
 

 

 

 

 

 

Toward Productive Dissonance and Rehearsing Resolutions: Talking about Literature at School 

 

Audra Kirshbaum Robb 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the 
requirements for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 
under the Executive Committee 

of the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences 
 
 
 

COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY 
 
 

2025 
 
 



 

 

 
 



 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

© 2025 

Audra Kirshbaum Robb 

All Rights Reserved



 

 

Abstract 

Toward Productive Dissonance and Rehearsing Resolutions: Talking About Literature at School 

Audra Kirshbaum Robb 

 

 We live in an era of widening rifts: personal, social, and political. Somehow the internet, 

despite its potential to connect across differences, seems to have mostly served to algorithmically 

deepen connections that are familiar, that echo our own beliefs and suspicions. Post-COVID, we 

could have returned to "real life" with renewed energy for crossing thresholds, but this potential 

has yet to be fulfilled. Schools are microcosms of the wider environment and not immune to 

fractioning; in fact, intra-school group divides create additional, ever-shifting plate tectonics and 

guardrails. How might reading and talking about literature at school create opportunities for 

people to encounter and respond to other perspectives; to also experience being encountered and 

responded to? Perhaps by theorizing reading as a chance to hear oneself, others, and our 

intertwined lives in new ways. I begin by explaining the urgency of this work and how 

traditional English literature studies often fail to foster transformative conversations. I then bring 

several theorists together (Buber, Bakhtin, and Bhabha) to build a conceptual framework for 

reading literature with others — to rehearse and re-orchestrate our understanding of each other 

and the world — and apply this theory to a qualitative study of extracurricular 

reading experiences in an international school setting. Finally, I consider how some key practices 

may condition students and adults in schools to use literature to improve their collective 

soundscape. 
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Prelude 

And how could the life of dialogue be demanded? There is no ordering of dialogue. It is 

not that you are to answer, but that you are able. 

– Martin Buber, Between Man and Man 

 

To live in the unhomely world, to find its ambivalencies and ambiguities enacted in the 

house of fiction, or its sundering and splitting performed in a work of art, is also to affirm 

a profound desire for social solidarity… 

– Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture. 

 

In February of 2019, I was at sea. I knew I needed to leave my job as a literacy consultant 

within an organization that had shifted its tone in the 14 years since I’d started working there. I 

was tired of parachuting into one school on Tuesday, a different school on Wednesday, furiously 

planning in the evenings to coach teachers in wildly divergent ecosystems, inevitably feeling like 

I’d failed to do so. I was disenchanted with what felt like a revised mission to publish and 

support a mass-produced curriculum instead of co-developing school-specific plans with teachers 

and working with them to see these ideas through. 

I was scrolling through open education positions on Indeed, clicking past glossy EdTech 

promos, vaguely vowing to check if my “permanent” New York State certification was still 

actually valid, when I saw a posting that seemed to beckon directly to me. An independent 

international school in New York City (I’ll call it “The Globe School” or “Globe”) wanted a 

“curriculum specialist” in literacy and humanities, someone they hoped had an expertise in 
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Reading and Writing Workshop and a deep understanding of the Common Core State Standards. 

My consulting work had centered on “workshop” teaching, a structure that had served me well in 

my time as a middle school English teacher. And when the Common Core had rolled out in 

2010, I and a few colleagues had represented my organization in a citywide think tank, 

developing performance assessments aligned to the new standards, culminating in a 2014 AERA 

presentation (Hatch et al., 2014). It felt like this school was reaching out to me personally and 

saying, “Audra, come work here!”  

The more I researched the school and its mission, the more compelled I became. This was 

a school with students from all over the world. And although this demographic fact is not 

uncommon in New York City public schools, the celebration of and attention to multilingualism 

and global citizenship are often not as explicitly valued as they are in the stated objectives of this 

school. The potential for me to return to my passion for languages and linguistics (I was a 

Comparative Literature Major and Linguistics Minor in my undergraduate work) was as much of 

a draw as the connection to my more recent experience with standards-based curriculum and 

assessment practices. 

My teaching and professional development up until this point had all focused on public 

school systems. The private school environment and the international school system were new to 

me. In this, I had something in common with the head of school who had posted my position: he, 

too, was a public-school veteran. His rationale for adopting standards was based on his belief 

that established learning progressions and common assessments have the potential to bring 

teachers closer together in their practice. This goal is backed by research that shows that when 

teachers are more in sync with each other, when they have a common vocabulary for the content 

and processes of their disciplines, student performance improves (Fullan & Hargreaves, 2013). 
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But just because teams of teachers had “selected” sets of standards to guide their assessments 

and practice, this did not lead to immediate shared understandings of… any of it: the standards 

themselves, how those ought to play out in daily instruction, what kinds of assessments might 

best demonstrate that students had met the standards, etc. It turned out that even within one 

discipline, there was great confusion as to which standards had been selected: the middle and 

upper school English departments had ultimately turned to the New York State Next Generation 

ELA standards (NYSED NextGen ELA); the elementary school division was not informed of 

this and thought that the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) had been established as the ELA 

goalposts.  

When I arrived at the school, it was not surprising to me that the teachers I met displayed 

a wide range of reactions to both the person of the recently appointed head of school (he had 

been there only a year) and to the prospect of “standardizing” their assessments and grading. My 

consulting experiences had prepared me for this. I myself was not an unabashed cheerleader for 

the CCSS; the use of these standards as a high-stakes determiner of student and teacher 

evaluations was another factor in my decision to leave my prior place of employment. I had 

become increasingly disappointed in and averse to developing curriculum that in my opinion 

focused too intensely on achieving high student test scores in their client schools. I was ready to 

have diverse conversations and to work with teachers in a variety of ways to develop what I 

hoped would become a meaningful common vocabulary and methodology for teaching English 

and supporting literacy in Humanities classrooms.  

What I was less prepared for was a divide within the school around teaching and 

curriculum that was considered “American” as opposed to “international.” Having never 

attended or worked in an international school, the distinction was new for me. The school serves 



4 

students from pre-kindergarten through twelfth grade, culminating in the International 

Baccalaureate (IB) program in grades eleven and twelve. The head of school believed that to 

prepare students for the demands of this diploma program, there should be more systematic 

backwards planning for the challenging level of understanding and skills needed to successfully 

complete the IB courses and pass the rigorous exams. This would require building common 

understandings among teachers about expectations for students, including creating opportunities 

to talk about student work and co-create agreed-upon goal setting and evaluation tools. 

As I began my work with teachers, it became clear that many teachers in this community 

were tired of “initiatives” and viewed the Curriculum office (my home) as a revolving door of 

plans that would come and go. Many viewed the head as someone who didn’t really understand 

international school culture. Meanwhile the head himself felt that a shift towards more 

conventional academic rigor was needed, including more teaching days, more instructional time, 

less time spent on the ‘food, flags, and festivals’ side of cultural awareness and more time spent 

teaching critical thinking. Despite most people’s commitment to the school’s mission statement 

that values both “academic excellence” and a “diverse learning environment,” different groups 

seemed to harbor divergent, closely-held views about what it would mean to carry that goal 

forward. The mission statement also claims that the school fosters “cross-cultural 

communication.” I thought it would be a good first step for the adults in the building to start by 

bridging intra-school cultures that felt pretty self-enclosed: cultures that were not perfectly 

aligned with identity markers like nationality, race, or ethnicity, but more connected to roles 

within the school such as union affiliations, departmental alliances, and administrator status. 

In my doctoral studies at Teachers College, my research interests had begun to focus 

broadly on the ways in which school is and isn’t a place of community or belonging. Maybe this 
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was in part due to my own feelings of outsiderness, first as a consultant, and now as a new hire in 

a place where the adult relationships seemed insular and exclusive. I was especially moved by 

bell hooks (2003), who warned about the dangers of “dominator culture” in educational 

institutions (p. 131). She writes about the tendency for people within these systems to feel 

unrecognized and disrespected; for students to feel competitive and suspicious of each other. 

Teachers in The Globe School seemed to mistrust and feel judged by administrators and people 

like me who are considered “curriculum”. I had also begun to understand more about the 

demands of the Diploma Program of the International Baccalaureate, a culminating set of 

standardized exams that all students worked towards. Although the school’s mission mentions 

inclusivity, I was starting to notice the pressures of these exams on both teachers and students: 

the feeling of never being prepared enough seemed prevalent. I wondered about the promise of 

the school as a place where people from all over the world had the opportunity to connect with 

each other, focused on common, important goals. I remembered all the other schools I’d worked 

in previously, and how there, too, the pressure to perform, whether as a student or a teacher, 

seemed to often prevail over a desire to connect and feel connected. 

And then, COVID hit. 

March 8, 2020. I was singing in a choir concert at Trinity Church on 100th Street in 

Manhattan. Nestled in the alto section, I straightened my back to breathe deeply, properly. My 

favorite piece in this concert hovered, unsung, just seconds away from its quiet entry. Our 

director, Knox, smiled the smallest smile as he, too, stood tall in preparation for the music that 

would flow through him. This standing wide open, this deep breath, this small, loving smile and 

the breaths of 25 others, all ready to chime into the same chord that would immediately fall into 

another, different chord. Six hours later all of this would feel like an impossible dream. Six 
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weeks later I would fear that this moment might have been the last of its kind. Our concert’s title 

was, eerily enough, “Songs of Farewell.”  

A few teachers from Globe had come to hear me sing, and afterwards we all gathered in a 

dive bar called The Dive Bar. We huddled together in the close, dark room. We ate guacamole 

and drank beer and laughed a lot. And then we walked out, saying “See you tomorrow.” About 

20 minutes later, each of us in our own spaces by then, we all got the text. Two of our colleagues 

had been hospitalized and confirmed infected with COVID-19. School would be closed and 

operate remotely starting the next day. 

Although there were rumblings about the city possibly “locking down,” we had no idea 

what that really meant. Or what COVID-19 really was. We thought we would have to work from 

home for a few weeks, and that felt weird but doable. The long separation, from friends and 

family, from life as we knew it, was just beginning. Our giggly nervousness and secret glee at 

not having to commute would soon transform into the muddy mix of fear, frustration and 

mourning that overtook New York City later that spring. 

The first stanza of the song I most cherished in our concert goes like this: 

There is an old belief, 
That on some solemn shore, 
Beyond the sphere of grief 
Dear friends shall meet once more. 
(song by Hubert Parry, text by John Gibson Lockhart) 

We’re not yet on that solemn shore. We are all, in some ways, still at sea. Trying to stay 

afloat through a rift in time, in space, in feeling. Schools have had an especially rough passage, 

tossed and tumbled about by the winds of politics, of parental panic, of competing perspectives. 

From the first tsunami of the virus, the wave that kept coming, when almost all schools moved to 

100% remote learning, to the start-stop, ever-shifting calculus of in-person/remote/hybrid 
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learning that whipped us to and fro, never allowing us to chart a course for more than a few 

weeks: it’s been a choppy, disorienting ride. The experiences of children and adults at The Globe 

School and reports and anecdotes from fellow educators raise questions for me about how we 

coped and about what we can do to move forward, if not “beyond” grief and loss, at least 

towards a time when we can meet each other… once more. 

My years of working with teachers and students in English classrooms have offered me a 

privileged vantage point: I have witnessed, unfortunately quite often, bored students talking past 

each other and tired teachers frustrated with what’s expected of them and their charges; but I 

have also experienced moments when something shifts—socially, emotionally, collectively— 

and a group of humans, maybe only two or maybe a whole class, suddenly seem to forget that 

they are engaged in a task and instead speak and respond and lean into the interaction with care 

and curiosity. The boundaries between “school” and “life” seem less significant. Questions about 

tough issues percolate through with more willingness than usual to let these hang in the air; to 

not have to have an answer. Probably because these were English classrooms, most of these 

different-feeling moments included talking about a text. These ephemeral blips prove that 

breakthroughs, though they sound romantic, are possible, even in school; they are not 

insignificant and are worthy of study. My research for this dissertation begins from this premise. 

I wondered whether and how reading and talking about literature might invite moments of what 

Paulo Freire (1970/2005) terms “mutual humanization,” (p. 75). Kevin Gary and Drew 

Chambers (2021) refer to Freire in their own description of hoped-for moments in education that 

qualify as “epiphanies” (p. 371): when individuals realize their own “unfinishedness” (p. 385) 

and feel a call to change. 
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Chapter 1: In Search of Answering, Not Answers 

Looking back with the dreadful knowledge of all that’s happened between Spring 2020 

and today, it’s hard not to see that moment as a split. I’ve heard the term “before-times” applied 

to our pre-COVID lives and this feels right. So much changed, so quickly. We weren’t ready and 

couldn’t have been ready, despite the (in retrospect) feeble attempts to “prepare” for operating 

remotely at school. It’s not that those exercises were pointless - thank goodness we at least did 

that. It’s that what changed during the lockdown was something much deeper and more 

existential than anything that an easy login system or pre-created Schoology content could 

possibly have addressed. And yet it also feels true that the fault lines had always been there; the 

extreme conditions of remote learning only exacerbated them.  

During the lockdown, everyone had to stay home. School was fully remote for all, and 

there was a kind of egalitarian awfulness to that structure. We felt like we were in the same boat. 

But of course, it wasn’t the same for all - in fact, every home environment is completely 

different, so every student and every teacher went through an isolated, unique schooling 

experience. But we/they all were isolated. We/they were all trapped in unique family/home 

environments. For better or for worse. New norms emerged, like clapping every night at 7pm in 

honor of the doctors, nurses, and shopkeepers who continued to work, essentially, in person. 

Every Friday at Globe there was a Pre-K virtual dance party. Everything was on Zoom, so all 

meetings were also on Zoom. We got used to being muted. To turning our cameras off, even if 

we required that students keep theirs on. To tuning out when things felt draggy, scrolling emails 

or Twitter during less participatory parts of meetings. 

By the time summer rolled around, everyone was exhausted. Families were grateful for 

the clearly heroic efforts teachers had made to rise to the unparalleled occasion and deliver the 
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best learning experiences they could through their computers. But teachers, administrators, 

parents and students understood that this was not what anyone wanted. Everyone watched the 

news about COVID cautiously, but with so much hope that by September, “real” school could 

start again. This desire drove the board and the executive administrators to decide, over the 

summer, on an overarching principle: in-person learning is the best for students. The school 

would push for as much in-person learning as possible, while keeping within the legal limits of 

COVID safety. All adults would be required on campus every day; those with medical concerns 

would need to take unpaid leave.  

When the school made the decision to open in a hybrid structure in Fall 2020, several 

related decisions were also required. Since not all students could physically learn in the building 

at once due to social distancing restrictions, the question became: how should we create cohorts? 

After much painstaking measurement and re-measurement of the classroom spaces and 

consideration for the youngest students who really had the hardest time with remote schooling 

(grades K and 1 would come 100% in person every day), the administration decided to split the 

school in half alphabetically into two cohorts. Of course, this math needed adjusting and they 

had to play with the numbers to make it work, but the organizing structure was governed by 

students’ last names. The rationale for this was partly the need to ensure that families were 

coming to school on the same day. The other rationale was fairness and ease of implementation.  

The pressure to make a plan over the summer, to have everything in place for the start of 

school, overrode any thoughts of adding nuance to this system. But the effect on students was 

huge. Two separate cohorts would set sail in separate ships, in the same choppy sea, but very 

much on their own journeys. They could zoom into the others’ experiences through the magic of 
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the Polycom. But they wouldn’t be in the same space, and their social order would inevitably 

change. 

These decisions had profound effects on how people felt about the school. At the same 

time, people’s very different emotions around the pandemic—their range of feeling comfortable 

with commuting, including the eventual awareness of backlash violence against Asian-

Americans (Petri & Slotnik, 2021)—made it impossible to address everyone’s concerns with the 

same policies. People wanted very different changes to the changes that had already been made, 

and they wanted them made immediately. 

Meanwhile, life in school was no longer familiar. Hybrid learning in our school meant 

that every day half the students were physically in the classroom and half zooming from their 

homes or (in the case of the littlest learners) from another space in the school. The next day the 

roles would flip. Toggling back and forth so frequently was exhausting, but it did allow for most 

students to come to school every other day, without long stretches of learning from a screen 

(though some families, in the interest of even greater caution, opted to keep their children home 

and learning remotely every day). The technology was so promising, with microphones so 

sensitive that they really did pick up everything the teacher and the students said.  And yet. If the 

experience was “hybrid,” we could also say that it was “un-whole” or “un-sound.” The 

impossibility of synchronicity between the live classroom and the Zoom-boxed Poly students, 

with the constant threat of online students either glitching or disappearing, created a daily 

fractured experience for all. Requiring all students to keep their cameras on forced adolescents at 

home to contend with their own and others’ images (something they are often sensitive about) 

while also trying to learn from a teacher not in the room with them (a learning mode they were 
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likely not used to). After speaking with students about this experience, I imagine it may have felt 

something like this: 

Remote/Learning/Space. 

You’re in your apartment, but also in the classroom. You’re in a classroom, but it’s also 

your apartment. Your apartment plus the classroom plus other kids’ apartments are morphing 

into a new room, and you’re in it. You’re not in any space because you’re in many spaces. 

In this new space that’s not a space, you can see small boxes of other spaces, in the big computer 

screen box. There’s the box that is you in your space; there’s the box that is the classroom with 

other kids and the teacher; there are other boxes with other individual kids in their spaces. From 

your days in the physical classroom, you know your small-box self is also on a screen in that 

classroom, invisible to you because the camera is pointing away from you. But you can feel your 

other self looking out from your box on the screen. 

You can feel the kids in the classroom not seeing you. You want to turn your camera off, 

but it’s not allowed. You want to raise a blue Zoom hand, but you know it will fade before getting 

anyone’s attention. The teacher’s back is turned. The classroom kids are looking at each other. 

Who knows what the other Zoom-box kids are looking at. You look back at your Zoom-box self: 

you are, and you are not your own audience. 

Everything in the class looks small and far away. Until the screen share, when Google 

Slides shimmer big and colorful and clear, crowding the other images over to the side. The 

classroom shrinks to a tinier box, your teacher becomes tinier, and the other kids and your own 

box disappear. It’s just the Slides now. It’s kind of a relief to not see your own face. It’s kind of a 

relief to not see the other kids, to not see your friend who ended up in the other cohort based on 

last name alphabetization. It’s not easy to see that friend laughing and joking with other masked 
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kids who weren’t such good friends before but now… You haven’t seen that friend in person in 

almost a year.   

When the next school year rolled in, and everyone was back on campus every day, we all 

wondered how students were feeling. Trying to get a read on students’ social and mental well-

being, the middle school principal surveyed students in her division to ask them about their 

feelings of belonging at school. The response was predictably varied. But a resounding theme 

was that the past year had messed this up. Being apart from the people they wanted to be with 

was painful. And being back together wasn’t solving everything right away. Knowing that I was 

studying how school communities did and didn’t foster a sense of belonging, the principal shared 

some of the anonymous responses she received that she said were typical of the survey results. 

Here are just a couple of these replies: 

 

“I have felt irrelevant sometimes and it feels as if you don’t matter. It felt weird, as if 

your [sic] a ghost.” - 7th grader 

 

“I was online for the majority of the last school year. I almost felt invisible. Students 

were laughing and living their middle school years whereas I always felt like I wanted the 

year to be over.” - 8th grader 

 

It was clear that “seeing” each other, with the cameras on and everyone’s image on 

display, had not been universally experienced as true connection, or even as being “seen”. I 

became curious about what might bring students, families, teachers, and staff together in such a 

way that they could actually feel connected.  
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1.1 The Problem: How to Come Back Together IRL (in Real Life) 
March 2020 provided what radical educators like James Gee (2018) have been calling 

for: a true disruption of business-as-usual. If traditional schooling has offered “a vegetarian diet 

for carnivores” (p. viii), with students and teachers often stuck in roles that fail to inspire or feed 

genuine curiosity, genuine connections, perhaps only something this dramatic could possibly 

reorient the kitchen completely. Of course, he and others were not hoping for such a terrifying, 

globally morbid inciting event, but on the other hand, it’s likely that nothing short of such a 

moment in time could ever have stopped us all in our tracks so forcibly. The author and critic 

Arundhati Roy vocalized this hope that the pandemic might be a “portal” early on: in April of 

2020, she wrote that “...in the midst of this terrible despair, it offers us a chance to rethink the 

doomsday machine we have built for ourselves. Nothing could be worse than a return to 

normality” (third to last para.). Gloria Ladson-Billings (2021) took up Roy’s plea, calling for a 

“hard re-set” of schools’ practices (p. 68), especially regarding working towards more equitable 

environments and outcomes for Black students. Instead, once the immediate crisis was mitigated, 

school systems mostly resumed their routines: their teaching assignments and class rostering, 

their curricula, their assessment schedules. In desperation for familiarity after so much 

strangeness, they rushed to restock their larders with the same fare; to turn back from the portal; 

to avoid the blank screen of a true re-set. 

 But, perhaps predictably, after the initial relief of being back in person, a new, or perhaps 

only exacerbated, bitterness has seeped into the emotional life of schools. As evidenced by 

teacher strikes (Brasch, 2023), toxic political strife within school boards and state legislatures 

(LoBue & Douglass, 2023), increased homeschooling (Jamison et al., 2023), and the flight of 

many teachers from the profession (Singer, 2021; Carver-Thomas et al., 2022), people are not 
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happy with/in/about school. Feeling unseen and unrecognized has become a prevailing emotion, 

connecting people who see themselves in the same stakeholder group, and driving a wedge 

between people with different roles. In The Globe School, a common complaint from teachers is 

that the weight of the pandemic bore down heaviest on them: the pressure to figure it all out—the 

glitches and the zoom bombing and the off-camera student black boxes—amidst their own 

parenting in lockdown and, in many cases, illness and loss. This feeling was shared by teachers 

in other school environments, but at Globe, the insistence from the head of school on 100% in-

person attendance from adult employees deepened the divides between staff and administration, 

and between staff and families. Whereas families could make decisions about how and when to 

send their children back, based on personal and health considerations, employees were not given 

similar leeway unless they were willing to forego a salary for the year. 

George Floyd’s murder and the ensuing protests in the summer of 2020 brought to the 

surface additional layers of these feelings: the global outcry included Black students and teachers 

voicing their experiences of being othered in a White-centric educational system. Many schools, 

including Globe, were forced to publicly respond to Black@... Twitter accounts that overflowed 

with raging personal anecdotes of racist treatment by fellow students, by teachers, and by 

administrators. Although many white allies were moved to join in protests, the moment was not 

experienced in the same way across racial lines. The unequal toll of the pandemic on Black and 

brown communities and differing personal stakes of anti-racist activism for white and non-white 

protesters (Krieger, 2020) were additional factors in the rifts between groups in schools. 

As schools and other organizations made moves to address the calls for action from their 

Black families and staff, new leadership positions were created, often with the express purpose 

of redressing accusations of anti-Black racism. This created its own kind of ripple effect on 
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groups that did not identify as Black, but also viewed themselves as nonwhite or, in the case of 

many non-American teachers at Globe, not personally connected to a racist history they viewed 

as specifically American. Professional development sessions aimed at building more of a 

collective understanding of antiracist teaching and intercultural competence prompted emotional 

responses from teachers who had been unsettled by some of the Black@ testimonials from 

former Globe students but remained committed to teaching methods that they viewed as neutral 

and rigorous. After the Atlanta nail salon shootings in March of 2021, calls from the Asian-

American community for attention to anti-Asian racism in some cases led to online accusations 

between Black and Asian activists: each group accusing the other of indifference to their cause 

(Kim & Kim, 2023). Although Twitter (now “X”) wars are not fought in school, the fallout from 

these can create narratives that have real impacts on how groups view each other. It sometimes 

feels like the pandemic only deepened distrust across identity groups, despite the moments when 

it felt like real change through solidarity was possible.   

The months we all spent at home should help us reflect on our practices and to see, with 

new eyes, what’s worth coming to school for. It might not be too late to do some real rethinking. 

To do so, we must ask some tough questions. One of the most significant questions might be: 

why should we come back to school at all? If given a vote, how many of our students would opt, 

like so many office employees, to never come back to the physical classroom? (We know that in 

fact many have done so. [Jamison et al., 2023]). How many teachers? Administrators? What 

makes it worthwhile to commute, to put up with the jostling, frustrating presence of others; even, 

when it comes down to it, to put on pants? Especially when it seems that we are having difficulty 

talking to each other. If the content of most meetings can be communicated by email, if between 
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asynchronous content and zoom-coaching, students can succeed more at their own pace: 

seriously, why bother? 

At the heart of these questions lies something deeper: the question of what we need 

others’ perspectives for, if we can just as easily come to our own conclusions about things. To 

think this through seriously, it’s worth considering the history of English as a discipline, as 

similar tensions have been present in that field since its inception.   

1.2 What Does This Have to Do with English Education?  

The English Language Arts (ELA) is in some ways a mongrel discipline. The name itself 

feels like a focus group compromise: is this about English(es) - its grammar and canonical and 

noncanonical literature? Is it about linguistics and how language(s) could and should function in 

the world? Or is it about an art form, including how to create and to respond through and to 

literature? Perhaps because of its composite nature, ELA offers an opportunity to examine how 

one discipline has historically developed divergent visions of what school, and specifically this 

subject, should mean in students’ lives and in the world. In doing so, we might further 

investigate how any part of it might help students, and by extension teachers, families, and 

schools, at this complex and loaded moment in time. In particular, the question of language, and 

how we talk to each other, feels important and unresolved right now.  

Even though the goal of language is, presumably, communication, in some ways reading 

and writing might be considered the most solitary of studies, perhaps best practiced and 

perfected alone. Certainly test-taking, the large-scale assessment method of choice, is an 

individual task. The question of what the live classroom community adds to learning cuts to the 

heart of tensions that bear further curricular and methodological attention within the discipline of 
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the English Language Arts (ELA) and within the broader arena of community in school. This 

recent shockwave offers an opportunity to examine this with a spirit of revision and reform.  

 We could start with backwards planning: thinking through the desired outcomes of a 

successful PK-12 ELA experience. The promise of “college and career readiness” as articulated 

by the Common Core Standards movement provides a thorough example. Those goals are meant 

to be achieved through the mastery of several subdomains: Foundational Skills, Language, 

Reading, Writing, Speaking and Listening. It’s worth noting that the goals are for students as 

individuals. This may seem obvious, but it is precisely this presumption that’s worth attending 

to. When it comes time to assess performance in any of these arenas, at least in terms of 

assessments that “count” towards students’ progression in schooling, it’s the individual student 

who must demonstrate proficiency/mastery. Each student is on an individual journey, though all 

students are expected to have the same North Star. And although it may not be emphasized, it 

can be inferred that the way to distinguish oneself is to stand out, over and above students to the 

left and students to the right of one’s own path. As hooks (2003) puts it, “the predation that is at 

the heart of dominator culture emerges when students feel they must symbolically destroy each 

other in order to prove that they are the smartest” (p. 130).  

Some educators are troubled by the inherently normative hegemony of standards; by the 

rule of external content and measurement systems over a discipline that, at its core, might be 

considered deeply personal. This tension stretches back to the earliest days of English as a 

secondary subject. In 1911, The National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) was founded 

in part as an outcry to loosen the grip that university admissions requirements had long held on 

high school curricula (Applebee, 1974, p. 51). English as a secondary subject has in some ways 

grown up in a constant climate of debate about the right balance of a required reading curriculum 
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versus “home” or independent reading lists that would better support students’ diverse interests. 

Independent reading remains a going concern in today’s ELA classrooms, despite its outsider 

status with regards to high stakes assessment systems.  

Even more so than the solo march towards the standards, the path of the independent 

reader is, well, independent. The hallmarks of success for this student are self-driven choice, 

authentic engagement, and an inner motivation to continue this work in perpetuity. While these 

more subjective end goals are not accessible in the same ways as standards-based targets, they 

nonetheless share a vision of the student as an individual agent. Opportunities for reading to 

prompt moral or emotional development are similarly seen as individualized ethical lessons (see 

Chapter 2 for a discussion of how some literary critics, Wayne Booth in particular, support this 

view). Critiques of the narrowness of English curricular text choices have tended to focus on the 

pitfalls of selecting common texts that provide “mirrors” (Bishop, 1990) only to students from 

dominant racial and ethnic groups. Culturally responsive pedagogues often recommend 

addressing this issue by broadening what’s on offer to students for independent reading, so that 

the classroom and school libraries better mirror more of the individual students: each student 

should be able to see themselves in literature. (See Chapter 2 for more about culturally 

responsive pedagogy and its relevance to this dissertation.) 

The focus on each student’s learning path makes sense given the broader culture in the 

United States that privileges individual success. Arguably, this value system is deeply Western, 

tracing its roots back to Greek philosophy and Aristotle’s description of key virtues. Hannah 

Arendt (1958/2018), in The Human Condition, writes penetratingly about Aristotle’s 

characterization of the intellectual as a lone thinker: someone who retreats from the noise and the 

interference of the world and others to develop his [sic] own thoughts. Arendt notes that this 
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positing of “true” thinking as alone thinking, possible only when a person retreats into his (and in 

the case of the Greeks, it was always going to be a “he”) own mind, has trickled down the ages 

into a problematic trope. 

Elevating individualism to the highest mode of humanity bothers Arendt; she observes 

this playing out in many ways in modern times. In her view, the mode of private life has burst 

out of its appropriate boundaries and taken over much of the public sphere. Although she did not 

live to see the escalation of this in the digital world, her comments from 1958 ring even more 

alarmingly true today. Arendt mourns the shrinking of a public sphere, where dialogue and 

debate are not only possible but requisite. She fears we have traded the goal of working to make 

the world better for all in exchange for the sadder pursuit of, at best, personal comfort; at worst, 

personal or group power over others. 

In an interview with Fatma Mizikaci and Eda Ata (2022), Michael Apple echoes her 

concerns decades later, warning how the pandemic has worsened what he terms a neoliberal 

tendency towards “desocialization” and “possessive individualism” (p. 56). During lockdown 

and the hybrid year that followed, families with means formed “pods” of students and hired 

tutors, creating self-enclosed systems of teaching and learning. Those students didn’t have to see 

anyone that didn’t fit into their socioeconomic landscape. When synchronous learning happened, 

either fully online or in hybrid contexts, the school rules determined whether teachers could 

require students to turn their cameras off. In public schools, this was considered an invasion of 

privacy. Middle and high school teachers in public schools in New York City report that the 

older the students, the higher the likelihood that students would turn their cameras off and no one 

really “saw” anyone for very long. Their classmates who had glitchy or no internet service were 

either inconsistently or never really able to participate. This served to only exacerbate what 
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Apple calls a “politics of invisibility” that obscures or erases the experiences of poor students 

from the public domain. 

Other kinds of light and shadow emerged as well. In independent schools like Globe, 

where every student had adequate access, the web of self-selected student social groups 

intertwined with school-determined alphabetical groupings for hybrid learning to create in-

groups and out-groups that were very difficult to unravel when everyone returned. As mentioned 

above, the pain of being physically separated from friends yet also watching them daily through 

their Chromebook screens created real anxiety for many students. Some parents have responded 

to these emotional upheavals with attempts to exert greater control over their children’s lives at 

school. More than one teacher or administrator has encountered parents in the last two years who 

have taken the position that they “pay the salary” of Globe employees, and therefore what they 

want for their child must be put in place.   

The pandemic also arguably escalated a quiet technological coup within education: when 

everyone was forced online for school, learning platforms like Canvas, Google Classroom, and 

Schoology became the only way for teachers to “deliver” lessons and for students to “deliver” 

their responses. Digital lesson plans and assignments with time-stamped proof of communication 

and an infinite lifespan allowed administrators and parents to hold teachers and students 

accountable for delivering something (anything!) during those panicky, bleak times. Post 

pandemic, these systems remain; and while some updated methods may truly add value in 

addition to efficiency and accountability (for example, the ease with which teachers might create 

“flipped classroom” content so that a lecture might be recorded and uploaded for students to 

watch and rewatch on their own time, saving class time for the teacher to be able to respond in 

the moment to students’ own thinking and writing), others increase a kind of transactional 
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climate: I shared my slides now you share your digital worksheet and there, we’ve both done our 

jobs. For the English classroom, this means doubling down on individualization: every student 

needs to complete their own digital notebook response; their own literary essay response. 

Though there may be time in class to talk, students know that what “counts” is what they submit 

online, individually, for a grade. They may therefore view talking with others, at best, as a waste 

of time; at worst, a moment when they may be giving away ideas to others with whom they may 

feel they are competing.   

As these shifts have happened, and despite the above-mentioned focus in some English 

classrooms on promoting independent reading, there has been a documented and decried lack of 

reading stamina and zeal in phone-grafted Gen Z and Generation Alpha (Creamer, 2024; 

Horowitch, 2024; Iyengar, 2024; School Library Association, 2024). It is not surprising, given 

some of the pandemic-related changes in text choices that remain a hangover in many schools 

today. Because of the lack of access to school book rooms during COVID, secondary and even 

elementary school teachers resorted to assigning reading that could be delivered online, often in 

the form of excerpts or short texts that were available as PDFs. Some of these assignments 

remain in place today, as the structure of the lessons and the assignments was built out (at great 

personal expense in many cases) and now already exists, ready to “deliver”. Large corporate 

curriculum publishers also tend to feature excerpts or passages as the focus of reading 

instruction, a trend noted in 2024 protests to new mandated curriculum rollouts in New York 

City (Zimmerman, 2024). This mode may fail to stir the kind of curiosity and imagination that 

are the hallmarks of great literary experiences. 

There may also be, as documented in an Atlantic article (Horowitch, 2024) that has gone 

viral in academic circles, a self-fulfilling prophetic disbelief in the ability of today’s young 
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people to read whole books. My own son entered a selective, highly regarded public high school 

in New York City in 2020. As a literacy consultant, I reached out to the school in the spring of 

2021 to see if I could offer any assistance in communicating with parents or in curriculum 

support. The Assistant Principal of English asked if I would help get the word out to families 

about the assigned summer reading: a book of short stories by Chimamanda Ngozi Adiche 

entitled The Thing Around My Neck. I said absolutely, I’d be happy to talk it up in the WhatsApp 

group and to speak about it at a parents’ association meeting. I then suggested that in addition, I 

could work with the school librarian to put together a suggested books list for summer reading to 

get students interested in reading more than just the required title, something I was already doing 

for my own school. The Assistant Principal paused for a moment and said, “Well, they’re not 

even going to read the one we assign. It will just cause shame to share even more suggestions.” 

Sigh. 

It feels like the English classroom needs a serious reboot, not to necessarily reject the 

focus on individual academic responses that receive individualized feedback, but to remember 

that ELA has other goals too. To remember that reading literature can do more than improve an 

individual reader’s vocabulary and critical thinking skills. To envision literature as a springboard 

for community and connectivity instead of a solo destination. To model and teach into a 

wellspring of habits that may be a necessary but insufficient first step in moving towards more 

community-building. This could mean rethinking what class time is for: if connecting with peers 

is the goal, it will no longer make sense for students to sit in rows facing a central teacher who 

talks most of the time. If social meaning-making is the object, it may be necessary to shift some 

assessments away from individual, standardized essays. Many researchers in English Education 
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have studied this. In Chapter 2, I review some of their findings and recommendations. In Chapter 

4, I offer an attempt to re-theorize the benefits of reading together.   

1.3 The Promise of Human-to-Human-plus-Literature Conversations   

The sociologist Sherry Turkle (2015) warns of the ways in which technology can 

encroach on human relationships in Reclaiming Conversation: The Power of Talk in a Digital 

Age. She frames her argument around a central metaphor borrowed from Henry David Thoreau. 

The famously secluded writer was actually not a hermit; Turkle describes how Thoreau furnished 

his fabled cabin with three chairs to allow for a variety of what he considered to be vital human 

experiences: “one for solitude, two for friendship, three for society” (p. 10). Turkle elegantly 

unfolds her thesis, that our new relationship with technology threatens other central human 

relationships, across these “chairs.” A device like a smartphone interrupts our solitude, our 

friendships, and our society. Or it can. She frames technology as a fourth “chair,” a context that 

requires intentionality so that it doesn’t supplant and subsume the others. One could argue that 

Turkle was prescient: that the pandemic escalated these threats; that the looming specter of 

artificial intelligence (AI) escalates these threats. She recently argues this latter point at a 

Harvard conference (2023) titled “Artificial Intimacy: What Are People For?” But Turkle 

believes that we can, in her words, “reclaim” those ways of being. She believes that the 

disruption, the strangeness of the pandemic could yet allow for new frontiers of empathy. She 

writes, “We have everything we need to begin. We have each other” (2017, p. 17). 

In an ELA classroom, and in our broader lives as literate humans, there is a potential fifth 

chair: literature. Within thirty, or forty-five, or sixty minutes of a book group talk, it may be 

possible to experience other humans in real time; to hear their perspectives on a work of 

literature and how the stories within that text felt close or far away to lived experiences. Maybe 
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there is something about the act of talking about a work of fiction (or a poem? Or a memoir?) 

that allows us to be more vulnerable, to talk about questions we wouldn’t otherwise raise, to… 

this is my question – to what? I wonder what it allows for. My belief in the power of these kinds 

of interactions with others and with literature admittedly stems from personal history of these 

kinds of conversations: conversations I remember and that were significant in deepening my 

connections to the people I was talking to, even when those people were colleagues and these 

conversations happened in the context of “school.” 

When I was a first-year teacher at a public middle school in New York City, I was, to say 

the least, overwhelmed. I was responsible for developing and teaching English Language Arts 

curriculum to about seventy seventh grade and about seventy eighth grade students: no published 

curriculum was provided, which was both freeing and terrifying (for myself and the students!). 

The school district provided a staff developer, Dale Worsley, to support me through regular 

meetings, observations, and feedback. All of which were very helpful. But none of those typical 

supports were what turned out to be most “supportive” to the larger work of becoming a teacher. 

Dale, as a human who understood the need for teachers to process their new roles, created a 

monthly lunchtime meetup of new teachers at my school and a neighboring school. We met at 

the Galaxy Diner on Eighth Avenue. We would read poems that Dale had selected and write our 

own poetry about life in the classroom. I viewed those meetups as infusions of meaning-making 

in a day-to-day life that could often feel absurd—so many students, so many expectations, so 

much heartbreak, always feeling behind and unprepared. The sixth grade English Language Arts 

teacher at my school and I were probably destined to become friends; but I think that talking 

about these poems with her once a month connected us in exponentially deeper ways. 
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When I moved to a new school for my next year of teaching (my first year had been a 

sabbatical leave position), I had the opportunity to work with a new staff developer from the 

district, Mary Ehrenworth, who later led middle school work at the Teachers College Reading 

and Writing Project and would ultimately hire me to join her there. Mary encouraged the English 

department, including the principal of the school, to create a book club so we could read and talk 

about books together. The goal was partly to study our own behaviors to devise authentic 

invitations for student book club conversations. But something else was also at work. I learned 

things about my principal, Ellen Foote, that I would never have known if I had not been in those 

conversations. She was a person who read the endings of books first, hating surprises. That was 

fascinating to me! Ellen was an impressive and sometimes daunting leader; reading with her 

allowed for a softer, funnier side of herself to shine through. I’m convinced that if we had not 

had books like Ann-Marie MacDonald’s (2002) Fall on Your Knees to talk about, we would not 

have trusted each other or felt as close to each other as we ultimately did. The discourse of 

school can be profoundly dehumanizing for students and teachers (see chapters 2 and 4); in my 

own personal case, reading with others provided a vital counterbalance.  

This dissertation explores the question of whether and how talking about literature might 

combat tendencies towards individualism and distrust of out-groups, perhaps even promoting 

interpersonal curiosity, a critical and under-researched aspect of adolescent development (Han et 

al., 2023; Way et al., 2018) and a notably lacking quality in many contemporary adult 

interactions (Brooks, 2023). Richard Rorty (1989) proposed that solidarity is best achieved 

“...not by inquiry, but by imagination, the imaginative ability to see strange people as fellow 

sufferers” (p. xvi). He further suggested that reading literature - “the novel, the movie, and the 

TV program” - can support this work. This activity does not have to be exclusive to the ELA 
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classroom, or to any classroom. The practice of talking about literature that warrants further 

exploration in ELA also offers other spaces in school a similar opportunity to bridge individuals 

and groups in a meaningful way, towards co-developing a broader social imagination. This 

dissertation therefore also inquires into faculty book clubs and family book conversations in the 

hopes of finding out more about the possibilities of literature as a bridge to the public sphere.  

I designed a study (see details in Chapter 3) to explore how people who were reading 

together voluntarily experienced these conversations. My primary questions were: 

1. What do people experience when talking about literature at school?  

2. What do people [remember/keep thinking about/hold to be important] about 

others’ experiences after talking about literature at school? 

3. What do people [remember/keep thinking about/hold to be important] about the 

book after talking about literature at school?  

I realized as I began this work that I wanted to think a lot more deeply about what it might mean 

to be in dialogue: with a book, with another person, with multiple people. If Sherry Turkle is 

right, and we are suffering from a lack of connection, what does it look like when people are 

truly connected? To find out more about this, I spent time with theorists who have written 

extensively about the power of dialogue to transform human experience. In addition to reviewing 

how educators have researched relevant topics in the next chapter, I later build an argument for 

prioritizing listening and hearing in specific ways: ways that are perhaps made possible or at 

least easier in the company of literature.   
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Chapter 2: Motifs from the Field 
Reading and communication are core practices in the field of English Education. As such, 

they are frequent topics of interest in studies that have inquired into the interrelatedness of 

reading, talk, and student development. In seeking to better understand how talking about books 

might offer meaningful interactions to people in a school setting, I found that many researchers 

have asked similar questions, though often with somewhat different intentions. Ethicists and 

literary theorists discuss the potential moral and characterological impact of reading on a 

person’s development. Proponents of culturally relevant pedagogy have studied how teachers can 

better ensure that not only some, but all students have the chance to find reading in school 

meaningful. Historians of reading communities have studied how belonging to reading groups 

has impacted adults’ personal, social, and political sensibilities. English Language Arts 

curriculum scholars often sought to find out more about whether and how class discussion might 

affect individual students: in terms of their personal growth and their understanding of and 

performance in reading. And researchers hoping to learn more about the implications of how, 

when, and why people talk to each other at school have written about the power dynamics 

undergirding conversations that happen in the classroom, the hallway, online, and in other 

school-related spaces. The relevant themes that emerged from reviewing these explorations 

include the possibility of reading literature to make sense of one’s lived experiences in a social 

world; the impacts of discussion on reading and readers; and the connections between discourse 

and feelings of community and belonging in/at school.  
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2.1 Reading as a Meaningful Activity  

The Ethics of Reading: Towards an Ethical Criticism 

Whether or not people consume fiction in the form of published literature, they are 

inevitably influenced by stories from all parts of their everyday lives: anecdotes from people they 

know or don’t know; series they are binge-watching late at night by themselves or in watch-

groups; prank videos on YouTube their friends have shared; co-constructed quests from 

multiplayer gaming platforms; the list goes on. Our human meaning-making selves are story-

seeking creatures, and the arc of narrative, “...including fictional narrative, gives shape to things 

in the real world” (Bruner, 2002, p. 8). All of these stories matter to how we understand what it 

means to be living our own singular life stories. Arguably, an English language arts class should 

help students develop the interpretive skills needed to take in stories, in print and in life, and 

consider their ethical, in addition to their aesthetic, implications. As Wayne Booth (1988) 

suggests at the start of The Company We Keep: An Ethics of Fiction, we should concern 

ourselves, as educators, with the moral impact of reading literature because “...if the powerful 

stories we tell each other really matter to us… then a criticism that takes their “mattering” 

seriously cannot be ignored” (p. 4.).   

Booth takes pains to clarify that we need to “...avoid nonsense when we talk about the 

good and harm narratives work on our conduct” (p. 227). By this he means to sidestep 

suggestions of simple or direct correlations between reading and people’s behavior. He is not, 

nor is this researcher, interested in censorship or propaganda when planning to support young 

people’s reading journeys. The moral component of reading can be complex and fascinating; if 

shoehorned into typical multiple-choice questions answered in isolation, it quickly collapses into 

a saccharine cardboard cutout of itself. But Booth takes up Bakhtin’s (1981) concept of the 
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human self as essentially dialogic, absorbing and echoing voices from many sources. As such, 

“there are no clear boundaries between the others who are somehow both outside and inside” a 

self who is in this sense a “character” in their own story (Booth, p. 239). Characters from books 

we read interact with our own “character”: we may compare our choices, our reactions, our 

demeanors. Over time, we develop our own codes of conduct, in part in response to instruction, 

mentorship, and trial-and-error in the “real” world, but in part in response to lessons we’ve 

witnessed fictional characters learn. Booth suggests we might each therefore be “a product of a 

lifetime of…behavioro-biblio-modification” (p. 259).   

Richard Rorty (1989) wrote that the best way to figure out how to live a moral life is to 

meet a lot of people, and that the best way to meet a lot of people quickly is to read a lot of 

books. This idea of using reading as an exploratory tool in the search for model characters is not 

new. But perhaps it’s more accurate to think of reading literature as a necessary but insufficient 

component of creating a classroom that truly challenges and develops students’ moral 

sensibilities. In the end, the characters in books can be kept at arm’s length: only considered 

when the reader chooses to do so. The living, breathing, complaining, elbowing people in a 

student’s class don’t offer the luxury of quieting down or receding when that student has had 

enough of them. We can’t close the book of the social world we’re living in. 

Without paying attention to the inter-student relationships in a classroom, the benefit of 

reading in proximity to others could well be lost. Students might read (if they even take teachers 

up on their assignments) and come away with their own interpretations, picking and choosing 

parts and characters to linger on and leaving the rest aside. And while Rorty’s point is that 

reading offers the possibility of individual moral development, it’s also quite possible that a 

reader might choose to read only to find validation, to find themes that reflect kindly on their 
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preferences, their ways of being in the world. The difficult task of leveraging the ethical power 

of stories in a classroom setting is to allow for students to realize that not everyone will or should 

learn the same lesson from the same text: the story’s characters will bounce off of every 

student’s “character” in a different way. Witnessing these different impacts is exciting: this is 

why conversation may enhance the full potential of a reading experience. See below for Ivey and 

Johnston’s (2023) discussion of the “moral reach” of adolescents who read books and discuss 

them with each other. See Chapter 4 of this dissertation for a more thorough theoretical 

exploration of Rorty in conversation with the philosophy of Martin Buber (1970, 2002) and the 

literary theory of Mikhael Bakhtin (1981, 1986).  

The Significance of Cultural Responsiveness and Relevance in Reading Curriculum  

Gloria Ladson-Billings (1994, 1995) narrates and analyzes the successes of teachers 

whose classrooms had positive impacts on the African American students in their care. She 

describes commonalities between teachers whose pedagogies may at first glance look very 

dissimilar. Ladson-Billings finds that, among other qualities, these teachers share high 

expectations for the potential of students, a willingness to make connections to all students, and a 

belief that knowledge must be co-created and subject to critical thinking (1995, p. 481). When 

considering whether and how reading might become meaningful to students in the context of a 

classroom, more recent proponents of culturally responsive teaching have thought through how 

the choice of texts – including what texts are assigned, what texts are visibly displayed, what 

texts are available to read or to take home – can be a way for a teacher to let students know that 

there are high expectations for criticality and thinking, that the teacher is interested in connecting 

to the interests and cultures of the class, and there are many paths to knowledge and meaning-

making. Deciding on texts for classroom engagements is complex. Sometimes there is no choice 
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for teachers, and therefore not for students, with regards to assigned and assessed reading, as 

texts may be pre-selected as part of a mandated curriculum. But if the goal is for all readers, 

including Black student readers, to have the chance to connect, it seems crucial that a one-size-

fits-all reading list is not the only reading on students’ horizons. 

Arguments about broadening the options for student reading date back at least to the early 

twentieth century (Applebee 1974). More current educators have extended this conversation to 

advocate for a diversity of text choices available to students, in part to better represent the 

diversity of the identities of students in school (Bishop, 2012; Ebarvia et al., 2020). Rudine Sims 

Bishop (2012) takes seriously both the promise and the challenge of literature’s resonance with 

individuals. To articulate the ways in which books can interact with readers’ identities, she 

speaks of mirrors and windows: mirrors in that they reflect back similar settings and identities to 

readers; windows in that they can also act as a portal to unknown places, experiences, and 

perspectives. Bishop’s insight is that due to the overwhelmingly white landscape of characters 

and contexts in children’s literature, “...children from parallel cultures had been offered mainly 

books as windows into lives that were different from their own, and children from the dominant 

culture had been offered mainly fiction that mirrored their own lives” (p. 9). Bishop focuses on 

considering the individual identities of cohorts of students, recommending that each student, 

when possible, should be able to “see” a version of themself in books. As a way to open up a 

third model for interaction with literature, Bishop also envisions books as “sliding-glass doors,” 

a visual metaphor developed to take up Louise Rosenblatt’s (1938/1995) theory of reading as 

“lived experience” (p. 9).  

Rosenblatt’s (1938/1995) theory of reading as transaction calls us to consider literature 

instruction more as path-clearing than content-dumping. In Rosenblatt’s view, literature ought to 
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be considered not as pure form, or pure content. It’s not all in the book, or all in the student. 

Interpretation can’t come from the teacher, but the students need a teacher’s support to make 

progress in their meaning-making. A work of literature is written at a particular moment in time, 

but as time passes, that work changes in meaning to reflect new social realities. Literature is not 

static and will resonate differently for different people and in different settings. For Rosenblatt, a 

book doesn’t mean something specific, that can be asked and answered in the same way by all 

(apart from the most basic concrete details). 

When considering how to make the most of reading literature within a community, taking 

Bishop and Rosenblatt to heart requires text selection that leans towards the interests, cultures, 

and identities of the readers in the community. However, individual readers are the best judges of 

what they themselves find to be interesting and relevant. The combination of trying to meet 

individual reader interests and also bring people together to read the same text remains a tricky 

calculus, as my study revealed (see Chapter 5). 

Framing Reading as Urgent and Potentially Transformative Work 

Alfred Tatum (2005, 2014) builds on prior research into the reading lives of boys (Smith 

& Wilhelm, 2002), turning his attention specifically to Black adolescent males and how English 

teachers might design reading invitations for them. Tatum (2014) writes to reveal what his 

research has uncovered as a blind spot of some educators’ overly narrow “misinterpretations and 

misapplications” (p. 43) of culturally responsive teaching for young Black readers. He has 

discovered what he terms a “text selection default” (p. 43), a tendency to choose “high-low” 

literature (high interest-low text complexity) for Black readers who are not yet demonstrating 

high performance levels in reading. This method narrows what books are routinely suggested to 

Black boys. Tatum urges teachers to also consider factors other than an alignment of racial 
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identities and lived situations of the characters when choosing texts to assign or offer. Texts that 

pave the way for “meaningful literary exchanges” (p. 36) are transformative for their readers and 

offer not only socioemotional support in the form of character lessons, but also “hard 

knowledge” (p. 43) about history, social systems, and pathways for social change. Readers of 

enabling texts feel more capable of acting in the world and see literature as an important support 

for mapping out a plan to make important changes.  

Gholdy Muhammad, in Cultivating Genius (2020), outlines a four-part framework to 

expand how educators define expectations for growth. Without abandoning goals for students’ 

intellectual and skills growth over time, Muhammad argues that students’ understandings of and 

reflections on their own identities are significant to their development, and worthy of attention in 

school. She also calls for considering students’ capacities to critically engage with their own and 

others’ lives, as well as with print and other forms of texts, to “...understand power, authority, 

and anti-oppression” (2020, p. 12).  Muhammad helps to reframe how teachers might support 

students’ understanding of texts as social and cultural constructs without forgetting that the 

students bring their own social and cultural constructs to those same texts. This kind of 

“criticality” may guard against students turning to characters in books as a kind of Snow-White 

mirror: reflecting back only what they want to think about themselves and their lives. 

In secondary English classrooms, there is often a presumption that students will not really 

understand a work of literature without the teacher’s explanation of the historical, political, and 

social context of the text. While it’s true that texts don’t exist in vacuums, the impulse to end-run 

student misunderstandings through PowerPoints or other narrowed summaries of eras or 

conflicts often misses the mark. On the other hand, preceding the reading of a novel with an 

extended historical inquiry can give the message that one can’t pick up a work of fiction without 
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first taking a course in the time period in which the book is set, or in which it was created, or 

both! Muhammad brings a breath of fresh air to these stale practices, reminding us that we are 

always world-building, and that as teachers we can value that process in students from a number 

of angles. We don’t have to, and in fact we cannot, build worlds around texts for the students; we 

are responsible for paving the way for students to ask their own questions, to have access to 

resources that shine a light on the history of a text and its resonance in multiple spheres, and to 

connect their own interests and concerns to their reading. 

Cristina Bruns (2011) investigates in depth the potential for a literary work to offer a 

reader a “transitional space” (p. 26), a concept she attributes to the psychologist Donald Woods 

Winnicott and elaborates on with additional psychoanalytic theories outlined by Christopher 

Bollas. Bruns explains that, developmentally, transitional spaces allow for individuals to realize 

and reflect on “self-states, moods, or ways of being that are unconsciously part of one’s self” (p. 

27) but are revealed through a kind of realization or new self-awareness prompted by the 

interaction between the self and an object of significance. Whether the impact of this interaction 

is one of shock, recognition, or enchantment, all of which Bruns names as possible responses, the 

significance of the experience lies in the after-effects, which have the potential to reorient the 

individual to their world. Once previously hidden parts of one’s self have been made available, 

the new self must adjust and reconsider their understanding of who they are. Without 

opportunities for these kinds of expansive rethinking, Bruns argues, a person’s sense of 

themselves in the world might be “more rigid and less adaptable” (p. 30).  

Teachers of literature in secondary schools may not always have this goal in mind or feel 

prepared to teach in such a way that their student readers might experience it. Bruns (2011) 

investigates contemporary publications that discuss current pedagogies and objectives for the 
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role of literature in the discipline of English Language Arts. She finds a blurry array of goals but 

finds that most of this body of work focuses on what the instructor can do, versus an attempt to 

articulate a vision of what students should or could experience in a classroom with respect to 

reading. She explains this, in part, by noting that in many cases these texts are testimonials by 

teachers of what they have tried: this format may lend itself to narratives of teacher moves. But 

when considering the ways in which secondary English classes are typically assessed, and the 

ways in which class discussions tend to be run (see below in my discussion of teacher-directed 

talk), it is likely that, in most classrooms, student readers may experience the disruptive self-

awareness that Bruns describes only as a happy and accidental byproduct of their reading for 

school, not as an intentional outcome.   

Tatum, Muhammad, and Bruns underscore the power of literature to illuminate student-

readers’ inner lives to themselves, and to spotlight parts of the world around them in new ways. 

Reading can in this way change how young readers understand themselves and their places in 

space and time, and how they make judgements about interpersonal, social, and political human 

behavior.  But what of readers’ relationships to each other in the classroom? Does it matter that 

they are reading with others? Is each reader on a solo odyssey, book in hand, charting a path for 

the teacher to notice and grade? In many cases, this is how it feels, especially when it comes time 

to write reports. In the end, what matters is students’ individual performance and progress. We 

can turn to researchers who study talk to consider the interactions between readers when 

discussing literature and how these may affect the impact of a book on individual readers and on 

the larger community.  
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2.2 How Talking About Texts Affects Readers 

The Personal, Social, and Political Effects of Belonging to Adult Reading Communities 

 Adult book clubs are not everyone’s cup of tea. My mother-in-law, Nancy, a prolific, 

dedicated reader and lifelong introvert, recently told me about her experience of joining a group 

discussion of a novel with others who live in the same retirement community in the suburbs of 

Philadelphia. She described how a woman in the group seemed to have an “agenda”: a strong 

belief about one of the characters in the book that she wanted to impart to the rest of the 

participants. Nancy was not convinced, but what was more offensive to her than the content of 

the woman’s analysis was the attitude of rightness in the person’s demeanor and tone. Nancy did 

not return to the group for future conversations. She shared this with me in response to my 

describing the core questions at the heart of this dissertation, explicitly countering some of the 

positive assumptions that could be implicit in my research. I begin this section with this anecdote 

to remind myself and my readers that although there is potential for growing closer to one’s 

fellow readers through reading and discussing literature, it is also likely that the experience will, 

in fact, annoy some people and build more barriers between themselves and others. 

  DeNel Rehberg Sedo (2011a) gathers a diverse set of scholars interested in the history of 

reading communities to discuss many aspects of elective book groups. In her introduction to this 

collection, she comments on a through-line among the authors: the understanding that when 

people come together to read, they both create or revisit a specific social structure and experience 

social dynamics within and around that structure. In this way, Sedo suggests, reading becomes 

something other than an individual activity and experience, as one’s own relationship to the book 

becomes intertwined with one’s relationship to the group and to their relationships to the book: a 

book group is thus a web of “interdependencies” (p. 1). It is worth considering this concept to 



37 

tease out how these enmeshed interpretive collectives impact their participants; it will remain to 

be determined if (and if so, how) these particular social structures might be helpful in the context 

of a school; if (and if so, how) they might impact students in addition to adults. 

 Sedo (2011a) describes nineteenth century North American “literary societies” (p. 3), 

groups of mostly White middle-class women, as modeled after seventeenth century European 

salons, which were male-dominated and focused on politics and the arts. Although other kinds of 

reading groups predated this, the Industrial Revolution and the increased circulation of books 

through libraries allowed women in this social class more leisure time and gave them more 

access to books. The popularity of these women’s reading groups helped to continue this trend: 

Sedo cites a historian who attributes the foundation of 75% of public libraries in this country to 

these kinds of societies (p. 3). More libraries helped launch women’s reading groups, which in 

turn helped launch more libraries. Sedo describes how these groups, though focused primarily on 

works of literature, often led to more charitable and political engagement by group members. 

Reading and talking about books seemed to also move women to more social engagement. The 

feminine space of reading groups offered an alternative power dynamic to most public, and even 

private, spaces, allowing for women to co-develop subjectivities that may not have been possible 

elsewhere. 

 African American literary societies during the early 1800s were even more subversive in 

that they cultivated knowledge and skills that were expressly forbidden in many states. Sedo 

(2011a) points to the significance of these groups in allowing Black Americans to gain the 

“cultural capital” (p. 3) that literacy offered. Of course, literacy was not new to Black people; 

just outlawed to control enslaved Africans. Gholdy Muhammad (2020, 2023) traces the history 

of Black literacy engagement back to book publishing and reading practices in ancient Mali: 
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commitments to literacy that were so vital that Timbuktu natives tried (often unsuccessfully) to 

hide and protect their libraries from Moroccan invaders. Hundreds of years later, on another 

continent, mixed-gender African Americans coming together to read in the nineteenth century 

risked violence and even death to further their collective understandings and to, as Muhammad 

(2020) writes, “cultivate intellectualism because society and oppressors did not see Black people 

as useful, smart, or capable of rigorous learning” (p. 101). Reading together has historically been 

a way for groups to redefine themselves against limiting narratives in mainstream society, as 

evidenced by both women’s and Black literary societies.  

 Anna Kiernan (2011) addresses the gendered association of book groups with women for 

the past several centuries. Despite counterexamples within African American reading 

communities (see above), the popularity of reading groups among women and the majority 

female demographics of book club membership have served to create a kind of cultural 

stereotype. As is true for many activities practiced by women, book clubs are often treated with 

“a degree of derision” (p. 123) in the imaginations of the public at large. Kiernan connects this 

trend to a broader tendency for class distinctions to hinge on questions of taste: the assumption 

being that books that women in book clubs want to read are popular and therefore of low cultural 

value. These negatively tinged views of book clubs may be relevant to some of the limitations in 

participation for the elective faculty and staff book club at Globe: no men and no English 

teachers opted into the group, which may indicate both a gendered and an academic prejudice 

with regards to an elective, open enrollment reading experience (see Section 5.3 below).  

Linsey Howie’s (2011) study of women’s reading communities in Australia found that 

the gender homogeneity of these groups created an environment that allowed women to be more 

open and more willing both to contribute to conversations and to take what others in the group 
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said to heart. These conditions allowed for “the expression of opinions and differences that in 

turn contributed to self-reflection” (p. 143). In conversations, women shared that the absence of 

men was part of what allowed for what they experienced as a more caring, authentic, personal 

atmosphere: one that they feared would be different in a coed setting. The “reciprocity” (p. 147) 

that develops between participants and between participants and the characters and authors of the 

books they are discussing led to book group members changing their thinking around sensitive 

issues, in some cases becoming more flexible in their understandings. If this is possible in groups 

of women, is it also possible to create similar conditions in groups that include men? In school 

settings, we would hope that all could benefit from reflective opportunities to experience the 

“subject-in-process” (p. 148) described here. Given that men and boys in most cases opted out of 

the elective book clubs at Globe, more research will be needed to investigate this fully.   

The Varied Impact of Teacher-Directed Versus Student-Driven Talk on Reading Engagement 

Literature discussion has been and remains a cornerstone of practice in the English 

classroom. Since the discipline-consolidating English Conference at Vassar in 1892, American 

teachers and researchers have focused on engaging students in conversation and in critical 

reading (Applebee, 1974). How these discussions go, however, varies greatly from classroom to 

classroom, with implications for student engagement and student understanding. Kylene Beers 

and co-author Robert Probst have visited and written about secondary classrooms for over two 

decades. They have found that talk in the classroom is a necessary (but perhaps not always 

sufficient) condition of connecting students to the reading they are assigned and to the larger 

project of reading as a lifelong practice. Beers and Probst (1998) share thoughts from ninth 

graders about the benefits of being able to talk with their peers about reading as opposed to 

answering questions from teachers. The students’ desire to focus more on their own thoughts and 
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responses resonated with the researchers: they suggest that supporting this more personal kind of 

talk in classrooms might develop positive feelings in young readers about literary pursuits, 

enough that they may continue to read and talk about their reading later in life. In more recent 

publications, Beers and Probst (2017) and Beers (2023) elaborate on this with specific ideas for 

how teachers might engage students in talk that deepens their connections to each other and to 

the books they are discussing.  

Others value open-ended classroom discussion for its dialogic potential. Back-and-forth 

talk, as opposed to teacher lectures, engages students’ curiosity and provides opportunities to 

practice speaking and listening about literary themes and issues. Peter Johnston et al. (2011) note 

the potential of open-ended talk in class to support students’ social and moral development, 

finding through their research that a class structured as a series of comprehension questions does 

not achieve the same results. Johnston’s work with Gay Ivey (2023) expanded on this premise 

through a study described in more detail below (see section about classroom structures), leading 

to reinforced conclusions about the power of making space for true back-and-forth between 

speakers who see themselves as capable of making actual “utterances” (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 71), a 

hallmark of dialogic versus authoritative conversation. Mary Juzwik et al. (2011) propose that a 

“dialogic stance” (p. 1) leads to better reading comprehension (see section on Nystrand below for 

more on this) as well as a chance to participate in civic discourse, something important to 

democratic political systems and to everyday life.  

James Marshall, Peter Smagorinsky, and Michael W. Smith (1995) documented their 

research into the different modes of discourse readers use to discuss literature in different 

contexts. In their introduction to the publication of this study, they discuss the tension around the 

question of what to prioritize in an English curriculum: a close study of a series of prescribed 
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texts with target understandings clearly in mind, or the students’ independent relationships to 

reading. Not that this must be a zero-sum game, but Marshall et al. trace the lineage of these two 

strands of teaching philosophy back to the year 1938, to the very different recommendations of 

New Criticism, initiated by Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren in Understanding Poetry, 

and reader response theory, inaugurated through Louise Rosenblatt’s Literature as Exploration. 

Marshall et al. describe the tension between a belief that the proper mode for studying literature 

is objective and concerned with accuracy and technical terminology, as opposed to a 

commitment to a knowingly subjective pursuit focused on the student-readers themselves and 

what they may gain from their literary explorations (p. 4). (See a discussion of Ruth Vinz’s 

[2024] chapter on viewing literature as a subject and not an object in Section 4.9.) 

Marshall et al. focused on the different modes of discourse observed in whole and small-

group English classroom discussions, adult book groups, and informal adolescent conversations 

about literature. They found that, despite teacher intentions, whole and small-group class talks 

mostly featured teacher-dominated, conventionally academic language and expression, whereas 

in the adult book groups and the case study of groups of students reading outside of the 

constructs of “English Class,” participants spoke more informally and personally. Considering 

the context of the dual pathways for English mentioned above, this seems to indicate that the 

New Critics have won out. 

Marshall et al., informed by social language theorists, state as a premise of their study 

that the way students talk at school impacts whether or not they see school as relevant to their 

own lives and futures (p. 7). To the extent that conversations about books in class take place in a 

kind of academic echo chamber, it’s possible that students may never see a through-line from 

their own messy, nonacademic lives and feelings to what literature might offer.  If students have 
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come to believe that, no matter what a teacher claims, there is a “right” answer to a text or to a 

conversation, they are unlikely to view their own personal responses as sufficient and may use 

their opportunity to speak as a way to circle back to the teacher for approval. The researchers 

explicitly ask their readers not to despair, however: they don’t think that students’ subjective and 

personal relationships to literature, or even a more informal way of speaking about books that 

would help solidify those relationships, are necessarily doomed in the context of secondary 

English courses. They recommend opportunities for discussion that disturb the roles teachers and 

students typically take on in an “English class” (pp. 132-134). This dissertation takes up this idea 

in the study of extra-curricular book talks at school (see Chapter 5), and in discussing examples 

of efforts English classroom teachers have made to make space for role reversal or at least role 

deferral when students are talking about books (see Chapter 6). 

“Literary Sociability” in English Classrooms in England 

British English teachers and education researchers have also considered the significance 

of the social aspect of reading within classrooms and schools. Brenton Doecke (2019) 

summarizes a key paradox illuminated in the 1921 “Newbolt Report” on the state of English 

teaching in England: although many English teachers would agree that reading literature and 

taking it to heart are most effective—personally and communally—when practiced socially, 

“school” is a construction steeped in an ethos of competitive individualism. Doecke suggests that 

the desired goal of shared meaning-making with literature as a catalyst is therefore “...both an 

aim of an English education and the condition of its possibility” (p. 342). This is a kind of catch-

twenty-two, or chicken-and-egg conundrum: students need enough trust, shared language, and 

good will towards reading to talk freely and in a focused way about literature; but good book 

talks are also a way to develop these communal qualities. 
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There is a thin line here between a romanticized notion that books allow people to talk 

about ideas from different perspectives in a kind of organic, “authentic” way and the 

understanding that these kinds of conversations need support to realize their potential of bringing 

together individuals from different backgrounds with varied experiences, identities, and 

personalities. As in the Marshall study cited above, Doecke describes the way that the constraints 

of mass schooling and its insistence on standardized knowledge-building contrasts with a 

philosophy that “embraces… contingencies, the unpredictability that is a feature of social 

relationships” (p. 342).  These dueling visions can make English teachers feel caught between 

wanting to allow for and support open-ended conversation about books and feeling the pressure 

to assess students’ reading comprehension against a standard, in comparison to other students’ 

understandings.  

Doecke points out that the social spaces of school bring people into extraordinary 

groupings that would not otherwise exist, bringing new opportunities but also perhaps requiring 

new practices and attention, even if the ordinary experiences of students are the desired 

touchstones of these interactions. In today’s social world, saturated as it is with constant online 

chatter, it could be argued that the in-real-time pace, focus, and sustained interaction of an in-

class discussion presents an archaic and therefore even more extra-ordinary context for coming 

together. If the goals of an English curriculum are understood to encompass a flexible, 

responsive facility with speaking and listening, it may be that the thrown-together, in-real-time 

quality of a book talk with people you don’t know that well is better suited to this enterprise than 

more proscribed and controlled activities.  
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The Impact of Classroom Discussions on Students’ Reading 

Martin Nystrand (2006) inquires into decades of research about the relationship between 

classroom conversations and students’ demonstrated mastery of reading skills, as measured by 

standardized assessments. He points out that there has been “especially ample” (p. 323) interest 

in this question and proceeds to summarize trends and to comment on where future research 

could be helpful. Throughout this thorough review, Nystrand is careful to note that the varied 

qualities, contexts, and purposes of literary discussions in class have proved to lead to (or at least 

correlate with) different outcomes for student performance.  He also qualifies the claims of 

impact by acknowledging that “[d]esirable educational effects, particularly in English language 

arts, are often oblique rather than direct” (p. 393). Having established these nuances, Nystrand 

describes the characteristics of classroom literary discussions that have had the most positive 

empirically measured impacts on student reading comprehension. These have been conversations 

that keep a sustained focus on difficult passages; center student-generated questions; allow for 

follow-up or “uptake” (p. 400); and feature many student-to-student interchanges. 

Nystrand, who at this time has already published widely on this topic himself, alone and 

with others (Nystrand, 1997; Gamoran & Nystrand, 1991; Nystrand & Gamoran, 1991; Nystrand 

et al., 1993; Nystrand et al., 2003), concludes with an impassioned call for future studies that 

might reveal “...the national currency or frequency of the most effective approaches” (p. 404) in 

engaging students in talk. Nystrand has gone on to pursue this goal himself (Juzwik et al., 2008) 

in part as a way to prove to policymakers seeking quantified evidence of student success that 

taking time in class to talk in an open-ended way is demonstrably worthwhile. In a recent update 

to this work (Kelly et al., 2018), Nystrand suggests a system that would allow for quantitative 

analysis of teachers’ questions: using computers to discern when classroom teachers are asking 
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questions that meet “gold-standard human-coded criterion estimates of question authenticity” (p. 

454). This move doubles down on the quest for quantifiable measures of qualities that at their 

best are fluid, contextual, and relational. The goal of justifying classroom practices that center 

student curiosity and engaged dialogue may get lost within the related but notably separate 

project of parsing teacher speech for very specific framings that a computer will deem 

“authentic” or not.   

Nystrand is important to note partly because of his contributions to and helpful 

summaries of the research in this area. But he is also representative of many researchers who set 

out to consider the impacts of talk about reading: his definition of success, conditioned by the 

empirically driven context of large-scale educational systems, remains focused on individual 

student success. Researchers often conclude that there are positive impacts of collaboration or 

discussion on individuals’ reading comprehension. This might be measured in terms of 

standardized surveys or reading scores (Applebee et al., 2003; Guthrie & Klauda, 2014), or more 

interactive, qualitative conversations that seek to understand students’ perceptions about their 

own understanding (Alvermann et al., 1996; Certo et al., 2010). The impact of discussions on the 

tone of the classroom community or on students’ views of their classmates is not a 

predominantly studied success criterion. 

Alvermann et al. (1996) wanted to look at classroom conversations from students’ points 

of view, with researchers at five different secondary school sites using a social constructivist 

framework and gathering ethnographic data across a year. Through comparing notes and talking 

through their observations, they were able to conclude that although students tended to agree that 

discussion did help their comprehension, they had varying opinions about what kinds of groups 

were best for these talks. Friendship with group members was important, but not necessarily the 
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most important factor; at one site, one student attributed differences in racial and ethnic 

backgrounds to why small groups weren’t working there. This kind of qualitative study takes 

time and does not necessarily yield clear-cut, easily generalizable takeaways, but offers the 

opportunity to hear what matters to students about conversations in school. This is a different 

kind of outcome, but if we care about whether students find their time in class meaningful, it is 

one we should also be investigating. The method also lends itself to the possibility of asking 

about other effects of these conversations on student perceptions, such as whether students 

experienced new thinking about their class as a group or about others in their reading group as 

individuals. 

Sheridan Blau (2003) writes to describe a process he calls the “commentary” project, a 

classroom practice aimed at socializing and normalizing analytic, text-connected responses to 

common readings. Blau recognizes that students’ self-editors are often their own worst enemy 

when it comes to participating in communal discussions, and by extension written conversations, 

about texts. By encouraging an ongoing and informal dialogue, by inviting and encouraging 

students’ own modes of expression, Blau seeks to break down preconceived notions about 

“academic” versus “personal” response. At the same time, Blau wants to help students build the 

muscle memory of referring to the text when explaining their response. In other words, the 

analysis does not have to be fancy or dressed up in jargon, but it also must not be removed from 

the text itself. Students become aware through these cycles of commentaries that the same text 

can spark many diverse but valid responses. 

Blau elaborates on this in his response to Rabinowitz and Bancroft’s (2014) proposal for 

a reimagining of literature education in the wake of the Common Core Standards for English 

Language Arts. Their proposal argues that it is vital to view reading as a “fundamentally social 
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activity” (Theorems from the Postulates section). Blau (2014) agrees and suggests a next step for 

teachers to apply this theorem in practice by designing consistent structures for students to talk to 

each other about their reading. Organizing classrooms into discussion groups leads students to 

take their own and others’ questions and confusions seriously, to reflect on their own thinking 

processes and how these have helped or hindered their understandings of the text, and to build 

confidence as readers who feel up to and interested in the work of making sense of challenging 

works of literature.   

Classroom Structures and Practices that Support Student-to-Student Conversation 

The relatively smaller grouping of a “book club” may offer a space where readers’ 

interactions can build their own kind of discourse culture. Creating opportunities for students to 

work together in small groups has been established as an effective way to motivate students, to 

allow for differentiated feedback and instruction, and to offer opportunities for students to 

process their thinking socially (Guthrie & Cox, 2001; Kelley & Clausen Grace, 2013; Wilkinson 

& Son, 2010), but the variety of purposes, contexts, and pedagogies associated with these groups 

is wide-ranging. A small group may consist of heavily guided or prompted reading by a teacher; 

may lean on heavily scripted “roles” to hold students accountable, limiting the ability of students 

to respond spontaneously or in their own manner to the text or to each other; or may function as 

more of a center where students are reading different texts, but completing an activity. As 

Marshall et al. (1995) discovered in their study, in these cases a small group may merely 

replicate teacher-directed talks about texts in miniature. For teachers concerned about managing 

a class when groups are out of earshot and direct sightline, controlling student talk may well be a 

priority: teachers may be worried that students will get off task, or, worse, say hurtful or 

inappropriate things to each other when they know they are somewhat on their own. More 
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personal responses from students may become more likely when teachers intentionally create 

smaller groups to provide opportunities for student readers to run their own conversations 

(Cherry-Paul & Johansen, 2019; Petrich, 2015). When this practice becomes embedded in the 

culture of the classroom, students have reported feeling more positive about reading and about 

their classroom community, appreciating the value of hearing from other readers whose 

perspectives differ from their own (Ivey & Johnston, 2023; Petrich, 2015).  

The physical space of the classroom can either support or hinder students’ perceptions of 

the roles they are expected to play during discussion. The famous Harkness table was an 

innovation developed in 1930 by then-principal Lewis Perry in conversation with the 

philanthropist Edward Harkness. The goal was to subvert the teacher-centered structure of 

forward-facing rows by seating students around a table, where they would be facing each other 

instead of all looking to the teacher for answers/information/learning. Such a reform, which was 

then literally built into every English classroom, would require, in Harkness and Perry’s view, a 

shift in how teachers related to their students, and therefore a shift in practice (Koshnick, 2023, p. 

122).   

Although the tables were installed, the faculty at Exeter at the time were not all 

appreciative of this decision. James Moffett, teaching at the same school several decades later, 

reflected on how the presence of the tables in classrooms had not guaranteed that teachers would 

move to a more democratic process of teaching; nor had the construction of these tables offered 

teachers insight into how to plan differently or conduct themselves differently considering the 

new classroom reality (Koshnick, 2023, pp. 123-124). There is clearly more to changing the 

dynamics of discourse than merely moving around the furniture. Just as the “small group” 

structure does not guarantee student-driven talk, the round table structure will also not magically 
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bestow power to student voices. But the fact that the Harkness tables were not a silver bullet does 

not nullify the original premise that the design of spaces that allow for students to see and to hear 

each other as equal participants versus called-on respondents may be a necessary if not sufficient 

condition of inviting students into these kinds of conversations.  

Considering the physical structure of a classroom is not the only way to design for more 

collaboration; there are other pedagogical moves that can make it more likely for students to see 

each other as resources and allies, rather than finding their peers’ contributions either irrelevant 

to their own learning or in competition for the teacher’s attention. Chris Emdin (2016) offers 

practical advice on how to leverage the diversity of cultures, perspectives and personalities in a 

modern classroom. Riffing on the ideal of cosmopolitanism espoused by Rorty and other 

pragmatists and merging this with structures from the hip hop/rap creative communities, Emdin 

suggests planning for “cogenerative dialogues” (p. 48) and “cosmo duos” (p. 99) to allow for 

more authentic conversations that are not as public and charged with performative anxiety as 

larger class groupings. Emdin writes, “Creating the cosmo duos involves the creation of a space 

where the expression of vulnerability is not taboo, and where those who elect to express this 

vulnerability are not seen as weak by their peers” (p. 99). 

Emdin coaches teachers to view the work of classroom management as more than mixing 

up seating charts; to truly invite all students into conversation requires careful attention to 

implicit and explicit messaging of what “counts” as participation. This might mean creating 

explicitly grade-free zones of conversation, allowing for students themselves to determine their 

mode of communication, inviting translanguaging, or other innovations that allow for all 

students to benefit from these moments. Emdin’s work feels like an earlier embodiment of 

Richard Milner’s (2020) argument for viewing students themselves as sources of information, 
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ideas, and skills that are vital to the community. Only when we set up situations where students 

can share more than their standardized response to a teacher’s assignment might we move from 

what Milner terms “opportunity gaps” to “opportunity-centered teaching” (p. 251). This requires 

teachers to encourage students to be curious about each other’s lives and thoughts, and to support 

more open-ended conversations in the classroom. 

Gay Ivey and Peter Johnston’s (2023) recent study of eighth grade readers demonstrates 

that, while no one structure can guarantee that students will engage and take both the reading of 

books and talking about them seriously, certain principles can make a big difference in whether 

or not students’ talk about books will matter to them. Ivey and Johnston found that allowing 

students to choose what to read, knowing and passionately introducing a wide variety of possible 

books, and cutting out the “sludge” (p. 113) of accountability assignments and standardized 

assessments cleared the path for students to read with real interest. As is true for most humans of 

any age, an adolescent reading a book they find fascinating “...will talk about it, anytime, 

anywhere, and to anyone” (p. 17). In fact, the teachers in the study found that, in the end, the 

conversations around the books became the most important feature of this new take on reading 

instruction in their middle school. They discovered that the literature was a kind of on-ramp for 

talking about issues that really matter but are hard to discuss, with anyone maybe but especially 

with peers at school. The books provided a kind of cover, allowing for more openness than might 

otherwise be possible. “Students could talk about sensitive, meaningful issues through the 

characters without admitting that it was their own selves and relationships that they were 

working on” (p. 155). Ivey and Johnston argue that these kinds of conversations have the 

potential to extend what they call the “moral reach” (p. 79) of students’ understandings, nudging 

students to find moral worth in perspectives other than their own. These findings raise questions 
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about the potential of literary conversations to broaden the range of empathy for people other 

than students. If the goal is for all people in a school to view themselves and each other as 

morally worthy of empathy, perhaps reading books and talking about them should become a 

commonplace activity. The study discussed in Chapter 5 of this dissertation investigates this 

hypothesis. 

2.3 How Language Includes and Excludes People in Schools 

If conversation offers such potential for identity formation and for making sense of the 

lived world, it is important to interrogate, with a critical lens, whether this is true for all potential 

participants in a school. The power structure of discourse – who gets to speak, in what spaces, at 

what times, in what language, with what impact – should not be ignored when considering the 

possible benefits of a structure reliant on participatory speech. 

Raciolinguistics in School Communities   

Researchers interested in the intersection between race and discourse (Alim, H. S., et al., 

2016; Baker-Bell, 2020a; Baker-Bell, 2020b; Borsheim-Black & Sarigianides, 2019; Cherry-

Paul, 2024, Haviland, 2008, Smitherman, 1995) raise questions about the possibility of equal 

access to conversation in school for all students, even if the prompt or expectation from teachers 

is that all students participate, even if the school community proclaims inclusivity as a mission. 

In his introduction to an edited collection exploring “raciolinguistics,” H. Samy Alim (2016) 

defines this hybrid arena, pointing to the tightly woven relationship between language and race 

within individual speakers and within the broader, “hyperracial(izing)” (p. 3) of the American 

cultural and political landscape. Alim and the other authors of the book write from a variety of 

perspectives within the broad field of linguistics, but all are focused on “the relations between 

language, race, and power across diverse ethnoracial contexts and societies” (p. 3). Subsequent 
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studies have used this theory to look closely at the way that race and language co-determine each 

other in school settings, and to critique the inherent power imbalances that systematically and 

stubbornly remain obstacles for non-white speakers wishing to express themselves in their own 

most immediate, most familiar mode of speech. 

April Baker-Bell’s (2020a) yearlong study of Black students in a ninth-grade English 

class led her to conclude that Black students have often internalized “Anti Black Linguistic 

Racism” (p. 3), requiring endless self-monitoring and self-censoring so that they can conform to 

what is often termed “academic” English, but which Baker-Bell reframes as “White Mainstream 

English” (p. 2). While Marshall et al. (1995) noticed in their study that the content of 

conversations in English classrooms was often skewed by the standardized academic objectives 

of English teachers, even when they tried to open up discussion to student input (see discussion 

above), Baker-Bell digs deeper to critique the very building blocks of talk in the classroom: the 

language that students use to express their thinking.  

The grammar, syntax, cadence, and vocabulary of White Mainstream English aligns 

neatly with published and assessed standards for argument and literary analysis, and with the 

structure of passages, questions, and multiple-choice response options on standardized exams. 

Well-meaning Black and White teachers may believe that by teaching students to “code-switch,” 

or to intentionally use White Mainstream English in the setting of school, they are giving 

students access to the power of that privileged, prioritized discourse. Baker-Bell and her students 

talked back to this idea at the 2017 annual NCTE Convention, arguing that code switching does 

nothing to topple the power structure of White Mainstream English; on the contrary teaching 

students to code switch confirms that suppressing Black English and assimilating to White 

speech constructs is required for succeeding and ascending in school and in future careers (p. 5).  
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There are implicit as well as explicit teaching moves that reinforce the dominance of 

Whiteness in classrooms. Haviland (2008) uncovers a “constellation” (p. 50) of tendencies from 

White teachers, especially in White-dominant educational settings, that together constitute what 

she terms “White educational discourse” (p. 44). These discursive moves, which often shift, 

minimize or discount discussions of race in the classroom, can have the effect of silencing Black 

students’ commentary, repeatedly conveying the message that the classroom is not the place for 

talking about race issues. The implied narrative that school is not the place to discuss race – the 

topic is too uncomfortable, or overdetermined, or beside the point because themes are universal – 

can undermine the goal of eliciting and hearing multiple perspectives from all students: 

ironically it delegitimizes the contributions from students of color about a topic likely to have 

personal and significant relevance to them. Borsheim-Black and Sarigianides (2019) take up 

Haviland’s call for reform. Their book details pedagogical strategies for teaching literature, 

especially but not exclusively in White-dominant spaces, with an explicit attention to racial 

issues paired with a self-reflective teaching stance for White teachers intended to check White 

impulses (those of teachers and students alike) to resist Black and brown students’ critiques of 

racism in texts and in conversations. 

 Baker-Bell (2020b) and Sonja Cherry-Paul (2024) similarly propose that reading and 

talking about literature can be a key component of resisting stereotyped narratives about race and 

culture when the literature is chosen intentionally and when the discussion is guided by 

principles of antiracist criticism. The implied need for moderation by a teacher or discussion 

leader calls into question some of the values espoused by educators who (perhaps romantically) 

hope that students can bring their own responses to their talk about books, mediated and checked 

only by attention to textual evidence and the feedback and reactions of their peers (Beers and 
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Probst, 1998, 2017; Blau, 2003; Doecke, 2019; Ivey and Johnston, 2023; Marshall et al, 1995). 

Further exploration is needed to determine to what extent an explicitly antiracist reading stance 

serves either to ensure that students avoid invisible but omnipresent normative narratives that 

would otherwise circulate in their discussions or as another example of teacher talk, however 

well intended, overriding students’ attempts to come to terms with each other to interpret a text.  

Lyiscott et al. (2020) describe a Youth Participatory Action project entitled “Cyphers for 

Justice.” The goal of this ongoing program, in this iteration comprised of adult researchers and 

high school students in Harlem, is to upend power dynamics inherent both in traditional 

qualitative research and in typical school settings to allow for student-driven project 

development around issues that matter to them. Six adult researchers joined high school students 

in a structure built on the ethos of the hip hop “cypher” (p. 370), a circle for collective 

knowledge building. Valuing the voices of Black and Brown youth and cultivating a belief that 

the cypher is a space where adults and students are on equal footing requires time, vulnerability, 

and persistence. The researchers have found that it takes at least five weeks for students to trust 

they do not need adult permission “to speak, or move, or to be trusted, or to be heard, or to be 

seen” (p. 379). If we are hoping for conversations about literature to matter to young people, 

especially to young people from groups historically marginalized by mainstream educational 

systems, it may take just as long if not longer, and it may take similarly explicit anticolonial, 

critically reflective pedagogy to allow for breakthrough moments of community building. 

Linguistic Pluralism 

Django Paris (2011) spent a year closely studying the language beliefs and practices of 

eight high school students of color at a small public charter school in California, coming to 

believe that there are surprising, not easily synthesized lessons to be learned from young people 
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about what it’s like to live in a multiethnic, multilingual world (165). Like Baker-Bell and 

Haviland, Paris notices the ways in which the ecosystem of school can pressure students to 

conform, linguistically and culturally, to “the dominant, normalizing stream of schooling” (p. 

13). His longitudinal observations and conversations with a diverse group of students confirmed 

that the language worlds of today’s school communities are replete with “struggles for voice and 

power… between the margins of ethnicity and language” (p. 13). Paris’s book uplifts the 

language practices of multiethnic youth, including “linguistic dexterity” (p. 15) and “linguistic 

pluralism” (p. 15). But Paris is careful to explain that these socially motivated innovations are 

highly contextual and fluid. If students develop ways of speaking that borrow from each other’s 

linguistic codes, this does not make them immune to the larger rules of engagement in school-

approved, school-taught English. It is up to educators to catch up, in a way, to what their students 

are already doing by practicing a “pedagogy of pluralism” (p. 132): becoming intentionally open 

to the variety of expression that their multicultural students can offer. 

Paris (2011) catalogues and elaborates on where, when, and for whom students employ 

different languages, including African American English, Samoan, Spanish, Hindi, Tongan, and 

Fijiian, in addition to Dominant American English. A complex matrix emerges of language 

usage, language sharing, language learning, language teaching… students may practice all of 

these, in multiple languages, at various times across their school day. The cultural dynamics 

within and between language groups are equally complex. Paris describes a phenomenon he calls 

“the paradox of pluralism” (p. 79): for distinct cultures to coexist, thereby creating pluralism, 

each culture must also maintain itself. Paris believes that schools must improve in intentionally 

supporting marginalized or even “hyper-marginalized” (p. 75) language groups to have time and 

space to be in solidarity, to be able to speak on and in their own terms. 
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Paris’s study (2011), focused as it is on the actual language of the students he got to 

know, remains committed to investigating and intersecting with the how of their speech 

communities. Perhaps opening up more opportunities for students to actively consider their own 

speech practices, the fluidity and the variations within these, would bring with it more self-

awareness in conversations about books. This might offer a different approach to combating the 

inherent normative power dynamics of literature conversations. Cultivating an interest in 

exploring the linguistic pluralism of a novel through a pluralistic conversation may be another 

way to bring an antiracist stance to interpretation.  

Nawal Qarooni (2023) importantly explores the broader linguistic communities of 

schools in her recent book Nourishing Caregiver Collaborations. She wants school leaders and 

educators to be more intentional in including the families of students in the literacy work of the 

school. Qarooni focuses on bridging the worlds of school and home, seeing each community as 

an often-unrealized resource for the other. She makes recommendations for opening lines of 

communication, “going to great lengths to understand caregivers who don’t speak English, to 

make sure those adults understand us, and to translate classroom communications as needed” (p. 

30). She also envisions projects that blur the boundaries between home and school, allowing for 

the “collaborations” that serve as the title for her book. My study, in a small way, builds on 

Qarooni’s work, bringing family members into the school setting to discuss literature with each 

other. These kinds of projects raise familiar questions about text choice, language options, and 

how open or guided the experience should be. 

Translanguaging and Third Space Culture 

Despite students’ multilingual identities, the structure of the school day often silos a 

student’s language experiences into different spaces in the building, different times in the 
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schedule. This compartmentalization of languages based on external factors does not align with 

what recent research suggests about how multilingual learners truly process. In their article 

entitled “Translanguaging and Literacies,” Ofelia García and Jo Anne Kleifgen (2020) argue that 

multilingual people “...act with a unitary semiotic repertoire” (p. 555). 

In other words, although languages seem to be discreet, and we can talk metaphorically 

about moving from one language to another, the experience of someone living in multiple 

languages is not really like this. When an individual crosses language borders, they are always 

working within their own holistic linguistic system: one that comprises multiple ways of 

receiving and framing ideas and information. They are making connections, but too often 

encounter walls that obscure those weblike pathways. As Paris (2011) notes (see above), students 

find ways to create their own hybrid communities, but these efforts are often in spite of, not 

because of, school-supported structures. 

In schools where students speak multiple languages, it remains an open question of how 

best to ensure that these learners have opportunities to work with, as García and Kleifgen (2019) 

suggest, their “entire linguistic repertoire” (p. 554). The possibility of encouraging more fluid 

back-and-forth moves between languages, the playfulness of borrowing from more than one 

language to fully express something, or even a critique of the ways in which the student might 

feel constrained by the power dynamics within or across languages is yet to be realized in most 

school settings.  

Luz Yadira Herrera and Carla España (2022) advocate for considering critical 

bilingual/multilingual literacies (p. 28) as a pedagogical tool for creating more inviting and 

affirming spaces and experiences for multilingual learners. They articulate the importance of 

simultaneously attending to “temas, textos, and translanguaging” (p. 28): topics and themes that 
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connect to the vital identity and community-building work that young people are grappling with 

as adolescents; authors and texts that elevate the identities and cultures of the students; and 

meaning-making writing and conversation that transcends the singularity of English. Their work 

which bridges culturally relevant pedagogy, translanguaging theory, and raciolinguistics has 

inspired initiatives in the Globe School in the English and Modern Language departments as well 

as in Humanities; they also were on my mind as I co-developed the family book group event (see 

Chapter 3 for details). 

Julian Chen (2020) points to ways in which school settings continue to reproduce 

narratives of outsiderness for students who are still acquiring fluency in English. Chen describes 

the tendency of English-dominant school settings to marginalize English Language Learners 

(ELLs), making it difficult for them to succeed and in some cases leading them to leave school 

altogether (p. 2). This power structure depends on the cultural capital of English, a force that 

replicates itself through the dominance of English-language popular culture, as well as the 

English academic standards that prevail and require high levels of English literacy for success. 

Chen argues for reforms that value the cultural capital of ELLs, suggesting that educators seek 

out opportunities for students to participate in “third spaces” (p. 6): domains that are not 

characterized by singularly dominant or minoritized culture. 

Chen refers to Homi K. Bhabha’s (1994/2004) description of liminal linguistic and 

cultural spaces that emerge in multilingual, multicultural contexts. Bhabha points to a certain 

type of world literature as perhaps the best portal for entering these third spaces: fiction that 

centers migrant, postcolonial, border crossing tales forces an “unhomely” (p. 11) reading, one 

that does not seek or collapse into a “fixity and fetishim of identities” (p. 11). Bhabha’s 

insistence on a practice of “enunciative, enactive” (p. 255) interpretation that is continually 
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“negotiated” (p. 1) may pave a possible third path for envisioning literature as an opportunity for 

cross-group re-imagining within a school: avoiding the twin traps of viewing a text’s meaning as 

pre-defined by a teacher or a textbook or as something ultimately personal and unique to an 

individual. The language(s) of expression when coming to these negotiated understandings 

would also need to be negotiated. Bhabha leans on the work of Paulo Freire (1970/2005), who 

makes it clear that creating an openness and an interactive atmosphere is the only option for 

making real learning possible. “Knowledge emerges only through invention and re-invention, 

through the restless, impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry human beings pursue in the world, 

with the world, and with each other” (p. 72). I return to Bhabha, and to the theme of restless 

negotiation, as a theoretical touchstone in Chapter 4.    
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Chapter 3: Attunement 

3.1 Theoretical Echoes and a Shift to Considering Reading as Hearing 

In seeking an answer to my research questions, I turned to several theorists. Each of these 

offered explanations for why and how talking about literature could transform both individuals 

and communities. Pulling these three and other related thinkers together brought me to a 

productive overarching metaphor for the kind of reading and talk that may promote feelings of 

connection and belonging: reading and talking to hear ourselves, the text, and each other anew. 

Reading to see ourselves in literature is a more familiar trope. Thinking of books as “mirrors and 

windows” (Bishop, 1990), or even as “prisms” (Krishnaswami, 2019), employs a metaphor of 

seeing to describe the relationship of a reader to a work of literature. Readers should be able to 

see themselves in the books they read; readers should have the opportunity to see other worlds 

and different people; or reading can, in Krishnaswami’s view, refract light to change how readers 

see their own and past worlds. Thinking alongside Martin Buber, Mikhael Bakhtin, and Homi 

Bhabha, I realized that sight is perspectival: even if we use mirrors or prisms to reflect and bend, 

the act of vision is inherently active and directed. Hearing, in a meaningfully different way, 

positions the hearer among and within what is being heard. This shift from one sense metaphor 

to another allowed for me to think about different kinds of experiences with literature and with 

discussions about literature with others. Chapter 4 explains this journey of theory and thought.  

3.2 Qualitative Study: What Happens When We Talk About Literature at School? 

This study employed a narrative inquiry method to investigate how reading and 

discussing literature at school affects people’s sense of feeling seen and seeing others in their 

community. My own positionality as a person in the school mattered to this study; narrative 

inquiries are epistemologically committed to the researcher’s foregrounding of and investigating 
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their relationship to the subject(s) as part of the process. As Caine, Estefan, and Clandinin (2013) 

assert, “The narrative nature of experience, viewed from within narrative inquiry, necessitates 

considerations of relational being and knowing, attention to the artistry of and within experience, 

and sensitivity to the nested and overlapping stories that bring people together in research 

relationships” (p. 584). This method aligned well with what I was interested in investigating: the 

“relational being and knowing” that develops from reading with others in the context of a school 

community. 

With Buber (1923/1970) in mind, I wanted to find out if people feel a shift in their 

relationship to their community, their relationship to a text, their relationship to themselves, 

when discussing literature. Buber maintains that a genuine sense of connection, of a self that 

experiences another as “You” instead of “It,” is always fleeting. “Every You in the world is 

compelled by its nature to become a thing for us or at least to enter again and again into 

thinghood” (p. 147). Narrative inquiry focuses on experiences that are lived in time (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2000, p. 1). The relations of individuals to others in their community, to a book they 

read, and to their own developing selves are made possible only in and through time. Shifts in 

feeling also happen in and through time. Any attempt to understand a person’s own experience of 

such a shift would have to consider its temporality. There could be no quantifiable way to 

account for this “evanescent actuality” (p. 146); a check box indicating “I felt closer to my 

reading partner” would not get to the heart of what I would like to better understand. My 

investigation into people’s stories of whether they experienced or didn’t experience these shifts 

in relation to each other offered a slightly better window in, including some quantitative 

questions in the initial questionnaire, but allowing for follow-up in conversations with some of 

the respondents. My reflections as an embedded and interested member of the school have 
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allowed for me to unpack context and implications; I recognize that my own biases, intentions, 

and hopes about my community may also slant my interpretations. I have worked to name my 

assumptions and to especially give space for counterexamples and alternative perspectives from 

my own beliefs and hypotheses.  

My study focused on the culture of the Globe School: I wanted to find out more about 

how people within this culture experience it. Jerome Bruner (2002) privileges narrative as the 

mode best suited for connecting individual experiences to collective understandings. If “story is 

the coin and currency of culture” (p. 16), it makes sense to use a narrative framework when 

investigating people’s experiences of culture. Eliciting and analyzing narratives allowed me to 

explore my research question from multiple perspectives, not forgetting to also consider my 

relationship to these perspectives. As is appropriate with such an inquiry, narrative served as 

both methodology and phenomenon (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Cole, 2009).  

My three primary research questions were as follows: 

1. What do people experience when talking about literature at school?  

2. What do people [remember/keep thinking about/hold to be important] about 

others’ experiences after talking about literature at school? 

3. What do people [remember/keep thinking about/hold to be important] about the 

book after talking about literature at school?  

After reading extensively about reading and talking in school (see Chapter 2), I now see that the 

phrase “at school” may have not been the best question. Given that so much of “school” seems to 

limit people’s sense of what’s possible in their discourse, and even in their thinking. If I were to 

amend this, I might now say that I’m interested in “what might people experience when talking 

about literature despite the fact that they are in a school?” 
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Choice of School and Participants 

Since my research focuses on how people respond to others’ perspectives and consider 

their own relationship to these, it makes sense to learn from studying interactions when people 

are likely to encounter different perspectives. I chose The Globe School as a field site because of 

its multinational and multilingual teacher and student population and its current initiative to 

foster a greater sense of inclusivity and belonging in the school. The Globe School serves 

roughly 1600 students in grades PK-12. It is located on the East side of New York City. As a 

private institution, the school charges admission, although faculty and staff receive a significant 

(currently between 75% and 100%) tuition reduction. Something like half of the students’ 

families are involved in international diplomatic work, and there are over 90 “home languages” 

spoken within the student population. All students study French or Spanish starting in 

Kindergarten, and add a third language (either Arabic, Chinese, German, Italian, Japanese, or 

Russian) starting in seventh grade. All students aim for the Diploma degree in the International 

Baccalaureate (IB) program; every year several students achieve a bilingual diploma by taking a 

content IB course in a language other than English.  

The study inquired into three reading communities: one composed of employees from all 

three divisions of the school; a second made up of parents and their students from the middle 

school; and the third an elective high school club formed by students in their third year of high 

school. The selection process required people from these groups to volunteer their time and their 

insights: in all three cases, participating in these clubs was voluntary. This is a limitation of this 

study, given that I did not hear in-depth from those who were not interested in sharing, but the 

willingness of the participants to be open to these conversations was so important that it overrode 

the potential value of asking people to participate who didn’t initially want to. 
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Faculty and Staff Book Group  

When considering how talking about literature at The Globe School might impact how 

people from diverse groups see each other, I needed to think about the current cultural and social 

climate. From the standpoint of the adults who work at the school, some context is important. At 

the beginning of the academic year when this study took place (2023-2024), the head of school 

announced that the theme of the year would be “community.” He chose this theme in response to 

an all-school survey from the end of the prior school year which asked employees to comment on 

their feelings of belonging and the degree to which they felt supported. The survey revealed 

many negative feelings. It’s not clear what initiatives the head of school has taken up to address 

this result or to follow through on the theme of community. I was interested in studying reading 

groups that brought people together, not necessarily in direct response to the head of school’s 

vision, but in a way that nonetheless aligned with this stated school initiative. 

For example, in a spontaneous action that she said was intended to motivate her to read a 

book, the newly elected president of the school’s staff association (a structure known at other 

schools as a teacher’s union or collective bargaining group) invited all interested faculty and staff 

to join a book club conversation about the book Big Girl, by Mecca Jamillah Sullivan (2023). 

After this meeting, the group who convened agreed that they would like to read more books 

together. This book group has continued into this academic year. It is voluntary and meets after 

school. It does not always bring the same people to the table, but some key members have been a 

constant. The participants who were both relevant to this study and have been reliably present are 

referred to in this dissertation with pseudonyms and are described here: 

Stacy, president of the staff association and team leader of the Health department. With 

her new role of union president, Stacy holds a lot of political capital in the school. She knows 
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that even within the union, there is not complete solidarity among members; only 70% of 

members voted to ratify the latest contract in the spring of 2023, leaving at least some of the 

significant minority members vocally angry. She did not volunteer to answer a questionnaire or 

have a conversation, so I cannot speak in detail to her state of mind other than to report on her 

statements and actions around the formation and continuation of the group. 

Laura, Middle School Librarian, was the librarian at a smaller campus that The Globe 

School closed after the 2021-2022 school year. This closure was devastating for the teachers and 

families who had viewed that building as their home but was seen as fiscally and instructionally 

necessary due to a dwindling enrollment there. Laura has had administrative roles in the staff 

association in the past and is currently the team leader for her department. She has been a 

bridging voice, since she has been part of the larger Globe campus management for many years. 

Her perspective on the rifts with the school are important, as she is connected to both campuses 

and hears from people on both sides of this painful divide. 

Jeannine, Director of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI), was a high school 

anthropology teacher before becoming the first person to hold this position at The Globe School. 

Jeannine has tried to start faculty reading groups in the past but has had a hard time getting 

people to come or come consistently. In a recent conversation, she theorized that this might be 

because the books offered in the past were nonfiction titles, directly addressing issues of race 

relations, and that perhaps people are more inclined to join a book conversation that is focused 

on literature. Her perspective was important to my questions, given her bird’s eye view of DEI 

initiatives at the school, and her experiences in shifting roles from faculty to administration. 

After the conclusion of the study, in October of 2024, Jeannine announced that she would retire 

as of December 31, planning on a somewhat surprising mid-year departure. In Chapter 5, I 
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discuss how the departure of Jeannine, who held a cabinet-level administrative position, has 

impacted narratives around DEI issues at the school as well as the process of the faculty and staff 

reading initiative.  

 Kelly, a teaching assistant (TA) in the elementary school, mentioned during one of the 

faculty and staff book conversations that she had never been in a book club before, but was 

excited to try it. She reported that she enjoyed the book (although she didn’t get a chance to 

finish it on time), and that she planned on coming to the next meeting. Kelly’s perspective is 

important, as the TAs have a somewhat ill-defined role in the school which at times leads to 

tension. Some TAs have expressed to me that they feel disrespected when, for example, they are 

not always included in common planning times and instead are asked to serve as substitute 

teachers. This feeling of not being considered in the same category as teachers is an example of 

the kind of underground power unevenness that crisscrosses all of Globe. Although Kelly did not 

volunteer to answer a questionnaire or have a conversation, her continued participation in book 

groups is notable. 

Middle School Family Book Clubs 

In the spring semester, with the support of the middle school principal and assistant 

principal, Laura, the middle school librarian, and I organized a family book group night at The 

Globe School. I’ve helped to run this kind of event at past schools and had been trying to get it 

off the ground for several years. We had a positive turnout for the event, with 23 families signing 

up to participate. They chose from a curated list of 10 possible books: half of these were middle 

grade titles and intended for fifth and sixth grade readers; the other half were young adult titles 

aiming to draw seventh and eighth graders and their family members. Although we offered 

books in Spanish and French in addition to English, not enough people opted for a non-English 
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title to make a group. Although we also asked if anyone would like to be grouped to have a non-

English or a multilingual conversation in a home language of their choice, no one took us up on 

this either. I was able to follow up with three families. The conversations took place with the 

following participants: Nadia, who came to the book club night with her husband and sixth-grade 

daughter (who did not follow up in a conversation). Nadia’s daughter previously attended school 

at the Globe campus that closed. Nadia has been active in the Parent Association, including 

serving on the parent Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) committee. Amy and her sixth-grade 

son Charlie, both of whom speak French but opted to converse in English so that the husband 

and father in the family could also participate. And Pholukx and her fifth-grade daughter Tunxie. 

Pholukx and Tunxie moved to the United States from Nigeria in 2020 and speak Yoruba and 

Hausen (both Nigerian languages) in addition to English. Pholukx was unexpectedly traveling 

out of the country for work on the night of the book clubs meet-up, so we allowed her to Zoom 

in to be able to contribute from far away.     

High School Elective Literature Club 

Recently, five high school students started an elective reading club. One of the high 

school English teachers described it to me as a group of kids who love to read and wanted a way 

to do this together. I sent questionnaires and conducted follow-up conversations with two of 

these students to inquire into the reasons for their starting the club, what their experiences are 

like when they meet, and what they think is similar and different between these book 

conversations and the discussions they have in English classes about literature. 

Both students were in the eleventh grade when we spoke: this is the first year of 

coursework for the International Baccalaureate. Seiko is of Japanese and American descent, 

speaks some Japanese in addition to English, and visits Japan yearly. Martin’s parents are both 
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from the Czech Republic. He speaks English and Czech fluently and has lived in Hong Kong and 

Prague prior to moving to New York City. 

3.3 Data Collection: Questionnaires, Conversations, and Autoethnography 

Questionnaires  

For each group within the study, I asked a combination of open-ended and quantitative 

questions as part of a 10-item questionnaire. These were distributed to participants in each 

subgroup who volunteered to contribute to the study. Although the quantitatively constructed 

questions were helpful in generating some aggregate data within and across subgroups, these 

questions were intended more as warm-ups or pauses for the participants: as a kind of on-ramp to 

the open-ended questions which were designed to give them the opportunity to more 

substantively describe and explain their experiences in and around the book discussions. For 

example, a quantitative question asking, “How did your opinion of the book change after talking 

about it with other at [The Globe School]?” required a selection from three multiple choice 

options: “I liked the book less after the discussion;” “My opinion didn’t change;” or “I liked the 

book more after the discussion.” This question was immediately followed by an open-ended 

prompt: “If possible, describe a moment in the discussion that was meaningful to you. What was 

meaningful about it?” I hoped that thinking about how the discussion impacted their feelings 

about the book might lead them to be able to remember moments from the discussion, and to 

evaluate and explain why which if any of these were meaningful. These questionnaires, despite 

giving the opportunity for open-ended response, remain limited in their ability to reveal people’s 

complex feelings about the discussions. That said, they do offer insight into how reading group 

members felt about their participation in the moment when they answered the questionnaire; they 

also allowed participants to answer independently without my presence, which may have exerted 
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unintended pressure to respond in ways they think I’m expecting. In Chapter 5, I discuss the 

results of the questionnaires, both in terms of what they reflected across all and within each 

subgroup(s), and in terms of how they connected to conversations in the case of those who 

agreed to follow up.  

Conversations 

For all three contexts, I talked to representative participants to follow up on their survey 

answers. In these conversations, I shared what I had noticed in my analysis so far and was able to 

hear from them their experiences of participating in book discussions at The Globe School. The 

conversations were not long: between twenty and thirty minutes each. I was able to speak with 

two students from the high school elective reading group; three employees from the employee 

reading group; and three families (represented by one adult from each family and one student 

from two of the three families). As mentioned above, my presence and dialogue in these 

conversations had potential to both help and hinder people in sharing more about their 

experiences. By asking follow-up questions, I could better understand the context and fuller 

implications of their responses. On the other hand, as I reviewed the transcripts and listened to 

the recordings, I realized that I talked more than I should have – and my own voice in the 

conversations may have influenced their thinking in some ways. Despite these potential 

limitations, people shared fascinating thoughts. In Chapter 5, I reflect on the transcripts of these 

conversations, applying the theories from Chapter 4 to think about the promise and the potential 

pitfalls of reading together at school.  

Autoethnography 

In addition to the study, I draw from my years as teacher, staff developer, curriculum 

specialist, and graduate student to elaborate additional contexts and considerations for these 
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questions.  Though the practice of autoethnography can be controversial, risking critiques of self-

indulgence, lack of scientific rigor, and outright bias in the research process (Delamont, 2009; 

Ellis et al., 2011), writing to connect personal experiences of the researcher with the observed, 

interrogated, and theorized subjects under discussion has the potential to develop into a project 

that is “...rigorous, theoretical, analytical and emotional, therapeutic, and inclusive of personal 

and social phenomena” (Ellis et al., 2011, p. 11). In seeking to understand the potential for 

literature to play a positive role in the life of people in schools, I recall and examine my own 

experiences discussing texts with colleagues, with students, with families; I am also mindful of 

the ways in which my own reactions cannot serve as proof for my own theories, but by bringing 

my own stories into the light, I hope to be able to more intentionally set them next to others’ 

experiences and words in an effort to incorporate and to account for my own and others’ 

thinking. 
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Chapter 4: Seeking Reverberation and Orchestration— 

Buber, Bakhtin, Bhabha 
What does literature have to offer the clique-y, finger-pointing, suspicious humans who 

burst through the same front doors of a school every day only to immediately funnel themselves 

into predictable subgroups based on invisible but dominating dividers? How could reading 

possibly interfere with undergirding power dynamics and hegemonic narratives? Without 

resorting to romantic notions of how literature as an art form might free readers from the trap of 

systemic bias, how might we find a way for reading, and specifically reading in the company of 

others, to play a role in becoming more aware of alternate possible understandings? This chapter 

is devoted to seeking help from several theorists in answering these questions. Before 

interpreting the findings of my study, it feels critical to figure out what I’m looking for: what 

would be a sign that a book group conversation was actually bringing people into a new kind of 

community?  

Art has the capacity to jolt us out of the everydayness of our regular perceptions. As the 

poet Theodore Roethke writes, “Art is the means we have of undoing the damage of haste. It is 

what everything else isn’t” (Roethke, 2013, p. 114). In this chapter, I explore what three 

influential thinkers have to say about the possibility of real and renewable connections to others: 

connections that have the potential to combat the “damage” of our otherwise hasty assumptions 

and presumptions that pervade our personal, social, and political relationships. Throughout this 

exploration, I suggest that we consider the act of “hearing” as central to these efforts. Hearing, as 

opposed to seeing, allows for us to hear ourselves, our environment, and whatever we are 

actively listening to, contemporaneously. In his treatment of Martin Heidegger’s interest in 

hearing as a special sense, Ferber (2019) writes, “When we hear, we not only register the sounds 
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around us; we also, and here foremost, engage in a relationship with our surroundings:  we are 

oriented within it; we experience our relations with other beings and with our selves [sic]” (p. 

106). Perhaps what’s needed in our approach to reading together is a new way to listen. Ferber 

explains Heidegger’s “hearkening” to gather sounds or input from the outside world while also 

gathering one’s inner self to pay attention, to attune to these sounds. The three theorists I turn to 

in this chapter all have something unique to contribute toward an elaborated theory of how to 

listen to and hear texts and each other.   

4.1 Bad Vibes 

There are many potential dividers between people in schools. There are actual age-

oriented “divisions”: elementary, middle, and high school. At the Pre-K to Grade 12 school 

where I conducted my study, all three age-based groupings of students exist under one roof. But 

each of these sectors has its own leadership, a majority of staff who are dedicated to that specific 

sector, and to some extent its own designated space. These divisions grow into their own 

ecosystems with somewhat different priorities and different protocols. The different 

developmental stages of the students require some specificity, but the presence of these divides 

can lead teachers and staff to adopt a comparative mindset, believing that some colleagues are 

treated better, given more free time, or afforded more respect in other divisions. Students 

crossing from one division to the next can feel like they are moving to another planet. The 

possibility of connecting to people in other divisions is limited by space, time, and inclination. 

In a recent professional development workshop for all faculty teaching grades Pre-

Kindergarten through eighth grade, my colleagues in the curriculum department and I 

intentionally randomized seating to force-connect people who would ordinarily not have the 

opportunity to talk to each other. The topic was “Approaches to Learning,” a key component of 
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the International Baccalaureate Diploma, the culminating degree for our students. The 

subterranean divisions rumbled to the surface at the start of this event. Distrust was evident: 

firstly, because “Curriculum” was in charge; secondly, because people had to separate from their 

divisional and departmental groupings. One teacher refused to sit at her table at first, demanding 

that we rig the system because she was “the only Junior School person” there. This is a woman 

who has been teaching for more than fifteen years, but the threat of spending ninety minutes with 

colleagues from one floor up visibly shook her. This was seriously disruptive. 

For the adults, there are other dividers: faculty versus staff; departmental specialties; 

union versus nonunion/admin; employees whose children attend the school versus those who do 

not take advantage of this benefit; socioeconomic differences based on salaries and personal and 

family wealth. The identities of the adults may also create subgroups, given that these are wide-

ranging in terms of age, gender, sexual orientation, race, ethnicity, national origin, languages, 

and religion.  All of these impact how adults who work in schools view themselves in relation to 

their colleagues: whether or not they feel connected to them, whether and how accurately they 

feel that they know each other or are known by others.  

For students, similar group identity markers may prevent connection, and other age-based 

factors are also at play: performance in academics and sports; shifting friend groups; and grade-

level groupings within divisions. I remember a lunch period last year that was designated “Mix-

It-Up-Friday” by the middle school advisory teams: the teachers wanted to achieve something 

similar to what my curriculum colleagues and I had wanted - a chance for these young people to 

connect outside of their usual groups. Students were randomly assigned lunch tables for the day. 

Not surprisingly, the tweens and teens had pretty much the same reaction as the grownups: 

horror and frustration at being forced to sit with kids they viewed as strangers. The eighth 
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graders who were part of a poetry club that I advise on Fridays ran up to the library where we 

usually meet to complain: “They’re shackling us!” they cried (not attending to the problematic 

overtones of this word), pointing to the wrist bands they had been given as a way to assign them 

to their mixed-up tables. 

This is not unusual of course: within any large group of humans, subgroups emerge based 

on multiple factors. Any one person will never connect to any other person in the same way; 

some connections will be stronger and more meaningful than others. But given that the goal of 

any school is to promote human growth and development, the relationships in these 

environments matter. In an October 21, 2024 presentation aimed at supporting faculty with the 

prospect of “Navigating Difficult Conversations” in school, representatives from the 

organization Seeds of Peace spoke to this issue of lack of trust across groups. Ittay Flescher, the 

Education Director for Seeds of Peace in Jerusalem, described the current divide in global 

politics as a discourse impasse: the impossibility of anyone in one group being able to see 

anyone on the other side as trustworthy, capable of making a fair deal, meriting open and candid 

dialogue. In the audience, teachers sitting near me commented that our school has a similar issue, 

of course on a smaller scale. Lack of trust seems to be permeating many arenas, resulting in bad 

feelings about others in local and global contexts. At some point, people are not interested in 

hearing what those from the other side have to say. 

I turn now to thinkers who offer explanations for what makes something that may seem 

as simple as “listening to” each other actually quite complex, as well as theoretical frameworks 

for what might allow for breakthrough moments. These theories have helped me analyze the 

responses and conversations from my study: they have deepened my appreciation for and gave 
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me language to talk about both the obstacles and the promising pathways that emerged from my 

investigation. 

4.2 Buber’s Plea for Fleeting but Vital Moments of Reciprocal Recognition 

In Ich und Du, originally published in German in 1923, Buber asserts that one’s “I,” the 

subjective stance one brings to the world, is always relational, but can approach another 

being/object in one of two fundamentally different ways: either as an “I-You” relation (1970, p. 

53), viewing the other as another subject, another “I;” or as an “I-It” relation, characterized by 

“...the sphere of goal-directed verbs…activities that have something for their object” (p. 54). Any 

“I” can treat any “You” either as a subject, with its own voice and interests, or as an object, to be 

subordinated to the wishes and needs of the “I.” 

It makes sense that much of life is dominated by I-It relations. Walter Kaufmann, in a 

prologue to his 1970 translation of I and Thou, clarifies this by comparing Buber’s I-You 

concept to a familiar but sometimes overstated precept from Kant: that we should treat ourselves 

and other humans “as an end also and never only as a means [emphasis added]” (p. 16). There 

are an abundance of situations that require I-It relations. Kaufmann lists examples of when one 

human will treat another person as a means, in ways that are ordinary and necessary: “I ask your 

help, I ask for information, I may buy from you or by what you have made, and you sometimes 

dispel my loneliness” (pp. 16-17). Buber himself admits, “...in all the seriousness of truth, listen: 

without It a human being cannot live. But whoever lives only with that is not human” (p. 84).   

Buber (1923/1970) suggests that it is sometimes possible, but will not always be possible, 

to stand in actual relation to an-other. When in relation (to a “You” and not an “It”), the “I” 

becomes aware of both the connection and the distance, “its association and its detachment” (p. 

113). These moments of actual relation bring both the “I” and the “You” together outside of the 
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typical space and time of the lived world. When a person allows another to become “You,” the 

rest of the world and its requirements fall away, briefly. This is not an experience that can be 

shared. “You cannot come to an understanding about it with others; you are lonely with it; but it 

teaches you to encounter others…” (p. 84). It is possible to experience many of these moments, 

but they do not add up to some kind of greater understanding; they “...only [help] you to have 

intimations of eternity” (p. 84). What shifts in these brief extraordinary times is one’s sense of 

self. The other, the “You,” becomes as vital to one’s self-awareness as one’s own. And in 

allowing this other subject its own subjectivity, the “I” can feel itself become a “You,” released 

from It-ness. In Buber’s view, achieving these ephemeral releases from It-hood are critical, as 

they are the only times when an “I” can experience the full capacity of personhood, of being 

human. The “I” is never singular for Buber; a person is either in I-It mode or I-You mode. “Egos 

appear by setting themselves apart from other egos./Persons appear by entering into relation to 

other persons” (p. 112). The more we can achieve I-You in our lives, the more fully we are living 

up to our human potential for relation, which is an a priori condition. 

 Buber passionately calls for us to seek out opportunities to see each other as whole 

subjects, not as one or another part of ourselves that might serve someone’s purpose or conform 

to a stereotype. He writes, “Even as a melody is not composed of tones, nor a verse of words, nor 

a statue of lines – one must pull and tear to turn a unity into a multiplicity – so it is with the 

human being to whom I say You” (p. 59).  Buber uses many poetic descriptions to call to mind 

this experience. In one case, he describes this reciprocity in terms of sound, calling this 

experience “the vibration of the I in its lonely truth” (p. 113). Perhaps one’s inner capacity for I-

You is like a guitar string, silent until its own tone rings out across the room, but then resonating 

in response. Buber wants us to be open, to be listening for these moments of reverberation. 
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In a later collection of essays, Buber (1947/2004) expands on this idea, and speaks to an 

imagined nay-sayer claiming that this kind of interpersonal connection is unrealistic and 

impossible in today’s modern world. This “opponent” (p. 39), Buber speculates, may protest that 

life is too busy, too task-oriented and mundane to allow for the kind of connection that I-You 

would entail: it feels like a luxury that most regular people will not be able to entertain. But 

Buber resists this line of argument. First of all, he makes clear that true dialogue is never 

required, and cannot be. “...[H]ow could the life of dialogue be demanded? There is no ordering 

of dialogue. It is not that you are to answer, but that you are able” (p. 40). In Buber’s view, it is 

our life-work to take advantage of this ability as often as possible, even knowing that I-You 

moments will be rare and quickly dissipating. In schools, the complex maze of human 

interactions offers up thousands of chances a day to either answer or to ignore the call to leave 

the world of I-It and see another person more fully. But it’s likely that many days go by with all 

of these calls unanswered. 

4.3 The Cacophony of School 

Schools often proliferate “activities that have something for their object” (Buber, 

1923/1970, p. 54). In fact, this is usually a point of pride. For the adults working in schools, these 

activities look different depending on workplace roles, and may have varied positive and 

negative impacts. But a culture that prioritizes quantifiable and near-term goals, a decision Buber 

would classify as it-oriented, may lead to many feeling similarly that their tasks are extrinsically 

motivated, controlled by others, and judged by criteria they have not developed themselves. 

When teachers have a lowered sense of perceived self-efficacy and connectedness, they may 

experience burnout (O’Brennen et al., 2017; Skaalvik E.M., & Skaalvik, S., 2020) and grow 

dissatisfied with their work environment. Their attitude towards each other may depend on 
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whether or not they see another as either useful to their goals, friendly to themselves personally; 

or obstructing their goals or personally out of favor. None of these line up with Buber’s I-You 

principle. The school that functions in this way becomes what Buber (1947/2002) describes as a 

collective rather than a community. “Collectivity is based on an organized atrophy of personal 

existence, community on its increase and confirmation in life lived towards one another” (p. 37). 

In schools, adults often live life not towards but away from or in isolation from one another. The 

cliché of teachers who “close their door” to preserve their sense of agency, to create a 

community apart from the larger one, persists as lived reality in so many schools.  

Students also face a barrage of it-orientation at school. Teachers are encouraged to write 

daily objectives on the board. This example from Northern Illinois University’s Center for 

Innovative Teaching and Learning (“Writing Goals and Objectives,” 2000) typifies 

recommendations from teaching programs and from state departments of education: they 

explicitly call for using “action verbs” for daily learning targets because they are “measurable 

and observable” (Behavioral Verbs section, para. 1). Although public PK-12 institutions may not 

require such visible daily objectives, the practice is often encouraged or mandated at the school 

level by school leaders. In my experience consulting in schools in states as varied as 

Washington, Wisconsin, Indiana, and New York, I consistently heard from teachers that they 

were expected to have an “aim,” or a “learning objective” posted daily. A learning objective that 

can be achieved in the course of a 42-minute (or in some cases 38-minute) class period is 

severely limited in scope and depth. A standard that is an end-of-year goal can be the opposite: 

so broad as to feel meaningless. A student moving from classroom to classroom must reorient 

themselves more than once an hour to different, equally narrow aims. In the context of a 
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discipline such as English Language Arts, in which some of the desired outcomes will inevitably 

be unobservable and immeasurable, this kind of goal setting feels small and, well, it-like. 

I witnessed this when visiting an eighth-grade classroom two years into the Common 

Core State Standards (2010) rollout. The students were studying dystopian fiction at the time, 

and I was joining their class when they were reading independently, and the teacher was 

conferring with them. They would be discussing their reading at the end of class with their book 

groups. I sat down next to a reader and asked if he could tell me a little about what he was 

thinking about the book so far. The boy looked at me for a minute, then checked his reading 

folder for a guiding document, and replied, in a somewhat halting way, “I’m reading to 

determine a theme or central idea of a text and analyze its development over the course of the 

text, including its relationship to the characters, setting, and plot.” This was a verbatim quote 

from the eighth-grade standards for Reading Literature: (RL8.2). As Buber (1923/1970) puts it, 

“O mysteriousness without mystery, O piling up of information! It, it, it!” (p. 56).  

4.4 Literature as Tuning Fork 

Buber (1947/2004) hopes for these students and for us all that there will be moments of 

relief from this. He believes it is possible for there to be a “breaking through from the status of 

the dully-tempered disagreeableness, obstinacy, and contraryness” (p. 41) of everyday I-It-ness. 

Buber (1923/1970) considers a work of art a “manifestation” (p. 89) of an artist’s breaking 

through into I-You. The work itself falls back into ordinariness, “frozen into a thing among 

things” (p. 90). But in Buber’s view, the artwork has the potential to be regenerated, given that it 

sprang from a moment of actual human response. An artwork can “...catch fire and become 

present, returning to the element from which it issued, to be beheld and lived by men [sic] as 
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present” (p. 90). Encountering a work of art can therefore rise to the level of I-You, bringing the 

viewer into what Buber calls “actual relation.” 

It is interesting to consider the role of the text in these encounters. How can a text act like 

a “You,” a subject, in the context of reading, when it is an inert, inanimate object, or as Louise 

Rosenblatt (1956) says, “inkspots on paper” (p. 66). It clearly seems like a silent partner in these 

conversations. For Buber (1947/2004), this is a false narrative. Buber writes from the perspective 

of the I in the I-You dynamic. He is interested in the possibility of that I shifting in its relational 

attitude from I-It, and the “clanking of routine” (p. 42). To snap out of this regular way of 

relating requires something different from typical ways of approaching another. In fact, both 

“observing” and “looking on” (p. 10), while perfectly appropriate ways of seeking to understand 

the world, still participate in “seeking to perceive” (p. 11): observers and onlookers view the 

other as “an object separated from them and their personal life, who can in fact for this reason be 

‘properly’ perceived” (p. 11). But there are moments, and these are the pivotal experiences 

Buber celebrates, when something outside of the I “says something” (p. 11) that is received as a 

personal address. Buber employs the passive voice to better articulate what he means. The 

experience of “having this said” (p. 11) shakes the I out of I-It and into I-You. 

To distinguish this from other kinds of perception, which notably use the eyes and vision 

to help define them, Buber (1947/2004) calls this “becoming aware” (p. 12). Buber writes, “It by 

no means needs to be a man of whom I become aware. It can be an animal, a plant, a stone. No 

kind of appearance or event is fundamentally excluded from the series of the things through 

which from time to time something is said to me” (p. 12). Given this context, it is easy to 

imagine that books can, from time to time, say something to us, prompting a shift in our 

awareness of ourselves and our relationship to everything outside of ourselves. Given that Buber 
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has worked to explain “becoming aware” as a state where “the law of the point of view no longer 

holds” (p. 7), it may make more sense to talk about listening and hearing what a book has to say, 

versus using terms like windows and mirrors, which are still locked into the perspectival logic of 

seeing. 

According to Steven Kepnes (1992), Buber’s writings spotlight narratives as unique 

opportunities for I-You experiences. Although some of Buber’s work is explicitly related to 

Jewish theology and the practice of reading and engaging with religious texts within Judaism, 

Kepnes argues that Buber’s appreciation for the dialogic power of stories applies to all kinds of 

narratives. Narratives take place in time but also, in their retell-ability, escape the trappings of 

time. Entering the setting of a story pulls a reader or a listener out of their ordinary time and 

place and into an imaginary other time and place, whether the story-world is fictional or not. The 

feeling a reader may develop of being in-between the real and the imagined, in-between what-

has-happened and what-could-happen or what-has-not-yet-happened: this aligns with Buber’s 

descriptions of the I-You experience, the moment when an I encounters another in a way that 

shakes off the I-It-ness of regular existence. A good story might call a reader or a listener into an 

actual encounter. A reader may feel that the story “speaks” to them.  

Kepnes examines some of Buber’s own narrative writing through the lens of the narrative 

theories of literary critic Frank Kermode and philosopher Paul Ricoeur. Kepnes draws themes 

from these thinkers that apply to Buber, including the ability of narrative to both organize and 

disrupt sequences of events and the often-overlapping roles of clarification and obscuring that 

weave through complex stories. Kepnes cites two related paradoxical descriptions of what a 

successful narrative can do: such a story can achieve what Kermode calls “‘radiant obscurity,’” 

(p. 102) or in Ricoeur’s language “‘discordant concordance’” (p. 102). The paradoxical language 
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reveals the surprise, the strangeness of the narrative that, like the artwork Buber (1923/1970) 

depicts as “catching fire,” (p. 90), manages to break through to its audience and upset the 

humdrum of what was to be expected both from the story and perhaps from oneself.  In this way, 

we can see the potential for narratives to evoke Heidegger’s “hearkening” described above: the 

surprise of a story may force a reader’s attention to gather itself, to rearrange itself to try to 

incorporate and understand the story. 

Kepnes (1992) finds that in Buber’s retellings of I-You encounters in a 1929 essay, the 

middle parts, not the conclusions, are the most significant elements. For Kepnes, this makes 

sense, as Buber is always most interested in the in-between: the connections between I’s and 

others are what are most essential. The turning points at the hearts of narratives are examples of 

break-through experiences, for the characters and often for the reader or listener as well. Kepnes 

employs Ricoeur’s theory of “‘refiguring’” (p. 103) to describe the potential for readers’ 

relationships to their own lived experience to shift in response to what they experience 

vicariously through a narrative encounter. The turning point of a story may turn more than the 

characters’ perspectives. The more that a story encourages or even forces readers to “insert 

themselves” (p. 103) into the “opacity, the middles, the empty spaces” (p. 103) of a narrative, the 

greater the chance for a moment of recognition, or of reckoning. This may have implications for 

what kinds of texts are likely to prompt the feeling of actual encounter. Homi Bhabha (see 

Section 4.9 below) has ideas about this. It will also become an important topic in choosing what 

texts are best for reading together if the goal is to break through everyday understandings.  

Louise Rosenblatt (1938) sees the potential of books to connect to a reader’s inner life in 

what she describes as a transaction. She writes in an essay (1956) on how to make the most of 

literature in an English classroom, “...books do not simply happen to people. People also happen 
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to books” (p. 65). In Rosenblatt’s view, every reader experiences a work of literature in a unique 

way, given that as they process this book, they are also reprocessing their lived experiences that 

have transpired before reading this book, their belief systems about that life, and their thoughts 

about issues in their contemporary world as they are currently experiencing it. In a best-case 

scenario, reading initiates a “live circuit” (p. 68), between reader and text.  

Wayne Booth (1988) describes the possibility of authentic dialogue with a work of 

literature as a friendship between reader and book. In a chapter devoted to exploring this idea, 

Booth discusses the significance of friendship in Western moral philosophy, pinning the title of 

his own book (The Company We Keep) to the idea that an individual’s moral calibre aligns in 

great part to that of their friends. Citing Aristotle, Booth elevates the sociality of human life as 

central to what makes us human. He goes on to consider what the “grounds of trust and 

affection” (p. 173) might be: to whom or what might we humans turn for worthwhile company in 

matters that matter? In Booth’s eyes, books offer us multiple kinds of friendship which may or 

may not rise to the standard of a “true” friendship, the qualities of which share much with 

Buber’s vision of I-You: the friendship becomes an end-in-itself, versus something that is useful 

or merely pleasurable.   

When we take a book seriously, we open ourselves up to it. We entertain the possibility 

that it will speak to us. Novels offer the opened-up reader-self many possibilities for 

resonance.  Readers often talk of “losing oneself” in a book. Of course, one does not ever truly 

set one’s self aside. But perhaps when reading, if in the right frame of mind, the reader somehow 

makes room within, attuning. This is maybe what it means to read in an I-You way: it’s noticing 

one’s own guitar string - some inner part of oneself - chiming in sympathy from within. Like 

sound waves bouncing off surfaces and returning transformed, our engagement with literature 
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creates ripples of recognition that circle back to us with familiar tones and unexpected 

harmonies. These reverberations can amplify previously unheard notes in our own story, 

bringing into audible range experiences we hadn't yet given voice to. Rather than losing 

ourselves, maybe it’s more accurate to talk about “finding ourselves” in a text. It’s like hearing 

our own song played back in a different key - the melody is familiar, but the new arrangement 

reveals aspects we hadn't noticed before. 

Buber (1923/1970) insists that in moments like this the self does not disappear and 

neither does the “You” that is the counterpart to the “I”. The real world does not lose its reality. 

In keeping with Buber’s Jewish theological sensibility, the goal in breaking through to moments 

of actual “encounter” is not to be released into a preferred other state of being. Although the I-

You moment must disrupt ordinary worldly concerns, it is not, at heart, a rejection of the world. 

The I-You is a reminder of connectedness, and at the same time a reminder of the distance 

between each other. This paradox is useful, precisely because it reminds us that moments of 

connection are possible here in our regular lives: in fact, we can only find them here. Buber finds 

this more comforting than a religious belief in other-worldly experiences. He writes poignantly, 

“If [an] extravagantly rich heavenly Moment has nothing to do with my poor earthly moment – 

what is it to me as long as I still have to live on earth – must in all seriousness still live on 

earth?” (p. 134). The I-You moment “detaches me from the world in order to relate me to it” (p. 

142). An I-You experience does not dissolve one’s I or relieve the self of understanding that 

there is distance and difference between I and You. For Buber, the “spirit” (p. 141) or what is 

meaningful in life does not reside solely within ourselves, and it does not reside solely in the 

world, or even solely with God. “In truth it occurs from man [sic] – between man and what he is 
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not” (p. 141). Like sound waves traveling invisibly, bouncing around until they run out of 

energy. 

In the case of an engaged reader, the meaning, the power, the spirit of I-You occurs 

between the reader and the book. The reader does not believe they are the characters in the book; 

but something in the way the characters respond or in the way they speak or in how their setting 

frames them strikes a chord with the reader’s own feelings or discourse or environment. The 

“lonely truth” (p. 113) of the reader’s I vibrates in response to one or more of the lonely truths 

embodied in the characters.  Something shifts in how the reader understands themself in 

connection with the world.  The reader becomes aware. The question remains: what is the 

significance of this awareness when reading with others? It may be the case that when multiple 

readers become aware in the presence of each other, those vibrations are amplified. 

4.5 Reading Together Can Cut Through the Noise 

Life in schools will never cease to be busy, frustrating, and loud in ways that can make it 

hard to hear and respond to what’s important. Buber would argue that all of human life is like 

this. He pleads with us to be open to fleeting but significant opportunities for hearing something 

different: a call to what’s core to ourselves, in each of our individual developing understandings 

of what matters. Literature has the potential to call out to us in this way. But reading with others 

adds layers of additional possibilities: if we ourselves missed the connection, hearing our 

colleagues or friends or family members respond may help us tune in. And these moments have 

the potential to be transformative. Mikhail Bakhtin (1981) helps to further examine why this 

seemingly simple activity - reading a novel and talking about it with others - may have the 

potential to break down social barriers. Bakhtin also helps to distinguish between some 

experiences with literature at school (notably those that tend to happen in English class) that tend 
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to shut down the ability to “hear” oneself in the text and other kinds of reading that may open 

readers to listening in a new way. 

4.6 In General: (Failed) Authoritative Discourse that Permeates Talk at School 

The everyday language within schools, like language in most institutions, drifts towards 

what Mikhail Bakhtin (1981) calls “authoritative discourse” (p. 342). In an effort to be clear and 

to communicate in an accepted mode, many school professionals lean into the depersonalized 

tone and vocabulary of a kind of speech that “permits no play” (p. 343). Faculty meetings and 

parent coffees run by principals; directions to students from their teachers about assignments or 

required behavior in class; phone calls home to families about students’ progress or lack thereof: 

all of these strive to present “incontestable” (p. 332), direct messaging that will be heard and 

understood exactly as it was intended to be received.  

These attempts within education to “unify and centralize the verbal-ideological world” (p. 

270) are not surprising. At every tier of the educational system, there is a desire and in fact a 

need for “guaranteeing a certain maximum of mutual understanding” (p. 270). If the goal of a 

school is to help students gain new understandings and if teachers are expected to evoke, assess 

and give feedback on these understandings, it’s critical that “mutual understanding” is possible. 

In many arenas, educational systems seek to establish unifying languages as “centripetal forces” 

(p. 272) towards norming how understandings are expected to be conveyed. Bakhtin helps to 

illuminate how, though these forces are inevitable, they are never completely successful. 

Schools are heteroglot organisms: they are tangled up in the multiple languages of their 

many communicators and interpreters, including layers of intentions and the ever-present 

possibility of interference blocking and twisting those supposedly clear and straightforward 

statements. No matter how clear the school’s mission statement or how tightly constructed the 
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curriculum; no matter how concise the teachers’ lessons or how pointed and relevant the 

students’ responses: schools are a mess when it comes to communication. Bakhtin (1986) 

theorizes that any “utterance” (his term for a single speech act as delineated by a change in 

speaker) is in reality both responsive and addressive: every utterance is intricately connected in a 

weblike way to prior and future utterances and cannot be pulled out of these relationships. An 

utterance “always responds (in the broad sense of the word) in one form or another to others’ 

utterances which precede it” (p. 94). At the same time – and time is a relevant variable here – 

“An essential (constitutive) marker of the utterance is its quality of being directed to someone, its 

addressivity” (p. 95).  

Though a message may be transmitted to all intended recipients at the same time, this 

does nothing to ensure that all hear the message in the same way. The variance in the individual 

humans matters. What they are doing in that exact moment; where they were earlier that day and 

what they’re thinking about; how they feel about the person who is speaking. As Bakhtin (1981) 

writes, every utterance is “...entangled, shot through with shared thoughts, points of view, alien 

value judgments and accents” (p. 276). People don’t hear the same message even when they are 

in the same room at the same time.  

Humans are used to this. They may be especially used to this at school. Faculty members 

groan at the thought of yet another meeting. Parents go to parent-teacher conferences, but often 

expect round after round of much the same kind of talk: your child is approaching standards in 

this; has made significant gains in that. Students may space out in class, as they are conditioned 

to hearing the same kind of speech directed towards them and continually finding it not 

personally meaningful.  These meaning-deficient, unidirectional communications are to be 

expected, but they also are not likely to connect people to each other or to their school 
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community in ways that Bakhtin would term “internally persuasive” (p. 342); on the contrary, 

they may contribute to a feeling of dis-connection or alienation. 

Unfortunately, even carefully crafted messages or engagements that are meant to promote 

connectivity, to express compassion, or to support social and emotional well-being, often do not 

achieve their desired outcomes because of the way in which they are delivered. Letters home 

from heads of schools to comment on a current event that is polarizing the community; surveys 

that seek feedback for administration from faculty on the culture of the school; even advisory 

curriculum that includes explicit Google Slides lessons for students on how to be more caring of 

each other: all of these risk missing the mark because they align themselves through their chosen 

format with authoritative, distancing discourse. 

4.7 In English Class: Power Dynamics that Mute Potentially Raw(er) Responses   

When students talk about literature in their English classes, the teacher’s presence 

impacts what they think they should and could say (Marshall et al., 1995; Doecke, 2019). This is 

partially attributable to the power structure of the setting: students may reasonably see the 

purpose of their interactions as impressing the person who will grade them. English teachers 

often say, as a way of describing how they support students in writing or in responding to 

reading, “I give them sentence frames.” In requiring or even merely inviting students to phrase 

their thinking in a specific way, the hope is twofold: that students will develop a kind of muscle 

memory of how to write/speak in an academically acceptable way, and that function will follow 

form — that students’ thinking will mold itself to the shape of the sentence structure and thereby 

elevate their understanding. There are many other examples of framing in the English classroom. 

Pre-made outlines, acronyms for paragraph writing, teacher-created thesis statements, leading 



89 

questions: all of these work towards narrowing students’ responses, presumably in the interest of 

improving these responses.  

Bakhtin (1986) problematizes the sentence “as a unit of language, as distinct from the 

utterance as a form of speech communication” (p. 73). Though a sentence as a unit may in fact 

be an utterance, the fact that it is a grammatical construct does not guarantee that the speaker or 

author of a sentence has uttered something that counts, for Bakhtin, as authentic speech. The 

speaker may merely parrot a sentence with no thought as to its meaning, not even having begun 

to utter anything they truly meant to say; on the other hand, a sentence may fall far short of what 

a speaker intends to say, leaving the utterance incomplete and the utterer feeling cut off. This 

may trouble the use of language frames in teaching. 

It’s quite possible that students and teachers alike expect that the correct or expected use 

of a sentence frame or application of a thesis statement to a text guarantees that the student’s 

own understanding or message is being effectively transmitted.  But, as noted above, it’s possible 

that the student never rises to the level of making a true “utterance.” The teacher’s frames may 

keep the discourse firmly in the teacher’s court. The boundaries of an utterance are “determined 

by a change of speaking subjects” (p. 71). In many classrooms, though different voices may 

“speak,” it’s possible that this is not a true change of “speaking subject.” When a teacher asks 

leading questions or hands out outlines for an essay with a pre-made thesis statement, though the 

teacher stops talking, there may be no Bakhtinian “pause” to allow for a shift in subjects. “Pauses 

between utterances are, of course, not grammatical but real...One expects them to be followed by 

a response or responsive understanding on the part of the speaker” (p. 74). 

By requiring students to frame their thoughts in very specific ways, teachers may be able 

to guarantee that the language students use is similar. In so doing, it may be that educators 
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participate in the same “centralizing tendencies” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 274) of philosophers of 

language, linguists and stylists. Whether it’s because it’s easier to assess speech that is more 

homogenous, or because there is a conscious or unconscious teacher desire to shift students’ 

language into “the units of the reigning conversational (everyday) and literary language, ‘correct 

language,’” (p. 270), these controlling pedagogical impulses have unintended consequences. 

They minimize the many alterities of discourse identified by Bakhtin (1981). There is a willful 

ignoring of the otherness “amid other’s utterances inside a single language,” (p. 275) as when a 

teacher has a specific, correct answer in mind and elicits this or corrects for it, even if the 

question could yield different interpretations. And there is a sidelining of the otherness of “social 

languages” and different “national languages” (p. 275) when teachers privilege something like 

“academic English” over other constructs. 

These centralizing efforts will never be totally successful, but are worth critiquing and 

reconsidering, nonetheless. The real goal of an English classroom is for students to make 

meaning — in response to literature, to each other, to their lives and the world. So much effort 

goes into helping students frame their responses. But too often the frames contain mere mirrors 

for the teachers’ own utterances. The language students use is “half someone else’s” (Bakhtin, 

1981, p. 293). How can teachers leave space for student response that might not be framed 

“correctly” — or at least not at first? How can teachers support students’ wrestling to make 

language work for them? “Expropriating it, forcing it to submit to one’s own intentions and 

accents, is a difficult and complicated process.” (p. 294) It will take a different kind of 

responsiveness and addressivity on the part of teachers to help students achieve this. 
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4.8 The Orchestration of the Novel as Invitation and Model for Multivocal Dialogue 
 Although meetings and letters home and directions to assignments have their place and it 

would be silly to suggest that they be abolished, it is a serious question to ask: what else is 

possible for people in a school community? How else might they be able to come together and 

connect in ways that do have personal meaning and that might pave the way for more mutual 

understanding, even in times of crisis? Bakhtin’s discussion of the novel (1981) as a site of 

“heteroglossia” (p. 263) offers a vision of another kind of discourse: one that may more saliently 

speak and respond to the “actively polyglot world” (1986, p. 12) of contemporary schools.  

The novelist, according to Bakhtin (1981), does not participate in unidirectional 

discourse. Instead, the author of artistic prose embraces heteroglossia, a term invented by 

Bakhtin to refer to the multiple layers of speech genres that coexist and interweave throughout a 

novel (and in life). Heteroglossia “...is another’s speech in another’s language” (p. 324) and as 

such features a “double-voiced discourse” that includes the voices of the speakers in the novel 

plus the implied voice of the author managing those voices. The voices of the author, the 

narrator(s), the characters: all of these speak to the reader, not from a position of 

authoritarianism, but with the novelistic understanding that all discourse is “contested, 

contestable, and contesting” (p. 332). Novels are mongrel creations, pulling together different 

kinds of speech, along with their speakers’ perspectives. This is not about showcasing debates 

between individuals; a novel’s hybridity of perspective is exponentially dialogic, setting in 

motion the possibility of an infinite, perpetual back-and-forth, “like a spring of dialogism that 

never runs dry” (p. 330). The novelist “orchestrate[s]” (p. 263) multiple language systems within 

another artistic language creation. Language systems are historical, social, and cultural: the novel 

collides these against each other in varied harmonized and clashing chord progressions.  
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What does this mean for readers? Bakhtin maintains that people develop their belief 

systems, their ideologies, by deciding between various ways of speaking, which carry the 

internal freight of historical, social, and cultural beliefs. As a developing person, I must decide 

how to talk about things that matter: encoded in that way of talking will be a host of assumptions 

and pre-digested truisms - a lineage of things-that-have-been-said-about-this-before-in-this-

same-way. Bakhtin’s counterpart to authoritative discourse, described above as not necessarily 

convincing, is “internally persuasive discourse” (p. 342) which people actually assimilate, or 

adopt as part of their own language. While an authoritative utterance might be internally 

persuasive to some, the generic and stripped-down nature of such speech acts makes it less likely 

for this to be so. Bakhtin’s internally persuasive utterance “...awakens new and independent 

words… [and] organizes masses of our words from within… More than that, it enters into an 

intense interaction, a struggle with other internally persuasive discourses” (pp. 345-346).  The 

novel is an artistic epitome of this struggle. In its exponential display of multiple language 

systems, the novel offers readers exponentially rich opportunities to find and assimilate 

internally persuasive language. 

For the developing person in search of how to think about complex issues, reading novels 

therefore has a lot to offer. How could this possibly help schools become places where the 

people in them feel more connected to each other, more understood, and more invested in 

continuing to talk to each other about issues that matter? Should school leaders abolish all 

meetings and insist that everyone read a National Book Award winner in the time that was 

previously allotted to, say, the “Assessment in Middle School” Parent Coffee? Well, it might not 

be the worst idea, but this does not seem reasonable or even possible. And in some ways, it is 
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beside the point. As noted above, some settings may require more authoritarian modes of 

language. 

But creating opportunities for people to talk about literature in small groups: this could 

offer, if not an antidote, a parallel mode of interaction that is more conducive to people speaking 

to each other about meaningful issues in their own voices, in a back-and-forth that allows for the 

pauses and changes-of-speaker that Bakhtin considers hallmarks of actual dialogue. As Dennis 

Sumara (1996) points out, reading with others has the potential to do more than merely provide 

an opportunity to share ideas about a book. In fact, readers can be “transformed by [their] 

interactions with texts and with each other” (p. 87). Sumara charts the process of reading a 

variety of literary texts over a period of eight months with four teachers as part of a larger 

inquiry into the role of reading and literature in the teaching of English. The act of reading and 

interpreting literature together, in Sumara’s assessment, allowed for what he terms a kind of 

“unskinning” of the typical layers of understanding each individual may have brought to a 

reading of the text, and to a reading of each other and the school environment they shared at that 

time. Sumara borrows a Heideggerean motif of a bridge to describe the potential of a literary 

work to “gather up the experiential landscape around it” (p. 247). Readers who engage in a 

communal interpretation of a text are in some ways “gathered” by that text - in a way that might 

allow for “experience to become reorganized.” A shift in one’s understanding of experience 

might succeed in breaking through the monotony of authoritative discourse that features so 

overwhelmingly in school settings. In this setting, internally persuasive dialogue might emerge. 

In the next chapter, I share the reflections of students, teachers, and parents who participated in 

literature conversations at school. The ideas here helped me listen to their experiences in search 
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of moments when they might have felt this tug of being “gathered,” both by the book and by 

others’ connections to it.  

Intentionally setting up opportunities for people to read and discuss literature together 

may build more of a sense of lived connection and understanding than other kinds of school 

activities. In the internationally diverse setting of the school where I conducted my study, 

reading books written by globally diverse authors, spotlighting issues of hybrid identity and 

migration, may especially offer readers opportunities to connect and discuss topics personally 

relevant to their lives. Homi Bhabha (2004) suggests that world literature, with its frequent 

depiction of an “unhomely, intrapersonal world” (p. 17), encourages readers to investigate how 

“otherness” is established and experienced, thereby pushing those same readers to reconsider and 

renegotiate their understandings of what it means to belong in their own space and time.  

4.9 Hearing Others’ Resonances: The Significance of Dissonance 

In The Location of Culture, Bhabha (2004) describes the complex, fraught negotiation 

between totalizing historical narratives that reinscribe exclusionary boundaries to preserve and 

justify dominance over minoritized groups and the responsive counternarratives from those who 

find themselves out of bounds. Bhabha, like Sumara (1996), references Heidegger’s 

(1954/1971b) counterintuitive framing of a bridge – not as a useful way for people to cross from 

one side to another, a means to ends that people already had in mind, but rather as a kind of 

summoning energy. The bridge draws or “gathers” (p. 152) crossers: the bridge, not the crossers, 

initiates the crossing. Bhabha (2004) sees the boundaries of nation-states and the more invisible 

boundaries of hegemonic White, Western culture as gatherers, not as impermeable or 

unidirectional ousters. He suggests that “the boundary becomes the place from which something 

begins its presencing” (p. 7). In this way, Bhabha wants to complicate the chronological impulse 
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to ascribe a “before” and an “after” to group identities; to suggest “the need to think beyond 

narratives of originary and initial subjectivities and to focus on those moments or processes that 

are produced in the articulation of cultural differences” (p. 2).  

Bhabha (2004) points to world literature as a possible entry point or bridge that allows for 

this kind of “presencing” (p. 7). He conducts a series of close readings interleaved with 

reflections on how works from V. S. Naipaul, Rabindranath Tagore, Salman Rushdie, Toni 

Morrison, and Nadine Gordimer develop an “unhomely” fiction (p. 12) that manages to decry the 

displacement and alienation endemic to forced migration and colonization without falling into a 

“celebratory romance of the past” (p. 12). The promise of these texts, the reason they may offer 

us a way to think about our world that escapes the trap of master narratives, lies in their depiction 

of epistemological restlessness, of the need for constantly renewed self-invention, and of an 

unresolved interplay of political and intrapersonal power dynamics. 

While Bhabha (2004) invokes Heidegger’s (1954/1971b) essay “Building Dwelling 

Thinking,” an earlier essay translated and published in the same collection also merits attention 

when considering how literature can lead to new thinking. In “What Are Poets For?” Heidegger 

(1950/1971a) suggests that ordinary language both expresses and traps us into a routinized mode 

of being and relation characterized by “reckon[ing] with things and men [sic] as with objects” (p. 

135). Like Buber’s (1923/1970) I-It construct, this system casts humans in the role of a 

“merchant” (p. 135) seeking to make profitable exchanges: using the world and others in it to 

their advantage. Language, too, functions as another object: a person “takes language from the 

start and merely as something he [sic] has in hand, like a personal belonging” (p. 133). 

It is difficult to move beyond this system; for Heidegger (1950/1971a) this requires going 

beyond the ordinary business, linguistic and otherwise, of everyday transactional life. To 
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elaborate on this, Heidegger invokes the German poet Rilke in a close reading of posthumously 

published “improvised verses” (p. 99). In this poem, Rilke longs for a more “adventurous” way 

of being, writing that “in the end/it is our unshieldedness on which we depend” (p. 99). 

Heidegger claims that those who are “more venturesome” (p. 137), who can speak in an 

unshielded way, are the poets. “Those who are more daring by a breath dare the venture with 

language. They are the sayers who more sayingly say” (p. 140). Heidegger calls this form of 

saying “song” (p. 138). But if Heidegger, whose fascistic sympathies are well documented 

(Feldman, 2005; Johnson, 2022; Sharpe, 2018), would privilege only certain “sayers,” those who 

have a direct line back to ancient truths, or up to a truth-holding “Angel,” (p. 134). Bhabha 

(2004) would argue that those at the margins, those who have been uprooted, are in a way forced 

into a daring venture all the time - renegotiating their own understanding and articulation of what 

it means to be in the world. This positionality may create singers or “sayers” in greater numbers, 

as the situation of unhomeliness may allow for those who experience it to “turn the 

unwholesomeness of unshieldedness  [emphasis added] into the soundness of worldly existence” 

(Heidegger, 1950/1971a, p. 138).  

It is worth pausing for a moment to consider the duality of the translated word 

sound(ness) in this context. In the original German publication of this essay, titled “Wozu 

Dichter” (literally: Why Poets?), Heidegger (1950) uses the term “das Heile” (p. 291), translated 

by Albert Hofstadter in 1971 as “soundness” (p. 138). Other English equivalents of “das Heile” 

would be “haleness;” “wholeness;” “healthiness.” Heidegger laments a world that risks 

becoming completely “heil-los” (p. 272), an innovation in German translated by Hofstadter 

(1971) as “without healing, unholy” (p. 117), but which could also be translated as “unsound.” 

What is worse, in Heidegger’s view, may be the inability of humans to even notice this loss. If 
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poets have a unique ability to “sing” of aspects of the world that are “unheile” (Heidegger, 

1950), or incomplete/unhealthy, it is a poetic and apt use of translation to call the resulting 

worldview of the poet a “soundness”. They sing what has been unsound into sound-ness; but 

must first be able to hear the un-sound. Ordinary language is treated as an object, a tool, but in 

fact functions as a kind of meaning-making machine that governs what is sayable to ourselves 

and to each other: it speaks us, rather than the other way around. (Hatab, 2021). The poet 

manages to break outside of this circuit, to find new ways to actually speak, to “more sayingly 

say” (Heidegger, 1950/1971a). And this new way of saying or singing has the power to offer a 

new “sound-ness,” both in the sense of something newly healing or whole and in the sense of 

something previously unheard or unheard of.     

We will emerge from this Heideggerian wormhole to return to Bhabha’s (2004) claim: 

that world literature, the literature of the “unhomely,” may have the potential to “gather,” as a 

bridge might, conflicting discourses, dominant and alternate narratives: both the longing for and 

the impossibility of a return to, in Heideggerian terms, “das Heile,” or a time of wholeness. In 

Bhabha’s formulation, explicitly rejecting nostalgic turns, hybridity, not wholeness, is both the 

instigating problem and the novel and only way forward, for individuals and nation-states. 

Arguably, the modern novel (aptly named) is the ideal vehicle for gathering discourses into a 

new hybridity. If Heidegger (1950/1971a) elevates the poet as the person who “dare[s] the 

venture with language” (p. 140), Bhabha elevates the immigrant novelist as someone who dares 

the venture in multiple languages, towards a different goal: not one of absorbing what is un-

whole into whole-ness, or the un-sound into sound-ness, but rather disrupting ideas of the whole 

altogether, creating a new soundscape. This disruption may snap us, as readers, out of harmful, 
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nostalgic generalizations. Bakhtin (1975/1981), one theoretical source for Bhabha’s thinking, 

puts it this way: 

What is realized in the novel is the process of coming to know one’s own language as it is 

perceived in someone else’s language, coming to know one’s own belief system in 

someone else’s system. There takes place within the novel an ideological translation of 

another’s language, and an overcoming of its otherness… (p. 365)  

But if novelists, perhaps especially novelists who speak or sing to us from the margins, 

can sing in such a way that they gather multiple languages, potentially creating new 

orchestrations (see section 4.8 above), how can readers “hear” these disrupted variations? What 

does it take to be open to hearing in such a way that one’s own inner tunings might adjust or 

adapt? Vinz et al. (2000) suggest that reading literature may support adolescents, and presumably 

all of us, in becoming “(other)wise – that is, participating in the fictional worlds of possibility as 

a way for them to experience and examine the subjectivities of others” (p. 5). But in a recent 

chapter in a book dedicated to Sheridan Blau and his contributions to the idea of literature 

communities, Vinz (2024) cautions that not all literary reading works this way. If a text is 

“‘framed’ as an object for scrutiny and critique” (p. 331), then the implied work of the reader is 

visual: put the text under a microscope, study it closely to see what there is to see. But vision is a 

hopelessly unidirectional perspectival activity. We can’t take our camera-eyes out of our heads. 

And no matter how much we try to use texts as “mirrors” or find our own “blind spots,” if we 

consider a text as an object, we paradoxically both “remain at some distance from the text” (p. 

340) and fail to find solidarity with it. It remains in the It-world. 

Vinz (2024) calls for us to consider a work of literature not as an object, but as a subject; 

to view interpretation not as a narrowing, but as an opening into “multirelationalities” (p. 342), 
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as a process of “becoming” (p. 338). Vinz’s portrait of reading as subject-ive in the sense of 

being immersive, relevant, and negotiated recalls Louise Rosenblatt’s (1956) argument that 

literary reading requires a “living through, not simply knowledge about” (p. 66) and Maxine 

Greene’s (1995) challenge to see the world, or a work of art or literature, not as something small 

to be categorized, to be dissected into familiar, named parts, but to see it “large” (p. 10), in its 

integrity and particularity, as another subject. This kind of reading— of a text, of the world— “is 

what might move us on to reform” (p. 16).  

I want to suggest that we shift from trying to “see” and instead strain to “hear.”  
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Chapter 5: How Can Literature Help Us Hear Each Other? 
When readers talk to each other about a book, the possibilities for reverberation in 

response grow exponentially. The phrase “chiming in” takes on new significance when 

considered in this light, or rather in this soundscape. Although only two can experience an I-You 

moment, as described in Buber’s (1920/1973) original formulation, readers who have had inner 

breakthroughs with a book may hear each other’s responses and become moved again or in new 

ways to a state of I-You recognition, either with the text or with each other. A reader may 

discover that the other person resonated with the same passage or character or setting, as if the 

same inner tone resounded in response: this may serve as an amplification or echo of the tone, 

repeating and strengthening the reader’s own connection to the literature. On the other hand, 

readers may have responded to different parts of the book or derived different messages, in effect 

“chiming in” on a different note. In this case, both readers, if listening carefully, may be able to 

attune to the other’s connection in addition to their own. Even if the resulting two-toned response 

creates a dissonant chord, the act of hearing each other may break through into an I-You 

recognition of each other as readers and meaning-seekers. 

Talking about a text with another reader also opens the possibility to experiencing that 

literary work in a new way. Hearing from one reader how the book called to them or spoke to 

them might bring new awareness to the other reader in the conversation. If experiencing I-You is 

always a fleeting shift in understanding, there is always a renewed possibility to re-experience 

this for a different reason at a different time. Witnessing another’s response might open the path 

for a new awareness, another I-You moment. In this way, a reader starts to appreciate the 

richness of tones that ring out from a single text, in search of those silent guitar strings within us 
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waiting to be stirred to life. Tunes that were too faint for me to hear in my own reading may 

resound compellingly in the presence of others. The context of the group matters to this. 

Investigating book conversations through this lens shifts the focus from what individual 

readers learn or take away from private readings (not that this should not remain an important 

goal, especially in the context of the English classroom!). And while the possibility of multiple 

perspectives deepening or consolidating a single reader’s understanding of a text is still of 

interest, I wonder more about how the intersection of a text with multiple readers affects how 

those readers understand themselves in relation to each other and, by extension, to others in their 

community and, by further extension, to others in the world. 

In this chapter, I analyze observations, questionnaire responses, and conversations from a 

study of three different elective reading groups at The Globe School (see details in Chapter 3), 

seeking to discover more about what’s possible and also possibly problematic in turning to 

literature conversations to hear ourselves and others and our relationships to each other and the 

world in new ways. I then ask how English Language Classrooms, though so often steeped in the 

kind of academic systems and competitive individualism of schools (see section 2.2 above), 

might invite students into talks about books that have goals more closely aligned with the themes 

I’ve developed here, pointing to anecdotal examples from classrooms I’ve been a part of or in 

conversation within my role as a consultant. 

5.1 High School Students: That’s Something I Didn’t Know About You.  

 In the fall of 2023, I was in a meeting with the Team Leader of English at the Globe 

School. He teaches English in grades nine to twelve, including International Baccalaureate 

Literature and Language and Literature course to eleventh and twelfth graders. I was talking 

about my interest in extracurricular reading groups, and he said, “Oh, you know there’s a [high 



102 

school] elective book club, right?” I did not know, but I was immediately fascinated to learn 

more. I reached out to the faculty advisor of the club, another high school English teacher, and 

wrote to the student who had launched the club that same year. I found out there were five active 

members of the club. The club calls itself the “Turnt Pages Book Club,” a play on words 

combining the idea of “turning” pages with the Black slang term “turnt,” in this case used to 

mean “excited or energized” (Oxford English Dictionary, n.d.). The founders of the club are not 

African American; they pulled the phrase from popular culture to highlight the kind of reading 

they wanted to participate in: fun, different, self-determined. I wrote to invite them all to 

participate in my study, starting with a questionnaire and then a follow up interview. Two of the 

five, one of whom being the founding member, agreed to participate.  

Both students were finishing eleventh grade when I spoke with them. At the Globe 

School, almost all students enroll in the full International Baccalaureate Diploma Programme 

(I.B.D.P.) for their last two years of high school. It is an extremely rigorous set of courses, 

requiring so much out-of-school homework and studying that it can create a lot of pressure. 

Extracurricular activities can relieve this stress (Feld & Shusterman, 2015; Fredricks, 2012; 

Hanks, 2018), but it can sometimes be difficult for students to find or make the time. The student 

who started the club (I’ll refer to her as Seiko) said that she wanted to find a way to keep up her 

personal reading life and to do this with her friends. She described herself and her friends as 

“very big readers,” and at first was considering an informal group. But she decided that “it could 

be a good school opportunity too” and went through the process of officially starting a club as 

part of the Creativity, Activity, Service (CAS) components of the International Baccalaureate. In 

this way, Seiko and her friends figured out how to take their outside interest in reading and make 

it “count” towards the I.B.D.P.  
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It was important for Seiko that the club choose from a wide range of literature when 

deciding on texts to read together. She said this was important because of the school culture and 

the diversity of students who go to Globe. She explained that she wanted to create opportunities 

for the club to select books they might not ordinarily pick up, and, over time, to read a diverse set 

of literature “instead of just thinking what's the most popular book now or like what is everyone 

in the mood to read.” This range of titles would “increase not only the genre of books being 

read… but also different authors and different backgrounds and international [sic].” To make the 

reading choices fair, the group created a wheel and would spin it to determine which genre 

they’d read each month. For each genre, the club founders had identified five worthy titles. After 

the spinning of the wheel, the group would vote to determine the book from within the 

randomized genre.  

Seiko’s stated goal for the club may have been influenced by the process of officially 

launching a club at Globe. In order to win approval, a student or students launching a club must 

explain how their club will contribute to the school and to students’ wellbeing, as part of the 

I.B.D.P. CAS program. Seiko connected the goal of the club to a part of the school’s mission 

statement, which in part states the school’s intent to facilitate and support “cross-cultural 

communication.” One way to do this, she reasoned, was to diversify their reading list. She may 

have had teachers who talked about the importance of reading widely, from diverse authors. She 

may have heard of the idea of “mirrors and windows,” because many teachers at Globe are 

familiar with this concept and have worked to revise curriculum and classroom libraries to shift 

(a bit!) away from a purely traditional canon (though Shakespeare is still taught in every grade 

from seventh all the way through to tenth, which is the last year before the I.B. reading lists take 

over).  
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Despite the stated interest in “increasing the diversity” of reading, the list that she and her 

co-leader developed, while wide-ranging in terms of genre, ends up with a preponderance of 

familiar, canonical or popular titles, especially within genre fiction (for examples, the categories 

of “Murder Mystery,” “Science Fiction,” “Fantasy,” “Romance,” “Dystopian,” “Dark 

Academia,” and “Apocalypse”). This is not surprising, as it’s hard to know of more obscure 

titles, even for readers with more experience. But if the goal was to truly widen the range of 

literary voices they were listening to, the result of this process seems to have fallen somewhat 

short of the mark. If the wheel decided on “Dystopian,” the vote was likely to go to a title like 

Fahrenheit 451: one they’ve surely heard of. Of the books that were eventually chosen and read, 

the two that were mentioned in questionnaires and conversations were both heavily influenced 

by Western classical literature: one is a rewriting of the story of Achilles; the other is a thriller 

that takes place during the staging of a Shakespeare play.  

The list reminds me of other student-sourced lists of recommended or planned reading. 

When the middle school librarian at the Globe School and I have polled students about what 

books they think should be recommended for summer reading, she and I are always struck but 

not surprised by the main-stream-ness of their suggestions. In a way, it’s kind of like asking 

ChatGPT to generate a list of reading for adolescents. What emerges when scraping the internet 

for titles is like what emerges from students’ internet and general media-infused memories: 

popular mainstream titles that have either sold a lot of copies in recent history, or classic titles 

that persist as quintessential “English class” titles. In any television show about a high school, 

the students will never be reading The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao by Junot Díaz or Gene 

Luen Yang’s American Born Chinese, even though these are amazing books that have been 
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taught in some schools for decades; it seems that they will always and forever be reading 

Catcher in the Rye or Romeo and Juliet. Lesser-known titles are, well, lesser known. 

Does it matter that the titles and narratives inside them were in some cases steeped in 

familiar Western tropes? The books the students chose were still works of literature, multivocal 

and thematically complex. In the end, it may be that the diverse personalities and backgrounds of 

the students served as a kind of axe to break open interpretations that might not otherwise have 

been available. If, as Vinz (2024) suggests, literature itself can be a kind of subject, then it may 

not redound to the book to provide “diversity;” the book becomes one of the group of voices in 

the conversation. And if characters like Shakespeare’s Lear or Homer’s Achilles continue to seep 

into contemporary literature, it may be because they continue to call to authors and to readers. 

The students I spoke with found much to discuss, much to disagree about, and found that the 

book conversations led them to new understandings of each other. 

That said, perhaps they would likely have encountered more incidences of “disruption” or 

“dissonance” in their reading experiences in texts such as Ted Chiang’s short stories 

anthologized in Exhalation or Franny Choi’s poetry collection The World Keeps Ending, and the 

World Goes On, both of which made the list, but were siloed in genre groupings that were never 

selected by the students’ lottery system of book choice. We will return to the question of book 

choice, and how to maximize opportunities for what Seiko termed “diversity” in literature, but 

which Bhabha (2004) argues is actually the “inscription and articulation of culture’s hybridity” 

(p. 56). (See Section 5.4 and Coda, below.)   

Although starting the club was something of an impulsive move, in part perhaps ticking a 

box for creating and participating in a community organization, Seiko said that she and her 

friends had found real value in their reading and talking together. She reflected on the benefits of 
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reading with her friends as opposed to reading on her own, pointing out that part of what was 

unique about their club was the frequency of their meetings and the ability to talk while they 

were still in the middle of a book: “And while we were in different areas of the book and talking 

about our thoughts and things, it was very interesting because most of the time we had quite 

different opinions on what was happening.” She went on to contrast this with her typical 

individual reading experience. When reading independently, she said, “I just, like, have my 

interpretation. I'm like, oh, that's interesting and then I move on.” 

The slowed-down pace of reading together, their conversation hovering inside of key 

moments in a novel, allowed for a different kind of interpretive experience. If we return to 

Bakhtin’s (1981) claim that “[w]hat is realized in the novel is the process of coming to know 

one’s own language as it is perceived in someone else’s language” (p. 365), it is not surprising 

that this process may be amplified by the presence of others — other “someone else[s]” — and 

their languages. A novel’s “exposure of social languages and ideologies” (p. 365) may resonate 

for an individual reader; it may also just as easily miss the mark, leaving the reader to, as S says, 

“move on.” But hearing others’ reactions, if one pauses long enough to listen, may allow a reader 

who tuned out while reading to return to the novel with renewed curiosity and with an openness 

to re-orchestrating their thinking. The novel’s ability to, in a sense, “speak” to a reader benefits 

from the collaboration of multiple readers, or “listeners,” gathered together at once. It’s not that 

each reader walks away with a new shared understanding; it’s that each reader is prompted to 

hear their own understanding voiced in and among others’ understandings, all in the company of 

the multiplicity of the novel’s own voices.  

For a conversation like this to engage readers in new thinking, it is crucial that the talk 

not be merely participatory, but dialogic in the sense that the speakers are taking in each other’s 
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statements and responding to them. In the case of this elective book group, it mattered that the 

students knew each other well: they were interested in the ways in which their responses differed 

and commented on how these moments of contradiction within the group forced them to (at least 

in the moment) rethink the book, their friends, and their own interpretations in a new way. Seiko 

commented in our conversation: “Because just [sic] our brains work so differently, and to think 

of what would be the first thing to come into another person's mind when they're reading the 

exact same content was very interesting…” Talking about a book was an opportunity to realize 

that the same passage offers different tones, messages, and connections for every reader. At the 

same time, these debatable moments allowed them to hear each other, and each other’s 

understandings, in new ways. Seiko elaborated on this in our conversation, when discussing how 

her good friend viewed the ending of a book in a completely different way: 

I was like, that's something I didn't know about you. Like I didn't realize you would 

interpret it like this, and it shows just, you know, everyone is different by nature. And…it 

was very interesting because that friend specifically that I was talking to that we were 

completely disagreeing about the ending with — I'd known her since we were like eight 

years old or something like that. So it's funny to constantly be learning new stuff, 

particularly through our perspectives on what's happening in each book.  

To be constantly “learning new stuff” about each other seems important, if the goal is to stay 

interested in others, to be in community with them. 

In On Dialogue, Dmitri Nikulin (2006) writes movingly about the unfinalizability of 

human beings. A person is “unfinalizable,” Nikulin explains, because “in principle, she can 

never exhaust the various relations she has with either herself (expressively) or with others 

(communicatively)” (p. 56). Nikulin locates unfinalizability, “the person’s ability to be different 
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and new” (p. 70), especially in the use of one’s voice, literally and figuratively, as a mode of 

communication. In this way, he proposes that one’s personal identity is not fixed or tied to 

typical demographic markers, but “disclosed through ever renewable acts of personal 

communication” (p. 71). If people can and do remake themselves through their vocal 

expressions, in conversation with others, it becomes important to be able to hear this newness, to 

understand and believe in others’ and one’s own renewability. S did not use these philosophical 

terms, but she makes a similar point: through a conversation about a book, she was able to hear 

and understand her friend in a new way.  

Realizations like this evoke Buber’s (1923/1970) description of I-You encounters. 

Hearing her friend’s different interpretation created a moment of dissonance for Seiko: she did 

not expect it and it prompted her to realize that she and her friend were “different in nature.” In 

recalling this moment, Seiko naturally slipped into the second person, as if addressing her friend 

then and there, though just she and I were in my office together. “[T]hat’s something I didn’t 

know about you [emphasis added],” she said. The “you” re-emerged as a subject, not an object, 

in her retelling. And Seiko credits these kinds of realizations to the different perspectives opened 

up by the books they were discussing. The books, in this context, themselves took on the subject-

ive sense recommended by Vinz (2024): demonstrating their own kind of unfinalizability—the 

capacity to voice new meanings for different readers, at different times. But the low-key, 

elective, personal structure of this group was also significant to the emergence and realization of 

these differences. 

In a written response to the question “If possible, describe a moment in the discussion 

that was meaningful to you,” another member of the high school club (I’ll call him Martin) chose 

to focus on the significance of disagreeing with a friend about an interpretation. He said that 
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“[Seiko] was the one that introduced me to the possibility of a happy ending to the novel… 

However, I still don’t believe in the happy ending, but it was interesting to see her view on it.” In 

a separate response to a question that specifically asks about differing perspectives, Martin 

elaborated on his experience of Seiko offering “a different view on the open-ended ending of a 

novel.” He added, “It was interesting to see how she thought of the book differently than me. 

Although she tried to convince me and give me hope for the characters, she didn’t change my 

opinion:) [sic].” Martin points to another important quality of the meaning-making that he and 

the other book club members were able to achieve: their conversations were dialogic, not 

dialectical. 

Nikulin (2006) distinguishes between these kinds of talk by pointing to the more 

systematic, outcome-oriented features of dialectic questioning and reasoning and contrasting 

these with the kinds of questions and exchanges that happen in dialogue. In a “real” dialogue, 

Nikulin states, “the very question often remains unanswered; it is sometimes misunderstood and 

even improperly asked, which very often—perhaps even in most cases—makes dialogue 

fragmentary, partial, and incomplete” (p. 146). Martin is not disappointed that Seiko failed to 

convince him of the correctness of her analysis, nor is he triumphant in having won the day with 

his argument; he uses a smiley face emoticon to show that in fact, the disagreement was what 

was fun about the conversation. He chose the moment of tension in interpretation as a 

“meaningful” part of the experience. 

When I asked Martin and Seiko to comment on whether they found their book club 

conversations qualitatively different from their English classroom discussions of literature, they 

both had a lot to say. In their questionnaire responses and in our conversations, they explained 

that the goals of the two arenas for conversation feel very different. These are students who are 
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self-proclaimed “readers” who do not appear to resent or feel overwhelmed by what is asked of 

them in their IBDP coursework. Both have chosen to study “Literature” as opposed to 

“Language and Literature,” opting for the course that focuses exclusively on written works of 

literature as opposed to also considering nonliterary texts. Their comments did not, then, take on 

a tone of bitterness: they did not have an axe to grind with their English teachers. The friendly 

back-and-forth about book choices visible in their “Book Club Plan” demonstrates that they are 

comfortable and kind of jokey with their advisor, the English Department Team Leader. Their 

observations about their English class conversations are from the perspective of students who 

view themselves as capable of having opinions and responses to books. 

In a written response to a question prompting a comparison between book club talks and 

English class discussions, Martin states “I…do not feel pressured the same way as I do in class, 

so I speak more even if my ideas aren’t as coherent.” In our conversation, he elaborates on this: 

in English class there's like a lot of focus on analyzation [sic] like analyzing literary 

devices and all of that, and not a lot of like how I feel about the book… And then it's also 

more personal because it's like a smaller setting in the book club as compared to like a 

class which is graded so. 

He finds that in the smaller setting, he is more attuned to hear others’ interpretations as 

meaningful to their broader perspectives on life, versus in class where the constraints of 

academic analysis override “personal” considerations. In the book club, Martin is curious to find 

out “how they interpret the book” because hearing his friends’ responses “teaches me about like 

how they react with the world.” If reading a novel already enlarges a reader’s capacity to 

understand multiple possible responses to the world (Booth, 1988), witnessing a friend’s 

responses to characters’ responses may further enlarge that capacity. This opens the possibility of 
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hearing one’s own response as part of an orchestrated polyphony, versus seeking to echo an 

implied correct response, as may be the case in a graded English classroom environment.  

Seiko adds similar reflections about the impact of pressure and grading on English class 

book talks in her written statement but adds book choice to the factors that contribute to the 

positive experience of their club. She says that book club talks felt “less daunting” than class 

conversations “because we can choose the books we read and because we do not need to delve 

into graded analysis afterward, just enjoy and speak on our thoughts.” In our conversation, Seiko 

goes on to say that when she reads for class, “my first thought is on analysis and I'm not 

necessarily experiencing the book or the passage for its substance, but more for what I can 

analyze about its substance.” She contrasts this with her experience with the club, which she 

claims, “feels significantly more about my reaction or my individual emotions regarding it.” She 

sums this up by saying that in an English class, her attitude is very “academic,” thinking 

how do I interpret this? How do I turn this into my own work as opposed to how does this 

make me feel and why is it making me feel like this? How do I share that emotion with 

other people? And do they feel the same? 

In English class, then, the job is to take up a book that one has not chosen to read and to 

demonstrate a kind of “ownership” over it, to “turn [it] into my own work;” whereas the book 

club is about “sharing” and comparing emotions in response to a text that has been collectively 

selected. 

The overarching system of grades, a zero-sum game that privileges “coherence,” in 

Martin’s words, and delegitimizes Nikulin’s (2006) “fragmentary, partial, and incomplete” (p. 

146) dialogic knowledge-building, combined with the implied objective of “objectivity” in an 

English classroom perhaps negate the very possibility of actual dialogue in class. Both Martin 



112 

and Seiko, through separate written responses and separate conversations with me, shared a 

common understanding of what English classroom conversations are and are not: they are about 

analyzing the author’s craft; not about how individual readers respond to that craft. When I asked 

Martin if he noticed variations in interpretations in English class, he agreed but clarified that in a 

classroom, these take on a different purpose and tone. He said, “the different interpretations are 

of like why the author uses like the specific literary devices or something - to prove like a point.” 

In the book club, however, Martin observed that the book club was more “about the feelings and 

how we feel about the book,” explaining that this may be “because it’s more like a safer [sic] 

space, so you’d bring more of your personal experiences and how they relate to the book.” He 

was careful to qualify this by adding, “I’m not saying that like in the English class is not a safe 

place,” underscoring that he did not feel unduly or painfully pressured by his teachers or by the 

experience of academic literary analysis as a task. Seiko shared a similar insight when she said, 

“I don't know if it's just my class, but in my literature class, we focused significantly on why is 

the author writing this way as opposed to how does it make the reader feel.” 

This kind of conversation aligns more with Nikulin’s description of dialectic than with 

dialogue. In a dialectic mode, a speaker engages with others only as a means of “establishing the 

right [emphasis added] question…that may open up a whole horizon, and it is only within this 

horizon that an answer is possible” (p. 149). Martin and Seiko, despite being in different classes, 

both understand the limited horizon of questions and answers that are possible within the culture 

and context of the Literature course. The culminating task of the I.B.D.P. asks students to take a 

written exam, a quintessential example of a dialectical task per Nikulin’s descriptions. In an 

analytical paper, the goal is to be impersonal, to represent an objective perspective. Nikulin 

points out that this kind of diacritic enterprise, “[b]eing no one’s…is a solitary enterprise, a 
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reflection…and it presupposes only a single, isolated subject, (mono-)consciousness that asks 

and replies to itself…” (p. 150). The goal is for students to become more authoritative.   

This may seem only natural and proper: shouldn’t school support students’ abilities to 

present coherent, evidence-based, individually derived arguments? Even if we accept this, 

perhaps using literature towards this and only this end misses other potential positive outcomes 

of reading a work of fiction together. When I pushed Seiko to think if there were moments in 

English class that felt more like the book club experience, she agreed that sometimes this did 

happen: 

[I]n the classroom itself, [when] we're feeling most connected is when we're all having 

emotional reactions to the text; and whatever emotion that is, as long as there is one other 

person who feels the same way, it becomes like a significant connection or something 

that you are much more comfortable sharing out in the class…I would say it's that 

emotional aspect that really begins to feel like a community or more bonding experience. 

These emotional connections in class seem to happen in spite of, not because of, most of the 

structures in place for reading literature in the I.B.D.P. If in schools today, and in the world more 

generally, we are missing the feeling of community, perhaps literature offers a missed 

opportunity for intentional, versus accidental, connection. If this is true, how can we create more 

possibilities for this in school?     

5.2 Families: It Made Me Want to Listen More and Talk Less. 

Given that the 2023-2024 administrative goal for the Globe School was to increase the 

school’s feeling of community and belonging, the Library Team Leader, Laura, and I, in 

conversation with the Middle School Principal, decided to initiate a pilot project: we wanted to 

bring families together to talk about kids’ books. The school prides itself on its diversity of 
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cultures and languages and there are many parent-and-school organized activities to celebrate 

heritage days and months (in just the last few weeks we’ve celebrated Lunar New Year, Russian 

Language Day, Italian Language Day, and Black History Month). But Laura and I wondered if 

the act of reading and talking about literature in a multigenerational, multi-family conversation 

might be another, perhaps deeper, opportunity to connect across differences and learn about 

people who would otherwise be relative strangers in the school. I personally knew how powerful 

this could be, based on my own experiences in a mother-son book group: a group of five boys 

and their mothers that spanned most of our children’s elementary and middle school years. 

Laura and I worked together to develop a list of book choices for families (see Figure 1 

below), keeping in mind several criteria at once. We knew we had many variables to account for, 

given that we wanted to interest as many families as possible, and that we wanted to feature 

books that we trusted would lead to rich and provocative conversations. 

We first wanted to select books that would be both engaging and age appropriate. Since 

the Globe School’s Middle School Division includes fifth through eighth graders, we decided to 

select one menu aimed more towards the fifth and sixth graders, drawing from “middle grade” 

published fiction, and another menu intended for the seventh and eighth graders, incorporating 

some “young adult” titles in the mix. We also decided that we would leave it up to families to opt 

into either set of books regardless of the age of their children; we did not want to censor reading 

in either direction, but also wanted to support families in being aware of the maturity level and 

complexity of the books on offer.  

We wanted to include titles from more well-known writers, such as new books from best-

selling authors Ruta Sepetys and Alan Gratz, but also feature less familiar writers of powerful 

but less main-stream books, such as Hanna Alkaf (2023) with her fascinating Malaysian Red 
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Riding Hood story, Hamra and the Jungle of Memories, set during COVID. We worked to 

ensure that there were male and female protagonists represented, and that the books did not 

exclusively center American or European experiences. We included Kacen Callender’s (2018) 

Hurricane Child for its compelling friendship narrative, and to incorporate an LGBTQ 

perspective among the book options.  

Finally, we talked a lot about how best to account for the multilingualism of the students 

and their families. Every student at Globe studies either French or Spanish from Kindergarten 

through tenth grade. A subset of students is enrolled in the so-called “mother tongue” French and 

Spanish programs because their home languages include French or Spanish: in this case they also 

study other subjects in those languages. Laura and I decided to offer one French-language and 

one Spanish-language title for each of the age group categories and offer it both in the original 

and translated versions. That way, a text could become the focus of a multilingual conversation 

from many different angles. Maybe one family would decide to read Celia Pérez’s (2022) 

Tumble in English, but another family would read the Spanish translation: they could hold the 

conversation mostly in English. Or two francophone families might both want to revisit a French 

childhood classic, René Goscinny and Jean-Jacques Sempé’s (1994) Le Petit Nicolas in a 

French-only conversation. As a nod to the possibility that some may wish to read a book in 

English, but discuss it in a language other than English, French, or Spanish, we created an open-

ended question for families to let us know what language they preferred to converse in. We 

promised to match them if another family also wrote to request that language. 
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Figure 1: List of Titles Offered for Family Book Clubs 
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Together, we organized and delivered a Webinar to families, explaining the plan for an 

evening of small group book talks, structured to ensure multi-family conversations of between 

four and ten people, and allowing families to choose from a menu of age-appropriate literature 

options. We shared this slide (see Figure 1) to visually represent our goals for the event. (Note 

that “M1-M4” means Grades 5-8 at Globe.) We then sent out a Google form, asking for families 

to let us know who from their family would be attending, their first and second choices of book, 

and what language they would like to primarily use for their conversation. Laura and I really 

hoped that we would be able to mostly give people their first choices of book, as we have noticed 

in classrooms with students that it matters a lot whether they are able to read their first-choice 

book or not. We also hoped that we would have some diversity of choices: that many of the 

books on our list would find willing readers. We were also curious about how families would 

decide what to read: within a given family, there might be disagreement regarding which book 

would be best.   

 

Figure 2: Invitation to Middle School Family Book Clubs Night 
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When we received replies to our Google form, we were happy that twenty-three families 

expressed interest. Even though we had offered ten books as options, most families requested 

only four of the titles: Chris Baron’s (2021) All of Me, Kelly Yang’s (2024) Finally Seen, Alan 

Gratz’s (2024) Heroes: A Novel of Pearl Harbor, and Ruta Sepetys’s (2023) I Must Betray You. 

There were two isolated cases of families requesting French literature: one family listed Le Petit 

Nicolas as their first choice, and another wanted to read Jean-Claude Mourlevat’s (2006) Le 

Combat d’hiver. Because we had no additional families requesting these titles, we had to ask 

these readers to go with their second choices. Not surprisingly, three of the four top choices were 

from beloved, well-known authors. Which was also not a bad thing! Given the level of trust that 

the families likely already had in the authors, Laura and I could be pretty sure that they would 

find the books well-written and worth talking about. 

To support the reading and preparation for conversation, and to connect this activity to 

reading practices already in place in English classrooms, I compiled some questions from the 

English curriculum and shared these with the families who had agreed to participate. I 

recommended that they talk to their students at home about these questions to warm up for 

talking to others. In retrospect, considering my research on the ways in which academic 

discourse can stifle personal response, I would probably not choose this context for sharing these 

questions. Although it may remain important for students to develop a facility with academic 

terminology, the point of these family conversations was something quite different. The family 

members who shared what was meaningful to them about the books did not refer back to these 

prompts, confirming that they did not serve a memorably useful role. I’ll return to the question of 

how to meaningfully set up families to read and talk together. 
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The questions were as follows: 

Fifth Grade: 

• How do characters show us what kind of people they are? 

• What can we learn from the way that characters change across a book? 

Sixth Grade: 

• How do characters show different perspectives on an issue or topic? 

• What themes are developed? Which are most significant by the end? 

Seventh Grade: 

• How does trouble or conflict impact how a character develops over time? 

Eighth Grade: 

• How does the author develop themes around power, social justice, or coming-of-age? 

On the evening of the event, Laura and I distributed copies of this chart, along with some 

suggested tips for keeping conversation going. We set up rooms so that there would be no more 

than two groups in any one space, hoping to allow for groups to feel a sense of intimacy and to 

be able to hear each other well. The school supported the evening by providing snacks, which 

gave a celebratory feel to the event. Laura and I accommodated families with younger children 

by offering to have age-appropriate books and supervision available. We also accommodated one 

parent who was traveling unexpectedly by allowing her to Zoom into the conversation via my 

computer which we set up at one desk set up among a circle of desks. The fifth-grade daughter of 

this traveling mother bravely came alone to participate in person! We hope next year to involve 

high school students by asking for volunteers to read with the younger siblings during the event. 

The conversations were all quite lively, with no one finishing before the agreed-upon 

hour was up. In most cases, although adults definitely dominated the talks, in part because they 
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outnumbered the students, it was clear that when a middle school student wanted to say 

something, a path was cleared, and the adults quieted down. Personal connections to the books 

abounded, and there were many instances of parents sharing their own histories to both reveal 

how the book touched them and also, in some cases, help explain a historical context for others 

in the group. This was true in the discussion of Finally Seen, a tale of Chinese immigration that 

hit very close to home for almost all of the people in the group; for the group discussing I Must 

Betray You, a book whose treatment of Communist Romania resonated with a reader who had 

grown up in Communist Russia; and for the group talking about Heroes, in which a student not 

native to the United States found American parents’ generational memories of the aftermath of 

Pearl Harbor riveting. These reactions and interactions were the highlights of the night, 

according to those who responded to my questionnaire. 

I will now turn to what family members said about this night. In questionnaires, half of 

the participants who agreed to respond reported that they “liked the book more,” with half saying 

they felt the same way about the book after. The two students who participated in the study both 

reported no change in their feelings of connection to their families, whereas all the adults 

reported feeling more connected. With the exception of one student, all participants felt “more 

connected/more empathetic/more understood” to others at school after the conversations. These 

multiple-choice responses leave many questions unanswered, as it is hard to tell what “liking” 

the book more or less or feeling “more connected” meant to the participants specifically. 

Through follow-up open-ended questions and then in Zoom conversations, readers were able to 

elaborate more and offer more insight about their experiences. I will share an in-depth analysis of 

my observations and conversations about one group in particular. 
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As Laura and I had hoped and predicted, in many cases families chose to read and talk 

about books that had personal connections with their own histories. One conversation focused on 

the thrilling young adult book I Must Betray You, by Ruta Sepetys, set in Communist Romania. 

The group had been originally designed as two groups, but because they were assigned to the 

same room and had read the same book, they ended up becoming one rather large discussion: six 

students (mostly seventh graders with a sixth- and an eighth-grade outlier) plus eight adults. 

While this had some drawbacks, in that people probably had fewer opportunities to contribute, 

the upside was more diversity of perspectives: not one but two Russian emigres plus a woman 

whose characterization of life in Singapore added to the group’s developing understanding of 

what it feels like to live under more authoritarian rule. Speaking to me later about this 

experience, one mother (I’ll call her Nadia) commented on what it was like to be part of the 

group, given that she herself did not have this history, but others in the circle did. Nadia realized 

that the choice of the book was significant and appreciated that Laura and I had used this as our 

primary tool for organizing families. Nadia said, “only now that we’re talking about it it dawns 

on me [that] obviously, you know, people chose that book for a reason.” During the 

conversation, when hearing others’ personal memories of growing up in a Communist regime, 

Nadia reflected, “we had someone in the room with lived experience…which did make me want 

to listen more and talk less.”  

The group’s multigenerational makeup also lent itself to more robust interpretations. 

Nadia talked about a moment in the conversation that I had witnessed myself. The book I Must 

Betray You, as is often the case with literature for younger readers, spends more time developing 

the inner lives of the adolescent characters: the adult characters are somewhat in the background, 

and interpreting their complexity can be more challenging, especially for young people who are 
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often quick to judge adults anyway. This tension came to a head in the book group’s discussion 

because the middle school students, unanimously, were outraged by and furious with the mother 

of the main character, Cristian. A crucial plot point, and a source of the title, revolves around 

Cristian’s discovery that his mother has been cooperating with Communist authorities. Nadia 

pointed to a moment that she described as “really thought provoking” during which a seventh 

grader’s mother began to speak in a more “empathetic” way about this character, prompting new 

ideas about the mother’s point of view and about her characterization. Nadia said that “we kind 

of all came to realize together through the discussion…that she was vilified.” The seventh 

grader’s mother wanted to prompt the group to think more about the mother in the book’s 

motivations. As Nadia put it, to consider “that her beliefs were valid, you know, and that 

her…rationale was valid, and that there are a lot of people who aren't merely sheep, but believe 

in totalitarian or authoritarian leaders from, you know, a truthful place.” 

This line of analysis evoked additional testimonials from the Russian participants about 

the promises of Communism, which may seem naive today, but were vehemently trusted at 

earlier points in history. Nadia pointed out that the students clearly did not have much context for 

this part of the conversation, and that if the adults had been in their own book group, they might 

have carried this specific thinking further. But there were other points of connection that did 

resonate with students. Nadia expressed surprise and pride at the way her own daughter talked 

about the relevance of the book to today’s political landscape. “I came to understand how smart 

the book choice was in our group as I saw the students—my student—come out with this 

connection between you know the Ceaușescu regime, and you know what's happening in the 

U.S. And even a connection to the Israeli Government, and I was just blown away.” In the words 

of one of the participants who grew up in Soviet Union, the students’ perspectives had something 
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to offer a more cynical adult viewpoint: “[T]he kids were more categorical than grown-ups and 

some said they could not understand how could the characters in the book [sic] behave the way 

they did—spy on each other, etc. They are more idealistic about the world around us, but perhaps 

this should be our hope.” These kinds of comments showcase the power of listening to others’ 

interpretations and then listening again for one’s own response. In this way, a question like “how 

is it possible to resist authoritarian pressure” does not have one single answer; it is something to 

be rehearsed, together.  

Another mother, Amy, commented on why she found the multi-age aspect of the family 

book clubs especially interesting. A teacher herself, she was happy to have a common text to talk 

to her family about. She mentioned having been away on a trip and when she got home, she had 

read a lot on the plane and was so eager to see what her husband and son were thinking. Within 

her family, the act of reading together drew them closer. At the book club night with other 

families, she found that the book allowed for other kinds of new connections. She said that for 

the students, she loved that “they could hear their peers talking about the book, but they could 

also see how invested the parents were.” She noticed that the adults would sometimes use 

language and bring up themes that were more mature; she did not view that negatively. On the 

contrary, Amy found that the whole experience offered an important understanding “that books 

are just, you know, cross-generational, in a sense, and that so many different kinds of 

conversations can exist.” 

In these group conversations, the adults and students alike were, in Buber’s (1947/2004) 

words, “becoming aware” (p. 12) of each other, of their own histories, and of the current 

geopolitical context in new ways. And although a young adult novel may not (yet) be considered 

a classic, whatever that may mean, it was able to, as Buber (1923/1970) puts it “catch fire and 
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become present” (p. 90) for the readers in the conversation. Although Ruta Sepetys, a Lithuanian 

American author now living in Nashville, Tennessee, may not at first seem to fit with Bhabha’s 

(2004) definition of a creator of “world literature” (p. 17), the experience of reading and talking 

about her work nonetheless provided the opportunity for what he calls “cultural enunciation” (p. 

53). In this view, even a book in a genre that may tend towards more simplistic depictions—

young adult, thriller—requires a reader (or readers) to construct meaning from it. In this case, we 

may view the book as an “utterance” (p. 53), a nod to Bakhtin in the process of accounting for 

the necessity of dialogic interpretation due to an “ambivalence” inherent to cultural texts. For 

Bhabha, there is “no way that context can be mimetically read off from the content” (p. 53). The 

meaning must travel through what he terms a “Third Space” (p. 53). For Nadia and Amy, the 

experience of the book group achieved this: they witnessed the group’s interpretations shift 

based on individual speakers’ voicings of ideas and questions prompted by the book.   

Students participated in the evening for a variety of reasons: some had been eager for the 

opportunity and others, at least in one case of a student who responded to the questionnaire, were 

somewhat pressured into attending due to a parent or parents’ interest. Although this may have 

negatively impacted the possibility for truly meaningful experiences for some (in the case of 

Charlie, he indicated that the conversation did not transform either his opinion of the book, or his 

feelings of connections to his school or family), other students who responded to the 

questionnaire and spoke with me later found the evening interesting. Hearing other people’s 

reactions - especially when people had personal connections to topics or events in the book - 

made it “more real,” according to Tunxie from the Family Book Clubs group. In a conversation, 

she said, “I didn’t see it any more as a story or a movie kind of, yeah, fiction… it felt more real.” 

Witnessing other people’s reactions to the story did not have the effect of making their own 
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reactions feel less significant. Instead, the discussion sometimes offered the opportunity to take a 

step back from an original interpretation and to realize that multiple meanings were possible.  

The feeling that the book felt “more real” speaks to Buber’s idea of “actual encounter.” 

This reader, having already been moved by her own reading of the book, renewed and reframed 

her engagement because of entering into dialogue with others. If the goal, for Buber, is to 

maximize our opportunities for I-You moments, moments when we respond to another in a non-

utilitarian way, it’s possible that talking about literature has the potential to support us in this 

endeavor. Both the book and the humans gathered around the book played a role in this person’s 

experience of stepping out of ordinary time and feeling part of another kind of reality that was 

both meaningful and shared. 

Overall, as mentioned above, the activity increased the feelings of being in a shared 

community by those participating in the study and those who shared their reflections informally 

at the end of the evening and in emails and in later conversations at other school events. Nadia 

commented about this, pointing to a sensitive intra-school cultural divide that she feels keenly. In 

the fall of 2021, Globe’s head of school announced that a smaller, sister campus would close at 

the end of that school year. The families from that campus were deeply wounded by this 

decision, and although most did decide to continue attending the school and make the longer 

commute to the main campus every day, a collective feeling of grievance remains for many in 

that group. Nadia’s daughter originally attended the sister campus. She mentioned that she was 

glad that, within the book group talk, another family from that campus was also present. But she 

also pointed to the way in which she was able to connect to families she didn’t already know in a 

more meaningful way than is typically possible. Nadia said that while every grade has its own 

parent group-chat, they can “get kind of tedious.” She also talked about having been very 
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involved in the organization of Globe’s food fair, which is a cherished annual event that brings 

together the community in a celebration of the variety of home cuisines within the school. But 

she realized that while that held a lot of significance for her, “this was like a deeper level for me, 

of kind of cultural [sic] responsive conversation and understanding.” The focus on a work of 

literature, and the collaborative interpretive conversation it evoked, made more of an impact.   

5.3 Faculty and Staff: We Can Listen to and Hear Each Other 

The Globe School is a busy, big organization in which the adults often feel stressed and 

pressed for time. A recent school survey of administrators, faculty, and staff found the following 

themes to be common: too many meetings, too many emails, and a lack of respect for the well-

being of faculty and staff (results shared by email from the Head of School in June 2024). A 

contentious contract negotiation was finalized in May of 2023, but left lingering feelings of 

division, in some cases within the staff association itself, as not everyone agreed with the final 

terms, and also between the members of that association, comprising faculty and staff, and 

school administrators. The adversarial tone of the legal proceedings where representatives from 

both “sides” sat in opposition to each other has not been forgotten.  

In November of 2023, the staff association president, Stacy, was chatting casually to the 

middle school librarian, Laura, and the director of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion, Jeannine. 

Stacy, who is also the Team Leader of the Health Curriculum at the school, mentioned that she 

was really interested in reading the book Big Girl, by Mecca Jamilah Sullivan (2022), a novel set 

in Harlem featuring a female protagonist coming of age and coming to terms with her body and 

sexuality. Stacy didn’t want to read it alone because she wanted to talk about it. Laura and 

Jeannine suggested that they reach out to faculty and staff and see if others would want to join. 

They received a strong response, and more than ten people showed up for the after-school 
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meeting to talk and enjoy snacks in the faculty lounge. This success led to two more meetings 

during the remainder of the school year, quite an accomplishment given that so many of the 

employees expressed feeling exhausted and stretched. For those who came, it seems that reading 

and talking about novels offered something different from a typical meeting, even if it was not 

going to directly relate to the tasks of their everyday job.  

Of the more than twenty people who eventually attended one or more than one of the 

meetings, six responded to my invitation to complete a questionnaire; I was able to speak to three 

of them for follow-up conversations. All the respondents found that they felt more 

connected/understood/empathetic after their book group conversations. All but one said that they 

felt that this activity made them feel more connected to others than other community building 

activities they had attended. Of course, it is not clear why each person made these statements: it 

could be that because this is a self-selected group of people who love reading, a book group 

would always be more meaningful to them than other kinds of group events. But when given a 

chance to say more in open-ended questions, one person shared that “In a work environment we 

have preconceived notions of who people are, but through genuine, open discussions we are 

often [sic] break paradigms and make deep connections. It should be a required activity!” It is 

easy in a big school to make assumptions about others: to, in a sense, condemn them to the “it-

ness” of Buber’s (1923/1970) construction. Talking about a book together seems to have made it 

possible to treat others as more “unfinalizable”.  Another said “I have met people I didn't even 

know taught at our school. I have learned things about people from the discussions that have 

given me a deeper understanding of their life experiences and who they are.” In some ways, 

people’s broader understanding of their school community shifted, even if just a little, through 

these engagements. 
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In a conversation following up on her questionnaire response, a teacher I’ll call Lyra, 

who has taught at Globe for more than a decade, commented on what made these experiences 

special for her. As the White mother of a Black student and the wife of a Muslim Egyptian man, 

Lyra said she feels that “my eyes are really open,” meaning that she’s aware of bias and the ways 

in which people of color, Black people in particular, walk through the world experiencing it 

differently. But hearing from Black colleagues when discussing James McBride’s (2023) The 

Grocery Store of Heaven & Earth, allowed Lyra new insights into what her daughter may feel. 

She said, “I still don't really experience what she experiences…so like to hear their 

experiences…gave me such more of [a] like deeper understanding, not just of the book but their 

life.” Lyra’s reflections speak to Bhabha’s (2004) argument about what literature can do in terms 

of gathering multiple perspectives and shaking up our understandings of how things work in the 

world. “Private and public, past and present, the psyche and the social develop an interstitial 

intimacy. It is an intimacy that questions binary divisions through which such spheres of social 

experience are often spatially exposed” (p. 19). Lyra’s understanding of herself, her daughter, 

her colleagues, and the characters in the book were gathered in this conversation. 

I reminded Lyra of Eeqbal Hassim’s all-faculty professional development session several 

years earlier that had kicked off a series of subsequent workshops on “intercultural competence” 

(E. Hassim, personal communication, August 18, 2021). The stated goal of those sessions was to 

promote the very kinds of realizations that Lyra was describing. I wondered how Lyra would 

compare those workshops to the book group. She replied, “I think any time when we can listen to 

each other and hear each other, it's much more meaningful than just listening to some 

information being presented to us.” Even though the presentation was meant to spark the 

faculty’s thinking about the possibility of intercultural dialogue, somehow the form of it 
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remained more like what Nikulin (2006) calls a “diatribe” (p. 154). Google Slides are a perfect 

example of “a memorable but always inevitably reconstructed fixation [emphasis added] of an 

oral dialogue” (p. 154). Thus, despite any audience engagement that Eeqbal planned, Lyra 

remembers this only as “information being presented;” not as an opportunity to “listen to each 

other and hear each other.” 

Laura, the Middle School librarian, spoke with me at some length as a follow-up to her 

questionnaire. Because she had been a co-designer of the Family Book Clubs event as well as the 

Faculty and Staff Book Group, her perspective was unique. She also has been an officer in the 

school’s staff association (the union for faculty and staff) and is aware of schoolwide efforts by 

both administration and the union to promote more of a feeling of community. She saw the 

power in bringing people together to read, although as she pointed out, “I mean, I’m a librarian. I 

love books.” So, this activity, for her, felt natural and “authentic,” as opposed to other efforts to 

build community which she said can sometimes feel like “throwing a lot of people together in a 

group.” The union had organized more parties recently, and this can serve to gather everyone, 

but the opportunities to really get to know each other, Laura pointed out, are not as robust as in 

the more intimate setting of the book group. She observed that it felt like a unique opportunity to 

learn more about fellow Globe members, especially in the case of those who joined who are not 

faculty but serve as staff members in other capacities.  

There have been some behind-the-scenes organizational moves within the Faculty and 

Staff Book Group worth discussing here. Although the first two meetings of the group were 

sponsored and supported by the union administration, it became more complex to keep the group 

going once there was more awareness of it and therefore more interest. What started as Stacy’s 

call to read a book she was reading anyway became something that demanded more of a 
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democratic process in order to give voice to the readership in terms of book choice. For the 

second book, Laura, Jeannine, and Stacy solicited recommendations from the group, then put out 

a poll to get a majority vote. That resulted in the decision to read Lamya H’s (2023) Hijab Butch 

Blues. Everyone noticed a pattern in participation at this point: not a single male-identified 

faculty or staff member had joined. Although the group was diverse in terms of nationality, 

sexuality, age, race, and ethnicity (Lyra contrasted it with her other book group experiences 

which she said had been “a lot of White women”), the gender homogeneity was absolute. For the 

next selection, Laura, Jeannine, Stacy, and I worked together to create a list that included male 

authors and protagonists: the group selected the James McBride title and we hoped it would 

attract more men to the discussion. It did not! Even though there were close to thirty participants 

in the final meeting of the year, no men turned up. Laura and I wonder if the idea of “book club” 

has a feminized connotation, as discussed earlier when reviewing Kiernan’s (2011) work in 

Chapter 2.   

This year, the organizers once again solicited possible titles so that we could start up the 

meetings again. But we ran into a dilemma. The suggestions were so wildly diverse in tone and 

topic that it felt odd to even be “voting” for one title. In the end, when Elif Shafak’s (2024) book 

There Are Rivers in the Sky was selected, two of the original organizers of the group said they 

would opt out of this meeting, as they did not want to read anything “heavy” given the weight of 

current events and their personal stress levels. Despite this, there are currently more than fifty 

people signed up to talk about this book. Laura and I spoke about the need to create smaller 

conversation groups. We also said that in the future, perhaps we can organize this event using the 

Family Book Clubs model: offering multiple titles for smaller talks, so that people do not have to 
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come to consensus about a single title in order to participate. We are hopeful about bridging the 

gender divide, as some men have said they will join the group this time. 

In a school where multiple surveys have revealed that employees do not feel supported or 

heard professionally, a voluntary reading group will not solve problems of power imbalances, 

unfairness in assignments or schedules, or the pressures of trying to help students achieve very 

high academic standards. However, it may be that adults’ lives could be improved if they felt 

more supported and heard by others around them. Buber (1923/1970) would suggest that, in fact, 

by hearing someone else, by treating them as a subject and not an object, one’s own sense of 

humanity is restored. It is only through ceasing to treat another as an “It” that one can feel one’s 

own “it-ness” fading away. Through empathizing with and admiring the courage of McBride’s 

character Chona, who risked everything to protect a Black boy from arrest, despite her own 

personal physical challenges which had already distanced her from her Jewish community, 

Globe teachers and staff were able to escape from some of the typical power structures 

governing their everyday interactions and to see each other as fellow readers. This sounds 

romantic, and it will not be true all the time—for every person, in every conversation. But even if 

it just happens sometimes, for some people, it is worth making space for. The chance to “listen to 

each other and hear each other” should not be taken lightly. This is the chance for 

“reverberation.” 

5.4 Reflections on the Study 
This study revealed that talking about literature can be a way to hear ourselves and each 

other newly. But it is important to remember the conditions that allowed for the readers in these 

particular settings to come together in Nikulin’s (2006) formulation of a Socratic dialogue as an 

“exchange of questions and answers between interlocutors” (p. 3). The contexts explored in this 
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study were all elective. Firstly, participants wanted to spend time together; they gave up their 

free time to do so. Arguably, this condition may be necessary if not sufficient for these kinds of 

interactions to succeed. 

Also of significance: the people in these groups all love to read (with the possible 

exception of one or two of the middle school students who may have been partially coerced by 

their parents into joining the event). It is likely that many if not all of them have had the 

experience of being moved by a book, and they therefore came to the table expecting a positive 

outcome. For people in schools who do not already view books as friends (Booth, 1988), what 

options are there to both develop a trust in reading and talk to people they may not already know 

about significant issues?  

Gay Ivey and Peter Johnston’s (2023) Teens Choosing to Read reminds us that text 

choice, paired with engaging and informed text recommendations, may pave the way for people 

to feel more willing and more able to make time for reading. Allowing for smaller groups to 

form based on interest in particular titles may be more inviting and draw greater attendance. 

Seiko from the high school group claimed that “as long as there is one other person who feels the 

same way [about a book], it becomes like a significant connection.” It could be that book 

partnerships, for students and for adults, could also be worth exploring as a structure. Perhaps the 

size of the group is dependent only on how many people want to read the same title. 

In moving forward at The Globe School, I know that Laura and I will work to make some 

of these modifications, hoping to encourage even more participation in elective book groups 

across the year. These are structures that all schools could investigate: there are probably other 

ways to bring people together to talk about books that we did not include in this study. It will be 
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interesting to continue to think of ways for this to happen for more and more different people in 

our community. 

Thinking more generally, I will now consider what the lessons from this study have to 

offer the English classroom. In a coda, as a last reflection, I share examples of English teachers’ 

innovations: designs aiming to inspire more dialogic, more open interactions between students 

and books and between students and each other; and final thoughts about why and how to center 

conversations about literature in school communities. 
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Coda 

 The question of how to live a moral life renews itself for every generation and with every 

political, sociocultural, or technological inflection point. In 2025, in the United States (and in 

other parts of the world as well), we seem to be at a serious crossroads. Collectively, we do not 

appear to agree on the question of how to care for others—or on the question of what it means to 

care at all.  

 In a recent podcast episode, Joe Rogan (2025) interviewed the tech billionaire and newly 

appointed head of the Department of Government Efficiency, Elon Musk. Musk’s opinions about 

ethics may have previously been significant mostly to those who work at his companies and to 

those who interact with him personally, but his new role makes his thinking matter to 

exponentially more people in exponentially more ways. To justify eliminating jobs relating to 

and censoring vocabulary that mentions Diversity, Equity, and Inclusivity within the 

government, Musk waxes philosophical, referring to Canadian evolutionary psychologist Gal 

Saad’s take on empathy: 

Like, there’s so much empathy that you actually suicide yourself. So we’ve got 

civilizational suicidal empathy going on. And it’s like, I believe in empathy. Like I think 

you should care about other people, but you need to have empathy for civilization as a 

whole and not commit to a civilizational suicide (Rogan, 2025, 1:17:12). 

Musk unwittingly sounds a lot like Toni Morrison (2017), in her explanation of how and 

why humans go to such extreme, violent, and even cruel lengths to distance themselves from 

those who appear to be different. Of course, Musk celebrates this way of feeling, whereas 

Morrison bemoans it. Morrison suggests that “the danger of sympathizing with the stranger is the 

possibility of becoming a stranger” (p. 30). Suggesting that feeling for another person in their 
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individuality, in their specificity, amounts to “suicide” of oneself or one’s entire civilization 

underscores the feeling of “danger” that lurks in the background of these conversations. To 

return to sonic metaphors, dissonance creates discomfort. The most natural, normative impulse is 

to resolve by returning to familiar harmonic territory: back to the “dominant,” back to the 

“major” chord. But succumbing to this hegemony leaves so many possibilities unexplored.  

Parker Palmer (2000), an educator who never shies away from the ethical dimension of 

schooling, pushes us to pose questions not merely of individual identity, but of relationality. 

Teachers and students alike benefit from considering “who we are in our inwardness and whose 

we are in the larger world” (p. 44). When we ask the question “whose” are we in a school, we 

ask to whom we are addressing ourselves, and to whom we should be listening. A school 

community has the potential to enlarge its members’ feeling of belonging, but only if it can make 

room for that to happen. School communities should strive to hear all of the “many kinds of 

conversations” (as Amy put it); not only voices that exist in a kind of permanent echo chamber 

due to their proximity to power structures inside and outside of the school building. How might 

English teachers promote this kind of hearing, despite the ways in which the classroom tends to 

suppress personal feeling and response, as Seiko and Martin reminded us? 

 Three examples come to mind of promising English Language Arts experiments. Three 

teachers in different schools played with the variables of choice of text, choice of group 

members, and rationales for reading together. In one case, Stacey, a seventh grade Humanities 

teacher at a New York City public school for grades 6-8, introduced year-long reading groups at 

the start of the 2023-2024 school year. Since COVID, and really since the explosion of 

smartphones into the adolescent universe, Stacey had noticed a decline in students’ abilities to 

focus on each other during small group conversations. She wanted to find a way for being 
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together to become a much bigger goal in the context of the class. She allowed students choice in 

the groupings and asked for their reflections throughout. Generally speaking, students reported 

that they felt better about their relationships to others in the class and more inclined to participate 

in their book talks because of this structure. 

Jenna, a seventh and eighth grade English teacher at Globe, wanted to see if her work 

with Niobe Way’s Project for the Advancement of our Common Humanity (PACH) might be 

applicable to a reading unit for seventh graders. Way (2018) describes the power of 

“transformational interview”—one in which two people share true stories from their lives that 

hold meaning, and also share burning questions that they are genuinely curious about. Jenna 

redesigned a literary nonfiction reading unit to center student curiosity about topics, and to teach 

strategies for being a good reading partner. She began by having students choose from a wide 

range of topics discussed in literary nonfiction aimed at young and young adult readers. Using 

their book choices as an organizer, she partnered students and gave time in class for them to get 

to know each other and to start to generate their own questions about the topic. Throughout their 

reading of the book, the partners would meet to compare notebooks, ask each other questions, 

and set goals. By the end, most partnerships reported that they had learned a lot about the person 

they worked with, and that they felt they got more out of the reading experience than if they had 

read the book alone. A notable exception was in one case, where a partnership that really didn’t 

like each other to begin with could not say that they grew closer.  

Finally, Christina, a teacher at another New York City middle school, wanted to shake up 

a reading unit for her eighth graders in two ways: she wanted them to read a lot more and she 

wanted to explicitly challenge them to use reading together to change their thinking about an 

issue they cared about. She asked them to read about a book a week, and to choose books that 
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were loosely organized around social issues (not wanting to peg a book as single-issue, but also 

wanting to give the students a starter set of titles that may offer different takes on similar topics). 

In past versions of this unit, she had focused on teaching students to read with “lenses”: critical 

race theory, gender theory, Marxist theory. This time, instead of giving them questions tied to 

explicit theoretical views, she invited them to ask their own questions, reminding them to keep in 

mind that the goal was for them to challenge and change their thinking through reading and 

talking. Christina shared some of the outcomes of this work at the NCTE Annual Convention in 

November 2024, in a panel presentation that I was also a part of. Some of the questions that the 

students developed were as follows: 

• What does it mean to be normal? 

• Does the definition of normal change from where you are in the world? 

• How do we know who to trust and who not to trust? 

Should we just not trust anybody? 

• How do people cope when overcome with grief? 

• What are some ways we can help people who may feel lonely? 

• Why are “quiet” people judged? 

• How do we support someone else’s identity (even if it interferes with ours)? 

• What environment or community do we need to be surrounded by to accept our 

identity? 

• What aspects of our identity do we try to hide depending on the context we are in? 

These questions make my suggested questions for families about character traits and 

themes seem pale and shabby. The students’ questions are the questions we all want to ask but 
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often don’t know how. It seems that the combination of complex books, peers they trusted, and a 

teacher who modeled being brave made it possible to say these things out loud. 

One group member whose club read the books Piecing Me Together, by Renée Watson 

and Everyday, by David Levithan chose to tackle poverty as an issue they wanted to know more 

about. He shared these thoughts in a written reflection that Christina displayed in our session: 

I thought that poverty was something that was very simple and always the same; 

Basically, some people have more, and some people have less, and the people who have 

less lead terrible lives, and that’s it… 

I was starting to realize how poverty could be different than I thought it was—that it 

wasn’t the same thing all the time, and that it was more complex than I realized; people 

who I didn’t know about could be struggling in ways that I didn’t know about, and I 

needed to learn more so I could realize that (DiZebba, 2024). 

When I read and re-read these thoughts from a fourteen-year-old, I’m hopeful. I’m 

hopeful because maybe through small changes like the ones these teachers have tried, or through 

more ambitious projects that sometimes cast grading and standards-language aside, it is possible 

for something different to happen when students talk about literature. Based on what I’ve learned 

through secondary research and my own small study, it sadly seems that English class might be 

the most challenging place to find this different kind of talk. There are so many baked-in 

expectations from all parties that it may be hard to achieve, as the poet Heather McHugh 

describes in an interview with Christine Hume (2004) “the sudden unexpectedness inside the 

overknown.” 

 English class should not be the only place where literature can gather people into new 

understandings. With a different goal in mind—hearing each other through the text—the 
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expertise of literary terminology is not only not needed, but as discussed above, may get in the 

way. There could be many other opportunities for people in schools to read together, if we tried 

to imagine it and make it happen. There were schedule limitations to the groups I studied—the 

adult groups all took place after school during the work week— that bear thinking through, in 

case it might be possible to also offer book club meetings at other times. I also can’t help but 

think that once a community gets used to this idea, once they really like reading and talking to 

each other, they will find ways to do it more, and at times they work out themselves. The lifeline 

for this will be a steady stream of great titles, in the broadest sense of the word “great.” 

Librarians, English teachers, language teachers, and avid readers could all contribute to lists that 

are frequently updated.  

As noted throughout this dissertation, the systematic nature of authoritarian discourse, 

both in school and external to school, ripples into intra- and inter-group relations. Power systems 

privileging some and not all groups within and outside of school make distrust a reasonable, if 

lamentable, first response. For conversations about literature to matter in a larger sense, for them 

to potentially bring cross-group people into ephemeral but transformative moments of seeing 

each other and themselves newly, the range of participation and the public understanding of the 

purposes and organization of the talks will matter immensely. Borrowing from the field of music, 

in keeping with the overarching theme here of literature discussion as an orchestration of many 

voices, it may be helpful to consider Laurie Bishop’s (2024) model of “musical togetherness.”  
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Figure 3: Bishop’s (2024) Musical Togetherness (MT) Model (p. 5) 

 Bishop (2024) suggests that through repeated ensemble performance, a group progresses 

along several growth trajectories: they increase their knowledge, as well as their expectation for 

their own and their peers’ performance capabilities; not insignificantly, they also deepen their 

sense of what it means to be together musically, a sensibility Bishop breaks down into useful 

subcomponents that are interesting to consider in the context of book group conversations. I am 

struck by the centrality of the terms “belief” and “perception” in this model; and by the way the 

model suggests that the way to deepen these belief systems—belief in the agency of the group, in 

one’s own posture within it, in one’s own and other’s responsiveness, intentionality, and shared 

experience; even in the liveness of the moment, in the present-ness of the present—is through 

repeated practice, rewarded by “social, emotional, and aesthetic” good feelings. If we are in a 

crisis of trust, only repeated opportunities to break through to other ways of experiencing each 
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other are likely to lead to a change in this belief system. And only conversations that can be 

understood as having their own agency, responsiveness, and liveness are likely to leverage that 

kind of change. At the Globe School, we still have much to consider if we want book 

conversations to take on a self-perpetuating life of their own, which in Bishop’s model seems the 

only way through to a deepened and renewable sense of togetherness.   

In closing, I return to Toni Morrison. As a creator of works of literature that demand us to 

rethink the order of things, works that shake us to our core, she returns to our fears of strangeness 

with these cautionary words. She insists 

that there are no strangers. There are only versions of ourselves, many of which we have 

not embraced, most of which we wish to protect ourselves from. For the stranger is not 

foreign, she is random; not alien but remembered; and it is the randomness of the 

encounter with our already known—although unacknowledged—selves that summons a 

ripple of alarm.  

In the best of circumstances, talking about a book with others can force this kind of 

uncanny (in Bhabha’s [2004] terms ‘unhomely’), moment: when the randomness of a character, 

paired with something remembered from another reader, chimes somehow with a perhaps 

unacknowledged part of ourselves. With trust and a commitment to bringing what has been 

unheard and unheard of into being, we can hear this and not be afraid. Perhaps through repeated 

practice of this work, people within a school community might become adept at something we 

could call “literary togetherness”: shared moments of hearing ourselves and each other within the 

acoustical context of a literary work. We can resolve, the way chord progressions do, in an ever-

shifting movement from tension to something different. We should hope not for solutions to our 

differences, but for endlessly renewable, and in fact unfinalizeable (Nikulin, 2006), resolutions.   
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