 
flowed out. In the test it was a chore. 

Another student, Marion, also chose to write about Sydney Carton for the test, 
concluding by arguing a position somewhat different from Ivan's: 

I don't think that Carton ever really goes through a change. He is still the insecure 
person he was in the beginning of the book. 

But by the end of the book, he makes that fateful decision to die for Lucie, proving 
once again that love does prevail over all. 

For her own-choice writing about A Tale of Two Cities, Marion also chose to write about 
Sydney Carton, but in a way quite different from the teacher-formulated composition: 

Whenever I think of Sydney Carton, I think of this kid I used to know named David. 
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He used to be in my class in my old school, and the truth was that no one really liked 
him. He was really quiet, and when he did say anything, it was usually something 
really off the wall. Kind of like Carton, only weirder. I couldn't stand him, because 
he really was unfriendly. But now my view of him has changed a little. Maybe he 
was nice. Maybe he just had a hard time expressing himself, like Sydney. Maybe he 
had good intentions, deep down. And now I think, would he have done something 
nice for me, even something unimportant, the way Carton did for Lucie? Probably 
not, and I wouldn't blame him. I feel guilty. I should've been nicer when I had the 
chance, you know. 

Which of these two writings did Marion prefer? 

Personally I liked the freewrite better than the test composition. I liked writing about 
what I felt like writing about, as opposed to something that I had to write about. This 
is the kind of thing that I think about when I think about this book. I know that it's 
weird, but I think that that's what literature should do for you—make you think 
about how your life relates to the lives of the characters, and how you can make 
yourself a better person after learning about them. 

The vast majority of the students in this class said they preferred the writing that 
they had chosen for themselves, though many questioned whether it would be worthy of 
a good grade. For us, the results of Valerie Walsh's experiment illustrate clearly the 
values of student-empowered explorations and evaluations. 

If we enable students to evaluate their own abilities as meaning makers, what criteria 
might be used? The usual approach to evaluation is to determine a text's meaning and 
then see how well students are able to produce or re-produce that desired interpretation. 
But throughout this book, we have been suggesting that meaning is not a product, but an 
ongoing process: a temporal experience of sensing and making sense of situations, an 
exploration of others and oneself. What criteria, then, might we help students use to 
evaluate their abilities to sense and make sense of situations, others, and themselves over 
time? If readers are able to live through some of the work's thematic questions, and if 
readers are able to sense more of the work's situation and voices upon multiple readings, 
then these readers are learning the processes of experiencing meaning over time. And if, 
over time, students are more reflective and reflexive about what they are doing, then they 
are learning to be more responsible meaning makers. 

But what if students seek right answers? What if they are not happy with being 
unable to attain, for all time, a complete understanding of the work? What if they do not 
like the fact that readers can have so many different interpretations? To address these 
concerns, we would try to help students develop the understanding that we are born in 
the midst of the conversations of humankind; and when we die, those conversations will 
still be going on.1 One reason human conversation never stops, of course, is that most of 
the texts in our lives—nature, other people, ourselves—are continually changing. Thus 
we constantly need to make sense of those changes—so that we can decide what to do 
next. But what about the texts in our lives that remain the same over the years, such as 
words on a page? Can we interpret written texts once and for all and then stop talking 
about them? Not really—because words on the page are unable, by themselves, to 
contain and proclaim their meanings; because people are continually creating new lenses 
for interpreting the world; and because texts take on different meanings as people in 
different situations and at different times in their lives read them. Thus the conversations 
of humankind—even about the meaning of written texts—can never really be 
terminated. 

If the ultimate meanings of texts cannot be determined, what are we to do? We 
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can despair that human communication is inadequate, and curse the stupidity of our 
endeavors. We can accept certain persons' interpretations as authoritative and ignore or 
denounce all the rest. We can strive to make human communication more adequate by 
trying to define more clearly our procedures and codes for encoding and decoding 
meaning. We can accept, as Mailloux does in his Rhetorical Power, that meanings are 
always open to further interpretation; we can realize that all interpretations are 
historically and rhetorically determined; and thus we can argue for the interpretations in 
which we believe (1989, 133–49). Or, as we speak up for our views, we can also strive 
to be respectful of and understanding of the views of others. Of course, if we are not 
careful, our own pluralistic vision can become so precious and powerful that we may end 
up condemning all those who do not share our perspective. Thus, regardless of how hard 
we strive to see beyond our own situation, we are always potentially trapped by it—
unless, of course, our situation includes lots of others and lots of dialogue. 

Ultimately, therefore, if we are to regard meaning as a process, we also have to 
regard meaning as a continuing conversation. And how might we assess progress in 
meaning as an ongoing dialogue? If we regard reading as the act of having temporal 
experiences and exploring the situations of others and ourselves as part of those 
experiences, then progress can be determined by the number of voices with whom we are 
able to have a dialogue, the degree to which we realize that the It of any text can never 
be fully understood, and our willingness to continue participating in the conversations of 
humankind. 

Empowering Students and Teachers 
In approaching reading as a three-step process, we are trying to avoid what we 
experienced as students and what still happens in many classrooms: the practice of 
having students interpret the particular situation of a work before they have made sense 
of its general situation, and the practice of having students attend to all the particulars of 
a work. In this too-typical approach, the teacher has the class attend to the work 
chronologically, section by section, and interpret the particulars of each section as fully 
as possible. Teachers do this, we hypothesize, because they want students to get the 
fullest understanding of the work possible, and because they are unfamiliar with any 
other way to teach meaning making. From the students' perspective, however, such an 
approach is problematic. True, some students may appreciate this section-by-section 
explication, wanting instant answers to their questions and seeking to know the teacher's 
interpretations in preparation for the usual end-of-reading exam. For most students, 
however, section-by-section, chronological, in-depth analysis is murder. Why? First, 
asking students to deal with the particular aspects and voices of a work before having 
sensed the general situation is an impossible task. Second, this approach to reading gives 
students a totally false picture of the actual, trial-and-error, exploratory, recursive nature 
of meaning making. And third, the emphasis on numerous particulars without an overall 
sense of the situation to contain them, or a student-motivated reason for attending to 
them, leaves the work in an easily forgotten morass of minutiae. 

That is why we are recommending the approach described in this chapter. By  
enabling students to get an overall sense of the work as rapidly as possible—by reading it 
themselves and not being told about it—and by enabling students to realize how the work 
concerns them, we then have a solid foundation from which to explore the particular 
situation and voices of the sensed work. By allowing students to choose those sections of 
the work to be explored, by understanding that all particulars of a work cannot be 
adequately addressed, and by realizing, along with Stanley Fish, "that what will be called 
the basic experience of a work (do not read basic meaning) occurs at every level" (1980, 
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41), we enable students to enhance their understanding of the work in a helpful and 
meaningful way. Finally, by enabling students to demonstrate what they have learned and to 
reflect on their ways of meaning making, we enable students to celebrate their growth, to 
assess their strengths and weaknesses, and to define their objectives for future learning. 

We have been able to share only a portion of our ideas about teaching, but enough to 
let you know how we regard the situation. Although we have been talking primarily about 
reading and literature, in our teaching we try to interrelate all the language arts and to give 
students as much choice as possible. We want students to understand that learning and 
living are a matter of making choices, and we want them to be empowered to make those 
choices. 

Our present approach to empowering students frees us to redirect our energies from 
predetermining and directing students' interpretations to understanding and empowering 
students' meaning making. Of course, we do not have the sense of control that we once 
had, we need to have greater patience as our students explore their initial impressions and 
try to realize their major concerns, and we need to have greater faith that our students will 
profit as much from their own meaning making as they might have from ours. But the fact 
is that this new way of teaching not only empowers our students; it also gives us a new 
lease on teaching. We are continually enlightened by our students' experiences with a 
work; we are learning about meaning making; and we are feeling rewarded as students 
remember the works that they have read, know how to make sense of other texts, and leave 
our classrooms wanting to read more. 

If students were empowered readers in our classrooms, then no student would ever 
have to think what one of our graduate students thought when reflecting on her previous 
experiences in school: 

In my own experience, I have lived through many years of being an invisible 
reader. Many of my teachers were stuck on themes, literary devices, time periods, 
and who did what to whom. Not too many teachers asked me what my feelings 
were about a given work, and why I might be feeling that way. I see this as very 
unfortunate because I used to be a very involved reader, very sensitive to books, 
and I absolutely loved to read. I experienced books very strongly and so many had 
a powerful impact on my mind. It seems that many teachers are afraid to venture 
from more superficial questions and delve into the relationships that young readers 
develop with texts: What ideas are being evoked, what feelings, what conclusions, 
if any? It's such a waste of time to ask silly questions that don't engage the reader. 

Note 

1. For a similar conception, please see Kenneth Burke (1941, 110–11). For this 
reference to Burke's fable of society's conversation, we thank Steven Mailloux (1989, 56). 
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