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ABSTRACT 

 This study investigated the approximations of disciplinary literacy in high school 

English Language Arts students’ writing. To study the development of these disciplinary 

conventions, the portfolios of written literary analyses were examined from fourteen 

twelfth-grade students over their last two years in high school. The conceptual framework 

for analysis of data was informed by a developmental approach. Intermediate forms, 

approximations, or incremental moves students made as they progressed toward the more 

expert or conventional forms of literary discourse were identified. 

Analysis focused on macro-characteristics of literary analysis, adapted from the 

literature on literary studies, rhetoric and composition, and systemic functional 

linguistics, including Appreciation, Interpretation, Textual Evidence, Warrant, and 

Response to Literature Genres. Analysis included a cross-case descriptive analysis of 

macro-characteristic scores on a rubric designed for the study and a cross-case analysis of 

literary discourse approximations as seen in students’ writing portfolios. Analysis of 

scores on midterms and finals found that students’ scores increased from Year 1 to Year 
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2, with Appreciation scores increasing the most. Analysis of literary discourse 

approximations resulted in several findings: 1) Development in Interpretation was 

characterized by increasing accuracy of comprehension, logical consistency, and depth of 

interpretative meaning; 2) Development in Appreciation was characterized by a growing 

awareness of the role of the author in a literary text; and 3) Response to Literature Genres 

demonstrated a range of genres, including Character Analysis, Thematic Interpretation, 

Thematic Analysis, Critical Response, and alternative or hybrid genres. Thematic 

Analysis is a proposed new genre that differed from the Thematic Interpretation on the 

elements of subject, audience, and purpose. Additional analysis of student writing 

portfolios found a growing awareness in many students of the values and beliefs of the 

academic literary community, or habits of mind of literary disciplinary literacy, including 

1) Increased level of familiarity with the audience’s common knowledge in the field, as 

demonstrated in use of definitions; 2) Understanding of the value of multiple 

interpretations of literature, as demonstrated in use of graduation resources, such as 

epistemic hedges or epistemic boosters; and 3) Ability to engage with multiple voices, as 

demonstrated in instances of intertextuality. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

My role as a high school English teacher and then as a Director of English 

Language Arts led me to this study. Despite the negative stories of all the ways in which 

high school students don’t measure up to expectations when it comes to writing, I saw 

students making valiant efforts to live up to those expectations and teachers challenging 

and supporting their students to read, write, and think critically. However, I struggled as a 

teacher and I saw many teachers struggle with defining the expectations for writing in 

response to literature, both on classroom assignments and standardized writing 

assessments, and I saw students struggle to understand the unclear expectations. Who 

were they writing to? For what purpose? How much did this abstract audience know 

about the literature they were writing about? What structure should their writing take 

(other than five paragraphs)? And why?  

Most students knew they needed to say something more about the literature than 

to just restate the literal meaning, but how were they supposed to know if their 

interpretation was acceptable? And who got to decide? How could they possibly prove 

their interpretation when other people could prove something different about the same 

text? And how could they say anything new when everything has clearly already been 

said about Romeo and Juliet or any of the texts in high school they studied?  

In the absence of a clear definition for or understanding of writing in response to 

literature, I saw many teachers design more creative assignments with a clearer audience, 

purpose, and genre structure (e.g., write a psychological report of Holden Caulfield or 
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write an indictment of Lady Macbeth). But however interesting and engaging these 

assignments, I knew they were not authentic to the discipline, and they were not teaching 

students how to practice the conventions of literary discourse or engage in the ongoing 

conversation about literature in a way that was authentic to the discipline. 

My doctoral studies in Language and Literacy introduced me to the research in 

disciplinary literacy, and I began to develop a new lens for considering these questions. I 

recognized the need for more research in the area of secondary literacy, particularly in the 

discipline of English Language Arts (ELA). When I took on the role of instructor of a 

graduate course in Disciplinary Literacy with students from across the disciplines, these 

questions took on very specific dimensions. Although I found theory and research on 

disciplinary literacy strategies for my history, math, and science teachers, I was unable to 

find comparable theory and research for my ELA teachers. My inability to find such 

theory and research, and my desire to provide guidance for ELA teachers teaching 

students how to write in response to literature in ways that are authentic to the discipline, 

drove me to design this research study.  

I approach this study as a literacy education researcher with a commitment to 

disciplinary literacy. But my educational background includes a B.A. in English Studies 

and an M.A. in Composition and Rhetoric, in addition to my doctoral work in Language 

and Literacy Studies. I believe this background has given me a unique perspective on the 

ways theory and research in these fields intersect, overlap, and complement each other to 

address the problems of the lack of progress in secondary literacy achievement, 

particularly writing achievement; the gap in research on disciplinary literacy in English 
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Language Arts; and the persistence of the deficit model in research on secondary writing. 

In this dissertation, I explore what it means to be literate in the discipline of 

English Language Arts, what the expectations are for writing in response to literature at 

the secondary level, and how students begin to meet those expectations. I investigate the 

emergence and development of the conventions of literary discourse in high school 

students’ literary analyses and explore some of the paths students take to meet the 

expectations. I use several distinct approaches to understand the development of 

disciplinary writing by very able novices in a very supportive setting, in order to identify 

the strategies they use as they learn the appropriate knowledge and skills and the 

incremental moves to make as they progress toward the more complex forms of literary 

analysis. In the remainder of this chapter, I introduce the problem, discuss the study’s 

rationale, provide an overview of the research design, and introduce two of the constructs 

central to this study, Disciplinary Literacy in English Language Arts and Secondary 

Writing Development. 

Statement of the Problem 

Improvement in early literacy, particularly reading achievement by third grade, as 

measured by National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) scores, has not 

produced the expected improvement at the middle school and secondary level 

(Biancarosa & Snow, 2004; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). According to the NAEP, only 

36% of eighth graders (NCES, 2017) and 37% of twelfth graders (NCES, 2015) 

performed at or above the proficient level in reading. National writing assessments show 

that students struggle with writing even more than reading at the secondary level. On the 
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most recent writing results published (NCES, 2011), only 27% of 8th and 12th grade 

students performed at or above the proficient level on the NAEP writing assessment.  

Over a decade ago, the National Commission on Writing in America’s Schools 

and Colleges found the lack of attention to writing to be so problematic that they 

identified writing as “The Neglected ‘R”’ (National Commission on Writing, 2003). Very 

little research has been conducted, particularly in the United States, on secondary writing, 

especially secondary writing development, to inform curriculum, instruction, and 

assessment (Applebee, 2000; Christie & Derewianka, 2008; Kiuhara, Graham, & 

Hawkins, 2009; Myhill, 2005).  

Research into adolescent or secondary literacy has indicated that as students move 

into middle and high school, they need to develop familiarity with reading and writing 

academic discourse – the language required for success with challenging literacy tasks, 

such as reading textbooks or writing research papers in the disciplines (Biancarosa & 

Snow, 2004; Kamil, 2001; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008; Snow, Griffin, & Burns, 2005; 

Snow & Uccelli, 2009; Stanovich, 1986).  Research has demonstrated that academic 

discourse is not a monolithic enterprise, however, and that literacy practices differ from 

discipline to discipline (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). In the past decade, literacy 

research has begun to investigate what Disciplinary Literacy looks like in the different 

disciplines, such as history, math, and science (Fang & Schleppegrell, 2010; Moje, 2008; 

Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). However, very little research in the literacy field has been 

conducted on Disciplinary Literacy in English Language Arts (Rainey & Moje, 2012; 

Rainey, 2015; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2012). 
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We do not yet have a conceptual framework for disciplinary literacy in English 

Language Arts (ELA), which is necessary to develop a coherent and robust approach to 

research that informs the teaching and learning of disciplinary literacy in educational 

contexts. Such a framework should identify relevant literacy practices that undergird 

effective understanding, analysis, and evaluation of texts within the disciplines. Such a 

framework should identify and describe the types of texts that are typical, investigating 

“how language is used in the work of the discipline” (Moje, 2007, p. 36), such as how 

literary scholars read literary texts, produce arguments about literary texts, and 

communicate their claims in discipline-appropriate written genres. This framework would 

identify “the unique tools that the experts in a discipline use to engage in the work of that 

discipline” (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2012, p. 8). It should suggest strategies for engaging 

students with those tools and in the everyday practices of the discipline, such as asking 

the kinds of questions literary critics ask, or at least, since students are not experts, 

providing them with “a developmentally appropriate version of a real question that would 

be asked in the discipline” (Moje, 2015, p. 263). In particular, Moje (2015) argues, a 

conceptual framework would provide teachers with “better guides or targets for student 

development” (p. 272).  

A framework for understanding the typical progression of literary literacy can 

help teachers to make more explicit both the habits of mind and norms of practice in the 

discipline, as well as better to assess their students’ progress in developing proficiency 

with the genre conventions and practices of literary discourse. In the absence of a 

conceptual framework, it is difficult to design instruction to promote disciplinary literacy 
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in ELA, to properly assess the writing skills required in ELA, or to understand what 

typical, expected progress toward achievement of disciplinary writing in ELA might look 

like. 

Rationale and Background 

Secondary Literacy 

The International Reading Association first drew attention to the unique literacy 

needs of adolescents in literacy circles in Adolescent Literacy: A Position Statement in 

1999 (Moore, Bean, Birdyshaw, & Rycik, 1999). Reading Next, a report to the Carnegie 

Corporation of New York (Biancarosa & Snow, 2004) drew national attention to the 

importance of secondary literacy instruction, as distinct from the early and primary 

literacy interventions. In response, we have seen increased attention to adolescent literacy 

in the past two decades (Biancarosa & Snow, 2004; Heller & Greenleaf, 2007; Lee & 

Spratley, 2010; Moore, Bean, Birdyshaw, & Rycik, 1999). Biancarosa and Snow (2004) 

articulated the key instructional and infrastructural elements of successful adolescent 

literacy programs and called for research to further identify and describe the requirements 

after basic literacy skills have been mastered, including 

How to read purposefully, select materials that are of interest, learn from those 

materials, figure out the meanings of unfamiliar words, integrate new information 

with information previously known, resolve conflicting content in different texts, 

differentiate fact from opinion, and recognize the perspective of the writer (p. 1). 

Research has demonstrated that students must develop strategies to comprehend texts that 

include a substantial increase in concept and vocabulary load, more varied genres, and 
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more complex text structures (Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2008; Common Core State 

Standards, 2010; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). As students move into middle and high 

school, they need to develop familiarity with reading and writing academic discourse, the 

language required for success with challenging literacy tasks, such as reading textbooks 

or writing research papers (Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2008; Biancarosa & Snow, 2004; 

Kamil, 2001; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008; Snow, Griffin, & Burns, 2005; Snow & 

Uccelli, 2008; Stanovich, 1986).  

Disciplinary Literacy 

For several decades, literacy experts emphasized teaching common strategies and 

tools for reading and comprehending the kinds of complex texts students encounter 

across the curriculum in middle and high school, such as summarizing, predicting, and 

questioning (Moore, Readence, & Rickelman, 1985; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2012); 

however, these content-area literacy strategies failed to take root in teacher practice or 

significantly improve student literacy outcomes (Schoenbach, Greenleaf, & Hale, 2010). 

Moje (2008) identified a fundamental problem underlying attempts at teaching content-

area literacy, namely that this work had been addressed from the position of literacy 

theory rather than disciplinary learning theory. More than students’ literacy skills, it is the 

nature of the disciplines themselves that resists the imposition of a set of generic literacy 

strategies on reading and writing in the discipline.  

The content areas should be reconceptualized as disciplines, Moje argues, with 

distinct ways of reading, writing, thinking, and knowing. The disciplines share certain 

conventions in their use of academic language (Schleppegrell, 2001; Snow & Uccelli, 
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2008); however, academic discourse in different disciplines has different characteristics – 

not only specialized vocabulary, but different ways to read, different tasks, and different 

practices. These differences are instantiated in the language or discourse of the discipline; 

as a result, syntactical, stylistic, lexical, and rhetorical conventions are present in the 

written discourse (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008; Snow & Uccelli, 2008). According to 

Moje (2008), “Without careful attention to what it means to learn in the subject areas and 

what counts as knowledge in the disciplines that undergird those subjects, educators will 

continue to struggle to integrate literacy instruction and those areas” (p. 99). Literacy 

skills need to be situated as an integral part of the discipline, not as an add-on set of 

generic strategies. 

In response to Moje’s call to action, considerable research has been conducted on 

disciplinary literacy over the past decade, highlighting the increasingly specialized 

literate practices required in the academic disciplines, especially at higher grade levels 

(Fang & Schleppegrell, 2010; Moje, 2008; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008; in history, Bain, 

2000; Wineburg, 1991; in math, Draper & Siebert, 2004; Siegel & Borasi, 1994; in 

science, Norris & Phillips, 2003; Yore, Hand, & Prain, 2002). Because of the significant 

research into literacy practices in these fields, learning trajectories for students have been 

mapped; curricula focused on supporting students’ disciplinary reasoning and text use 

have been designed (e.g., Reisman, 2012); and teacher education efforts focusing on 

historical, scientific, and mathematical literacy instruction within inquiry frames have 

been developed and implemented (e.g., Bain & Moje, 2012). Despite the centrality of 

English Language Arts in K–12 schools, however, the discipline of literary studies or 
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English has been largely overlooked in the research on disciplinary literacy.   

Disciplinary Literacy in English Language Arts 

The lack of analysis or description of disciplinary literacy in English may be due 

in part to the ambiguous nature of English as a discipline, a historical marriage of the 

fields of English Literature, Rhetoric, and Linguistics at the post-secondary level (Hunt & 

Vipond, 1985). On the other hand, English Language Arts as a school subject at the K–12 

level is a hybrid of English Literature and Language Arts, with different learning 

expectations from each discipline (Grossman & Shulman, 1994). Furthermore, secondary 

English courses have become the de facto service courses for the rest of the disciplines, 

and English teachers are now expected, by their colleagues and supervisors as well as 

policy makers, to teach generally applicable language arts and communication skills, 

such as argument, public speaking, listening, grammar, and research methods. This is 

evident in the Common Core State Standards, which place Literacy in History/Social 

Studies, Science, and Technical Subjects standards under the umbrella of English 

Language Arts. However, generally applicable communication skills do not serve 

disciplinary literacy in other fields, as Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) discovered when 

they interviewed experts in the fields of history, chemistry, and mathematics about the 

strategies they use when reading and writing in their fields. Furthermore, they do not 

address the disciplinary literacy skills unique to and required to engage in the discourse 

community within the discipline of ELA or to maintain authentic literary discourse in the 

English classroom. 
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Disciplinary Writing in English Language Arts 

Moreover, a distinct lack of research and instruction in writing and of extended 

and analytical writing practice across the content areas (Lawrence, Galloway, Yim, & 

Lin, 2013), especially in English Language Arts classrooms (Applebee, 1981, 1984, 

1993; Applebee & Langer, 2009, 2011; Gamoran & Carbonaro, 2002) has been reported 

in the U.S. This lack of research on and instruction in writing persists despite the fact that 

students’ performance on assessments of academic writing carry high stakes (Jeffery, 

2009). The CCSS have established common standards that should inform curriculum, 

instruction, and assessment of writing, including secondary and disciplinary writing. The 

CCSS specify writing standards for History/Social Studies and Science/Technology that 

focus on discipline-specific genres and styles. However, although the reading literature 

standards in ELA are specific to the discipline of English, the writing standards in ELA 

do not reflect a similar disciplinary focus. The NAEP also demonstrates a striking 

absence of substantial attention to disciplinary writing in ELA, specifically to literary 

analysis, the primary written genre in English Studies. Literary analysis is a “genre of 

power,” and non-mainstream students who do not gain access to the cultural expectations 

for this genre outside the classroom require explicit instruction in order to access the 

academic curriculum and the culture of power (Cope & Kalantzis, 1993; Delpit, 1988, 

1995; Lee, 2001; Lemke, 1988; Swales & Hyon, 1994).  

Many scholars have called for the explicit teaching of writing, especially to 

historically marginalized students or students in poor, underperforming, or disadvantaged 

schools, as a way to equalize access and opportunities for academic success (Callaghan, 
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Knapp, & Noble, 1993; Cope & Kalantzis, 1993; Moje, 2015; Wolfe, 2001). Rothery 

(1989) argues that in ELA, we lack explicit models and strategies and thus work 

“intuitively on the basis of implicit knowledge of texts so that the hidden curriculum 

prevails” (p. 81). Delpit (1986, 1988, 1995) maintains that students from backgrounds 

outside the “culture of power” need to be taught the codes for participation: “They must 

be allowed the resource of the teacher’s expert knowledge, while being helped to 

acknowledge their own ‘expertness’” (Delpit, 1988, p. 296). Bartholomae (1985) 

suggests the need to “demystify” (p. 12) the conventions of the discourse community in 

order to teach them explicitly to students. Explicit teaching of the conventions or 

characteristics of genres can help students to master forms of discourse that are privileged 

in school contexts (Cope & Kalantzis, 1993; Wilder & Wolfe, 2009; Yeh, 1998). Moje 

(2015) argues that teaching disciplinary literacy is a form of social justice because it 

“gives youth access to these highly specialized discourse communities [and]... support[s] 

the development of new kinds of knowledge as people from a range of backgrounds and 

experiences gain access to these specialized domains” (p. 259). Students who learn to 

perform these kinds of discourses attain access to the kind of academic literacy valued by 

post-secondary institutions and measured on analytic writing tasks on high-stakes 

assessments (Beck, 2006). Literary analysis is a “genre of power,” yet the implicit 

assumptions and conventions of the genre, while often known by students in higher 

socioeconomic classes, are not explicitly taught to disadvantaged students. Introducing 

students to the conversations of literary scholars (Graff, 2003; Scholes 1985) and giving 

them practice in using the conventions of literary criticism (Fahnestock & Secor, 1991; 
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Garrett-Petts, 2000; Wilder, 2002) can help students to more effectively read, interpret, 

and write about literary texts in ways that are culturally respected and rewarded. 

And yet, we know very little about secondary writing development upon which to 

base instruction, curriculum, and assessment (Christie & Derewianka, 2008; Kiuhara, 

Graham, & Hawkins, 2009; Myhill, 2005). Applebee (2000), after reviewing research on 

several models of writing development, concluded that writing development is “ill-

defined and difficult to assess” (p. 103). Although there has been an abundance of 

publications on pedagogical strategies for fostering writing development over the years, 

they are not necessarily grounded in rigorous research. Many of these publications rest on 

the assumption that general knowledge and procedures, such as use of the writing 

process, are sufficient for most composing needs (Applebee, 1986; Smagorinsky & 

Smith, 1992). Graham and Perin (2007) conducted a meta-analysis of the writing 

intervention research in order to examine the effects of specific instructional practices on 

the quality of students’ writing and identify effective instructional practices for teaching 

writing to adolescents. They found statistically significant effects for methods ranging 

from strategy instruction to sentence-combining.  However, Graham and Perin (2007) 

concede that “all of the elements are supported by rigorous research, but that even when 

used together, they do not constitute a full writing curriculum” (p. 4). Their 

recommendations are derived from existing instructional practices, without any 

relationship to an integrated theory of writing development that would give purpose to 

the specified interventions. They call for additional research on and dissemination of 

adolescent writing interventions. 



 

 

13 

Much of what we know about secondary writing comes primarily from 

standardized assessments, which give incomplete if not flawed information (Llosa, Beck, 

& Zhao, 2011). First of all, the design of writing assessments has been constrained by the 

focus on achieving high degrees of reliability, resulting in a narrow definition of writing 

ability. Measures with the most reliability assess only limited skills, while measures with 

the most validity are difficult to replicate (Applebee, 2000; Marshall, 2009; Slomp, 

2012). Secondly, standardized writing assessments fail to acknowledge that the 

development of writing ability is uneven, individual, and contextually situated (Applebee, 

2000; Smit, 2004). Third, the tools used to assess writing and the holistic rubrics used to 

score them provide insufficient information to guide instruction and provide formative 

feedback (Llosa, Beck, & Zhao, 2011). Fourth, they tend to focus only on deficiencies, 

rather than on strengths on which students and their teachers can build (Langer, 1992). 

Most of the research conducted on secondary writing uses this incomplete, flawed, and 

limited data, leaving secondary teachers with very little in research-based instructional 

strategies or insights into their students’ writing development. 

A developmental approach to writing is common in literacy research on the 

primary level, where “kindergarten writing” or “invented spelling” is celebrated as 

evidence of emergent writing ability, rather than as error (Bissex, 1980; Clay, 1975; 

Schickedanz, 1986). This perspective is useful because it allows researchers to describe 

what children can do at a particular level and how their abilities change over time. 

Teachers can use this information to identify their students’ strengths and build on them. 

For example, many intermediate expository writing forms have been identified that 
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represent children’s emerging genre knowledge (Donovan, 2001; Langer, 1992; Newkirk, 

1987). These early iterations are predecessors of more mature, complex writing forms 

(Donovan & Smolkin, 2006).  

The Focus of this Study 

 The discipline of English Language Arts has been largely overlooked in the 

research on disciplinary literacy. Research on disciplinary writing in ELA—particularly 

on the literary analysis, the “power genre” in the discipline—is very limited. Secondary 

writing, particularly in ELA, has not been addressed in the literacy field from a 

developmental perspective. This study aims to address these gaps.  

This study investigates the development of the disciplinary conventions of literary 

discourse in high school students’ writing in English Language Arts classes. It examines 

two years of students’ literary analyses, defined generously. In other words, students’ 

writing does not need to conform to all the criteria of expert-level literary analysis to be 

considered. Following the tradition in literacy research of studying high level literacy 

practices, I selected a sample of students at a school with a rigorous academic program, 

which drew academically-oriented students, and from upper-level English classes which 

focused on the genre conventions and practices of literary studies. This research setting 

allowed me to find high level literary analyses written by very capable novices, and thus 

to describe the strategies high-performing students use to write literary analyses. 

In this study, examples of the conventions or characteristics typical of the 

discourse of literary analysis are identified in students’ writing. In addition, patterns or 

categories of characteristics that are not typical of expert-level literary analysis are 
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considered as possible evidence of attempts to approximate the discourse, or of strategies 

employed when the appropriate knowledge or skills are missing. A developmental 

approach to writing is employed in the study, analyzing student writing, developing 

models to describe this writing, and identifying phases of emergent genre development. 

An attempt is made to categorize intermediate forms (Donovan, 2001; Langer, 1992; 

Newkirk, 1987), “approximations” (Bartholomae, 1986), pre-disciplinary forms (Wilder, 

2002), or incremental moves students make as they progress toward the more complex 

forms of literary analysis required in post-secondary education, the expert or 

conventional forms of literary discourse. 

Research questions 

In this study, I investigate the presence and development of the conventions of 

literary discourse in high school students’ literary analyses. The central research question 

for this study is: How do high school students’ literary analyses reveal developing 

understanding of and proficiency in the genre conventions and practices of the 

disciplinary discourse community of literary scholars? The following sub-questions are 

investigated as part of this main question. 

a. Which characteristics or conventions of literary discourse are present in 

students’ literary analyses?  

b. How do the characteristics or conventions of literary discourse in students’ 

literary analyses change over time?  

c. What are the patterns or categories of characteristics that students’ literary 

analyses reveal that may represent attempts to approximate the discourse? 
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I conducted mixed-methods research, using quantitative and qualitative cross-case 

analysis to study the portfolios of written literary analyses from fourteen twelfth-grade 

students over their last two years in high school. These high school students attended a 

charter school with an International Baccalaureate (IB) program, an academically 

rigorous school which draws academically-oriented students. The goals and the 

curriculum of the English courses required by the IB curriculum provided for direct 

instruction in the genre conventions and literary practices of the disciplinary discourse of 

literary studies, the topic of this study. This particular setting allowed me to find high 

level literary analyses written by novices in order to study how high-performing students 

learn to write literary analyses.  

I collected data from four sources: (a) student writing classified by the teacher as 

“literary analysis,” (b) transcripts of interviews with the participating teacher, (c) teacher-

created artifacts, and (d) transcripts of interviews with the students. However, to answer 

the posed research questions, the majority of the analysis was conducted on the student 

writing samples. I tracked the appearance, frequency, and development of both micro- 

and macro-characteristics of literary discourse in their writing. 

Significance of the Study 

 Disciplinary literacy instruction may help secondary students to read, write, and 

think in ways that are more closely aligned with experts in the field (Shanahan & 

Shanahan, 2008). Despite significant research into disciplinary literacy practices in 

various academic fields, there is very little identified research on disciplinary literacy in 

ELA, and little research on student writing of the literary analysis, the most common 
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genre in the secondary ELA classroom and the “genre of power” (Lemke, 1988) in the 

discipline. Moje (2015) calls for “better guides or targets for student development” (p. 

272) in disciplinary literacy to support teachers as they apprentice their students into 

disciplinary ways of reading and writing. The answers to the research questions posed in 

this study will contribute to an understanding of disciplinary literacy in ELA, an area of 

disciplinary literacy that lacks robust research at this time. Furthermore, this study will 

add to the scant research on secondary writing that is addressed from a developmental 

perspective. It will describe the discourse(s) that emerge on the way to proficiency in the 

discourse of the literary scholar, as students gradually approximate the more expert forms 

of the literary analysis. 

Overview of the Dissertation 

In Chapter 2, I review theoretical and empirical studies related to disciplinary 

literacy practices and disciplinary literacy instruction in English Language Arts. The 

review of the literature begins with a brief introduction to the research on disciplinary 

literacy that has emerged from the field of Literacy Studies. Then the review provides a 

domain analysis of English Language Arts by examining theory and research from 

several traditions that contributes to an understanding of the characteristics of 

disciplinary writing in English Language Arts. Then the review provides a discussion of 

the theoretical assumptions on which this study is based—a developmental approach to 

writing. Finally, I review the methods used in writing research, especially in early literacy 

studies, from which I drew to design this study. 

In Chapter 3, I describe the research setting and curricular and instructional 
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context, specifically the unique context of the classroom from which the participants in 

the study were drawn, and provide details about participant recruitment and selection. I 

present the research design and methodologies, including details about the data sources 

and collection, the interview protocols, and the procedures and methodologies for 

analyzing the writing portfolios. 

Chapter 4 presents the findings of this study. I first present the characteristics of 

literary discourse found in students’ literary analyses through a descriptive analysis of 

scores on the macro-characteristics of literary analysis in four writing assignments across 

the entire sample of student writing, in order to determine whether the presence of those 

characteristics changed over the two years of the sample, and whether there were any 

patterns that were observable in the distribution of those characteristics. I then examine 

the incremental moves students make toward more expert or conventional forms of 

literary discourse that I observed in the portfolios from all students in the entire sample. I 

present both developmental approximations that were observable in patterns over several 

students’ literary analyses, as well as more unusual approximations that appeared less 

frequently in students’ analyses and yet which I interpret as more or less successful 

attempts to approximate the discourse of literary analysis.  

In Chapter 5, I present the conclusions of this research. I review the major 

findings and suggest ways the findings might contribute to the teaching of disciplinary 

literacy in the discipline of English Language Arts. I offer implications for practice and 

further research. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I review what is known about the disciplinary practices of experts 

in English, or literary scholars, the knowledge and skills associated with literary reading 

and writing, or literary interpretation and analysis. I briefly introduce the research on 

disciplinary literacy that has emerged from the field of Literacy Studies. Literacy Studies 

examines literacy development across the K–12 spectrum, but has historically focused on 

reading development from early childhood through the elementary grades and only 

recently on secondary literacy. Then I review literature from three traditions that 

contributes to an understanding of the domain and the characteristics of disciplinary 

writing in English Language Arts: (1) the theory and research on literary studies from 

English Studies; (2) the theory and research on rhetoric, specifically the rhetoric of 

literary studies, from Composition and Rhetoric; and (3) the theory and research on 

adolescent writing development from Systemic Functional Linguistics. Next, I present the 

theoretical assumption on which this study is based—a developmental approach to 

writing. Finally, I review the methods used in writing research, especially in early literacy 

studies and in post-secondary composition research, from which I drew to design this 

study.  

This review will show that the discipline of English Language Arts, despite its 

centrality in K–12 schooling, has been largely overlooked in the research on disciplinary 

literacy. The domain analysis suggests key habits of mind and norms of practice that 

define the discipline and contribute to a conceptual framework of disciplinary literacy in 
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English Language Arts. The review of writing research will demonstrate the need for a 

developmental perspective on secondary writing, particularly on the literary analysis, the 

“power genre” in the discipline. This review introduces the framework and the tools used 

to analyze student writing, develop models to describe this writing, and identify phases of 

emergent genre development in this study. 

 This review will consider bodies of research contributed to over many years and 

by scholars from different disciplines, using the language of their own disciplines, often 

to describe the same phenomena. Thus, the terminology may differ, even for the name of 

the discipline under discussion here: English, English Language Arts, English Studies, 

Literary Studies, or School Subject English. For the purposes of this study and the 

intended audience of secondary ELA teachers, as well as the need for consistency with 

the Common Core State Standards, the field will be referred to as English Language Arts 

(ELA). 

Disciplinary Literacy 

As students move into middle and high school, they need to develop familiarity 

with reading and writing academic discourse, the language required for success with 

challenging literacy tasks, such as reading textbooks or writing research papers 

(Biancarosa & Snow, 2004; Kamil, 2001; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008; Snow, Griffin, & 

Burns, 2005; Snow & Uccelli, 2009; Stanovich, 1986). In fact, the adoption of the 

Common Core State Standards (2010) by most of the states has created a mandate for the 

inclusion of literacy in all content areas. Research has demonstrated that academic 

discourse is not monolithic, however, and that literacy practices differ from discipline to 
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discipline (Moje, 2007, 2008; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). Snow, Griffin, and Burns 

(2005) stress that, “Being able to read well in one domain does not guarantee that one 

will be good at comprehending the written materials in another one” (p. 37). The 

structures of the disciplines differ greatly, as do the structures of the texts in those 

disciplines. The disciplines create, disseminate, organize, and evaluate knowledge 

differently. How one reasons, what counts as evidence, and what is accepted as common 

knowledge reflect the unique thinking of experts in that discipline.  

Disciplinary literacy instruction is essential for students to engage in authentic 

literacy practices in the academic disciplines. The purpose of disciplinary literacy 

instruction is not to make experts of high school students, but to help students to read, 

write, and think in ways that are aligned with experts in the field (Applebee, Burroughs, 

& Stevens, 2000; Rainey & Moje, 2012). The aim of disciplinary literacy is to create 

“disciplinary insiders who are able to approach literacy tasks with some sense of agency 

and with a set of responses and moves that are appropriate to the specialized purposes, 

demands, and mores of the disciplines” (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2012, p. 11). Applebee, 

Burroughs, and Stevens (2000) maintain that,  

Because the conversations that are embodied in the school curriculum are 

themselves embedded in larger universes of discourse, as students learn to enter 

into them they also are learning the larger rules of the game—the ways of 

knowing and doing that characterize the larger conversation. They learn, for 

example, what counts as effective argument and evidence in science and history 

and literature. (p. 398) 
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It is the nature of the disciplines themselves that require distinct literacy strategies for 

reading and writing in the discipline. The disciplines share certain conventions in their 

use of academic language (Schleppegrell, 2001; Snow & Uccelli, 2009); however, 

academic discourse in different disciplines has different characteristics—not only 

specialized vocabulary, but different ways to read, different tasks, and different practices. 

These differences are instantiated in the language or discourse of the discipline; as a 

result, syntactical, stylistic, lexical, and rhetorical conventions are present in the written 

discourse (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008; Snow & Uccelli, 2009). According to Moje 

(2008), “Without careful attention to what it means to learn in the subject areas and what 

counts as knowledge in the disciplines that undergird those subjects, educators will 

continue to struggle to integrate literacy instruction in those areas” (p. 99). Literacy skills 

need to be situated as an integral part of the discipline, not as an add-on set of generic 

strategies. 

Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) proposed a pyramid model of the development of 

literacy processes that provides a useful blueprint for understanding the different literacy 

skills students will need to learn in secondary education. The base of the pyramid 

represents basic literacy skills taught at the primary level, such as decoding, learning 

print conventions, recognizing high-frequency words, developing fluency, and 

understanding basic text structures. The middle of the pyramid represents intermediate 

literacy skills learned in late elementary and beginning middle school, when students 

learn advanced decoding skills, automaticity, more sophisticated vocabulary, 

comprehension strategies, metacognitive strategies, and more complex text structures. 
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Basic and intermediate literacy skills are generally applicable across the curriculum. As 

students move into upper middle school, high school, and college, however, they should 

begin to master literacy skills that are less generalizable in their applicability and more 

specific to particular disciplines, corresponding to the narrowing of the literacy pyramid. 

Shanahan and Shanahan maintain (2008) that the most appropriate curriculum for reading 

and writing in the content areas must be disciplinary, “reinforcing and supporting student 

performance with the kinds of texts and interpretive standards that are needed in the 

various disciplines or subjects” (p. 57).  

In order to clarify what kinds of support students would need to engage in 

disciplinary literacy, Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) worked with content experts and 

secondary content teachers to clarify how they read disciplinary texts; to identify the 

challenges students might encounter with disciplinary vocabulary, comprehension, 

fluency, and writing; and to develop effective strategies for teaching these skills. They 

organized teams of content experts, teacher educators, and high school teachers in math, 

chemistry, and history. The teams read various documents in their disciplines and 

performed a think-aloud. Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) found that there were 

significant differences in the way disciplinary experts read. The mathematicians, for 

example, emphasized close reading and rereading as two of their most important 

strategies. The chemists, on the other hand, emphasized the “transformation of 

information from one form to another” (p. 49). The historians emphasized paying 

attention to the author or source when reading, in order to be cognizant of potential biases 

and to evaluate the credibility of the interpretation of a particular event. These findings 
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confirm work by disciplinary experts in several fields who explored the nature of 

disciplinary literacy in their fields, often through expert-novice studies. 

The Shanahan and Shanahan model has been complicated by researchers and 

educators who maintain, on the one hand, that a balance of intermediate and disciplinary 

literacy instruction is required at the secondary level to meet students’ needs (Dobbs, 

Ippolito, & Charner-Laird, 2016), and on the other hand, that it is vital to begin 

disciplinary literacy instruction well before high school and even to introduce 

disciplinary ways of reading, writing, and knowing in elementary school (Brock, Goatley, 

Raphael, Trost-Shahata, & Weber, 2014; Dobbs, Ippolito, & Charner‐Laird, 2016; 

Ippolito, Condie, Dobbs, Charner-Laird, & Blanchette, 2017; Moss, 2005). Even the 

Shanahans (2014) now argue that disciplinary literacy instruction needs to begin in the 

lower grades. However, their model has inspired a great deal of research into the literary 

practices and habits of mind of the disciplines. 

Considerable research has been conducted on disciplinary literacy over the past 

decade, highlighting the increasingly specialized literate practices required in the 

academic disciplines, especially at higher grade levels (Fang & Schleppegrell, 2010; 

Moje, 2008; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008; in history, Bain, 2000, 2006; Hynd, 1999; 

Hynd, Holschuh, & Hubbard, 2004; Monte-Sano, 2010; Paxton, 1999; VanSledright & 

Kelly, 1998; Wineburg, 1991; in math, Draper & Siebert, 2004; Rittenhouse, 1998; Sfard, 

2001; Siegel & Borasi, 1994; Temple & Hinchman, 2008; Thompson & Rubinstein, 

2000; in science, Cavagnetto, 2011; Keys, 1999; Lemke, 1998; Slough, McTigue, Kim, 

and Jennings, 2010; Yore, Hand, & Prain, 2002). Because of the significant research into 
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literacy practices in these fields, learning trajectories for students have been mapped, 

curricula focused on supporting students’ disciplinary reasoning and text use have been 

designed (e.g., Dobbs, Ippolito, & Charner-Laird, 2017; Reisman, 2012), and teacher 

education efforts focusing on historical, scientific, and mathematical literacy instruction 

within inquiry frames have been developed and implemented (e.g., Bain & Moje, 2012).  

Disciplinary Literacy in English 

The discipline of English Language Arts, despite its centrality in K–12 schooling, 

has been largely overlooked in the research on disciplinary literacy. Rainey (2017), in her 

investigation of the literacy practices and teaching approaches of university literary 

scholars and high school ELA teachers, asks  

If ELA teachers—those who design and occupy critical spaces of literacy learning 

for young people in schools—are to contribute meaningfully to disciplinary 

literacy instruction, then disciplinary literacy in ELA must be taken up in 

research. What are the disciplines that undergird ELA? What is the work of the 

disciplines that make up ELA? (p. 54) 

Her research with literary scholars and high school ELA teachers (2015, 2017) begins to 

define literary literacy practices and provides insights into what disciplinary literacy 

looks like in ELA. Beyond Rainey’s work, however, there is very little research on 

disciplinary literacy practices in English Language Arts; no sustained program of 

research investigating disciplinary literacy; very little in instructional strategies for 

teaching disciplinary literacy in the English classroom in the field of literacy studies; and 

no research on how students learn, understand, or become proficient in the literacy 
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practices of disciplinary literacy in ELA (Rainey & Moje, 2012; Rainey, 2015; Shanahan 

& Shanahan, 2012).  

The lack of analysis or description of disciplinary literacy may be due in part to 

the ambiguous nature of English as a discipline, which Applebee (1974) described as 

being in a “perpetual crisis of identity” (p. 246). English Studies as a discipline was 

created from a historical marriage of English Literature, Rhetoric, and Linguistics at the 

post-secondary level (Hunt & Vipond, 1985). Grossman (1993) asserts that English is “an 

inherently ambiguous subject, which… encompasses a variety of subdomains” (p. 7). On 

the other hand, English Language Arts as a school subject at the K–12 level is a hybrid of 

English Literature and Language Arts, with learning expectations from each discipline 

(Grossman & Shulman, 1994). Language Arts is defined by the basic skills of language 

arts—reading, writing, speaking, and listening, while English encompasses three basic 

disciplines—literature, language, and rhetoric (Applebee, 1974). Heller (2010) argues 

that English literature and Language Arts are in fact two different disciplines.  

Eckert (2008) sees the difficulties of defining disciplinary literacy in literary 

studies as the result of a pedagogical gap between secondary and post-secondary 

literature instruction and an ideological gap between instruction in “reading” vs. 

“interpretation,” or “reading” used as a verb and “reading” used as a noun (to perform a 

reading). In school, students are taught how to read—the goal of basic and intermediate 

literacy instruction—but they are not provided explicit instruction and scaffolding that 

will help them learn what it means to take a critical or interpretive stance toward what 

they are reading. Thus, they remain dependent on their teachers to explicate the literature. 
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The gap is even more distinct when it comes to writing in English. Garrett-Petts (2000) 

maintains that, even on the post-secondary level, although students may be taught explicit 

methods for how to read literature, the standards for writing about literature are most 

often implicit, especially the particular literary topoi, the “places of the mind” (p. 70) to 

which literary scholars turn to analyze, interpret, and evaluate literary texts. 

In order to make those implicit standards more explicit, we must specify what we 

want students to know and be able to do in disciplinary literacy in English, by conducting 

an analysis of the domain. Domain analysis, according to Lee and Goldman (2015), 

“draws on theory and research that identifies what those highly experienced or expert in 

the domain know and can do, and the knowledge, skills, strategies, and practices that 

underlie these behaviors” (p. 214). Colomb (1988) argues that content knowledge 

includes not just general and task-specific declarative and procedural knowledge but also 

“knowledge that gives background and definition to [each discipline]—not only 'facts' but 

the terms of art, operational concepts, canons of relevance, patterns of association, 

characteristic argumentative gestures, and so on" (1988, p. 12).  The following sections 

review the theory and research from three fields that contribute to our understanding of 

what skills and knowledge, strategies and practices characterize expertise in the discourse 

of the discipline in English Language Arts: reading, interpreting, and writing about 

literature. 

Although my study focuses on disciplinary writing in ELA, it is difficult to 

disentangle writing about literature from reading and interpreting literature, because the 

analysis that is posited in a written literary analysis depends upon ways of reading and 
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interpreting literature that are very discipline-specific. Writing about literature represents 

but also facilitates the kind of deep thinking about and engagement with literary meaning 

that transactional theorists of literary response (Iser, 1974; Rosenblatt, 2004) have 

identified as characteristic of literary interpretation. Thus this review addresses not just 

funds of knowledge and discrete skills to be mastered, but the language practices 

connected to the ways of knowing, producing, and communicating knowledge. It 

explores the norms of practice and the habits of mind that are required to engage with 

literature in ways that are recognized and respected in the discipline of English Language 

Arts. 

Reading Literature, Interpreting Literature, Writing about Literature: Research 

from Three Fields 

Although research on disciplinary literacy in ELA is relatively sparse in the 

literacy field (Rainey, 2017; Rainey & Moje, 2012), there has been relevant scholarship 

in the fields of English Studies (literature), Rhetoric and Composition, and Systemic 

Functional Linguistics (SFL) from which to extrapolate the characteristics of disciplinary 

literacy in ELA and to clarify how the literary scholar, the expert, reads and writes 

disciplinary texts. Theory and research in these fields contribute to what we know about 

the specific features of literary analysis and argument. English Studies provides insights 

into the knowledge and skills required for reading literature and the conventions and 

practices of interpreting literature. Rhetoric and Composition theory and research provide 

a framework for analyzing the structures and argumentation skills required for writing the 

literary analysis. Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) provides an array of tools for 
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describing and analyzing the nature of language in use in disciplinary genres like the 

literary analysis. This dissertation study occurs at the intersection of these three fields. 

The literature from the field of English Studies provides insights into the domain 

knowledge and skills required for reading literature and the conventions and practices of 

interpreting and writing about literature that experts possess. This literature includes the 

work of literary theorists (Culler, 1975; Fish, 1980; Rabinowitz, 1987; Rosenblatt, 2004) 

and English Studies experts  (Applebee, 1994, 2000; Applebee & Langer, 2009, 2011; 

Beach & Brown, 1987; Grossman, 1991, 1993; Lee & Goldman, 2015; Lee & Spratley, 

2010; Scholes, 1986; Rogers, 1991; Smagorinsky & Smith, 1992), as well as literary 

expert-novice studies (Earthman, 1992; Graves & Frederiksen, 1995; Hunt & Vipond, 

1985; Janssen, Braaksma, & Rijlaarsdam, 2010; Peskin, 1998; Reynolds & Rush, 2017; 

Vine & Faust, 1993; Vipond & Hunt, 1984; Zeitz, 1994). The study of expert literary 

performance allows us to determine the types of knowledge literary scholars apply during 

literary reading and writing and to examine how this knowledge influences their strategic 

behaviors, which provides a point of comparison when studying the performance of 

novices.  

Rhetoric and Composition Studies theory and research provide a framework for 

analyzing the structures and argumentation skills required for writing the literary 

analysis. Classical Rhetoric on argument structure Research on Writing in the Disciplines 

(Bazerman, 1981; Fahnestock & Secor, 1988, 1991; MacDonald, 1994) provides insights 

on “the conventions of academic discourse from a wide range of disciplines, especially 

those conventions considered transparent and tacitly transmitted” at the post-secondary 
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level (Wilder, 2003, p. 1). Discourse analysis of both professional discourse and liminal 

or pre-disciplinary discourse in literary studies provides insights on the values, beliefs, 

warrants or unstated premises common in literary criticism which literary scholars invoke 

when constructing arguments, commonplaces within the discourse community, but not 

necessarily known or shared by the larger society (Fahnestock & Secor, 1988, 1991; 

Warren, 2006; Wilder, 2003, 2005).  

Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) is another research tradition that offers 

insights into disciplinary literacy in ELA. SFL research on language and literacy 

development provides a developmental account of the writing of children and adolescents 

as they learn to use language, including the developmental challenges in mastering 

language, as grounded in patterns of language use in specific contexts.  SFL provides an 

array of tools for describing and analyzing the nature of language in use in disciplinary 

genres like literary analysis. SFL can provide a “metalanguage” (Fang & Schleppegrell, 

2010, p. 588) for talking about the patterns that exist in disciplinary texts and that 

students can attempt to introduce in their own writing. SFL research on the development 

of writing in the School Subject English informs this study. 

Habits of Mind: Interpretation and Appreciation 

In order to read, interpret, and write about literature in ways that are respected in 

the discipline of English Studies, one must learn how to read a range of literary texts, 

how to apply basic interpretive conventions, and how to construct a warrantable 

interpretation of a literary text, all practices that fall on a continuum of deeper and more 

critical engagement with literature. Underlying disciplinary literacy in ELA are pre-
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requisite skills and sources of knowledge that enable participation in the discourse of the 

discipline, including the skills for comprehending literature (Hillocks & Ludlow, 1984) 

and the world knowledge for understanding various characters and themes in literature. 

Domain knowledge about reading and writing, interpreting and analyzing literature, 

including literary terminology, the technical vocabulary of the discipline, theoretical 

knowledge, and the intrinsic structures and conventions of literary studies, are important 

aspects of disciplinary expertise (Beach & Brown, 1987; Grossman, 1991; Heller & 

Greenleaf, 2007; Lee & Goldman, 2015; Lee & Spratley, 2010; Scholes, 1986; Smith & 

Hillocks, 1988).  

However, although knowledge of the discipline is essential, knowledge must be 

accompanied by understanding of how to use it. Moje (2007) makes the point that, 

“Subject-matter learning is not merely about learning the stuff of the disciplines, it is also 

about the processes and practices by which that stuff is produced” (p. 10), the social and 

cultural practices, interactions, conventions, norms, and habits of mind. In order to 

develop an effective literary interpretation, the reader must be aware of the context of the 

field of literary criticism by understanding the values of the academic literary 

community. Indeed, as MacDonald (1987) writes, “The formal features that vary from 

one discourse to another (e.g. use of the third person or the passive) are visible enough to 

cause less trouble for inexperienced writers than the more internalized, implicit 

assumptions that exist within disciplines” (p. 315). The literary community shares values, 

beliefs that are commonly believed by members of a community, warrants or unstated 

premises common in literary criticism which literary scholars invoke when constructing 
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arguments, commonplaces within the discourse community, but not necessarily known or 

shared by the larger society (Fahnestock & Secor, 1991). These beliefs or principles 

shape the conventions of literary studies, the ways of thinking and believing in the field, 

the habits of mind. The essential habits of mind in English Language Arts are concerned 

with the practices of Interpretation and Appreciation. 

Interpretation. An interpretation is the overall meaning of a piece of literature, 

the main point being argued in a literary analysis. According to Rosenblatt’s (2004) 

transactional response theory, the reader’s stream of reactions to and transactions with the 

text is the evocation of the text. The reader’s cultural, social, and personal history 

contributes to the developing interpretation, along with present situation and interests, 

past experiences with texts, and other factors that Rosenblatt calls a “linguistic-

experiential reservoir” (p. 1367). Reflective readers may attempt to recapture the effect of 

the evocation of the text and recall what led to response, expressing an interpretation. 

Interpretation of literary texts depends on the reader’s experience of emotions and 

aesthetics for meaning. Readers are encouraged to identify with characters, feel emotions, 

and form aesthetic or moral judgments (Janssen, Braaksma, & Rijlaarsdam, 2010).  

Because a fundamental principle of literature is that the meaning of the text is 

always the result of an interaction between the text and the reader, literary scholars 

explicitly value multiple understandings of texts (Fish, 1980; Rosenblatt, 2004). Literary 

texts are characterized by an indefiniteness, openness, or ambiguity, and because literary 

texts raise questions about meanings, so readers are invited to fill gaps, search for 

connections, and develop their own interpretations (Earthman, 1992; Fahnestock & 
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Secor, 1991). Furthermore, literary scholars operate with the common assumption that 

literature is complex and in need of “unraveling, translating, decoding, interpreting, and 

analyzing” (Fahnestock & Secor, 1991, p. 89).  Scholes, Comley, and Ulmer (1995) 

argue that the point of interpretation is  

not simply to repeat... what has already been said in a story, poem, or play. It is 

that to some extent, but, if that were all, interpretation would be a trivial 

enterprise. The major function of interpretation is to say what a previous text has 

left unsaid: to unravel its complications, to make explicit its implications, and to 

raise its concrete and specific details to a more abstract and general level….[to 

identify] the general principles of human behavior that are embodied in the 

specific situations and events of any story. The interpreter must say what the story 

is about (p. 172). 

Interpretation of literature requires one to read closely, make inferences, ask appropriate 

questions, make connections between form and content, make connections between text 

and context, make intertextual connections, evaluate the quality of the text (Eckert, 

2008).  

Rosenblatt (2004) insists that one correct meaning of the text is impossible, but 

concedes that “some [interpretations] are more acceptable than others” (p. 1385). The 

validity of interpretation must be judged by what she calls “warranted assertibility” (p. 

1384). According to Rosenblatt, a valid interpretation should be based on the context and 

the purpose of the text, the full text, and meanings that are related to signs on the page; it 

should, in addition, be publicly verifiable. Reading a given text generates both personal 
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and consensual meaning, and although no two responses will be exactly alike, a large 

number of readers may share a response. An interpretation is considered “warrantable” if 

it asks questions that are valued in the discipline and answers those questions with 

evidence considered appropriate in the discipline (Applebee, Burroughs, & Stevens, 

2000; Lee & Spratley, 2010; Moje & Rainey, 2012).  

Because interpretation invites multiple points of view and interpretations, the 

writer of a literary analysis must make a case for an interpretation, clearly stating a thesis 

or claim and supporting it with evidence (Lee & Spratley, 2010). The evidence for such 

arguments includes textual evidence and close textual analysis; investigation of the 

contexts in which the text was written—biographical, cultural, and historical; and 

intertextual connections, all of which must support the interpretation. Textual evidence 

includes specific types of textual support for the interpretation, including direct 

quotations, textual paraphrase, and textual references. Both primary sources and 

secondary sources, such as commentary on and discussion of evidence used to confirm 

and/or contrast with one’s interpretation or literary theory used to frame one’s 

interpretation, are acceptable in literary analysis (Garrett-Petts, 2000;  Rainey & Moje, 

2012; Rosenblatt, 2004; Sosa, Hall, Goldman, & Lee, 2016). Writers of literary analyses 

must then explain or elaborate on the meaning of a textual citation, or that link a citation 

to the interpretation, using a warrant (Garrett-Petts, 2000; Lewis, 2008; Lewis & Ferretti, 

2011), often referred to in literary studies as “commentary” (VanDerHeide, 2017). The 

literary analysis often makes use of lexical verbs that mean “to show” to connect the 

evidence to the warrant. The writer uses evidence to illustrate, demonstrate, suggest, or 
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otherwise show the theme of a literary work, often through use of quotations or other 

evidence (Christie, 2012).  

As readers acquire more knowledge of literature and literary conventions, they 

improve in their ability to evaluate texts in authoritative ways (Beach & Brown, 1987). 

Based on shared cultural context and shared criteria for validity of interpretation, readers 

can agree on an interpretation, although that interpretation should always be seen as 

conditional or provisional, as it may change as new evidence is discovered or new ways 

of reading become influential (Janssen, Braaksma, & Rijlaarsdam, 2010). As a field of 

study, literary criticism is open to the constant review and reinterpretation of accepted 

literary works; thus, any interpretation must be presented with a balance of certainty and 

openness.  

There are several tools or disciplinary conventions that literary experts call upon 

to develop an interpretation that is respected in the literary discourse community. These 

strategies, such as applying knowledge of interpretive conventions or literary movements, 

paying attention to literary techniques and genre conventions, making intertextual 

connections, and asking questions that arise from different literary theories, for example, 

typify the disciplinary discourse community of literary scholars (Culler, 1975; Fish, 

1980; Rabinowitz, 1987). The tools reviewed here include (1) literary literacy practices, 

(2) interpretive conventions, (3) literary theory, (4) literary topoi, and (5) intertextuality. 

Literary Literacy Practices. Rainey’s (2015, 2017) research on disciplinary 

literacy in English Language Arts revealed some practices the experts in this field employ 

in reaching an interpretation. She studied disciplinary literacy practices and instructional 
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practices of university literary scholars and high school ELA teachers and identified a set 

of shared orientations and literary literacy practices characteristic of literary discourse. 

All the literary scholars Rainey studied indicated that “doing literary studies is 

fundamentally about constructing new knowledge through text-based inquiry” into 

literary “problems” and that “such work is a social pursuit done within a community” (p. 

59). She found that the literary scholars used particular literary literacy practices or tools 

to read, interpret, and communicate about literary questions, including: (1) seeking 

patterns, (2) identifying strangeness, (3) articulating a puzzle, (4) considering 

possibilities, (5) considering contexts, and (6) making a claim.  

Interpretive Conventions. Culler (1975) identified primary conventions of literary 

discourse that literary scholars follow: (1) the rule of significance, (2) the conventions of 

metaphorical coherence, and (3) the “convention of thematic unity.” Rabinowitz (1987) 

also defined conventions or socially constructed rules of reading that authors depend on 

readers following and that readers call on when they argue for particular interpretations. 

These rules include: (1) rules of notice, (2) rules of signification, (3) rules of 

configuration, and (4) rules of coherence. On a more practical level, the teacher in Rex & 

McEachen’s (1999) study of discourse moves in a high school English literature course, 

encouraged his students, “If anything is odd, inappropriate, confusing, or boring, it’s 

probably important” (p. 78). 

Literary Theory. Any interpretation of any text is an “approximation” (Mailloux 

(1990, p. 122) of how the reader makes sense of the text, and how the reader makes sense 

of the text often depends on the theoretical approach the reader chooses. Mailloux 
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maintains that “theories of interpretation function not so much as constraints on reading 

[but] as resources for arguing” (p. 128). Grossman (1991) argues that knowledge of 

literary studies includes the kinds of questions literary experts ask, the tools they use to 

answer those questions, such as critical literary theories, and the kinds of evidence that 

allow them to produce new knowledge. Grossman identifies six elements of which 

readers must be aware as they read a literary text: the author, the text, the context in 

which the author wrote, the medium in which the author wrote, the codes which govern 

the production of a literary text, and the reader’s own response. Different schools of 

literary criticism determine how much if any emphasis is placed on each of these 

elements, with New Critical critics emphasizing the text to the exclusion of the author or 

reader and Reader Response critics emphasizing the role of the reader in interpretation.  

Literary Topoi. Fahnestock and Secor (1991) argue that, like any discourse 

community, the literary community shares commonplaces that are known by members of 

the community, including particular topoi. Topoi are “common warrants, often unstated 

premises that seek to connect with an audience’s hierarchy of values” (Wilder, 2002, p. 

176). These topoi are common in literary criticism, as literary scholars invoke them when 

constructing arguments. In a study of a set of articles in literary criticism journals, 

Fahnestock and Secor (1991) used discourse analysis methods to reveal the 

characteristics and conventions of the discourse used in the written genre of literary 

analysis as performed by experts. The primary topos Fahnestock and Secor identified in 

the articles was the appearance vs. reality dualism, a topos which they suggest is the 

“fundamental assumption of criticism, since without it there would be no impetus to 
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analyze or interpret literature” (p. 85). Other identified topoi include the ubiquity topos, 

the paradox topos, the contemptus mundi topos, and the paradigm topos. 

Wilder (2005), in response to theoretical shifts in the field of literary studies, 

replicated Fahnestock and Secor’s (1991) analysis with a more recent sampling of journal 

articles and found widespread existence of all the special topoi Fahnestock and Secor 

identified, with the exception of the contemptus mundi topos. She identified three new 

topoi: the social justice topos, the mistaken critic topos, and the context topos. However, 

Wilder found that the implicit value of complexity that Fahnestock and Secor (1991) 

located throughout the discourse of literary analysis remains. 

Intertextuality. One of the inquiry strategies that Lee and Goldman (2015) 

identify as a skill in the domain of English is drawing on the knowledge of other texts 

and traditions to reach an interpretation. Scholes (1986) argues that “Every poem, play 

and story is a text related to others, both verbal pre-texts and social sub-texts and all 

manner of post-texts including [students'] own responses” (p. 21). The richest or most 

authoritative interpretation of a work of literature recognizes a multiplicity of 

perspectives and voices, from the author and the author’s literary, aesthetic, cultural, and 

historical contemporaries and forebears, to the voices of the author’s or literary work’s 

descendants, critics, and readers (Bakhtin, 1981; Beach, Appleman, and Dorsey, 1990; 

Bloome & Egan-Robertson, 1993; Culler, 1981; Herrington, 1988; Lee & Goldman, 

2015; Lee & Spratley, 2010; Rogers, 1991; Scholes, 1986; Smagorinsky & Gevinson, 

1989; Smagorinsky & Smith, 1992).  
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Appreciation. The other essential habit of mind that underlies the conventions of 

literary studies, the ways of thinking and believing in the field, is Appreciation. 

Appreciation of literature consists of analysis and evaluation of the beauty or aesthetic 

qualities of the work. Appreciation is attention to and analysis of the ways in which the 

author uses figurative or symbolic language, structure, technique, and style to shape 

meaning and/or effect on the reader (Rainey & Moje, 2012; Squire, 2003). Literary 

scholars share common purposes for reading literature: “appreciating the beauty of the 

work, analyzing how the author’s decisions contributed to the overall meaning of the 

piece, situating the work’s place among other pieces, and evaluating the credibility or 

truthfulness of the text” (Rainey & Moje, 2012, p. 85). Readers who read to appreciate 

the text take what Rosenblatt (2004) calls an “aesthetic” stance. They are more cognizant 

of the agency of the author in crafting the text (Graves & Frederiksen, 1995).  

The more resources a reader brings to the experience of reading, the broader and 

deeper the reader’s “linguistic-experiential reservoir” (Rosenblatt, 2004) and the richer 

the reading experience and the response that the reader develops. The richer the reading 

experience and response that develops, the deeper the level of appreciation that the writer 

can communicate, and the greater the attention to the ways in which the author uses 

figurative or symbolic language, structure, technique, and style to shape meaning or the 

effect on the reader. Lee and Goldman (2015) identify epistemology as one of the 

dimensions of the domain of literary reading and reasoning, such as valuing “inquiry into 

the human experience through open dialogue between readers and texts” (p. 215) and 

focusing on relationships between form and meaning, or the effect of the language and 
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structure of the literature on the meaning of the literature. They also identify the inquiry 

strategy of evaluating how rhetorical strategies shape the reader’s response, which is 

another aspect of appreciation. 

 A reader who learns more about literary terms and techniques, the “tools” of the 

trade like language, structure, and style, and how these contribute to theme, begins to 

develop more of an aesthetic appreciation of the author’s craft. This reader not only 

identifies figurative or symbolic language, structure, technique, and style, but 

demonstrates an appreciation of the ways in which they shape meaning, an awareness of 

“an author who intends to make a point” (Vipond & Hunt, 1984, p. 264), and an 

appreciation of the author’s motives and “underlying message and assumptions” (Wade, 

Thompson, & Watkins, 1994, p. 275). This reader has a clear model of the author-text 

relationship and demonstrates a greater awareness of the author as an agent who has 

made decisions about how to craft the text for particular reasons (Graves, 1996).  

Systemic Functional Linguistics provides tools for describing and analyzing the 

nature of language in use in disciplinary genres like literary analysis. Appreciation is 

defined in linguistic terms by Rothery and Stenglin (2000), as an attitude of “evaluation 

of the worth of a text or process in a culture” (p. 238). Appreciation as an attitude is 

highly valued in interpreting and writing about literature. Students are increasingly 

expected to base their evaluations of texts on “an awareness of the social values of the 

community, drawing on institutionalized criteria to evaluate, critique, and challenge” 

(Christie & Derewianka, 2008, p. 16). As students develop, they are expected to make 

“relatively dispassionate judgments of people’s behavior” (p. 17). There are several 



 

 

41 

subsystems of Appreciation, including reaction, valuation (appreciation of the values or 

ideas of the text), and composition (appreciation of the composition or craft of the text) 

(Rothery & Stenglin, 2000).  

Norms of Practice: Written Genre Conventions 

To be literate in a discipline, one must know “the linguistic, cognitive, and 

cultural text-based practices and processes of a discipline” (Moje, 2007, p. 10). One must 

know the norms of practice, the linguistic codes, the technical vocabulary, and the 

discourse processes connected to ways of knowing, producing, and communicating 

knowledge that are valued and used by that discipline, the “conventions for 

communicating and representing knowledge and ideas, and ways of interacting, 

defending ideas, and challenging the deeply held ideas of others in the discipline” (Moje, 

2007, p. 28). One must know how to work with the “data” of the discipline, to know 

“how conclusions are drawn, supported, communicated, contested, and defended” (Moje, 

2015, p. 258). In English Language Arts, the primary written genre is the literary analysis 

or literary argument.  

Literary Analysis. Although scholars and students of literature may read a 

variety of genres, including poetry, the short story, the novel, drama, and literary non-

fiction, they rarely write in these genres. The literary analysis is the most commonly 

assigned type of writing in the secondary English classroom and the most common task 

on high-stakes writing assessments (Applebee, 1993). It is what Delpit (1988) calls a 

“code of power” (p. 293) and Lemke (1988) calls a “genre of power” (p. 89), a form of 

discourse privileged in school contexts which permits students to succeed in academia. 
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The literary analysis is also the most common assignment in post-secondary English 

classrooms and is, in fact, the most common genre among literary scholars as well 

(Schmersahl & Stay, 1992).  

The primary purpose of the literary analysis essay, as it has traditionally been 

taught in the high school English class, is to demonstrate that the student can interpret a 

literary work and support it with textual evidence (Applebee, 1984). Although the 

primary audience for a literary analysis in school is the teacher (Applebee, Auten, & 

Lehr, 1981; Britton, Burgess, Martin, McLeod, & Rosen, 1975), students can develop an 

awareness of a broader audience of teacher-types, like examiners on standardized tests. 

Importantly, the basic premise and purpose of the literary analysis in the school genre and 

the professional form remain the same, although the audience for the professional form is 

much broader. However, the literary analysis as a genre is not clearly defined, either in 

the literature or in practice; it’s difficult to find two high school ELA teachers that teach 

literary analysis in the same way or assess it on the same criteria. 

Argument. Fahnestock and Secor (1991) claim that a literary analysis (which 

they call a literary criticism and interpretation) is an argument. If a literary analysis is an 

argument, it is useful to consider how argument structure can be applied to the genre. 

Toulmin (1958) holds that all effective arguments share common elements: the speaker 

must take a position, offer compelling data, and explain the underlying assumptions that 

connect these data to the speaker's position. According to Toulmin, practical reasoning in 

everyday contexts (as opposed to formal logic) includes the following field-independent 

elements: a Claim or position being argued, based on Data (evidence or reasons, such as 
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experience, facts, statistics, or occurrences), with a Warrant (basic principle or 

assumption) that acts as a bridge from Data to Claim or explains how the evidence 

supports the claim.  

Literary Argument. More specifically, a literary analysis is a literary argument. 

Cooper (1999) identifies a difference between an argument and a literary analysis that 

lies in the writer’s relationship with their audience: 

The taking-a-position thesis aligns itself in a familiar, public debate, while the 

interpretive thesis secretes itself within a small, local community of readers—a 

classroom or a small discussion group or a student-teacher dyad. Rhetorically, the 

taking-a-position thesis arms itself for a struggle with misinformed, recalcitrant, 

or fearful leaders, while the interpretive thesis offers an idea for sympathetic 

discussion. (p. 35) 

In a literary analysis, Toulmin’s field-independent elements of argument can be translated 

into field-dependent elements: the Claim becomes an Interpretation, Data becomes 

Textual Evidence, and Warrants are more specific to the values accepted by the literary 

discourse community. 

Response to Literature Genres. The literary argument is one of the most 

common classroom genres in English classes from K-12 that Christie and Derewianka 

(2008) call “response genres,” written to evaluate and respond to other texts. They 

maintain that “English attaches particular significance to development of capacity to 

respond to and evaluate texts, developing ability in students to talk and to write about 

them, making judgements about them and reflecting upon the values they express” (p. 
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58). The researchers found that the progression of typical language development moves 

from congruent to non-congruent, immediate to abstract, and this progression can be seen 

in writing in response to literature. In the case of response genres, Christie and 

Derewianka (2008) describe the movement from “immediate expression of simple affect 

about text(s) towards eventual abstract reflection on the values expressed in text(s) read 

or viewed, and judgement about them” (p. 59).  

Christie and Derewianka (2008) define four types of response genres (proposed 

by Rothery, 1994, and further developed by Rothery & Stenglin, 2000).  

(1) The personal response: a simple affective response to a text, generally 

practiced in early childhood, often in reading journals.  

(2) The review: a retelling of the text with some evaluation of that text, more 

common in late childhood, often in the form of the book report.  

(3) The character analysis: a discussion and evaluation of the characters in the 

text, typically found in adolescence.  

(4) The thematic interpretation: a more abstract reflection on the text and its 

values, a form most often performed by older adolescents.  

(5) The critical response: an even more abstract genre, a discussion and critique 

of a text that is generally performed by adults, particularly experts in the field, and 

often involving more than one text. (This genre was not generally found by 

Christie and Derewianka (2008) or Rothery (1994) in secondary students’ writing, 

although Christie (2012) does provide an analysis of a student’s writing in this 

more abstract genre.) 
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The response genres move from immediate response, with simple attitudinal response to 

a text; to generalization, with retelling of events in the text and evaluation of its qualities 

or of the characters; to abstraction, with a reflection on the text and its values. Once a 

genre is mastered, writers continue to have access to the earlier forms, and some of the 

genres, for example the review, are quite common adult genres. Of course, there is 

overlap in the response genres, and all have in common a focus on the evaluation of texts. 

But as students move through school, the “capacity to argue what texts and their events 

and/or characters’ behaviours reveal, is an essential aspect of the interpretative tasks” 

when writing in the response genres (Christie & Derewianka, 2008, p. 73). Each of the 

response genres is characterized by specific schematic structures. Instruction in the 

schematic structure is useful because it “gives direction and order to the manner in which 

the apprentice writer may go about the writing task” (Christie & Derewianka, 2008, p. 

62).  

Research in Writing Development: Empirical Perspectives 

The acquisition of writing skills has been quite extensively studied in the context 

of emergent literacy, as well as on the post-secondary level. However, the development 

of writing skills at the secondary level has been far less frequently investigated. There is 

very little research on adolescent writing development in general, much less disciplinary 

literacy development, particularly in ELA, upon which to base instruction, curriculum, 

and assessment (Christie & Derewianka, 2008; Kiuhara, Graham, and Hawkins, 2009; 

Myhill, 2008). Applebee (2000), after reviewing research on several models of writing 

development, concluded that writing development is “ill-defined and difficult to assess” 
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(p. 103). Although there has been an abundance of publications on pedagogical strategies 

for fostering writing development over the years, they are not necessarily grounded in 

rigorous research. Many of these publications rest on the assumption that general 

knowledge and procedures, such as use of the writing process, are sufficient for most 

composing needs (Applebee, 1996; Smagorinsky & Smith, 1992).  

This study is grounded in a developmental approach to writing, as informed by 

the sociocognitive theory of learning articulated by Vygotsky (1978), who suggests that 

we support children in developing “those functions that have not yet matured, but are in a 

state of maturation, functions that will mature tomorrow but are currently in an 

embryonic state. These functions could be termed the ‘buds’ or ‘flowers’ rather than the 

‘fruits’ of development” (p. 86). A developmental approach to writing looks at the 

writing that students are doing and develops models to describe this writing, identifying, 

categorizing, and elaborating on characteristics of or phases of emergent genre 

development in student writing (Bartholomae, 1986; Christie, 2012; Christie & 

Derewianka, 2008; Donovan, 2001; Donovan & Smolkin, 2006; Langer, 1992; Newkirk, 

1987; Wilder, 2002, 2003).  

This developmental approach is common in literacy research on the primary level, 

where “kindergarten writing” or “invented spelling” is celebrated as evidence of 

emergent writing ability, rather than as error (Bissex, 1985; Clay, 1975; Schickedanz, 

1986). This perspective is useful because it allows researchers to describe what children 

can do at a particular level and how their abilities change over time. Teachers can use this 

information to identify their students’ strengths and build on them. For example, many 
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intermediate expository writing forms have been identified that represent children’s 

emerging genre knowledge (Donovan, 2001; Langer, 1992; Newkirk, 1987). These early 

iterations are predecessors for more mature, complex writing forms (Donovan & 

Smolkin, 2006). The methodologies utilized to research writing development in early 

literacy can be applied to writing development on the secondary level. 

Writing Research in Early Literacy. We know a lot about emergent writing 

development, such as concepts of print, letter-sound correspondence, alphabetic 

knowledge, word formation, and invented spelling (Kiuhara, Graham, and Hawkins, 

2009; Myhill, 2008). We also know a lot about children’s sense of genre development 

(Donovan, 2001; Donovan & Smolkin, 2006; Kamberelis, 1999; Kamberelis and Bovino, 

1999; Langer, 1985, 1992).  Donovan and Smolkin (2006) conducted a comprehensive 

review of the literature on children’s understanding of genre as reflected in their writing 

development. They identified major findings about children’s understanding of genre, 

including that genre knowledge is emergent. In other words, just like knowledge of 

spelling and punctuation conventions, genre knowledge develops over time, with very 

young children who demonstrate awareness of common generic elements in their 

“pretend readings” to children’s increasingly precise and complex approximations of 

different genres. Another finding was that children demonstrate knowledge of both 

micro-level and macro-level features of genres in their writing. They also identified 

studies that found that children’s approximations toward mature forms of genre proceed 

through intermediate forms or stages, which different researchers have attempted to 

identify, classify, and develop a scope and sequence of curriculum and instruction to 
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advance and support.  

Newkirk (1987) studied the non-narrative writing of young children in grades one, 

two, and three. The student writing samples were collected at the end of the academic 

year from cumulative folders of student work that were produced as part of the writing 

program in each classroom. His research expanded the continuum of what counts as 

expository writing, defining structural types of non-narrative writing which he terms 

intermediate forms, including Labels, Lists, Couplets, Hierarchical Attribute Series, and 

Paragraphs. The distribution of discourse forms revealed a developmental trajectory, as 

the Label was the most frequent category in first grade yet was not in evidence at all by 

third grade, and few of the writing samples in first grade were in paragraph form, but 

almost half of the third grade samples were. These intermediate writing forms show the 

growing organizational complexity of children’s writing development. Newkirk’s study 

was limited by the fact that he collected only single writing samples from each student, 

thus his progression can only suggest the possibilities for development. However, his 

study is an important addition to the field because it studied the real writing that children 

do in classrooms with instruction, modeling, and the support of the classroom teacher. 

Donovan (2001) extended Newkirk’s work to describe intermediate forms of 

children’s informational and story compositions across elementary grades (K-5). She 

administered prompts and analyzed the texts for macro-level characteristics, including 

global elements, grammars of story and information genres, and global structures. Her 

purpose was to provide a developmental progression and examples of children’s 

“approximations” of different genres (p. 400) or different intermediate forms. She also 
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found a clear grade-level progression apparent in children’s inclusion of genre elements 

or macro-characteristics of genre, but that even the youngest students in her sample 

distinguished between informational and story genres in their writing, with most students 

doing so by second grade. These intermediate writing forms show the growing 

organizational complexity of children’s writing development. However, Donovan’s study 

was limited by the fact that she collected only single writing samples for each genre from 

each student at the beginning of the year, thus the writing may not have revealed what 

writing children could produce given a year of instruction and can only suggest 

development, given that the study was not longitudinal. Also, the writing samples were 

produced in response to the researcher’s prompt, which does not reflect the real writing 

that children do in classrooms with instruction, modeling, and the support of the 

classroom teacher, as Newkirk’s study did. 

Similarly, Langer (1985, 1992) developed a continuum of complexity in her study 

of children’s report writing in third, sixth, and ninth grade: 1) a simple description, 2) 

topic with description, 3) topic with description and commentary, 4) topic with 

elaboration, and 5) point of view with defense. Similar to Newkirk’s findings, she found 

that although all types of writing were found at each level, a developmental trajectory did 

reveal itself, with the fifth level demonstrated only in the writing of ninth-grade students. 

Studies of Post-Secondary Writing Development. Research on writing on the 

post-secondary level began to address student writing from a developmental perspective 

in the 1970’s. Mina Shaughnessy’s influential book Errors and Expectations: A Guide 

for The Teacher of Basic Writing (1977), inspired this developmental turn. Shaughnessy 
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drew on over 4,000 examples from CUNY student placement essays between 1970 and 

1974 to illustrate the difficulties basic writing students faced, not because they were slow, 

indifferent, or incapable “but because they are beginners and must like all beginners, 

learn by making mistakes” (p. 5).  

Bartholomae’s research on introductory composition students’ writing followed in 

this vein. In his seminal article on introductory post-secondary writing, “Inventing the 

University,” Bartholomae (1986) moved away from a remediation model, advocating 

instead for a developmental perspective. He identified characteristic problems of basic 

writing students, looking for “the stylistic resources that enabled writers to locate 

themselves within an ‘academic’ discourse” (p. 12), grounding his claims in discourse 

analysis of 500 placement exam essays. He discusses with a certain benevolence the 

difficulties post-secondary student writers face learning the academic discourse(s) 

required of them in the university. He writes, 

The students have to appropriate (or be appropriated by) a specialized 

discourse, and they have to do this as though they were easily and 

comfortably one with their audience, as though they were members of the 

academy, or historians or anthropologists or economists; they have to 

invent the university by assembling and mimicking its language, finding 

some compromise between idiosyncrasy, a personal history, and the 

requirements of convention, the history of a discipline. They must learn to 

speak our language. Or they must dare to speak it, or to carry off the bluff, 



 

 

51 

since speaking and writing will most certainly be required long before the 

skill is "learned" (p. 4-5). 

Bartholomae describes the discourse(s) that lie between students’ home discourses and 

the discourses of the academy or the literary critic as gradual approximations. Like 

Shaughnessy, he interprets the errors or the awkward syntax in basic students’ writing as 

attempts to mimic or approximate the kinds of writing that are valued in the university—

the authoritative voice, the qualifications, the specialized vocabulary, the rhythm of the 

prose of academic writing, and the accepted commonplaces. He found a range in 

students’ essays of understanding and even of awareness of academic discourse and the 

codes and “distinctive register” (p. 19) required for writing for the university. However, 

like the early research in secondary literacy, his research on the conventions of academic 

language ignored the profound differences between the disciplines.  

Writing in the Disciplines (WID) research on the post-secondary level 

interrogated the concept of a monolithic academic discourse community. This research 

explored the socially negotiated nature of knowledge, academic authority, and the genres 

in which those concepts were inculcated in different disciplines through analyses of the 

rhetoric of professional genres and expert-novice studies (Bazerman, 1988; Beaufort, 

2004; Fahnestock, 1999; Fahnestock & Secor, 1988, 1991; Geisler, 1994; Herrington, 

1988; MacDonald, 1994; McCarthy, 1987; Walvoord and McCarthy, 1990). However, 

just as English Language Arts was neglected in the Disciplinary Literacy research, the 

rhetoric of Literary Studies was neglected in the WID scholarship for some time 

(Sullivan, 1991; Wilder, 2012; Wilder & Wolfe, 2009).  
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 Studies of Literary Discourse on the Post-Secondary Level. Studies of 

undergraduate student discourse in literary studies are few. Herrington (1988) studied 

student discourse in literary studies in an undergraduate literature course intended for 

majors. She identified and evaluated students’ lines of reasoning, both issues addressed 

and claims made, and their conceptions of audience and purpose in their writing. She 

found that students whose papers were found most successful by their professor and by 

two expert readers most aligned with the characteristics of literary discourse. The most 

successful papers did not focus on personal reactions, but proposed claims about 

interpretation of meaning; interpretation of technique (e.g. language, form, tone, literary-

rhetorical devices); evaluative claims about affective power of the work, author’s 

technique, or author’s corpus; or claims related to critical approaches. She also found that 

more successful papers made more claims about relationships between any of these foci, 

such as between meaning and technique, between the text and other works by the author 

or the broader context, or between the text and its effect on readers. 

Wilder (2002, 2003) also conducted textual analysis of student essays from an 

undergraduate introductory literature class, as well as ethnographic observations of 

undergraduate classes and questionnaires, to explore the extent to which the special topoi, 

identified by Fahnestock and Secor (1991) as well as the new topoi she identified, were 

present in the discourse in undergraduate literature classes. She was particularly 

interested in what she called "liminal" or "pre-disciplinary" discourse, "discourse at the 

boundaries of disciplinary communities" which in literary studies, is "produced at the 

lowest level of the discipline's hierarchy" (p. 21). These students were not studying to be 
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professionals in the field (as in, e.g., business or biology), but as professionals in other 

more specific fields or for participation in society. She found a correlation between 

students’ grades on their essays and their ability to recognize arguments using the special 

topoi.  

 Studies of Secondary Writing Development. In one of the few and earliest 

studies of secondary writing development, Britton and his colleagues (1975), reporting on 

the uses of writing in secondary schools in the United Kingdom, hypothesized a 

developmental continuum of writing development based on the distance from the child’s 

immediate experience, starting with reporting of ongoing events, moving through 

retrospective reporting to analyzing and theorizing. The developmental hypothesis in this 

model suggests that the writing of children in the early years would be what Britton et al. 

describe as “expressive”—a more informal writing that emerges from conversation, with 

context shared by speaker and listener—and that more “transactional” writing would 

develop as children learn the more formal structures required by different purposes of 

writing. However, in addition to reflecting more about the kinds of curriculum and 

instruction children are exposed to than the development of their writing ability, Britton’s 

study did not address how different kinds of writing may be used in different school 

disciplines, it offered little to explain developmental progress over time, and the 

conclusions it offered about writing were quite general in nature. 

Looking at progress over time, Walter Loban (1976) conducted a longitudinal 

study on students from kindergarten through grade twelve in the United States, analyzing 

the development of students’ oral and written language. He examined both oral language 
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and written language samples each year for the differences between those who used 

language effectively and those who did not, as well as growth in children's language, 

whether it followed predictable sequences and whether particular stages and velocity of 

language development could be identified. His research focused on micro-level syntactic 

structures, such as average number of dependent clauses per communication unit and 

types of dependent clauses, rather than macro-level characteristics such as genre and 

structure. Loban did find developmental patterns in writing, that embedding and 

dependent clauses and length of sentences increased with age and that plateaus or 

decelerations in writing development tended to occur at grades 8, 9, 10, and 11. He 

concluded that, “linguistic stages are no more discrete, no more sudden, than the stages of 

physical growth” (p. 84-85). His study was limited, however, by the fact that he only 

examined a single sample of writing each year, and he did not distinguish writing used in 

different disciplines.  

More recently, Myhill (2008) studied development in adolescent writing (ages 13 

and 15) from a linguistic perspective. She conducted analysis of  students’ writing of 

personal narratives and arguments at the sentence and text level. She found increased 

sentence length, more complex sentence structures, and greater variety in sentence length 

and type in older students and more able writers; however, she found more differences 

between weak and good writers in the whole sample than between age groups. Myhill 

proposes a linguistic model of sentence development in writing of secondary students; 

however, her study focuses on a narrow age range and also does not take into 

consideration different disciplines and genres of writing, which limits the application of 



 

 

55 

the model. 

Studies of Literary Discourse on the Secondary Level. There has been very 

little research on literary writing development on the secondary level, but there have been 

a few studies investigating the effects of instruction on aspects of writing literary 

argument, such as instruction on the standards of literary argument, the special topoi of 

literature, and methods of symbolic interpretation. 

Lewis and Ferretti (2009, 2011) conducted a series of studies investigating the 

effect of instruction on tenth and eleventh grade students writing literary arguments, 

including quasi-experimental research in which high school students were provided 

instruction in genre-specific goal setting using heuristics and the critical standards of 

literary argument, including either one of two special topoi identified by Fahnestock and 

Secor (1991). After the instructional treatment, Lewis and Ferretti administered probes, 

very short literary passages that contained patterns that were targets of instruction (the 

topoi), and asked students to write an essay analyzing the passage’s meaning. They 

analyzed students’ essays using the argumentative elements of the pragma-dialectical 

framework of van Eemeren and Grootendorst (1992) and van Eemeren, et al. (1996), as 

well as the literary discourse analysis of Fahnestock and Secor (1991) as a guide. They 

specifically coded student essays for standpoints, reasons, textual citations, citation tie-

ins, and topoi (ubiquity topos or paradox topos). They also scored the quality of student 

arguments about the literary passages they read using a primary trait rating rubric. They 

found that instruction about the topoi resulted in higher quality of students’ 

argumentative essays that provided more textual evidence to support their literary 
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interpretations. The study was not conducted in the conditions of everyday classroom 

instruction, and the sample contained only six students, limiting generalization of their 

findings. However, some of the characteristics of literary argument defined in these 

studies, including argumentative elements (standpoint, textual citations, citation tie-ins) 

and literary topoi, are comparable to the characteristics I chose to analyze for my study.  

Sosa, Hall, Goldman, and Lee (2016) studied the effects of instruction in 

symbolic interpretation and theme on adolescents’ abilities to make interpretive claims 

around symbolism in classroom discussions and essays through a mixed methods case 

study. The essays were coded on eight dimensions of argumentation and interpretation in 

literary response, including sophistication of the argument (claims, evidence, and 

reasoning), literary interpretation (substance of the claim, symbolic interpretation, 

thematic interpretation, and synthesis through comparison/contrast of two stories), and 

organization of ideas. The researchers found, through comparison of pre- and post-essays, 

an increase in the number and accuracy of students’ claims, an increase in the claims 

made about internal states of characters or the nature of the story worlds rather than just 

plot summaries, and an increase in the accuracy of identifying symbols. There was less 

growth in use of evidence (both quantity and accuracy), explicit reasoning, theme (about 

coming of age), organization, and synthesis. The researchers felt the results were not 

surprising, given that the essay writing task required analysis and synthesis of two stories, 

a task that was rhetorically quite demanding. Again, the study was not conducted in the 

conditions of everyday classroom instruction; however, some of the characteristics of 

literary argumentation from this study, including claims, evidence, reasoning, and literary 
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interpretation, are comparable to those analyzed in my study.  

The only study I found that investigated students’ writing response to literature on 

the secondary level using writing that they were producing in the classroom was by 

VanDerHeide (2014, 2017). She conducted an ethnographic study of a twelfth grade AP 

literature course where the teacher enacted a pedagogy that focused on interpretive, 

analytic, and argumentative moves valued on the AP literature exam, primarily through 

the method of classroom talk. VanDerHeide observed the class, collected student- and 

teacher-created artifacts, and conducted interviews with the teacher and five focal 

students during a single unit on poetry. She analyzed a total of twenty student papers 

produced in the context of the class and conducted retrospective, text-based interviews 

with the teacher and students in order to better understand how the teacher and students 

defined and understood the criteria of literary analysis. Her analysis of the students’ 

essays were influenced by the analytic methods of Toulmin’s categories of argument, but 

she complemented these methods with more disciplinary-based criteria to account for the 

specific characteristics of the genre of literary argument. The categories included three 

primary moves, including making a claim, providing evidence, and providing 

commentary, and six literary analysis submoves. The submoves included retelling, stating 

meaning, pointing to the text, explaining the effect of device on reader, explaining effect 

of device on meaning, and connecting to experience. VanDerHeide found that the teacher 

made the moves of literary analysis and argument visible to students through analyzing 

model texts and providing explicit instruction on the moves, asking questions during 

literature discussions that prompted students to make similar moves, and revoicing 
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student responses using more conventional disciplinary language. She also found that 

students made more interpretive, analytic, and argumentative moves in both their 

classroom talk as well as their writing. She highlighted the cases of three students whose 

writing changed over time, one typical student who learned to provide commentary, one 

more skilled student who learned to incorporate the primary moves and submoves in 

more complex ways, and one less skilled student who learned to make the moves in 

classroom discourse, but who was unable to carry the skill over to her writing.  

VanDerHeide’s study was important in that it examined writing produced in situ, 

using writing that students did in the context of their own classrooms, not researcher-

invented and administered tasks. She employed an ethnographic stance to understand and 

portray the instructional context, including what the teacher and students understood as 

the definition of and criteria for writing a literary analysis, through analysis of interviews 

with the teacher and retrospective, text-based interviews with students, classroom 

artifacts, and student writing. Her study was also unique in that it investigated the literary 

analysis of high-performing students, or capable novices. Her findings related to 

development are limited by the small sample size and short time frame of the study. 

However, many of the characteristics VanDerHeide analyzed in students’ writing and 

many of her methods are comparable to the characteristics in my study.  

Studies of Development of Literary Discourse on the Secondary Level. 

Through analysis of student writing, Christie and Derewianka (2008) outlined the 

progression of typical language development, based on a functional linguistic approach to 

analyzing over 2000 texts collected from students who produced them in the course of 
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their studies, as well as texts judged exemplary from the Higher School Certificate in 

New South Wales. Christie (2012) further refined a model of language and literacy 

development across the school years, based on a series of case studies conducted by 

observation of classrooms and the writing produced therein, as well as interventional 

research in classrooms. Christie and Derewianka (2008) pay particular attention to the 

requirements of different discipline areas or school subjects and their range of genres, 

particularly in their chapter entitled “Writing to Respond to and Evaluate Other Texts,” 

where they analyze a series of ten response genre texts written by students from age eight 

to eighteen. For each text, they identify the response genre, and analyze the textual 

aspects (e.g. schematic structure, metadiscourse markers, and technical vocabulary), the 

experiential/ideational resources (e.g. processes, participants, and circumstances), and the 

interpersonal resources (writer’s stance and relationship to audience, attitude, graduation, 

and engagement) characteristic of that response genre.  

Christie and Derewianka (2008) found that as students mature, their mastery of 

the interpersonal functions of language develops, from an “unmediated expression of 

personal feelings and emotion through to more judicious evaluation of behaviour and 

phenomena based on institutionalized norms” (p. 15), and these changes are especially 

evident in writing about literature. Christie and Derewianka (2008) identify changes in 

Attitude, Graduation, and Engagement, three features of Appraisal Theory (Martin & 

White, 2005; Rothery & Stenglin, 2000) that develop in students’ writing. Attitude deals 

with the evaluations people make, Graduation describes how those evaluations are 

upgraded or toned down, and Engagement refers to the resources for building an authorial 
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self and engaging with the audience and other “voices.” These tools will be used in my 

study to describe and analyze the nature of language in use in the literary analyses. 

Attitude. Christie and Derewianka (2008) found that younger or more novice 

writers tended to write with an Attitude of simple Affect, basing their opinions on 

personal preference, although elements of judgement and appreciation were sometimes 

present, if only in use of adjectives. By late childhood into early adolescence, writers had 

a greater range of language resources, which allowed them to incorporate Judgement of 

characters, authors, or values presented in the text and appreciation of texts, although 

affect was still sometimes present. By later adolescence, “more nuanced value positions 

emerge, such that Appreciation of the aesthetic qualities of texts is often blended with—

or alternatively, leads to—judgements about ethics and principles for living” (p. 85). The 

Attitude taken in a literary analysis is Appreciation and the stance is more abstract, 

detached, and distant than less mature response genres, such as the personal response or 

review.  

Graduation. Christie & Derewianka (2008) found that less expert forms of 

literary analysis demonstrate high levels of intensification, a more absolute stance, and 

the use of deontic modality, which may reveal more certainty in one’s own interpretation. 

More expert forms of literary analysis demonstrate more subtle, varied, and cautious 

graduation resources to emphasize key points, which can reveal the writer’s awareness of 

the possibility of multiple interpretations (Christie, 2012; Christie & Derewianka, 2008; 

Martin & White, 2005; Rothery & Stenglin, 2000).  

 Engagement. Christie and Derewianka (2008) maintain that as students develop 
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proficiency in writing, their sense of authorial identity and their sensitivity to the needs of 

an unknown, distant reader develop, and they are able to make assumptions about the 

audience of a literary analysis. Interpreting and writing with expertise in the discipline 

requires an increasing awareness of the audiences for whom, and with whom, one is 

writing, a greater awareness of the multiplicity of voices both in the text and about the 

text. In the response genres, Engagement can be analyzed through the point of view that 

the writer takes. Engagement can also be observed through the extent that the writer 

engages with or allows the presence of other voices in the analysis. Bare assertions, or 

monogloss, are common in younger writers; while older writers are more comfortable 

with heteroglossia, or openness to other voices (Christie and Derewianka, 2008). In a 

literary analysis, a writer may engage with the author (as evident in citations and 

references to the author’s choices in the text); other texts by the author; the author’s 

literary, aesthetic, cultural, and historical contemporaries and forebears; the author’s or 

literary work’s descendants, critics, and readers, including the application of literary 

theory; and references to the social, historical, or political contexts of the literary work. 

Evidence of engagement can be found by analyzing the moves, both at the macro-level 

and micro-level, that enable the writer to vary the ways in which he or she engages with 

alternative voices and alternative positions, and that provide for a different orientation to 

the heteroglossic diversity in which the text operates (Martin & White, 2005).  

Christie and Derewianka’s (2008) work on literary writing development provides 

the clearest description of the language resources required for writing in the conventional 

genres in the discipline of ELA. Their systematic analysis of student writing development 
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informs this study’s methodology, particularly their attention to both macro- and micro-

characteristics of written literary discourse and the characteristics and progression of 

response to literature genres. However, they developed their progression of typical 

language development based only on individual samples of individual students’ work, 

rather than analyzing multiple samples of students’ writing over time. This analysis 

provided examples of what students’ writing at different points might look like; however, 

it precluded an analysis of how students developed from one level to the next. 

Furthermore, although their study examined writing produced in situ, they analyzed 

writing samples strictly on linguistic criteria, without attention to instructional contexts in 

which students were learning to apply disciplinary criteria and approximate literary 

discourse. 

Conclusions and Implications for the Present Study 

There are multiple aspects of disciplinary literacy in ELA that contribute to our 

understanding of the habits of mind and norms of practice required to be literate in the 

discipline. First, theory on reading and interpreting literature and research on literary 

expertise from the field of English Studies, as well as linguistic research on writing 

development from Systemic Functional Linguistics, reveal that the knowledge 

requirements of disciplinary reading and writing in ELA, or literary interpretation and 

argumentation, are significant. Reading with expertise in the discipline of ELA requires 

world knowledge, domain knowledge, and discourse knowledge; knowledge of literature 

and interpretive conventions; and knowledge of the values, beliefs, and commonplaces of 

the discipline. All of these resources are invoked either in a very interior process or a 
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communal process of developing an interpretation. The more knowledge resources a 

student brings to the experience of reading and the greater the engagement with a variety 

of voices, the broader and deeper the student’s “linguistic-experiential reservoir,” and the 

richer the reading experience and the more authoritative interpretation the student 

develops. Appreciation of literature, of the beauty and craft of the work, or the attention 

to the ways in which the author uses figurative or symbolic language, structure, 

technique, and style to shape meaning or effect on the reader, is highly valued in ELA. 

 Second, research on the rhetoric of literary argument from the field of Rhetoric 

and Composition and linguistic research on writing development from Systemic 

Functional Linguistics reveal that writing about literature makes additional demands. 

Writing about literature externalizes the reading and interpreting processes and translates 

them for a specific purpose and audience. Because literary analysis invites multiple 

points of view and interpretations, the writer must make a case for an acceptable 

interpretation, translating it into an effective argument, clearly stating a thesis or claim, 

supporting it with textual or contextual evidence, and linking the evidence to the 

interpretation. Writing with expertise in the discipline requires an increasing awareness of 

the audiences for whom, and with whom, one is writing, a greater awareness of the 

multiplicity of voices both in the text and about the text. The most successful literary 

analyses or, at the most expert level, critical responses manage the play of voices in the 

discourse, invoke or allow for other voices, acknowledge alternative positions, and 

respond to them, using stylistic and rhetorical strategies to engage with those other 

voices. 
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 Third, the complex task of applying this multi-field analysis of disciplinary 

literacy in English Language Arts to student writing requires some tools for describing 

and analyzing the nature of language in use in disciplinary genres like literary analysis. 

SFL can provide a “metalanguage” (Fang & Schleppegrell, 2010, p. 588) for talking 

about the patterns that exist in disciplinary texts and that students can attempt to 

introduce in their own writing. Research from SFL demonstrates that there are 

established linguistic features, both micro- and macro-characteristics, that characterize 

the stylistic and rhetorical strategies utilized in the response to literature genres.  

Furthermore, understanding how students learn to approximate and reach 

proficiency in the discourse of English Language Arts requires a developmental 

perspective. Taking a developmental approach is essential because although the attributes 

of disciplinary discourse may be present in writing at the expert level, they emerge 

through a trial and error season prior to proficiency. A developmental analysis allows 

identification of intermediate writing forms and shows the growing, but often 

incremental, complexity of students’ writing development and their proficiency in 

enacting the genre conventions and practices of the literary discourse community. 

There is very little research on disciplinary literacy practices in English Language 

Arts, few studies of instructional strategies for teaching disciplinary literacy in the ELA 

classroom, and even fewer studies of the development of student writing on the 

secondary level. Research on disciplinary writing in ELA, particularly the “power genre” 

of the literary analysis, has been rare at the secondary level, particularly in situ writing, 

writing performed after or during reading, reflection, discussion, instruction, and the 
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support of the classroom teacher and interpretive community. The theory and research 

reviewed in this chapter points to the need for studies such as this one: studies that 

investigate student writing produced in situ, in the context of classroom instruction, and 

student uptake of the genre conventions and practices of the disciplinary discourse 

community of literary scholars, as produced over time.  

Langer (1992) maintains that valuing the developmental continuum of students’ 

writing “helps us understand what a particular student knows and is reaching toward, and 

moves us away from the tendency to treat less-than-adult structures as wrong” (p. 52). 

Rothery (1989) suggests that we should look at students’ writing “in terms of the extent 

to which the text approximates the mature model of this [genre] variety. If we do this, we 

can be positive and constructive in the comments we make” (p. 81). Bartholomae (1986) 

suggests that if we look at student writing as approximations of academic discourse, we 

will be able to “to determine the stylistic resources that enabled writers to locate 

themselves within an "academic" discourse” (p. 12).  

Just as research on emergent literacy and on post-secondary basic writing values 

the efforts of young children or basic writing students whose writing skills are emerging, 

assessing even their errors as vital steps in the process of learning the conventions of 

written language, this study takes a developmental perspective on adolescent writing, 

valuing the efforts of adolescents whose writing skills are still developing and 

appreciating their attempts to approximate the variations of academic discourse they 

encounter across the disciplines. This study will not treat “correct” interpretations of 

literature as the goal of disciplinary literacy in English Language Arts, but will rest on a 
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foundation of Transactional Response Theory, as defined by Rosenblatt (2004). Stability 

of interpretation will be considered to be a consequence of the socio-culturally 

constructed nature of disciplinary literacy and the disciplinary domain knowledge, 

strategies, and practices learned by experts in the field and taught (implicitly or 

explicitly) to students who are apprenticing to the field. In this study, the knowledge, 

strategies, and practices evident in the students’ writing in response to literature, the 

habits of mind underlying their interpretations and the norms of practice evident in their 

writing, will be more important than “correct” interpretations. 

This study is influenced by the developmental perspective used by researchers in 

early literacy and on the post-secondary level, and the methodology employed is 

informed by the methods used by literacy researchers on the primary level. The research 

design is inspired by the naturalistic designs used to study children’s genre development, 

such as examination of children’s self-generated writing (e.g., Bissex, 1980; Clay, 1975; 

Schickedanz, 1986) and textual analysis of classroom writing samples in elementary 

school (e.g., Donovan, 2001; Donovan & Smolkin, 2006; Newkirk, 1989) that examines 

students’ discourse practices in situ, observing their reading and writing practices in 

regular classroom environments. This design enables investigation of not only what 

students can do independently, but what they can do with assistance, research that can 

identify the “zones of proximal development” (Vygotsky, 1978) useful for instruction. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Introduction 

 The goal of this study was to investigate the presence of the conventions of 

literary discourse in high school students’ literary analyses. I employed a developmental 

approach to writing, analyzing student writing and identifying phases of emergent and 

developing genre development. I looked for incremental moves students made as they 

progressed toward the more complex forms of literary analysis required in post-

secondary education, the expert or conventional forms of literary discourse. The central 

research question for this study was as follows: How do high school students’ literary 

analyses reveal developing understanding of and proficiency in the genre conventions 

and practices of the disciplinary discourse community of literary scholars? 

 In order to investigate this question, I conducted mixed-methods research, using 

quantitative and qualitative cross-case analysis with fourteen twelfth-grade students from 

Bradford Charter School. I conducted a study of the portfolios of written literary analyses 

of these students over their last two years in high school.  

This chapter first describes the research setting, the teacher, and the instruction 

that students received over their two years of instruction. Next, I describe the 

methodology used to answer the research question. I introduce the data sources and 

collection methods, including writing samples and interviews. I present the method for 

conducting interviews with both students and teachers, the results of which I used to 

contextualize and triangulate results and provide insights to my findings. Then, I provide 

an overview of the process for creating the analytical framework and coding manual for 
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the study, summarizing the results of a pilot study, which allowed me to narrow the list of 

possible characteristics or conventions of literary discourse as defined by the literature to 

those characteristics that would be appropriate to analyze in high school students’ 

writing. I introduce the tools that I developed to analyze the students’ writing: a model of 

Response to Literature Genres and a rubric that describes levels of performance on the 

characteristics that were coded on a continuum of emerging competence. Finally, I 

explain the final analytical framework and analytical procedures and introduce the 

analysis I conducted on the data: a cross-case analysis of macro-characteristic scores and 

a cross-case analysis of literary discourse approximations as seen in students’ writing 

portfolios. 

Research Setting and Participants 

 An important part of identifying participants for this study was selecting more 

advanced high school writers. The selection of the site was pivotal to this study. The 

dissertation study was conducted from September 2013 to June 2014 at Bradford Charter 

School (All names are pseudonyms), a charter school with an International Baccalaureate 

(IB) program that includes grades nine through twelve, in a rural area in the Northeastern 

United States. Bradford was appealing as a research site because of its reputation as an 

academically rigorous school which draws academically-oriented students. Another 

reason this school was a good research site was because the goals and the curriculum of 

the English courses required by the IB curriculum provided for direct instruction in the 

genre conventions and literary practices of the disciplinary discourse of literary studies, 

the topic of this study, and the participating teacher was particularly skilled at teaching 
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these practices. The goal of the study was to find high level literary analyses written by 

novices, so I selected students at a school with a rigorous academic program, which drew 

academically-oriented students, and from upper-level English classes which focused on 

the genre conventions and practices of literary studies. 

 Studying high level literacy practices has precedent. Because there exists so little 

research on proficiency in disciplinary literacy in English Language Arts, particularly for 

students or novice readers and writers in the discipline, it is important to first study how 

high-performing students learn to write literary analyses. This follows a rich tradition in 

literacy research of studying what strategies strong readers use in reading tasks (Pearson, 

Roehler, Dole, & Duffy, 1992; Pressley & Afflerbach, 1995; Scardamalia & Bereiter, 

1991) and research in English studies distinguishing between expert and novice readers 

of literature or good novices and poor novices (Beach & Wendler, 1987; Dorfman, 1996; 

Earthman, 1992; Graves & Fredericksen, 1991, 1995; Hunt & Vipond, 1985; Janssen, 

Braaksma, & Rijlaarsdam, 2010; Peskin, 1998; Reynolds & Rush, 2017; Vine & Faust, 

1993; Zeitz, 1994). The rationale underlying the study of expert performance is that it 

will lead to a characterization of the knowledge required for a specific domain as well as 

the appropriate accompanying strategies. In contrast, the study of less expert 

performance, or novices, will contribute to an understanding of the types of general 

strategies individuals use when the appropriate knowledge and skills are missing. In order 

to begin to describe the strategies students use to write literary analyses, studying very 

able novices in a very supportive setting should provide the optimal opportunity for 

answering my research question. 
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Population of Students 

Students who matriculated at Bradford Charter came from a wide geographic area and 

many different public schools and districts. During the time of this study, the students’ 

performance on the state’s standardized tests (taken in 10th grade) placed Bradford in the 

top 1% in English, top 6% in Math, and top 4% in Science. One hundred percent of 

students scored proficient or advanced on state ELA assessments, 98% scored proficient 

or advanced in Math, and 97% scored proficient or advanced in Science. Average SAT 

score in Reading was 560, in Writing 538, and in Math 538. The demographics of the 

student population in FY 2013-2014 were as follows: 

Table 3.1 

Student Participants and Demographic Information 

Selected Populations  Percentage 

White  87.0% 

Hispanic  3.9% 

Asian  2.8% 

African American  0.8% 

Multi-Race Non-Hispanic  5.3% 

English Language Learner 2.3% 

Low-income 6.5% 

Special education 10.4% 

 

International Baccalaureate Philosophy and Goals 

The International Baccalaureate (IB) program is known for its academic rigor and 

its global education focus. The IB mission statement reads as follows: 

The International Baccalaureate aims to develop inquiring, knowledgeable and 
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caring young people who help to create a better and more peaceful world through 

intercultural understanding and respect. To this end the organization works with 

schools, governments and international organizations to develop challenging 

programmes of international education and rigorous assessment. These 

programmes encourage students across the world to become active, 

compassionate and lifelong learners who understand that other people, with their 

differences, can also be right (International Baccalaureate Organization, 2015a). 

Although the IB curriculum is available for primary years and middle years, the IB 

Diploma Programme is an assessed program for students from age 16-19. The IB 

Diploma Programme consists of three core elements and six subject groups. The core 

includes: 

 Theory of knowledge, in which students reflect on the nature of knowledge 

and on how we know what we claim to know. 

 The extended essay, which is an independent, self-directed piece of research, 

finishing with a 4,000-word paper. 

 Creativity, activity, service, in which students complete a project related to 

those three concepts (International Baccalaureate Organization, 2015b). 

The six subject areas include Studies in Language and Literature, Language Acquisition, 

Individuals and Societies, Sciences, Mathematics, and the Arts.  

Bradford Charter Philosophy and Goals 

Bradford Charter maintains a rigorous academic program, as all International 

Baccalaureate programs do, and requires four years each of math, science, English, and 
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history, as well as six credits of foreign language and two credits in the arts, for 

graduation. However, Bradford differs from most IB schools in its philosophy, captured 

in its slogan, “IB for All.” Most IB schools are quite exclusive, according to the 

participating teacher, Mr. Short, who has taught at many IB schools around the world. 

The belief in many IB schools is that the IB education is not for everyone, and many IB 

schools have entrance exams which exclude all but the highest achieving students. 

Bradford accepts all applicants equally based on a lottery system, including students with 

special needs, and almost all are matriculating from public schools. Bradford’s Vision 

Statement reads, in part, 

Achieving high marks on these external assessments is a goal, but [Bradford] sees 

as critical, the many students who would never have access or self-confidence to 

attempt these exams in other settings – determined to achieve at high levels. 

Students are striving, of their own volition, to realize their personal best and 

measure themselves against students nationally and globally. 

 All courses in grades nine and ten at Bradford are IB preparation, while courses 

offered in grades eleven and twelve are part of the Diploma Programme, for which 

students take IB exams to qualify for an IB certificate. In 2010, the last year for which 

results were available, 75 of 76 students attempted at least three IB certificates with an 

average of 5.9 IB certificates per student, a pass rate of 90%, and 23 of 75 students 

earned the full IB Diploma (“Our Vision,” 2015). The scores on the 2014 IB English A: 

Literature exams (taken by the students in the sample in this study) ranged from three to 

six (seven is the highest score), with an average of 4.51. 
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Participant Recruitment and Selection 

 The teacher at Bradford Charter was identified by reputational case selection, 

based “on the recommendation of an ‘expert’ or ‘key informant’” (Miles & Huberman, 

1994, p. 28). A senior English teacher at the school suggested several English teachers 

who were highly effective, taught students in upper grades, and provided instruction 

writing literary analysis. I conducted informal interviews and observations with the 

suggested teachers. Mr. Short fit the criteria and expressed interest in participating in the 

study. Furthermore, he was scheduled to loop with his current students, teaching the same 

cohort for two years. 

I gave Mr. Short an informed consent form (Appendix A) and the principal a 

School Leader Informed Consent Form (Appendix B), including a description of the 

study, the timeframe of the study, what would be expected of him, and the right to 

participate or withdraw at any point of the study. He agreed to participate and was 

selected for this study. Mr. Short had thirty years of teaching experience, ten years in IB 

schools all over the world and, at the time of the study, he had been at Bradford Charter 

for two years.  

 Mr. Short agreed to allow me to meet with the students in his twelfth-grade 

classes (total of 65 students) to describe my study and recruit students who might be 

willing to participate. Mr. Short had taught almost all these students in eleventh grade 

English class as well; any students who were not in the group that Mr. Short had taught in 

eleventh grade were excluded. After presenting my research to Mr. Short’s classes, forty-

three students signed Assent Forms (Appendix C and D) or Consent Forms if they were 
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of age (Appendix E). Only fifteen students returned Parental Consent Forms (Appendix F 

and G). Of those fifteen students, fourteen gave me copies of their writing assignments 

from both the 2012-2013 school year and the 2013-2014 school year. Table 3.2 displays 

the list of the fourteen participants who comprised the final sample and their scores on 

their IB English A: Literature exam at the end of the 2013-2014 school year. 

Table 3.2 

Student Participants and IB Exam Scores 

Name English Literature Exam Score Scaled Score 

Pearl 6 79 

Jeannette  6 74 

Mary 6 73 

Kate  5 68 

Isabelle 5 67 

Charlotte 5 66 

Toni 5 66 

Wendy  5 63 

Margaret  5 59 

Virginia 5 59 

Alice  5 58 

Lily  5 58 

Victoria  5 58 

Billy  4 47 
 

Note: All names are pseudonyms. 

Curricular and Instructional Context 

 Understanding students' writing development requires some knowledge of the 

writing curriculum and instruction to which they have been exposed. This section will 

describe the curriculum, writing assignments, and scoring criteria for the IB Language A: 
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Literature course and Mr. Short’s philosophy, instructional strategies, writing 

assignments, definitions of literary analysis, and criteria for assessment of quality, 

information which was obtained through several interviews, several class observations, 

and reviews of his curriculum materials. 

English A: Literature Curriculum 

The last two years of English class taken by students in an IB school is called 

Language A: Literature, a course which focuses on the skills to analyze, apply, 

synthesize, and evaluate literature. According to the IB Diploma Programme curriculum 

guide, the course is “designed to support future academic study by developing a high 

social, aesthetic and cultural literacy, as well as effective communication skills…. [and] 

developing an understanding of the techniques involved in literary criticism and 

promoting the ability to form independent literary judgments” (International 

Baccalaureate Organization, 2015b, Language A: Literature Guide). The description of 

the course according to the curriculum guide follows: 

Through the study of a wide range of literature, the Language A: Literature course 

encourages students to appreciate the artistry of literature and to develop an 

ability to reflect critically on their reading. Works are studied in their literary and 

cultural contexts, through close study of individual texts and passages, and by 

considering a range of critical approaches…. The response to the study of 

literature is through oral and written communication, thus enabling students to 

develop and refine their command of language. 

There are several different tasks that students must successfully complete in Language A: 
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Literature in order to receive an IB diploma: the Paper 1 Guided Literary Analysis, the 

Paper 2 Comparative Essay, a written assignment on a work in translation, an individual 

oral commentary, and an individual oral presentation. 

 There are two examination papers that are developed and assessed externally (by 

readers at the International Baccalaureate Organization). They are designed to allow 

students to demonstrate their competencies in the skill of literary analysis and their 

understanding of literary genres. The Paper 1, or the Guided Literary Analysis, is a 

commentary, or textual analysis, of an “unseen text.” The Paper 1 asks students to 

comment on one of two texts–either a poem or a prose piece–within two hours. The texts 

may be either a complete piece of writing, such as a poem, or an extract from a longer 

piece. The official IB criteria for a Paper 1 can be found in Table 3.3. 

Table 3.3 

IB Criteria for Paper 1 (Guided Literary Analysis) 

Criterion Name Definition 

Criterion A Knowledge and 

Understanding 

How well does the student’s interpretation reveal 

understanding of the thought and feeling of the passage? 

How well are ideas supported by references to the 

passage? 

Criterion B Appreciation of 

the writer’s 

choices 

To what extent does the analysis show appreciation of 

how the writer’s choices of language, structure, technique 

and style shape meaning? 

Criterion C Organization  How well organized and coherent is the presentation of 

ideas? 

Criterion D Language How clear, varied and accurate is the language? 

How appropriate is the choice of register, style and 

terminology? (“Register” refers, in this context, to the 

student’s use of elements such as vocabulary, tone, 

sentence structure and terminology appropriate to the 

task.) 
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 The Paper 2, or Comparative Essay, consists of six essay questions, only one of 

which must be answered during the timed period of two hours. It assesses the student’s 

ability to explore the ways in which content is delivered through the conventions of the 

selected genre. Students are required to compare and contrast the similarities and 

differences between at least two of the works studied in the course. Although the 

questions will change from exam to exam, they will always focus on the connections 

among style, form, author, purpose and audience. The official IB criteria for a Paper 2 

can be found in Table 3.4. Multiple examples of Paper 1 and Paper 2 from each student 

over two years were analyzed in this study. 

Table 3.4 
IB Criteria for Paper 2 (Comparative Essay) 

Criterion Name Definition 

Criterion A Knowledge and 

Understanding 

How much knowledge and understanding has the student 

shown of the works studied in relation to the question 

answered? 

Criterion B Response to the 

question 

How well has the student understood the specific demands 

of the question? 

To what extent has the student responded to these demands? 

How well have the works been compared and contrasted in 

relation to the demands of the question? 

Criterion C Appreciation of 

the literary 

conventions of 

the genre 

To what extent does the student identify and appreciate the 

use of literary conventions in relation to the question and the 

works used? 

Criterion D Organization and 

development 

How well organized, coherent and developed is the 

presentation of ideas? 

Criterion E Language How clear, varied and accurate is the language? 

How appropriate is the choice of register, style and 

terminology? (“Register” refers, in this context, to the 

student’s use of elements such as vocabulary, tone, sentence 

structure and terminology appropriate to the task.) 
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Instructional Context: Mr. Short’s Classroom  

Mr. Short followed the guidelines of the IB’s English A: Literature curriculum 

and was cognizant of the fact that he was preparing his students to be successful on the 

IB exams. Although he acknowledged that the specific writing tasks which he was 

teaching his students to accomplish were not necessarily practically applicable, he had 

larger goals of developing his students’ analytical thinking: 

There isn’t a lot of practical application for [the literary analysis] outside of kids 

who are actually going to become university professors or English teachers. So 

what you hope is that there is analytical thinking that they can use whenever they 

read something, whenever they watch a movie… They can start to say, “Oh look, 

somebody made choices that develop that effect”… They don’t have to write 

essays about it, they can just start thinking in that way, the choices that artists 

make. 

He recognized, “Honestly, the main thing that’s in the forefront of my mind, and in the 

forefront of [the students’] minds and their parents’ minds, is how high their grade can be 

on that exam.” To that end, he provided explicit instruction in interpreting and writing in 

response to literature, opportunities for discussion of literature in the classroom, 

opportunities to practice writing with varying degrees of scaffolding, use of student 

exemplars, and liberal feedback on student work. 

 Mr. Short provided explicit instruction on the five criteria that are assessed in 

written or oral literary analysis, which he interpreted in student-friendly language and 

posted on the wall and reiterated throughout the two years students spent with him. The 
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signs read:  

 I know what it SAYS! I understand what I read. I understand what the words 

say, and beyond that, subtleties of tone, characterization, etc. 

 I know what it MEANS! I can unpack imagery, interpret what I see as 

symbolic, get to the heart of themes, and I have confidence in my own ideas. 

 I know HOW the author did it! I can use all I learned in school about 

metaphors, similes, foreshadowing, personification, etc. to explain how 

authors achieve the effects they do. 

 I’m ORGANIZED! My first words draw you in and introduce what I’m going 

to say; my ideas are carefully layered and persuasive; I conclude cleverly. 

 I can use clear, correct ENGLISH! My grammar, spelling, and mechanics are 

perfect. I use the vocabulary and register of literary analysis, but I still have 

my own distinctive voice. (Personal Observation Notes, 18 December 2013). 

 Mr. Short provided explicit instruction on how to interpret literature on a deeper 

level. He taught students a mnemonic device called SCASI – setting, character, action, 

style, and ideas – to use when identifying the aspects of the literature to analyze. He 

encouraged students to explore the literature through discussion, making class discussion 

a graded part of his class. He taught his students how to annotate literature, to look for 

patterns in sound or diction or images, to pay attention to structure, to titles, to repetition. 

Although in the beginning of the course, discussions were very teacher-led, over time, he 

released responsibility to students to hold discussions amongst themselves. For example, 

when he was teaching them how to annotate a poem, in the beginning, he provided direct 
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instruction and modelling, but then allowed opportunities for more guided practice.  

According to Mr. Short, the criterion called “Appreciation of the writer’s choices” 

in a Paper 1 and “Appreciation of the literary conventions of the genre” in a Paper 2, 

paying attention to ways in which the author uses figurative or symbolic language, 

structure, technique, and style to shape meaning, is the most difficult for students and 

requires the most instruction. He was very aware of students’ tendency to summarize, 

particularly in line-by-line restatement, and often called them on it, even when they were 

being “tricky” by using the literary features terminology, but failing to analyze the effect 

of those features.  

Mr. Short also provided explicit instruction on how to develop a thesis, organize 

an essay, and integrate a quotation. He taught what he called a “formula your English 

teachers will like… start with a statement about something general” about the theme, then 

identify what literary features will be the focus of the analysis. He showed students 

different ways to structure a literary analysis–either “meaning-chunk by meaning-chunk” 

or literary feature by literary feature, two organizational strategies that were adopted by 

the students, as evident in their literary analyses. However, he encouraged students to 

find their own ways of organizing, such as creating a PowerPoint presentation to help 

them outline, a method which one of his students suggested. He provided graphic 

organizers to help students to contextualize and integrate quotations and connect 

evidence to claims with warrants, explicitly teaching them to use a variety of “showing” 

verbs to connect the evidence to the warrants. He created a chart to help students 

structure their evidence and warrants, with evidence in the left-hand column, a “showing 
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verb” in the middle column, and a commentary on the evidence in the right-hand column. 

In the beginning, he found that students tended to use the same words and phrases over 

and over, and that although “They’re kind of doing what I ask… It just sounds clunky 

and horrible.” Over time, he encouraged students to use more varied and subtle ways of 

presenting their warrants.  

Mr. Short taught students about academic register, about using literary terms 

correctly and using a more formal tone, learning to “phrase an argument about the 

literature.” He provided explicit instruction on the conventions of the genre of literary 

analysis, the academic language used in the discipline of literary studies, such as using 

the term “speaker” or “persona” to discuss the voice in a poem, rather than “narrator,” the 

term used to analyze fiction, or eschewing first person in written analysis. He maintained, 

“I don’t trot out a lot of real academic literary analysis and show them those examples 

because I’ve found that they are deadening and quite often really badly written. But [I 

use] student examples… where you can just see kids trying to say serious things” in an 

appropriate register, mostly through examples provided by the IB organization. 

 Mr. Short frequently mentioned the importance of patience as a quality in 

teaching students how to write the literary analysis. He said, 

I’m always aware that this is a two-year course and that it is a slow process and I 

don’t mind and I’m not frustrated or stymied when their writing at the beginning 

doesn’t seem to have any of the criteria that I’m looking for and it seems to be 

disastrous…. I don’t fail all the kids. I don’t hold them to that highest standard 
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first. I hold them to a lower standard that I expect them to have at that point when 

they enter. 

He demonstrated awareness of a developmental progression in student writing over the 

two years, the stages they go through in their writing as they begin to incorporate the 

criteria of a literary analysis, sharing, 

The very first thing you see is they don’t mention any language features or literary 

features, and the second thing is they, because you tell them to, they start to 

mention them, but they can’t say what’s the effect, they’ll identify onomatopoeia 

or they’ll identify a metaphor or a simile or foreshadowing and they will just say, 

in this line, there’s this simile, and then they’ll just move on. At the first point is, 

my comment is, “You have to mention more literary features and language 

features.” And then at that point, my comment is, “Okay, now you’re mentioning 

those, now you need to say what is the effect of that thing?” 

Mr. Short’s rigorous and explicit instruction and clearly communicated expectations for 

writing the literary analysis, the target genre of this study, as well as his awareness of the 

developmental nature of writing, made his classroom a perfect site for this study. 

Data Sources and Collection 

 Data were collected from four sources: (a) student writing classified by the 

teacher as “literary analysis,” (b) transcripts of interviews with the participating teacher, 

(c) teacher-created artifacts, and (d) transcripts of interviews with the students.  

Student Writing 

Students provided copies of their essays from their eleventh- and twelfth-grade 
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English classes. Students either provided hard copies or digital copies (either Word 

documents sent via e-mail or Google Doc links shared) of their student writing. Some 

papers included the assignments and task instructions. Mr. Short provided the midterm 

and final exams, which were hand-written and included rubrics completed by the teacher 

for each exam. Students shared between seven and twelve essays over the two years, a 

total of 140 essays. All student writing was word-processed by the researcher if 

necessary, with names and other identifying information removed to ensure anonymity. 

The student essays were used both as independent data sources and also to guide semi-

structured retrospective, text-based interviews to stimulate and support memory (Prior, 

1991, 2003). The purpose of the interviews was to document the contexts in which the 

texts were produced. I did not intervene in those contexts by specifying the nature of the 

task. Rather, I simply collected whatever was being produced by the students in their 

English class over the two years. I made no attempt to draw conclusions based on a 

detailed analysis of the context of production of the texts; my focus was on the texts 

themselves. However, a rich description of the research setting and instructional context, 

which are distinctive enough to require rich description, is provided to contextualize the 

results. The list of assignments, with basic contextual information, including number of 

essays collected for each assignment, follows in Table 3.5. 



 

 

8
4
 

Table 3.5 

Written Literary Analysis Assignments 

# Assignment Level of 

Scaffolding: 

Readinga 

Level of 

Scaffolding: 

Writingb 

Literary Text(s) Time of 

Year 

Literary 

Genre 

Written 

Genre 

Number 

of 

Collected 

Papers 

1 Summer 

Reading 

Commentary 

Low Mid The Kite Runner by 

Khaled Hosseini 

September 

2012 

Prose Single 

literary 

analysis 

11 

2 Summer 

Reading 

Commentary 

Low Low Sold by Patricia 

McCormick 

September 

2012 

Prose Single 

literary 

analysis 

10 

3 Work in 

Translation 

Analysis 

High High Chronicle of a Death 

Foretold by Gabriel 

Garcia Marquez, A 

Doll’s House by 

Henrik Ibsen, or 

“Rashomon” and 

Other Stories by 

Akutagawa 

Ryūnosuke 

October 

2012 

Prose Single 

literary 

analysis 

11 

4 Practice 

Commentary 

None None Excerpt from Maiden 

Voyage by Denton 

Welch 

November 

2012 

Prose Single 

literary 

analysis 

3 

5 Practice 

Commentary 

High High Excerpt from 

Regeneration by Pat 

Barker 

December 

2012 

Prose Single 

literary 

analysis 

2 
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6 Practice 

Commentary 

High High “Child and Insect” 

by Robert Druce 

December 

2012 

Poetry Single 

literary 

analysis 

8 

7 Midterm 

Exam 

None None Excerpt from 

“Fever” by John 

Edgar Wideman or 

“Owl Butterflies” by 

Ruth Sharman  

January 

2013 

Prose or 

Poetry 

Single 

literary 

analysis 

14 

8 Practice 

Comparative 

Analysis 

High Mid Slaughterhouse-Five 

by Kurt Vonnegut, A 

Long Way Gone by 

Ishmael Beah 

May 2013 Prose Comparative 

analysis 

11 

9 Final Exam 

Comparative 

Analysis 

High None The Essays of E.B. 

White, 

Slaughterhouse-Five 

by Kurt Vonnegut, A 

Long Way Gone by 

Ishmael Beah 

June 2013 Prose  Comparative 

analysis 

14 

10 Practice 

Commentary 

High Mid “Winter Syntax” by 

Billy Collins 

September 

2013 

Poetry Single 

literary 

analysis 

14 

11 Author 

Study 

Commentary 

High Low “War Photographer” 

by Carol Ann Duffy 

November 

2013 

Poetry Single 

literary 

analysis 

5 

12 Midterm 

Examc
 

None (High) None 

(None) 

Excerpt from 

“Dancing Bear” by 

Guy Vanderhaeghe 

or “A Music” by 

January 

2014 

Prose or 

Poetry 

(Prose) 

Single 

literary 

analysis 

13 (1) 
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Wendell Berry 

(Things Fall Apart 

by Chinua Achebe 

and Stories by 

Nadine Gordimer) 

(Comparative 

analysis) 

13 Practice 

Comparative 

Analysis 

High Mid Things Fall Apart by 

Chinua Achebe, The 

Adventures of 

Huckleberry Finn by 

Mark Twain 

February 

2014 

Prose Comparative 

analysis 

10 

14 Final Exam 

Comparative 

Analysis 

High None Things Fall Apart by 

Chinua Achebe, The 

Adventures of 

Huckleberry Finn by 

Mark Twain, Sula by 

Toni Morrison 

May 2014 Prose Comparative 

analysis 

13 

 

Notes: 
a High scaffolding in reading is defined as extended teacher and/or peer discussion of literary text in class. Low scaffolding in reading is defined 

as brief discussion of literary text in class. No scaffolding in reading is defined as literary text that student has never seen before and no 

discussion of text. 
b High scaffolding in writing is defined as teacher instruction on writing, provision of graphic organizers, teacher feedback on writing, and 

opportunity to revise over time. Mid scaffolding is defined as teacher instruction on writing, provision of graphic organizers, and opportunity to 

revise over time. Low scaffolding is defined as opportunity to revise over time. No scaffolding is defined as complete independence in writing, 

with no opportunity to revise. 
c 1 student chose to write a Comparative Analysis for the Midterm Exam. 
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Student Interviews 

All fourteen students participated in semi-structured and retrospective, text-based 

verbal interviews (Prior, 1991) at the end of the school year. The interviews were 

included as a method of understanding students’ metacognitive knowledge of the social 

contexts, genres, and characteristics of disciplinary discourse, as well as their own 

writing development. Wilder (2003) found the use of a variety of methodologies and 

types of data important to “unravel some of the complexity of the web of sociocognitive 

skills and practices students bring to and learn in their introduction to a discipline” (p. 31-

32) and understand student discourse as “liminal discourse” (p. 32). In the interviews, 

students were asked a series of interview questions (Appendix I). Questions included 

students’ writing efficacy, their understanding of their teacher’s and the IB expectations 

of quality writing, as well as questions about the target genre, including understanding of 

the criteria of literary analysis. Additional questions were related to their writing and 

learning preferences and their understanding of their own writing development over the 

two years.  

Students also participated in retrospective verbal protocols (e.g., Pressley & 

Afflerbach, 2004; Pressley & Hilden, 2004; Prior, 1991, 2003), which prompted 

participants to reflect on the processes and practices they used while writing. Reporting 

thinking after having completed a task, or retrospective reporting, includes participants’ 

interpretations of their thinking. It is a way of documenting how participants consider and 

perceive their approaches to texts. Data drawn from retrospective verbal interviews have 

been criticized as less valid than data drawn from concurrent reporting because of the 
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presence of participants’ interpretations (Ericsson & Simon, 1993). However, the use of 

retrospective reporting seemed particularly useful for my research questions, because this 

method allowed me to investigate the extent to which students could articulate their 

developing understanding of the genre conventions and practices of the disciplinary 

discourse community of literary scholars. To prompt retrospective reporting, I asked 

students to read one of the essays they had written, to talk about the assignment and their 

writing and revising processes, and then to evaluate their essay, explaining their 

understanding of the criteria for evaluation. Approximately ten sentences, phrases, or 

words in each student’s essay were selected that highlighted specific characteristics of 

literary discourse (e.g. claims, evidence, warrants, literary techniques, showing verbs, 

etc.). Students shared what they were attempting to do in those instances. The interviews 

concluded with two questions that attempted to clarify students’ learning about the 

characteristics of literary discourse and about their own writing development:  

 How do you think you have improved in writing for English over the past two 

years?  

 If you were to talk to a student coming into Mr. Short’s class next year, what 

would you tell them about how to write a commentary?  

The interviews were between twenty-five and sixty-one minutes in length and were 

audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim (see Table 3.6). The interviews provided context 

for understanding students’ writing development.  
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Table 3.6 

Student Interviews: Names and Lengths of Interviews 

Name Minutes 

Pearl 61:16 

Jeannette  34:22 

Mary 39:54 

Kate  35:58 

Isabelle 45:28 

Charlotte 29:24 

Toni 42:16 

Wendy  41:16 

Margaret  33:42 

Virginia 47:03 

Alice  25:54 

Lily  33:07 

Victoria  60:46 

Billy  35:15 
 

Note: All names are pseudonyms. 

Teacher Interviews and Artifacts 

I conducted three semi-structured interviews (See Appendix H for questions) with 

the participating teacher at the beginning, in the middle, and at the end of the study to 

identify his goals for the students—his objectives, his instructional strategies, and his 

criteria for quality in a literary analysis. I also observed the participating teacher while he 

was teaching three times. The semi-structured design allowed me to ask follow-up 

questions to pursue ideas as they emerged, which proved important for surfacing implicit 

assumptions and values that the cooperating teacher seemed to hold. The interviews were 

between forty-two and 137 minutes in length and were audio-recorded and transcribed 
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verbatim (see Table 3.7). The transcripts were analyzed to document the teacher’s goals, 

instructional strategies, definition of “literary analysis,” and the criteria for quality 

writing. The interviews also provided information on the instruction and levels of 

scaffolding provided for each assignment. The teacher also provided copies of 

assignments, handouts, graded papers with teacher comments, and other artifacts from the 

classroom. 

Table 3.7 

Teacher Interviews: Dates and Times 

Date Minutes 

12/13/13 137:18 

1/24/14  60:46 

4/14/14 42:15 

 

Development of Analytical Framework  

Pilot Study 

 In an effort to better design a study that would effectively investigate the 

characteristics of literary analysis typically found in high school students’ writing, I 

conducted a pilot study of eight students’ literary analyses from other International 

Baccalaureate (IB) classes (grades, 9, 10, and 11) at Bradford Charter School and from 

Advanced Placement classes (grade 12) in a public school in the same geographical area 

(Rabold, 2013). The students’ writing samples were selected by their teachers as 

particularly high-quality exemplars. The students were enrolled in either Advanced 

Placement or IB English classes at the time the literary analyses were written. As a point 

of comparison, a class set of eleven ninth-grade literary analyses from a college 

preparatory (less rigorous) class in a regional high school were also analyzed.  
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Coding Scheme 

To develop the initial coding scheme for the pilot study, I reviewed the literature 

from several areas of research that contribute to an understanding of the development of 

disciplinary writing in ELA:  reading and interpreting literature, primarily from the field 

of English Studies; the rhetoric of literary studies, from the field of Rhetoric and 

Composition; and the research on academic writing development from Systemic 

Functional Linguistics. Synthesizing this research and my own experience as an ELA 

teacher and curriculum director allowed me to specify the kinds of knowledge, skills, and 

strategies that students need to read and demonstrate competent critical literary 

interpretation with complex texts, as well as the knowledge and skills about the genre 

characteristics, conventions, and rhetorical and linguistic structures involved in writing 

the literary analysis. I selected a subset of possible characteristics from the literature that 

would be useful to analyze students’ emergent understanding and production of the genre 

of literary analysis.  

I read and reread the students’ literary analyses in the pilot study, looking for 

examples of these characteristics on my initial coding list. I used a modified directed 

content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005), using existing theory and prior research to 

identify “key concepts or variables as initial coding categories” (p. 1281) and to develop 

operational definitions for each category, but also immersing myself in the data to allow 

insights unidentified in the literature to emerge, “allowing the categories and names for 

categories to flow from the data” (p. 1279). This methodology was necessary because 

much of the existing theory and research on disciplinary literacy in ELA have emerged 
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primarily from studies of experts, or literary scholars, and do not map neatly onto novice, 

or student, performance. I also considered what I knew as a former college writing 

teacher and as a high school English teacher and ELA director, with a BA in English 

Literature and an MA in English Composition and doctoral studies in Literacy Education, 

about quality writing about literature. Furthermore, I also drew from what I learned from 

the International Baccalaureate materials, including the rubrics used to assess literary 

commentary and comparative analysis essays. 

As I read the students’ literary analyses in the pilot study, I looked specifically for 

examples of the characteristics found in the literature that would differentiate levels of 

increasing capacity in high school student writing. I was looking for features that 

represented variability both within and among student papers, features that did not occur 

just once per paper or only in one paper. I read through the student papers, line by line, 

coded the different characteristics on the papers, kept tallies of the frequencies, and 

charted and grouped them in multiple ways. After reviewing this data, of the possible 

characteristics of disciplinary discourse in ELA, characteristics were eliminated that had 

little usefulness in analyzing high school students’ literary analyses, some because they 

were ubiquitous and others because they were rare or altogether lacking in the collected 

samples.  

The next round of analysis included coding the pilot study student writing with 

the consolidated list of characteristics. The most salient and frequent features that 

appeared in these student papers were included in the final coding scheme that emerged 

from the pilot study analysis and was used in this dissertation study. After analysis of the 
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students’ literary analyses in the pilot study, I found that some of the codes were relevant 

to the characteristics of disciplinary literacy in ELA, while other codes were not. Some 

codes overlapped, and other codes were umbrella terms for multiple codes.  

 Analytical Procedures and Data Analysis  

For this dissertation, data analysis procedures included (1) creating, applying, and 

refining the coding manual, (2) testing the coding manual with an additional coder and 

further refining the coding manual, 3) developing a rubric to score macro-characteristics 

of student writing, and 4) testing the rubric with additional raters.  

Creating and Refining the Coding Manual 

For the dissertation study, I first created a coding scheme informed by research 

and theory from the fields of English Studies, Rhetoric and Composition, and Systemic 

Functional Linguistics, and refined and defined through the pilot study described earlier. 

The characteristics that I retained—the macro-characteristics Appreciation, 

Interpretation, Textual Evidence, Warrants, and Response to Literature Genre, and the 

micro-characteristics References to the Author, References to the Reader, Literary 

Techniques, and Showing Verbs—were defined and presented in a coding manual draft.  

In a first round of coding the data for the current study, I tested the coding manual 

draft on a cross-section of the literary analyses across the fourteen students’ portfolios. 

This cross-section included essays from different participants, different times frames of 

the study period, responses to different genres (literary analysis on single text vs. 

comparative analysis on two texts, response to prose vs. response to poetry), and essays 

with more or less teacher scaffolding. To guide accurate and consistent use of each code, 
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I further refined the coding manual with specified definitions of each code. Coding units 

in the literary analyses were defined as words, phrases, clauses, sentences, or several 

sentences, depending on the code. Discrete, micro-characteristics that could be easily 

counted (e.g., References to the Author, References to the Reader, Literary Techniques, 

and Showing Verbs) were defined as single words or short phrases (e.g., name of author, 

“reader,” pronouns that stood for author or reader, literary techniques such as simile or 

point of view). Coding units of characteristics that were more continuous were defined 

anywhere from a single word (e.g., Textual Evidence, which could be as short as a single 

word in quotation marks cited from a poem) to several sentences (e.g., a Warrant, which 

might take several sentences to explain evidence and link it to an interpretation).  

Using Donovan’s (2001) distinction of macro- and micro-level characteristics of 

writing, the characteristics of the discourse of literary analysis used in the final 

dissertation study were differentiated as macro- or micro-level characteristics. Macro-

level characteristics are noted at the meaning, structure, and purpose level of the student 

writing. They include students’ claims, the evidence they chose to support their claims 

and the warrants they used to explain their evidence. Macro-characteristics in the final 

dissertation coding include: Appreciation, Interpretation, Textual Evidence, Warrants, 

and Response to Literature Genre. The macro-level characteristics used in the 

dissertation are scored on a rubric, as described below. 

Micro-level characteristics are indicators of how these student-writers “tried on” 

the interpersonal or experiential metafunctions of language, notably language at the most 

fundamental, word-choice levels. The micro-characteristics References to the Author, 
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References to the Reader, and Literary Techniques, are indicators of the macro-

characteristic Appreciation. Appreciation is defined as attention to and analysis of the 

ways in which the author uses figurative or symbolic language, structure, technique, and 

style to shape meaning and/or effect on reader. Thus, Appreciation must include a 

Reference to the Author, a Literary Technique used by the author (or a pronoun 

referencing the action/technique), and the meaning of the literature and/or impact on or 

Reference to the Reader. The last micro-characteristic coded in this dissertation, Showing 

Verbs, are indicators of Warrants, as they are used to link Textual Evidence to the claim 

through a Warrant. A separate analysis of the micro-characteristics of literary discourse 

are not included in the dissertation findings. Although the micro-characteristics of literary 

discourse maybe useful as writing scaffolds, their presence were not found to be 

correlated with quality or predictive of development. 

An additional refinement was added to the dissertation coding manual after this 

first round of coding. Within the sample of 140 literary analyses, I identified two distinct 

variations of Response to Literature Genres within Christie and Derewianka’s (2008) 

category of Thematic Interpretation in the student papers which differ on the elements of 

subject, audience, and purpose that further refined the coding manual rubric: the 

Thematic Interpretation and a more advanced genre I labeled Thematic Analysis. The 

subject of the thesis in a Thematic Interpretation is theme, while the subject of the 

Thematic Analysis is author craft, as related to theme. The purpose of the Thematic 

Interpretation is to demonstrate an understanding of the text and to argue for an 

interpretation, generally to an audience of the teacher and/or peers, while the purpose of 
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the Thematic Analysis is to demonstrate appreciation for the author’s craft through an 

analysis of the effect of the craft on the meaning and effect on the readers. This more 

advanced genre was the target genre for the students in Mr. Short’s class. I added the 

code for Response to Literature Genres, as evident in thesis and in specific schematic 

structure of literature response genres, to the coding manual. The resulting coding scheme 

can be found in the Coding Manual (Table 3.8). I fine-tuned descriptions and definitions 

and paired them with clear and unclear examples of each characteristic. Student 

exemplars of micro-level characteristics of literary discourse can be found in Appendix J. 

Definitions and student examples of macro-level characteristics of literary discourse will 

be presented in Chapter 4. 
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Table 3.8 

Coding Manual 

Code Definition 

Macro-Characteristic Codes scored on Rubric 

Appreciation Attention to and analysis of ways in which the author uses figurative or 

symbolic language, structure, technique, and style to shape meaning and/or 

effect on the reader.  

Appreciation must include 1) identification of author, 2) author’s 

actions/techniques (or a pronoun referencing the action/technique), 3) 

meaning of literature/impact on reader, and 4) connection of all three. 

 

Interpretation 
 

Overall meaning of a piece of literature, the main point or claim being 

argued in a literary analysis. Includes sub-claims. 

This may include interpretation of specific evidence without addressing 

meaning of entire text (local interpretation). 

Does not include invocation of larger universal themes addressed in 

introduction or conclusion if they are not specifically addressing theme of 

text in question. 

 

Textual 

Evidence 

Examples from the literary passage in support of the interpretation (direct 

quotations or paraphrases, within quotation marks or not) or of particular 

literary devices. Summary or other details from the text can be included as 

textual evidence, even if it’s not being used to support an interpretation. 

 

Warrants Propositions that (1) explain or elaborate on the meaning of a textual 

citation, (2) link a citation to the interpretation or (3) define how evidence 

substantiates claim. 

 

Response to 

Literature 

Genre 

Response to literature genre, as evident in thesis and in specific schematic 

structure characteristic of literature response genres (and intertextual 

references in essays that qualify as critical analyses), particularly Character 

Analysis, Thematic Interpretation, Thematic Analysis, or Critical Response.  

Code as 1) Character Analysis, 2) Thematic Interpretation, 3) Thematic 

Analysis, or 4) Critical Response.  

 

Micro-Characteristic Codes coded and counted 

References to 

Author 
 

References to the author, name of author, or pronoun that refers to author. 

Writer “engages” in “conversation” with the author. 

References to 

Reader 
 

References to the reader, audience, “we,” or “us.” Writer “engages” in 

“conversation” with a community of readers. 

Intertextual 

References 

Social, historical, or political contexts of literary work 



 

 

98 

 Author’s literary, aesthetic, cultural, and historical contemporaries or 

forebears 

Author’s or literary work’s descendants or critics, including author’s 

background or application of literary theory or secondary sources 

Not coded separately, but considered as part of Response Genre category. 

 

Showing verbs 
 

 

Verbs that mean “to show” as used to link textual evidence to warrant, 

demonstrating or suggesting the theme, often found after quotations and 

before warrants. 

Code as 1) Author as subject, 2) Literary Feature as subject, or 3) Evidence 

as subject. 

 

Literary 

Techniques 

Naming any literary features, techniques, or conventions, including but not 

limited to symbol, imagery, simile, metaphor, character, setting, plot, point 

of view, foreshadowing, irony, narrative voice, sound devices (alliteration, 

onomatopoeia, rhyme, rhythm, assonance, consonance, etc.), syntax, 

diction, tone, structure. 

Note 1: Theme should not be considered a literary technique, as that is 

evidence of writer’s interpretation. 

Note 2: If writer is writing about a literary feature but not using the 

conventional terminology for that feature, this unconventional term can be 

coded as literary technique. 

 

Testing the Coding Manual with an Additional Coder 

 To address possible biases in coding the data, a second coder, a doctoral student 

in Language and Literacy Studies and former middle school English teacher, was used to 

ensure that the coding scheme was trustworthy and applied consistently to the transcripts. 

After an explanation and discussion of each of the codes and how to define coding units, 

we jointly discussed and coded three student essays from the pilot study. I provided 

feedback and clarification and adjusted the coding manual to more clearly define the 

codes, and we reconciled differences until consensus was achieved. Once there was a 

shared understanding of the codes, so as to develop a common interpretation of the 

constructs (Stemler, 2004), the second coder and I independently coded a set of fourteen 

student essays (see list in Table 3.9) from the main study (a representative sample of 
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participants and writing assignments) using the revised coding manual. Like the sample 

set used to refine the coding manual, the set contained essays from different participants, 

different times frames of the study period, responses to different genres, and essays with 

more or less teacher scaffolding; the second coder was blind to participant identity and 

the time frame the essay was written over the two years in the IB Program. 

Table 3.9 

Student Papers Scored by Second and Third Scorers 

Student 

Name 

Assignment Literary Text(s) Time of 

Year 

Written Genre 

Billy Summer Reading 

Literary Analysis 

Excerpt from The Kite Runner by 

Khaled Hosseini 

September 

2012 

Single thematic 

analysis 

Billy Practice Literary 

Analysis 

“War Photographer” by Carol Ann 

Duffy 

November 

2013 

Single thematic 

analysis 

Charlotte Practice 

Comparative 

Analysis 

Things Fall Apart by Chinua 

Achebe & The Adventures of 

Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain 

February   

2014 

Comparative 

analysis 

Mary Practice Literary 

Analysis 

Excerpt from Regeneration by Pat 

Barker 

December 

2012 

Single thematic 

analysis 

Kate Final Exam  The Essays of E.B. White & 

Slaughterhouse-Five by Kurt 

Vonnegut 

June 

2013 

Comparative 

analysis 

Virginia Practice 

Comparative 

Analysis 

Things Fall Apart by Chinua 

Achebe & The Adventures of 

Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain 

February 

2014 

Comparative 

analysis 

Alice Practice Literary 

Analysis 

“Child and Insect” by Robert 

Druce 

December 

2012 

Single thematic 

analysis 

Isabelle Practice Literary 

Analysis 

Excerpt from Maiden Voyage by 

Denton Welch 

November 

2012 

Single thematic 

analysis 

Lily Practice Literary 

Analysis 

“Winter Syntax” by Billy Collins September 

2013 

Single thematic 

analysis 

Victoria Practice Literary 

Analysis 

A Doll’s House by Henrik Ibsen October 

2012 

Single thematic 

analysis 
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Wendy Practice Literary 

Analysis 

“War Photographer” by Carol Ann 

Duffy 

November 

2013 

Single thematic 

analysis 

Jeannette Summer Reading 

Literary Analysis 

Sold by Patricia McCormick September 

2012 

Single thematic 

analysis 

Pearl  Midterm Exam “Birth of the Owl Butterflies” by 

Ruth Sharman  

January 

2013 

Single thematic 

analysis 

Pearl Midterm Exam  “A Music” by Wendell Berry January 

2014 

Single thematic 

analysis 

Developing the Rubric 

Although interrater agreement was very high on the micro-characteristic codes 

(References to Author, References to Reader, Literary Techniques, and Showing Verbs), 

we had difficulty reaching agreement on the macro-characteristic codes (Appreciation, 

Interpretation, Evidence, and Warrants) for several reasons. One of the primary problems 

was that coding units were difficult to distinguish in the student essays. Attempts to tease 

apart Evidence and Warrant and to tease apart Interpretation and Appreciation were 

unproductive, particularly in the strongest essays, because these characteristics were so 

often interwoven in the syntax of the sentences. Less sophisticated essays were more 

clearly delineated into essay “parts” and thus had a higher interrater reliability. Another 

reason was that many of the coding units overlapped, such as Appreciation, which by 

definition had to include an Interpretation (the meaning of the literature). Likewise, it 

was often difficult to disentangle claims from warrants.  

Furthermore, the quantity of instances of Appreciation, Interpretation, Textual 

Evidence, and Warrant were not as significant as the quality of these characteristics. The 

quality of these characteristics varied considerably, from Interpretations that were 

insightful and sophisticated, with analysis that went beyond a literal level, to unclear, 
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confusing, or superficial Interpretations. Likewise with Textual Evidence: some essays 

included Evidence that was important, representative, and sufficient and supported each 

point, while others contained questionably chosen Textual Evidence to support a few 

points. Textual Evidence did not consist simply of quotations, but also as paraphrase or 

summary of key events, and examples of figurative or symbolic language, structure, 

technique, style, and other literary techniques. With Warrants, some essays provided both 

well-developed analysis and elaboration of the Evidence to explain how it supported the 

Interpretation, with subtle context to introduce Textual Evidence. Others contained more 

plot summary than analysis and interpretation; the writer may have used "this proves" or 

"obviously" but did not tie Evidence to Interpretation, and provided no context or 

introduction to the textual evidence, just “plunking in” the quotation because it was 

required. Research has found that the more complex and fluid the subject area being 

assessed, the more difficult it is to achieve high levels of inter-rater reliability (Coffman, 

1971; Diedrich, 1974; Longford, 1994), and the macro-characteristics on this study were 

much more complex and fluid, thus much more difficult than the micro-characteristics to 

identify within the student literary analyses, much less to assess. 

Instead of identifying and counting the instances of Appreciation, Interpretation, Textual 

Evidence, and Warrants, and in order to account for quality, I developed an analytic 

rubric to score student essays based on a continuum of emerging competence in the genre 

of literary analysis (see Table 3.10). The rubric differentiates among four levels of 

development (Emerging, Developing, Proficient, and Advanced) on the four macro-

characteristics. The rubric also includes an additional code, Response to Literature Genre 
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(Character Analysis, Thematic Interpretation, Thematic Analysis, or Critical Response). 

Response to Literature Genre was identified primarily by the thesis and the specific 

schematic structure characteristic of literature response genres (and intertextual 

references in essays that qualify as Critical Responses). The genres included were 

Character Analysis, Thematic Interpretation, Thematic Analysis, and Critical Response. 

Less mature Response Genres (Personal Response and Review) were not evident in the 

sample, so they were not included on the rubric. 
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Table 3.10 

Literary Analysis Rubric 

Criterion Emerging Developing Proficient  Advanced  

Appreciation: 
Attention to ways in 

which the author 

uses figurative or 

symbolic language, 

structure, technique, 

and style to shape 

meaning and effect 

on the reader, and 

analysis and 

evaluation of the 

beauty or aesthetic 

qualities of the work 

(Rainey & Moje, 

2012; Squire, 2003). 

Emphasis on plot, 

character, and events. 

May include identification 

of figurative or symbolic 

language, structure, 

technique, style, and/or 

literary conventions of the 

genre, but no consideration 

of how they shape meaning 

or effect on reader. 

OR Theme may be 

identified, but author craft 

is not. 

OR Little to no reference to 

or awareness of author as 

connected to theme 

(Vipond & Hunt, 1984). 

Identification of figurative or 

symbolic language, structure, 

technique, style, and/or 

literary conventions of the 

genre, but inconsistent 

consideration of how they 

shape meaning or effect on 

reader. 

Possible reference to author, 

but no awareness of “an author 

who intends to make a point” 

(Vipond & Hunt, 1984, p. 

264). 

Identification of figurative 

or symbolic language, 

structure, technique, style, 

and/or literary conventions 

of the genre and 

appreciation of ways in 

which they shape meaning 

and effect on reader. 

Awareness of “an author 

who intends to make a 

point” (Vipond & Hunt, 

1984, p. 264), but lack of 

understanding of author’s 

motives and “underlying 

message and assumptions” 

(Wade, Thompson, & 

Watkins, 1994, p. 275).  

 

Insightful understanding and 

appreciation of ways in which 

author uses figurative or 

symbolic language, structure, 

technique, style, and/or 

literary conventions of the 

genre to shape meaning or 

effect on the reader.  

Awareness of author’s purpose 

in using literary techniques, of 

“the structure of a text, its 

arguments, theoretical 

underpinnings, and discursive 

moves” (Wade, Thompson, & 

Watkins, 1994, p. 275). 

 

Interpretation: 
Overall meaning of a 

piece of literature, 

the main point being 

argued in a literary 

analysis.  

Offers few, superficial, or 

inaccurate interpretations 

of text with a tendency to 

retell.  

May address patterns of 

events or behaviors of 

characters without 

assessing meaning or 

significance to theme. 

No argument for 

interpretation. 

 

Offers accurate although 

somewhat basic interpretations 

of text that are partially 

explained and/or somewhat 

literal.  

Local interpretation of lines or 

passages may be insightful, 

but are not connected to 

themes of the larger work. 

Argument for interpretation 

may be unclear, unpersuasive, 

or logically inconsistent. 

Offers accurate 

interpretations of text with 

analysis that goes beyond a 

literal level. 

Interpretation of lines or 

passages connected to 

themes of the larger work. 

Somewhat clear, persuasive, 

and logical argument for 

interpretation. 

Offers insightful and 

sophisticated interpretations of 

text with analysis that goes 

well beyond a literal level. 

Insightful interpretation of 

lines or passages connected to 

themes of the larger work and 

more universal themes, often 

established disciplinary topoi. 

Clear, persuasive, and logical 

argument for interpretation. 



 

 

1
0
4
 

Textual Evidence: 

Examples from the 

literary passage in 

support of the 

interpretation (direct 

quotations or 

paraphrases within 

quotation marks or 

not)  

Textual evidence relates to 

most points, but does not 

support main interpretation. 

Textual evidence is vague 

or too extensive to 

examine. 

 

Textual evidence supports 

each point and some may 

support main interpretation. 

Textual evidence is 

unimportant, unrepresentative 

(selective), and/or insufficient. 

 

Well-chosen textual 

evidence supports each point 

and main interpretation. 

Evidence is important, 

representative, and/or 

sufficient, but not all three. 

 

Powerfully chosen textual 

evidence is rich, interesting, 

and supports each point and 

main interpretation. 

Evidence is important, 

representative, and sufficient. 

 

Warrants: 
Propositions that 

explain or elaborate 

on the meaning of a 

textual citation, or to 

link a citation to the 

interpretation 

(Toulmin, 1958) 

Attempts to elaborate, but 

instead simply restates 

evidence.  

Evidence may be adjacent 

to interpretation, but no 

link to interpretation. 

Provides inappropriate or 

no context to introduce 

textual evidence. 

Textual evidence is 

insufficiently examined, 

explained, or relevant to the 

theme. 

May tie evidence to 

interpretation, but fails to 

provide clear explanation. 

Provides limited or awkward 

context to introduce textual 

evidence. 

Textual evidence is 

adequately examined, 

explained, and relevant to 

the thesis. 

Provides some analysis and 

elaboration of the evidence 

to show how it supports the 

interpretation. 

Provides clear context to 

introduce textual evidence. 

Textual evidence is thoroughly 

examined, explained, and 

clearly relevant to the thesis. 

Provides both well-developed 

analysis and elaboration of the 

evidence to explain how it 

supports the interpretation. 

Provides subtle context to 

introduce textual evidence, 

often by working snippets of 

most relevant text into syntax 

of own sentences. 

 

Genre 
As evident in thesis 

and in specific 

schematic structure 

of literature response 

genres, particularly 

character analysis, 

thematic 

interpretation, 

thematic analysis, or 

critical analysis 

(Christie, 2012; 

Character Analysis 
Discussion and evaluation 

of the characters in the text 

Subject of thesis: 
character 

Purpose: demonstrate 

understanding of character 

development 

Audience: the teacher 

Stance: concrete 

Point of view: more 

consistently third person 

Thematic Interpretation 
Abstract reflection on the text 

and its values 

Subject of thesis: theme 

Purpose: Demonstrate 

understanding of text, Argue 

for interpretation 

Audience: teacher, peers 

(pretended distant 

uncooperative interlocutors) 

Stance: more abstract, 

detached, and distant 

Thematic Analysis 
Abstract reflection on the 

text, its values, and author 

craft 

Subject of thesis: author 

craft, as related to theme 

Purpose: Demonstrate 

appreciation for craft, Argue 

for interpretation 

Audience: teachers 

Stance: detached, distant 

Critical Response 
Discussion and critique of a 

text 

Subject of thesis: context and 

intertext; “situating the work’s 

place among other pieces, and 

evaluating the credibility or 

truthfulness of the text” 

(Rainey & Moje, 2012, p. 85). 

Purpose: Engage in 

conversation about text 
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Christie & 

Derewianka, 2008; 

Rothery, 1994; 

Rothery and 

Stenglin, 2000) 

Attitude: judgement, of 

characters and their choices 

Point of view: third person 

Attitude: appreciation 

(valuation-ideational) 

Point of view: 3rd or 1st 

person plural  

Attitude: appreciation 

(composition-textual) 

Audience: colleagues (literary 

discourse community) 

Stance: detached, 

authoritative 

Point of view: 3rd or 1st 

person plural point of view 

Attitude: evaluation 
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 I tested the rubric on a subset of student essays and made adjustments to capture 

all aspects of performance. I applied these categories to student essays to fine tune the 

descriptions at each level of performance and I rescored the entire sample of essays on 

the rubric. I then trained the second rater on the rubric, and we jointly discussed and 

scored three student essays from the pilot study. I provided feedback and clarification and 

adjusted the rubric to add clarity and we reconciled differences, so as to develop a 

common interpretation of the constructs (Stemler, 2004). However, although there 

seemed to be a shared understanding of the rubric, when we scored essays independently, 

my scores and the second coder’s scores seemed very inconsistent. Scores on some 

characteristics were higher than mine. Some were lower. Some were in line with my 

interpretation of the rubric. This inconsistency may have been due to the second rater’s 

experience as a middle school teacher, with different expectations for student writing 

than those in an eleventh and twelfth grade International Baccalaureate program.  

I then engaged a third rater, a high school English teacher with over thirty years of 

teaching experience. After an explanation and discussion of each of the categories on the 

rubric, we jointly discussed and scored three student essays from the pilot study. Again, I 

provided feedback and clarification on the rubric, and we reconciled differences until 

consensus was achieved. Once there was a shared understanding of the rubric, the third 

rater scored the same set of fourteen student essays as the original second coder (see list, 

Table 3.9) from the main study (a representative sample of participants and writing 

assignments) using the new, refined rubric. The third rater was also blind to participant 

identity and the time frame in which the essay was written over the two years in the IB 
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Program. The third rater’s scores were fairly consistently higher than mine across the set 

of student essays, perhaps due to the fact that he regularly taught ninth- and tenth-grade 

students, while the target genre and expectations for the study were designed for eleventh 

and twelfth graders.  

I ran Spearman's rank-order correlation analyses to determine the relationships 

between my scores and the second rater’s and third rater’s scores on the criteria on the 

rubric on the fourteen essays, in order to assess interrater reliability (Stemler, 2004). An 

examination of the scatterplots (not presented) suggested the presence of linearity for all 

three pairs of scores for each of the five macro-characteristic criteria analyzed. The 

presence of linearity permitted the use of correlation coefficients. As seen in Table 3.11, 

a two-tailed test of significance indicated that there were strong, positive correlations 

between all raters’ scores on all macro-characteristics on the rubric, almost all of which 

were statistically significant, suggesting interrater reliability and construct validity. 
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Table 3.11 

Results of Spearman's Rank-Order Correlation Analyses 

Coders Macro-

characteristic 

Spearman correlation 

coefficient, rs 

Statistical significance 

level (p-value) 

1 and 2 Appreciation 0.5860 0.0276** 

2 and 3 Appreciation 0.4662 0.0929 

1 and 3 Appreciation 0.6498 0.0119* 

1 and 2 Interpretation 0.8031 0.0005** 

2 and 3 Interpretation 0.8559 < 0.0001** 

1 and 3 Interpretation 0.7283 0.0031** 

1 and 2 Textual Evidence 0.6854 0.0068** 

2 and 3 Textual Evidence 0.8297 0.0002** 

1 and 3 Textual Evidence 0.7744 0.0011** 

1 and 2 Warrant 0.787 0.0008** 

2 and 3 Warrant 0.5977 0.0240* 

1 and 3 Warrant 0.5755 0.0407* 

1 and 2 Genre 0.7000 0.0053** 

2 and 3 Genre 0.6937 0.0059** 

1 and 3 Genre 0.5477 0.0426* 

Note: *p=<.05, **p=<.01 

Data Analysis 

After ensuring construct validity, data analysis continued with additional rounds 

of reading, coding, and scoring. I conducted a cross-case analysis of students’ writing 

development by analyzing their scores on the macro-characteristics of literary discourse 

as well as literary discourse approximations as seen in the students’ writing portfolios 
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over the two years of the study. Data analysis findings will be discussed in Chapter 4, in 

which I first present students’ scores on the rubric used to assess the macro-

characteristics of literary discourse (Appreciation, Interpretation, Textual Evidence, 

Warrants, and Response to Literature Genre) on a continuum of emerging competence in 

student writing across the sample. I analyze changes in macro-level scores on the literary 

analyses written for four different assignments—two midterm exams and two final exams 

across two years, from all fourteen students. Then, I provide excerpts of and analyze 

student writing that exemplifies the criteria of Interpretation and Appreciation at 

different levels on the rubric (Emerging, Developing, Proficient, and Advanced). I 

present both approximations that were observable in patterns over several students’ 

literary analyses, as well as some interesting approximations that appeared less frequently 

in students’ analyses which I interpret as more or less successful attempts to approximate 

the discourse of literary analysis. I describe and provide excerpts from student writing in 

the genres of literary response that students’ writing in this study exemplified: Character 

Analysis, Thematic Interpretation, Thematic Analysis (the target genre in the IB 

curriculum), and Critical Response. Finally, I examine the literary analyses for moves 

that suggest attempts by students to approximate the values, beliefs, or commonplaces of 

literary discourse that were not clearly defined by codes or rubric, but that crossed word 

and sentence boundaries or were only suggested by inclusion or omission. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Introduction 

The goal of this study was to investigate the presence of the conventions of 

literary discourse in high school students’ literary analyses. The central research question 

for this study was: How do high school students’ literary analyses reveal developing 

understanding of and proficiency in the genre conventions and practices of the 

disciplinary discourse community of literary scholars? The findings of this study are 

presented in this chapter, through a cross-case analysis of macro-characteristics of literary 

discourse and descriptions of discourse approximations as seen in 14 students’ writing 

portfolios over two years. 

  In this chapter, I first present students’ scores on the rubric used to assess the 

macro-characteristics of literary discourse (Appreciation, Interpretation, Textual 

Evidence, Warrants, and Response to Literature Genre) on a continuum of increasing 

competence and complexity in student writing across the sample. I analyze changes in 

macro-level scores on the literary analyses written for four different assignments—two 

midterm exams and two final exams across two years, from all 14 students. These 

analyses of the macro-characteristic scores across the entire sample of students address 

whether the quality of those characteristics changed over the two years of the sample, 

whether they show development over time, and whether there were any patterns that were 

observable in how they changed.  

Next, I explore the development of the macro-characteristics of literary discourse 

evident in students’ literary analyses across their entire portfolios. I provide excerpts of 
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and analyze student writing that exemplifies the criteria of Interpretation and 

Appreciation at different levels on the rubric (Emerging, Developing, Proficient, and 

Advanced). I present patterns that are observable over several students’ literary analyses, 

as well as some interesting approximations that appeared less frequently in students’ 

analyses which I interpret as more or less successful attempts to approximate the 

discourse of literary analysis. Then, I describe and provide excerpts from student writing 

in the genres of literary response that students’ writing in this study exemplified: 

Character Analysis, Thematic Interpretation, Thematic Analysis (the target genre in the 

IB curriculum), and Critical Response. Finally, I examine the literary analyses for moves 

that suggest attempts by students to approximate the values, beliefs, or commonplaces of 

literary discourse, the literary literacy habits of mind evident in their writing. These ways 

of thinking and reasoning were not clearly defined by codes or rubric, but crossed word 

and sentence boundaries or were only suggested by inclusion or omission. 

 Macro-level Characteristics of Literary Discourse Scores 

Development of student writing is intrinsically difficult to study in the context of 

real classrooms in schools. There are a number of confounding variables, such as the 

curriculum and instruction of an individual school and teacher’s classroom, external 

constraints such as standardized tests, conditions and constraints of different writing tasks 

assigned, characteristics of different texts chosen by the teacher, and amount of 

scaffolding on reading and writing, in addition to the multiple other factors, including 

those intrinsic to the individual student, that affect student learning and development.  
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In an attempt to hold some of these variables constant, I selected a subset of 

essays for this cross-case analysis in which all students had a representative paper on the 

assignments and all resulted from exam conditions (e.g., independent, on-demand, and 

timed), rather than highly scaffolded by teacher and processed over time. These papers 

were produced during the students’ midterms and final exams (see Table 4.1). This 

allowed me to analyze the largest, most complete sample, as well as to reduce the 

possible number of variables that would have been involved during a highly scaffolded, 

processed paper that may be written and revised in class or at home, with varying degrees 

of assistance from teachers, parents, and peers. The texts about which students were 

writing in these exams can be found in Appendix L. 

Table 4.1 

Exam-Condition (Independent, On-Demand, Timed) Literary Analyses 

 

Assignment Literary Text(s) 
Time in 

Study 

Literary 

Genre 
Written Genre 

Midterm 

Exam  Literary 

Analysis 

Excerpt from “Fever” by John 

Edgar Wideman or “Birth of the 

Owl Butterflies” by Ruth 

Sharman  

January 

2013 

Prose or 

Poetry 

Single literary 

analysis 

Final Exam 

Comparative 

Analysis 

The Essays of E.B. White, 

Slaughterhouse-Five by Kurt 

Vonnegut, A Long Way Gone by 

Ishmael Beah 

June  

2013 
Prose  

Comparative 

Analysis 

Midterm Exam 

Literary Analysis 

Excerpt from “Dancing Bear” by 

Guy Vanderhaeghe or “A Music” 

by Wendell Berry 

January 

2014 

Prose or 

Poetry 

Single literary 

analysis 

Final Exam 

Comparative 

Analysis 

Things Fall Apart by Chinua 

Achebe, The Adventures of 

Huckleberry Finn by Mark 

Twain, Sula by Toni Morrison 

May  

2014 
Prose 

Comparative 

Analysis 
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There were two different written genres produced by students in their exam-

condition literary analyses. Although the writing was equally independent for all four 

exams, the tasks and scaffolding during reading were different for the midterms and the 

final exams. Each  midterm exam, called a Guided Literary Analysis in the IB 

curriculum, was a textual analysis of a single “unseen text.” This assignment asks 

students to comment on one of two texts—students could choose either a poem or an 

excerpt of a longer prose piece—neither of which is seen by the student beforehand. Each 

final exam, called the Comparative Essay in the IB curriculum, presents six essay 

questions; students choose one to answer through comparative analysis of at least two of 

the works studied in the course, although students did not have access to the texts for the 

exam. Both tasks are designed to allow students to demonstrate their competencies in the 

skill of literary analysis and their understanding of literary genres.  

However, the two different written genres require some different skill sets. The 

Literary Analysis requires the student to independently read and interpret a new text and 

craft a written argument focused on the ways in which the author uses figurative or 

symbolic language, structure, technique, and style to shape meaning, assessing students’ 

ability to both read interpretively and write analytically. The Comparative Essay assesses 

the student’s ability to explore the ways in which content is delivered through the 

conventions of the selected genre and to compare and contrast the similarities and 

differences between at least two works, using evidence from any two full-length novels 

or memoirs they had already read and discussed in some depth in class, thus focusing 

more on students’ ability to write analytically and synthetically. The official IB rubrics 
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for the Literary Analysis and Comparative Essay can be found in Chapter 3.  

The analytic rubric I developed to score student essays (see development in 

chapter 3) is based on a continuum of increasing competence and complexity in the genre 

of literary analysis (see Table 3.10). The rubric differentiates among four levels of 

development (Emerging, Developing, Proficient, and Advanced) on the four macro-

characteristics. The rubric also includes an additional code, Response to Literature 

Genre. Response Genre was identified primarily by the thesis and the specific schematic 

structure characteristic of literature response genres (and intertextual references in essays 

that qualify as Critical Responses). The genres included were Character Analysis, 

Thematic Interpretation, Thematic Analysis, and Critical Response. Less mature 

Response Genres (Personal Response and Review) were not evident in the sample, so 

they were not included on the rubric. 

Because the writing samples included two distinct written genres, one at the 

midterm and one at the final, each with its own constraints and conditions, it would not 

be ideal to quantitatively examine development by comparing essays across the year. The 

significant differences between the two written genres and conditions of the writing tasks 

on the midterms and finals—nature of the writing task and skills required, level of 

scaffolding on reading, presence or absence of the literary text, time of year—create 

confounds that would make it difficult to draw any conclusions about the development of 

fluency in literary discourse over time across the four exam-condition literary analyses. 

Thus, in an attempt to answer the research question about development—How do the 

characteristics or conventions of literary discourse in students’ literary analyses change 
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over time?—I conduct analysis of change over time within written genres, the two 

midterm exams and the two final exams, separately. 

In addition to examining the scores by Differences by Time in Study, I also 

examine the scores of the macro-level characteristics of literary discourse after stratifying 

the data into homogeneous groups based on different variables in the writing 

assignments: (1) Differences by Written Genre (literary analysis on single text vs. 

comparative analysis on two texts) and (2) Differences by Literary Genre (response to 

poem vs. response to prose). I note patterns across these groups, comparing literary 

analyses on each variable. These closer analyses allow me to address my third research 

question—Are there patterns of characteristics that students’ literary analyses reveal that 

may represent attempts to approximate the discourse of literary analysis?  

Change over Time 

As described above, I conducted analyses of the differences between the Year 1 

midterm scores and the Year 2 midterm scores, and the differences between the Year 1 

final scores and the Year 2 final scores, in order to determine whether there was 

statistically significant change. Table 4.2 presents the means and standard deviations of 

the macro-characteristics for the midterm exams. Table 4.3 presents the means and 

standard deviations of the macro-characteristics for the final exams.  

The mean scores on the macro-level characteristics of literary discourse—

Appreciation, Interpretation, Textual Evidence, Warrants, and Response to Literature 

Genre—increased from Year 1 to Year 2 on both the midterms and the finals, suggesting 

development. However, the simple means do not indicate the degree to which individual 
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students improved. Therefore, I conducted paired-samples t-tests to compare scores on 

each of the macro-level characteristics of literary discourse for all students on the 

midterms and final exams in Year 1 and Year 2. 

Table 4.2 

Midterm Exams: Paired Samples Statistics, Means and Standard Deviations of Macro-

Characteristics of Literary Discourse in Year 1 and Year 2 (n=14) 

 

Exam Appreciation Interpretation 
Textual 

Evidence 
Warrant Genre 

Year 1 midterm 

Mean (SD) 
2.00 (0.59) 2.11 (0.66) 2.14 (0.66) 

2.29 

(0.51) 

2.27 

(0.66) 

Year 2 midterm 

Mean (SD) 
2.61 (0.86) 2.64 (0.79) 2.79 (0.93) 

3.07 

(0.53) 

2.43 

(0.44) 

 

Table 4.3 

Final Exams: Paired Samples Statistics, Means and Standard Deviations of Macro-

Characteristics of Literary Discourse in Year 1 and Year 2 (n=13) 

 

Exam Appreciation Interpretation 
Textual 

Evidence 
Warrant Genre 

Year 1 final 

Mean (SD) 
2.23 (0.75) 2.08 (0.79) 2.46 (0.69) 

2.50 

(0.61) 

2.27 

(0.88) 

Year 2 final 

Mean (SD) 
2.85 (0.97) 2.69 (1.01) 2.88 (0.82) 

2.88 

(0.92) 

2.54 

(1.28) 

 

Table 4.4 presents the results of the t-tests for the midterm exams. The tests show 

that, for the midterm exams, there was a statistically significant difference between the 

scores for Appreciation on the Year 1 midterm (M = 2.0, SD = 0.59) and the Year 2 

midterm (M = 2.61, SD = 0.74); t(13) = -3.07628, p = 0.008841. There was an increase 

that was not statistically significant but a trend between the scores for Interpretation on 
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the Year 1 midterm (M = 2.11, SD = 0.66) and the Year 2 midterm (M = 2.64, SD = 

0.77); (t(13) = -2.10999, p = 0.054809). There was a statistically significant increase 

between the scores for Textual Evidence on the Year 1 midterm (M = 2.14, SD = 0.66) 

and the Year 2 midterm (M = 2.79, SD = 0.80); t(13) = -2.58979, p = 0.022436. And 

there was also a statistically significant increase between the scores for Warrant on the 

Year 1 midterm (M = 2.29, SD = 0.51) and the Year 2 midterm (M = 3.07, SD = 0.58), 

t(13) = -4.57967, p = 0.000516. However, the difference between the scores for Genre on 

the Year 1 midterm (M = 2.27, SD = 0.66) and the Year 2 midterm (M = 2.43, SD = 0.58) 

was not statistically significant.  

Table 4.4 

Midterm Exams: Paired Sample T-test Results on Macro-characteristics (n=14) 

 

 Appreciation Interpretation Textual Evidence Warrant Genre 

t Stat -3.07628 -2.10999 -2.58979 -4.57967 -1.07394 

df 13 13 13 13 13 

P(two-tail) 0.008841 0.054809 0.022436 0.000516 0.302381 

 

Next, I conducted paired-samples t-tests to compare scores on each of the macro-

level characteristics of literary discourse for all students on the final exams in Year 1 and 

Year 2. Table 4.5 presents the results of the t-tests for the final exams. The tests show 

that, for the final exams, there was a statistically significant increase between the scores 

for Appreciation on the Year 1 final (M = 2.23, SD = 0.75) and the Year 2 final (M = 

2.85, SD = 0.97); (t(12) =  -2.3094, p = 0.039519). There was also a statistically 

significant increase between the scores for Interpretation on the Year 1 final (M = 2.08, 

SD = 0.79) and the Year 2 final (M = 2.69, SD = 1.01); (t(12) =  -2.36336, p = 0.035832). 
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The difference between the scores for Textual Evidence on the Year 1 final (M = 2.46, 

SD = 0.69) and the Year 2 final (M = 2.88, SD = 0.82) was not statistically significant. 

The difference between the scores for Warrant on the Year 1 final (M = 2.50, SD = 0.61) 

and the Year 2 final (M = 2.88, SD = 0.92) was not statistically significant either. Finally, 

like the midterm exams, the difference between the scores for Genre on the Year 1 final 

(M = 2.27, SD = 0.88) and the Year 2 final (M = 2.54, SD = 1.28) was not statistically 

significant.  

Table 4.5 

Final Exams: Paired Two Sample T-test Results on Macro-characteristics (n=13) 

 

 Appreciation Interpretation Textual Evidence Warrant Genre 

t Stat -2.3094 -2.36336 -1.59448 -1.63675 -0.80829 

df 12 12 12 12 12 

P(two-tail) 0.039519 0.035832 0.136812 0.12762 0.434655 

 

These results suggest that students improved on all of the macro-characteristics of 

literary discourse except for Genre between the first and second years, as reflected in 

their Year 1 and Year 2 midterms, which were similar writing tasks and conditions. On 

their final exams, however, students improved on just Appreciation and Interpretation 

between the first and second years, as reflected in their Year 1 and Year 2 final exam 

scores.  

The scores on the macro-characteristic of Appreciation increased the most 

significantly on both the midterms and finals. This increase is not surprising, as 

Appreciation is a more sophisticated skill that was new to the students in the sample and 

one that the participating teacher, Mr. Short, emphasized in his instruction. In one of our 
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interviews, he described the developing Appreciation in students’ writing thus: 

The very first thing you see is they don’t mention any language features or literary 

features, and the second thing is they, because you tell them to, they start to 

mention them, but they can’t say what’s the effect, they’ll identify onomatopoeia 

or they’ll identify a metaphor or a simile or foreshadowing and they will just say, 

in this line, there’s this simile, and then they’ll just move on. At the first point is, 

my comment is, “You have to mention more literary features and language 

features.” And then at that point, my comment is, “Okay, now you’re mentioning 

those, now you need to say what is the effect of that thing?” 

Although students are generally taught in ELA classes from middle school on to identify 

literary techniques in literature, the IB English A curriculum and Mr. Short taught 

students to analyze the effects of those author choices. Mr. Short confirmed that the 

criterion called “Appreciation of the writer’s choices” in a Paper 1 and “Appreciation of 

the literary conventions of the genre” in a Paper 2, paying attention to ways in which the 

author uses figurative or symbolic language, structure, technique, and style to shape 

meaning, is the most difficult for students and requires the most instruction. 

The macro-characteristics Textual Evidence and Warrants showed the least 

change, although they had the highest mean scores at the end of the study, with means of 

2.79 on Textual Evidence and 3.07 on Warrant on the Year 2 midterm and means of 2.88 

for both characteristics on the Year 2 final. These characteristics are elements of 

academic argument across the disciplines, so students were most likely working on these 

skills in their other academic classes (although what qualifies as evidence and which 
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warrants qualify as acceptable reasoning are specific to ELA). Textual Evidence and 

Warrant are also characteristics of literary analysis that students typically begin to learn 

in the beginning of high school, as evident in the higher initial scores for Textual 

Evidence (2.14 on Year 1 midterm, 2.46 on Year 1 final) and Warrants (2.29 on Year 1 

midterm, 2.50 on Year 1 final), as compared to the other macro-characteristics. 

The lack of significant improvement on the Response to Literature Genre macro-

characteristic is likely due to the narrower range of scores on this characteristic found 

throughout the sample. A score of 1 on the rubric for Response Genre indicates a genre of 

Character Analysis, which is typical of younger students, and there were few examples of 

this developmentally earlier Response Genre in the sample. Most of the papers in the 

sample scored a 2 or 3 on Response Genre, indicating a genre of Thematic Interpretation 

or Thematic Analysis. The Thematic Analysis was the target genre of the students’ 

English class in this sample, and although a few students wrote a Critical Response by 

the end of the two years, this genre is more typical of English majors in college and even 

of expert literary scholars. 

Differences in scores by Written Genre 

The results above suggest possible development over time, holding written genre 

constant. But in order to more deeply understand the complex interactions between the 

written genre of the assignment and the quality of the macro-characteristics of literary 

analysis, I next examined differences between written genres. Table 4.6 presents the 

means of the scores of the macro-characteristics of literary discourse—Appreciation, 

Interpretation, Textual Evidence, Warrants, and Response to Literature Genre—for all 
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students in the four exam-condition (independent, on-demand, timed) literary analyses, 

comparing  by written genre assignment (literary analysis vs. comparative analysis).  

Table 4.6 

Macro-Characteristics of Literary Discourse, Means and Standard Deviations, by 

Written Genre 

 

Written Genre 
Appreciation 
 

Interpretation 
Textual 

Evidence 
Warrant 

Response 

Genre 

All Exam Condition 

Mean (SD)  (n=55) 
2.43 (0.81) 2.39 (0.84) 2.57 (0.78) 

2.69 

(0.72) 
2.39 (0.87) 

Literary Analysis 

Mean (SD)  

(n=28) 

2.30 (0.72) 2.38 (0.75) 2.46 (0.79) 
2.68 

(0.67) 
2.35 (0.63) 

Comparative 

Analysis Mean 

(SD)     (n=27) 

2.57 (0.89) 2.42 (0.93) 2.69 (0.76) 
2.71 

(0.78) 
2.43 (1.07) 

 

The mean scores for the literary analysis and the comparative analysis 

demonstrated some differences, particularly in higher mean scores for all macro-

characteristics on the comparative analyses; however, this may have been due to the time 

of year. Both of the comparative analyses were written at the ends of the academic years, 

each following a year of instruction and practice, suggesting that students would have 

been likely to demonstrate improvement in these macro-characteristics of literary 

discourse in their writing. The higher scores on the comparative analyses may have also 

been a result of the constraints and conditions of the reading task. The reading of the texts 

students chose to write about on the comparative analyses were full-length novels or 

memoirs they had already read and discussed in some depth in class, so the task was 

primarily assessing students’ analytical writing ability, rather than their reading and 
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writing ability.  

The biggest difference between mean scores for the literary analysis and the 

comparative analysis was on the characteristic of Appreciation, with higher scores (0.27) 

on the comparative analyses. This may have been a result of the time of year for the 

assessment, as discussed above, or this may have been a result of the increased 

scaffolding in reading the texts about which students were writing. In class, Mr. Short 

and the students, as reported in the interviews and as evident in the class observations, 

spent a great deal of time identifying and discussing the effects of the author’s use of 

literary techniques and narrative conventions. Appreciation is defined as attention to and 

analysis of ways in which the author uses figurative or symbolic language, structure, 

technique, and style to shape meaning and/or effect on the reader, and analysis and 

evaluation of the beauty or aesthetic qualities of the work. Thus, although students had to 

write independently for the comparative analyses, choosing an appropriate question on 

the assessment, comparing and contrasting the similarities and differences between the 

texts, and crafting written arguments for interpretation, they had already thought about 

and discussed the issues about which they were writing—the connections among style, 

form, author, purpose and audience. On the midterm exams, students were required to 

read and interpret and identify author craft entirely independently, in addition to writing 

an interpretive argument. 

Differences in scores by Literary Genre 

In order to determine whether the literary genres of the texts about which students 

were writing affected their scores on the macro-characteristics of literary analysis, I 



 

 

123 

examined differences between literary genres, poetry and prose. Table 4.7 presents the 

means of the scores of the macro-level characteristics of literary discourse – 

Appreciation, Interpretation, Textual Evidence, and Warrants and the Response to 

Literature Genre – for all students in the two midterm exam-condition (independent, on-

demand, timed) literary analyses, by literary genre (poetry vs. prose). The analysis of 

scores by literary genre could only be conducted on the midterm exams, because they 

were the only exams to provide students a choice between poetry and prose. The mean 

scores for the poetry and prose subgroups demonstrated some differences: the 

Appreciation (2.38) and Response Genre (2.36) scores were higher for poetry, while the 

Interpretation (2.44), Textual Evidence (2.50), and Warrant (2.72) scores were higher for 

prose. 

Table 4.7 

Macro-Characteristics of Literary Discourse in Midterms, Means and Standard 

Deviations, by Literary Genre  

Literary Genre 
Appreciation 
 

Interpretation 
Textual 

Evidence 
Warrant 

Response 

Genre 

Both Midterms 

Mean (SD)  (n=28) 
2.30 (0.72) 2.38 (0.75) 2.46 (0.79) 

2.68 

(0.67) 
2.35 (0.63) 

Poetry Mean (SD) 

(n=12) 
2.38 (0.64) 2.29 (0.72) 2.42 (0.67) 

2.63 

(0.64) 
2.36 (0.89) 

Prose Mean (SD) 

(n=16) 
2.25 (0.82) 2.44 (0.78) 2.50 (0.92) 

2.72 

(0.70) 
2.34 (0.35) 

 

The higher Appreciation scores for poetry is not surprising. Appreciation is 

defined as attention to ways in which the author uses literary devices or techniques to 

shape meaning and/or effect on the reader, or analysis and evaluation of the beauty or 
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aesthetic qualities of the work. There is a greater variety of literary devices used in poetry 

than in prose (the variety in sound devices alone is noteworthy) about which students can 

write, and there is generally a higher concentration of literary techniques. Furthermore, 

the instruction in identifying and analyzing literary techniques in poetry is much more 

explicit than in prose, even in the International Baccalaureate curriculum and the 

classroom in which this study was conducted, both of which intentionally focuses on such 

instruction.  

The mean scores for the poetry and prose subgroups also demonstrated some 

differences based on time in study: in the first year, the mean score for literary analyses 

written in response to poetry was higher in Appreciation and Warrant, while the mean 

scores for the other characteristics were higher for prose. In the second year, the mean 

score for poetry response was higher in Appreciation, Interpretation, Textual Evidence, 

and Response Genre, while only the mean score for Warrant was higher for prose. This 

may have been due to the effects of instruction, as the class had just completed an 

extensive author study of the poet Carol Ann Duffy before the second midterm, with 

repeated practice reading and interpreting poems, with a focus on identifying an author’s 

style. However, there was much more variability among students than between prose and 

poetry subgroups. Interestingly, the same students chose poetry both years or prose both 

years. So the scores may say as much about individual differences and their preferences 

as about literary genre. 

Indeed, although higher scores on the macro-characteristics of literary analysis in 

the second year of the study do suggest development, there are many factors that could 
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have contributed to better writing on the midterm exams and final exams in the second 

year. Development of student writing is intrinsically difficult to study in the context of 

real classrooms in schools because of the multitude of confounding variables. Even 

standardized tests of writing, which attempt to hold some variables such as levels of 

scaffolding constant, are influenced by multiple variables that invariably affect student 

performance, such as text (genre, level of complexity of text, etc.), task (analysis, 

synthesis, evaluation, etc.), and student (background knowledge on topic, author, genre, 

time period, etc.). Applebee (2002), after reviewing research on several models of writing 

development, concluded that writing development is “ill-defined and difficult to assess” 

(p. 103). And any analysis of writing development may be less a description of any 

“natural” process of writing development than a reflection of the kinds of curriculum and 

instruction students are exposed to. Acknowledging that these critiques of most writing 

research and writing assessments apply equally to my assessment of student writing in 

this study, I turn to a deeper analysis of the student writing itself to identify how the 

characteristics or conventions of literary discourse in students’ literary analyses changed 

over time and to identify patterns or categories of characteristics that students’ literary 

analyses reveal that may represent attempts to approximate the discourse. 

Developmental Patterns and Approximations 

Although the scores on the rubric seem to demonstrate students’ improvement in 

their writing over two years, this information offers only general judgments and provides 

no specific information to guide instruction and provide formative feedback. To find real 

insights into students’ writing development, it is important to do a deeper analysis of the 
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written discourse, investigating how the macro-characteristics of literary discourse 

emerge in students’ writing over time and reveal developing understanding of and 

proficiency in the genre conventions and practices of the disciplinary discourse 

community. This analysis allows us to identify intermediate writing forms and shows the 

growing, but often incremental, complexity of students’ writing development and their 

proficiency in enacting the genre conventions and practices of the literary discourse 

community.   

In this section, I provide excerpts of and analyze student essays that exemplify the 

criteria of Interpretation and Appreciation at different levels on the rubric (Emerging, 

Developing, Proficient, and Advanced). I do not provide excerpts or analysis for Textual 

Evidence and Warrants because these criteria are similar to evidence and warrants in any 

kind of academic argument, except that the evidence comes specifically from the 

literature. (Evidence can also come from historical, cultural, or intertextual contexts in 

more advanced writing; however, most students in this study did not have sufficient 

background knowledge to draw on this evidence.) Interpretation and Appreciation are 

much more specific to Literary Discourse and thus more relevant. I present both patterns 

that were observable over several students’ literary analyses, as well as some interesting 

approximations that appeared less frequently in students’ analyses which I interpret as 

more or less successful attempts to approximate the discourse of literary analysis. I draw 

from all of the students’ literary analyses, both from exam conditions (independent, on-

demand, and timed) as well as processed over time, in this section to conduct my analysis 

of the writing development in these macro-characteristics of literary discourse. The 
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excerpts from longer texts and the poems about which students were writing in these 

essays can be found in Appendix L. 

Interpretation 

An Interpretation is the overall meaning of a piece of literature, the main point 

being argued by the writer in a literary analysis. According to Scholes, Comley, and 

Ulmer (1995), "The major function of interpretation is to say what a previous text has left 

unsaid: to unravel its complications, to make explicit its implications, and to raise its 

concrete and specific details to a more abstract and general level." Although all of the 

essays in the sample contained Interpretations, the quality of the Interpretations in the 

sample varied considerably, from Interpretations that were unclear, confusing, or 

superficial to insightful and sophisticated Interpretations, with analysis that went well 

beyond a literal level. The richest or most authoritative Interpretation of a work of 

literature recognizes a multiplicity of perspectives and voices. In this section, I describe 

each level and identify patterns of approximations I see in students’ attempts to develop 

an authoritative Interpretation within the discourse of literary analysis. 

Student examples of Interpretation. Table 4.8 provides definitions of the levels 

of Interpretation on the rubric, excerpts from various student essays, many commentaries 

on the poem by Billy Collins, “Winter Syntax,” and brief analyses of student writing at 

each level of Interpretation. However, the brief analyses in the table do not capture the 

complexity of the strategies students employ to approximate an authoritative 

Interpretation. The approximations at the lower levels, Emerging and Developing, are 

particularly interesting for the strategies students employed when the appropriate 
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knowledge or strategies were missing. Some of these strategies produced more unusual 

approximations, which I interpret as more or less successful attempts to approximate the 

discourse of literary analysis. The student essays highlighted here all contain indications 

that students were moving in the direction of the next level of Interpretation. 

Table 4.8 

Interpretation: Definitions of Levels, Student Writing Examples, and Explanations 

Definition of Level Student Excerpts Analysis 

Emerging 
Misreading 
Demonstrates 

difficulty with even a 

literal comprehension 

of the literature. 

 

Victoria, “Birth of the Owl 

Butterflies” 
“The owls hatching represent 

growing up and breaking free 

of your parents.”  
 

Victoria misreads the poem in many ways, 

initially by identifying the animals in the 

poem as owls, not butterflies, then later 

identifying the father as an owl hunting. 

Despite ignoring or misreading a number 

of details that cause her to misinterpret the 

theme, she attempts to see the “events” in 

the poem metaphorically, with the owls 

representing children. She makes moves 

that would lead her to a deeper meaning if 

she had not misread the poem on a literal 

level, indicating that she is moving toward 

the Developing level on the Interpretation 

criterion.  

Emerging 
Literal Reading 
Does not address 

deeper meaning, but 

provides a retell, or 

simply a literal 

reading of the literary 

text, drawing on skills 

learned in elementary 

school and/or middle 

school around reading 

literature. 

Billy, “Winter Syntax” 
“‘But the traveler persists in 

his misery, struggling all 

night through the deepening 

snow,’ this line is rather 

straightforward. More or 

less, the author is just 

describing the continuation 

of the traveler’s (the 

author’s) struggle.” 
 
“Collins concludes the poem 

by revealing that the traveler 

was indeed meant to 

represent an author.” 
 

Billy retells the “story” of the poem, but 

his readings are fairly superficial, just 

restating the lines in his own words. He 

never explicitly connects these lines to the 

overall meaning that he ascribes to the 

poem, which could be described as 

“writing is hard,” a rather simplistic 

reading. His conclusion by the end of the 

essay demonstrates circular logic, 

claiming that the metaphor of the poem 

was “indeed meant” to be a metaphor. 

However, he makes several attempts to 

link the literary techniques Collins uses to 

a theme or larger abstract meaning, 

indicating that he knows he must make 

that connection, and suggesting movement 

toward Developing Interpretation. 
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Developing:  
Cliché 
May attempt to 

address a deeper 

meaning, with 

identification of 

literary features and 

local interpretation of 

details, but not 

familiar with more 

complex themes to 

which literary critics 

turn to analyze and 

interpret literary text, 

thus the 

interpretations read as 

superficial or clichéd. 

Lily, “Winter Syntax 
“As cliché as it may be, 

Collins’ message boils down 

to a claim that actions speak 

louder than words.” 
 
Virginia, “Fever” 
“The sooner we learn to all 

accept one another, the 

sooner we can be rid of this 

‘fever’ that plagues our 

society.” 
 

 

Lily arrives at a meaning in her essay on 

the poem that she herself identifies as 

cliché, as does Virginia. These students 

may attempt to address a deeper meaning, 

with identification of literary features and 

local interpretation of details, indicating 

an imminent move toward Developing; 

however, they are not yet familiar with the 

more complex themes, the literary “topoi” 

to which literary critics turn to analyze and 

interpret literary text, thus the 

interpretations read as superficial or 

clichéd. 

Developing 
Lesson on Life 
Shifts in point of 

view, tone, and/or 

stance, especially in 

the introduction and 

conclusion, presenting 

a “lesson on life” 

rather than an 

interpretation. 
 

 

 

Virginia, “Winter Syntax” 
“If one is persistent enough 

to continue chasing his or her 

dreams no matter what the 

obstacles and possible 

consequences, then that is 

when success will be found. 

However, one cannot expect 

to just throw his or her hands 

up in frustration claiming to 

quit, then have the answer to 

his or her problems appear 

just like that.” 

We see Virginia relying on the “lesson on 

life” move when she wants to offer an 

interpretation. We see the inconsistent 

pronoun use, as she demonstrates that she 

is aware that “I” and “you” are not 

acceptable in an academic essay, yet she is 

unsure how to deliver her “lesson” and to 

whom, “one” or “his or her.” However, 

her essay argues a more complicated 

interpretation than the clichés in the 

previous category: the difference between 

spoken and written language and the 

struggle of the writer, a theme more 

typical of the discourse of literary analysis 

seen in a Proficient Interpretation. 

Developing 
Unconventional 

Interpretive 

Framework 
Students don’t yet 

have the appropriate 

tools to perform a 

conventional 

interpretation, so they 

use alternative 

frameworks for 

interpreting literature 

that are less common 

and less respected 

Virginia, “A Music”  
“By using an extended 

metaphor about being at a 

train station and listening to 

the only other person there 

playing a song on his 

mandolin, Berry has 

conveyed the end of 

someone’s life, in which he 

is meeting God and 

preparing to move on to 

Heaven.” 

Virginia uses a religious framework to 

interpret the poem as an extended 

metaphor for the journey from life to death 

to heaven, as the speaker “is meeting God 

and preparing to move on to Heaven” and 

the blind mandolin player is God. 

However, although the interpretive 

framework seems forced, Virginia is 

clearly moving in the direction of 

Proficient, proffering an analysis that goes 

beyond the literal level. 
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within the literary 

community, such as 

the Religious 

Framework. 

Developing 
Unconventional 

Interpretive 

Framework 
Students don’t yet 

have the appropriate 

tools to perform a 

conventional 

interpretation, so they 

use alternative 

frameworks for 

interpreting literature 

that are less common 

and less respected 

within the literary 

community, such as 

the Assertion of 

Meaninglessness. 

Kate, “Winter Syntax” 
“These examples of the bike 

and the dog are irrelevant 

and do not fit. Their 

meanings are unclear…. the 

example of the bike and the 

dog symbolizes the 

disconnect between what the 

message the speaker is trying 

to convey, and the reader’s 

understanding.”  

Kate tries desperately to find significance, 

coherence, and unity in the poem, but she 

fails to find it. So she then has to support 

her assertion, with quite an authoritative 

stance, that the passage is actually 

meaningless. However, her efforts to find 

a deeper, coherent meaning for these lines 

in the poem signal her readiness to move 

to the Proficient level. 

Proficient 
Offers accurate 

interpretations of text 

with analysis that 

goes beyond a literal 

level. 

Interpretation of lines 

or passages connected 

to themes of the larger 

work. 

Somewhat clear, 

persuasive, and 

logical argument for 

interpretation. 

 

 

Mary, “Winter Syntax” 
“‘These cool moments are 

blazing with silence’ 

(10).  This all makes no 

sense. One moment is fragile 

while the other is full of 

potential violence and harm. 

Also, moments that are cold 

are also blazing with a 

silence, which is technically 

just a lack of sound. This 

imagery allows Collins to 

explain how extreme and 

irrational life is.  This 

implies that language is often 

ill equipped to describe it and 

a simple sentence cannot 

explain it all. Therefore, 

writing is arduous.” 

Although she does not provide 

interpretations of those specific lines, 

rather than stopping with the assertion of 

meaninglessness, “This all makes no 

sense,” Mary uses her confusion and 

makes the contradictions and incoherence 

mean something, giving the author credit 

for crafting a poem that reflects the 

irrationality of life by creating irrationality 

in his poem. 

Advanced 
Offers insightful and 

sophisticated 

Mary, from Regeneration 
“This takeover of his mind is 

conveyed as physical by the 

Mary taps into some of the disciplinary 

topoi, such as ubiquity, in her 

interpretation. The ubiquity topos 
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interpretations of text 

with analysis that 

goes well beyond a 

literal level. 

Insightful 

interpretation of lines 

or passages connected 

to themes of the larger 

work and more 

universal themes, 

often established 

disciplinary topoi. 

Clear, persuasive, and 

logical argument for 

interpretation. 

 

 

way that ‘his aching thighs 

remembered’ (20-21) his 

experiences as a 

soldier.  Barker then explains 

how the trauma is physically 

manifesting itself.  The 

simile about how the ‘mud 

encumbered boots [are] like 

lead weights pulling on the 

muscles of his thighs’ (10) 

conveys to the reader how 

the memories are physically 

hindering Burns.  The way 

that ‘his coat [is] a mess of 

mud and dead leaves’ (33-

34) mirrors that his mind is a 

mess of the memories and his 

dead friends.  The 

description that ‘his body 

was cold inside the stiff 

khaki’ (10-11) contributes to 

the idea that his physical and 

mental state are one, as they 

are both trapped; the physical 

being is trapped by the khaki 

that is reminiscent of a 

soldier’s uniform and the 

mental state by the memories 

of battle. 
 

highlights a device, image, linguistic 

feature, or other pattern “everywhere” in a 

text, and Mary points to repeated evidence 

of recurring images and patterns in the text 

that the main character’s traumatic 

memories from the war are reflected in his 

physical body and his physical 

environment (she uses the word “mirror” 

three times and “reflect” twice to make 

this connection).  

 

 

 

Emerging Interpretation. Interpretation at the Emerging level offers few, 

superficial, or inaccurate interpretations of text, with a tendency to retell. These essays 

may begin to address patterns of events or behaviors of characters or existence of literary 

devices, all first steps to interpretation, but without assessing meaning or significance of 

these patterns or devices, which is necessary in order to identify a theme, the meaning 

that the writer argues for in the literature. In essence, in essays with Emerging 

Interpretation, there is not yet an argument for interpretation. There were a few patterns 

evident within students’ attempts to approximate an Interpretation at the Emerging level, 
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in particular, Misreadings and Literal Readings. Neither Misreadings nor Literal 

Readings are more advanced than the other; all the student essays highlighted here 

contained indications that students were moving in the direction of the next level of 

Interpretation. 

 Misreadings. A few of the essays that scored Emerging on Interpretation 

demonstrated difficulty with even a literal comprehension of the literature. Victoria, for 

example, misreads Ruth Sharman’s poem “Birth of the Owl Butterflies” in many ways, 

initially by identifying the animals in the poem as owls, not butterflies, then later 

identifying the father as an owl hunting. Despite ignoring or misreading a number of 

details, she attempts to see the “events” in the poem metaphorically: “the owls hatching 

represent growing up and breaking free of your parents.” Of course, in order to make her 

interpretation “fit,” she has to ignore a number of details, making her argument logically 

inconsistent. She has to ignore the fate of the owl butterflies, that they are all killed 

immediately, in order for this interpretation to work. As though she knows this single 

interpretation doesn’t quite work, she proffers additional meanings: “All things are born 

and all things die, that is the circle of life” and “As we grow we become stronger and 

have to break free of our boundaries.” However, despite the misreadings provided in her 

essay, Victoria is clearly attempting to go beyond the literal, going through the motions 

of identifying literary features and trying to make meaning, stanza by stanza, moves that 

would lead her to a deeper meaning if she had not misread the poem on a literal level. 

Literal readings. Many of the essays that scored Emerging on Interpretation did 

not address deeper meaning, but provided a retell, or simply a literal reading of the 
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literary text, drawing on skills learned in elementary school and/or middle school around 

literature. For example, Jeannette interprets Sharman’s poem “Birth of the Owl 

Butterflies” as a story: “The tale… shows that, even in a seemingly protective and secure 

environment, nature prevails in her course of life and death.” She provides a lot of retell, 

going methodically through stanzas detailing the moths’ (butterflies’) lives in chrysalis to 

birth to first moments of life to death. However, she also identifies literary features and 

provides local interpretations of details at a few points (“The author uses the 

onomatopoeia of words like ‘exploded’ and ‘crackling’... to convey the energetic and 

hasty nature of the new-born moths.”). She does not connect these literary features to a 

larger meaning or effect on the reader; however, her search for and attempt to make sense 

of literary features in the poem indicate that she is moving in the direction of Developing 

Interpretation. 

Developing Interpretation. Interpretations at the Developing level offer accurate 

although somewhat basic interpretations of a text that are partially explained and/or 

somewhat literal. Sometimes they don’t address the complexities of the work of 

literature. Alternately, these essays may provide local interpretations of individual lines 

of poetry or snippets of dialogue or description that are quite insightful, but they are not 

yet connected to themes of the larger work. There were a few interesting examples of 

students’ attempts to approximate an Interpretation at the Developing level that invite 

further analysis, including the “Cliché,” the “Lesson on Life,” and Unconventional 

Interpretive Frameworks. 
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Cliché. Lily arrives at a meaning in her essay on Billy Collins’ poem “Winter 

Syntax,” but she herself identifies this meaning as cliché: “As cliché as it may be, 

Collins’ message boils down to a claim that actions speak louder than words.” Like Lily, 

Virginia clearly recognized that she needed to claim a larger meaning; however, the 

theme she identifies resembles a cliché, as she argues in her essay on Wideman’s “Fever” 

that “we [need to] learn to all accept one another.” These students may attempt to address 

a deeper meaning, with identification of literary features and local interpretation of 

details, indicating an imminent move toward Developing; however, they are not familiar 

with the more complex themes, the literary “topoi” (Fahnestock & Secor, 1991), 

“commonplaces” (Bartholomae, 1985), or “places of the mind” (Garrett-Petts, 2000) to 

which literary critics turn to analyze and interpret literary text, thus the interpretations 

read as superficial or clichéd. 

Lesson on Life. Some of the essays that scored at the Developing Interpretation 

level slipped into second person point of view or multiple points of view, especially in 

the introduction and conclusion, presenting a “lesson on life” rather than an 

interpretation. This is a common error of basic writers, according to Bartholomae (1985), 

who writes: 

It is very hard for [basic writers] to take on the role—the voice, the person—of an 

authority whose authority is rooted in scholarship, analysis, or research. They slip, 

then, into the more immediately available and realizable voice of authority, the 

voice of a teacher giving a lesson or the voice of a parent lecturing at the dinner 

table. They offer advice or homilies rather than "academic" conclusions (p. 6). 
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These “lessons on life” are often announced with deontic markers, such as “must” or 

“should” or “it is wrong,” which demonstrate a more absolute stance and “signal an 

attitude that conveys a judgmental and categorical perspective” (Uccelli, Dobbs, & Scott, 

2012, p. 46). Lily, for example, in her response to Wendell Berry’s poem “A Music,” 

writes, “A person should not feel held back by negativity, but should chose to be a part 

of the positive moment. If people chose to live positively, like the blind musician does, 

the world would be a more promising place.” Her use of modal verbs (should and would) 

are examples of deontic modality and clear indicators of the “lesson on life” theme. 

In her response to Billy Collins’ poem “Winter Syntax,” we see Virginia relying 

on this “lesson on life” move when she wants to offer an interpretation. Like Lily, she 

doesn’t yet have access to the commonplaces, the topoi, the traditional themes literary 

scholars rely on when reading literature. However, Virginia chooses a more complicated 

interpretation than the clichés Lily and even Virginia herself in an earlier essay chose. 

Rather than the moralistic interpretations they chose, like “we [need to] learn to all accept 

one another” or “actions speak louder than words,” or pop culture themes like “the cycle 

of life,” Virginia chooses complex themes more typical of the discourse of literary 

analysis, such as the interplay of order and chaos and the difference between spoken and 

written language and the struggle of the writer. However, although she identifies more 

complex themes, she is unable to elaborate on these themes, to connect individual lines or 

stanzas to those themes in the authoritative voice of the literary critic, so instead, she 

takes on a voice of a moral authority, providing a lesson on life, such as, “A true writer 

would never just give up when ideas are coming few and far between…”. 
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Here we can see her use of epistemic boosters, the “true writer,” demonstrating an 

emphatic certainty about writers that, as a high school writer, she does not actually 

possess, but she feels the need to make an authoritative conclusion. In the next excerpt, 

we see the inconsistent pronoun use, as she demonstrates that she is aware that “I” and 

“you” are not acceptable in an academic essay, yet she is unsure how to deliver her 

“lesson” and to whom, “one” or “his or her”: 

If one is persistent enough to continue chasing his or her dreams no matter what 

the obstacles and possible consequences, then that is when success will be found. 

However, one cannot expect to just throw his or her hands up in frustration 

claiming to quit, then have the answer to his or her problems appear just like that.  

Virginia clearly does not feel authoritative enough to imagine herself as a typical reader 

of the poem, a reader whose confusion in understanding the poem might be a construct 

the poet created to reflect the struggle of the poet himself. Thus, she takes on the role of 

the teacher or parent, a concrete authority with whose voice she is familiar, teaching the 

reader to have “the right state of mind standing strong.” 

Unconventional Interpretive Framework. Some of the most unusual 

approximations in student essays that scored at the Developing Interpretation level 

appeared when students were cognizant of the expectation that they go beyond literal or 

clichéd reading in their writing, but didn’t yet have access to or knowledge of the 

appropriate tools to perform that kind of interpretation.  In the absence of those tools, the 

literary theories and conventional interpretive frameworks, the “topoi” or themes that are 

common in literary criticism, students used alternative frameworks for interpreting 
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literature that are less common and less respected within the literary community, such as 

the Religious Framework and the Assertion of Meaninglessness. 

Religious framework. Several students, aware of the expectation to go beyond a 

literal interpretation, utilized a religious framework to interpret the literature, perhaps 

drawing on ways of interpreting learned through religious or family traditions. Even 

though, as Fahnestock and Secor (1991) maintain, “like any system of religious belief, 

literary criticism addresses the great metaphysical questions about the nature of reality, of 

humanity, of life, of society, of God” (p. 94), the interpretive frameworks on which 

literary critics rely today are philosophical, political, or psychological, not usually 

religious.  

Virginia, in her response to the poem “A Music” by Wendell Berry, uses a 

religious framework to interpret the poem as an extended metaphor for the journey from 

life to death to heaven, as the speaker “is meeting God and preparing to move on to 

Heaven” and the blind mandolin player is God, as his blindness “represents the idea that 

God loves and accepts everyone, never discriminating and forgiving all sins.” In this 

interpretation, the tunnel is the “portal to the other side,” the darkness is death, the light is 

heaven, the coin the speaker is paying is faith, the echoes in the metro station are God’s 

voice. Virginia’s interpretation is an example of reading literature as an allegory, where 

every aspect has a symbolic meaning related to an overall message. Mr. Short, in his 

comments on Virginia’s paper, warned her that in reading a literary text as an allegory, 

“The drawback is you end up trying to interpret the lines instead of analyzing the literary 

features outside of the symbolism…. If the poem is about a moment in a metro station, 
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you can more easily analyze the features. In this poem, the moment is related to 

music/art/beauty, but there is no need to translate every line and image into a reference to 

death.” However, although the interpretive framework seems forced, Virginia is clearly 

moving in the direction of Proficient, proffering an analysis that goes beyond the literal 

level. 

Assertion of Meaninglessness. Another interesting strategy one of the students 

used while trying to make meaning of literature without the tools to do so was to assert 

that there was no meaning. The primary characteristics of literary discourse that Culler 

(1975) identified in expert response are 1) the “rule of significance,” 2) the “conventions 

of metaphorical coherence,” and 3) the “convention of thematic unity” or the expectation 

that all parts of the poem must be integrated into a singular meaning (p. 115). Kate, trying 

desperately to find significance and coherence and unity in Billy Collins’ “Winter 

Syntax” by translating the poem line by line, but failing to find it, very assertively claims 

that the poem doesn’t entirely make sense: “These examples of the bike and the dog are 

irrelevant and do not fit. Their meanings are unclear…. the example of the bike and the 

dog symbolizes the disconnect between what the message the speaker is trying to convey, 

and the reader’s understanding.” Given her current knowledge and skills, she can’t put 

the pieces together in a meaningful way. So she then has to support her assertion, with 

quite an authoritative stance, that the passage is actually meaningless. Interestingly, it is 

not until this part of the paper that the reader is finally acknowledged, her first Reference 

to the Reader, a characteristic of more advanced Appreciation and Interpretation. 

Furthermore, despite her inability to reach a coherent interpretation, Kate’s 
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acknowledgment that the poem is supposed to be coherent is actually a sign of progress, 

an understanding of the conventions of the discourse. 

Proficient. Interpretations at the Proficient level offer accurate interpretations of 

a text with analysis that goes beyond a literal level. Interpretation of lines and passages 

are connected to themes of the larger work. In addition, these essays generally propose a 

fairly clear, persuasive, and logical argument for their interpretation. The Proficient level 

of Interpretation was the expectation for students in the study. Student literary analyses at 

this level were more clearly approximating expert or conventional forms of literary 

discourse, although some did not demonstrate fluency in the academic language 

necessary to sound like an expert.  

 Like Kate, Mary acknowledges the seeming incoherence of the poem “Winter 

Syntax,” yet she uses the contradictions and seeming incoherence to support her 

interpretation of the poem’s theme, “the difficulty of writing a single sentence” and “how 

difficult it is to turn what we live into communicable ideas through language.” She 

identifies the contrasting images—the gentle, sweet fragility in the line “You hold a girl’s 

face in your hands like a vase” next to the dangerousness of “You lift a gun from the 

glove compartment/ and toss it out the window into the desert heat.” She continues, 

“These cool moments are blazing with silence” (10).  This all makes no sense. 

One moment is fragile while the other is full of potential violence and 

harm.  Also, moments that are cold are also blazing with a silence, which is 

technically just a lack of sound.  This imagery allows Collins to explain how 

extreme and irrational life is.  This implies that language is often ill equipped to 
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describe it and a simple sentence cannot explain it all. Therefore, writing is 

arduous. 

Although she does not provide interpretations of those specific lines, rather than stopping 

with the assertion of meaninglessness, “This all makes no sense,” Mary uses her 

confusion and makes the contradictions and incoherence mean something, giving the 

author credit for crafting a poem that reflects the irrationality of life by creating 

irrationality in his poem. Her argument is not as clear or persuasive in the remainder of 

the essay, as she tries to make sense of the metaphors and similes that don’t seem to 

cohere, not seeming to realize the narrative arc of the extended metaphor of the traveler 

or the irony that her confusion in understanding the poem is perhaps the same struggle 

the poet tried to portray in the poem, a connection she might have made if she had more 

awareness of the relationship between the author and the reader. 

Advanced. Although the Proficient level of Interpretation was the expectation for 

students in the study, there were several students who performed at the Advanced level in 

some of their literary analyses. The Advanced level differs from the previous level in that 

the interpretations are insightful and sophisticated as well as accurate, and the analysis 

goes well beyond a literal level. The interpretation of the lines or passages are connected 

not only to themes of the larger work, but are often connected to more universal themes, 

often to established disciplinary topoi. The literary argument at this level is clear, logical, 

and persuasive. 

Mary, in her response to an excerpt from Pat Barker’s novel about World War I, 

Regeneration, taps into some of the disciplinary topoi, such as ubiquity, in her 
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interpretation. The ubiquity topos highlights a device, image, linguistic feature, or other 

pattern “everywhere” in a text, and Mary points to repeated evidence of recurring images 

and patterns in the text that the main character’s traumatic memories from the war are 

reflected in his physical body and his physical environment (she uses the word “mirror” 

three times and “reflect” twice to make this connection). She writes, 

This takeover of his mind is conveyed as physical by the way that “his aching 

thighs remembered” (20-21) his experiences as a soldier.  Barker then explains 

how the trauma is physically manifesting itself.  The simile about how the “mud 

encumbered boots [are] like lead weights pulling on the muscles of his thighs” 

(10) conveys to the reader how the memories are physically hindering Burns.  The 

way that “his coat [is] a mess of mud and dead leaves” (33-34) mirrors that his 

mind is a mess of the memories and his dead friends.  The description that “his 

body was cold inside the stiff khaki” (10-11) contributes to the idea that his 

physical and mental state are one, as they are both trapped; the physical being is 

trapped by the khaki that is reminiscent of a soldier’s uniform and the mental state 

by the memories of battle. 

Mary goes on to illustrate the ways in which the environment “becomes the enemy of 

Burns’ external struggle,” cataloguing the evidence in the language Barker uses to 

describe the trees, the wind, the rain, the hills, and the mud, which “suggests that his 

disturbed mind might even be so powerful as to turn the countryside into trenches.” She 

even points to the syntax of the sentences in the passage as reflections of the mental state 

of the character.  
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Fahnestock and Secor (1991) argue that literary scholars operate with the 

common assumption that literature is complex and in need of “unraveling, translating, 

decoding, interpreting, and analyzing” (p. 89). The unraveling and translating of the 

meaning of the literature, the diving into the complexity, is what leads readers to 

insightful and sophisticated interpretations of texts that go well beyond a literal level. 

Clearly, Mary has embraced these assumptions and principles, the ways of thinking and 

believing in the field of literary studies.  

Analysis of Approximations of Interpretation 

The analysis of Interpretation in students’ literary analyses demonstrated that 

development was characterized by increasing accuracy, logical consistency, and depth 

and sophistication of interpretative meaning. Analyses at the Emerging level, more 

frequent at the beginning of the study, tended to retell rather than interpret, demonstrating 

more or less accurate comprehension. At the Developing level, students often succeeded 

in interpreting individual lines, but may not have connected those individual 

interpretations to a more global interpretation or developed an argument for an 

interpretation yet. Students at this level who did try to develop an argument for a deeper 

meaning of the literature often ended up proffering a cliché or “lesson on life,” missing 

the complexity that is so valued in literature. As students recognized that they were 

expected to go beyond literal or superficial readings, they sometimes attempted to apply 

alternative frameworks or strategies if they were missing the appropriate knowledge or 

skills. In order to make these more facile or unusual interpretations “fit” the details of the 

literary work, many students’ analyses at the Developing level presented logically 
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inconsistent or circular arguments. However, the interpretations of local lines, the 

attempts to identify a theme or deeper meaning and to locate metaphors or identify other 

literary features, the intermediate forms all suggest development and movement on the 

way toward more expert or conventional forms of literary discourse. 

As students developed in Interpretation, they increasingly made connections 

between local lines or scenes and larger abstract or thematic meanings. Their analyses 

proposed clear, persuasive, and logical arguments for these thematic meanings. Students 

demonstrated a growing awareness of accepted topoi or commonplaces as they gained 

broader and deeper knowledge of particular authors, genres, literary techniques, literary 

canons, rhetorical tools, and narrative conventions to incorporate into their 

interpretations, and new lenses through which to interpret texts. Development of 

Interpretation revealed a process of feeling authoritative enough to imagine oneself as a 

reader whose aesthetic responses are worthy of analysis, a process of feeling like a 

member of a community of readers.  

Appreciation 

Appreciation, as defined in the field of English Studies, can be defined as 

attention to and analysis of the ways in which the author uses figurative or symbolic 

language, structure, technique, and style to shape meaning and/or effect on the reader, or 

appreciation of the author’s choices (Rainey & Moje, 2012, Squire, 2003). A literary 

essay that demonstrates Appreciation must by definition also demonstrate an 

Interpretation, the overall meaning of a piece of literature, although an essay that 

contains an Interpretation may not demonstrate Appreciation. Most of the essays in the 
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sample demonstrated Appreciation of the author’s choices in some way, as evident even 

in some of the titles, such as “Life vs. Death: The Symbolic Representations of Life and 

Death in A Doll’s House,” which foregrounds the literary techniques used by the author. 

All of the essays in the sample at least mentioned the author’s name, and although some 

essays early in the two-year sample cited the author only in the introduction and/or 

conclusion, as connected to the title of the work, this is the earliest acknowledgement of 

the author’s role, evidence of emerging Appreciation. The sophistication and 

development of Appreciation varied considerably along a continuum of development 

from Emerging Appreciation to Advanced Appreciation.  

Because this quality of literary analysis has not been discussed in depth in the 

literature on disciplinary literacy in English Language Arts, I will describe and provide 

excerpts and analysis of student writing at each level of Appreciation. Table 4.9 provides 

definitions of the levels of Appreciation on the rubric, excerpts from various student 

essays, and analysis of student writing at each level of Appreciation.  

Table 4.9 

Appreciation: Definitions of Levels, Student Writing Examples, and Explanations  

Level Student Excerpt Analysis 

Emerging  
Emphasis on plot, 

character, and events. 
Little to no reference to or 

awareness of author as 

connected to theme 

(Vipond & Hunt, 1984). 

Billy, from The Kite Runner 
“This passage from The Kite 

Runner by Khaled Hosseini 

proves that few relationships are 

more difficult and important than 

that between a father and a son.” 

Although Billy mentions the 

author, it is simply to introduce 

the text in this first sentence of 

the essay. The focus of the essay 

is character. Theme is not 

addressed, literary techniques are 

not identified, and the reader is 

not mentioned. 

Developing  
Identification of 

figurative or symbolic 

language, structure, 

Toni, from Sold 
“Lakshmi herself shows how, 

due to being a girl and having so 

many responsibilities, females 

In this essay, Toni alternates 

between identifying the character 

(“Lakshmi herself shows…”), the 

literary technique (“The 
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technique, style, and/or 

literary conventions of the 

genre, but inconsistent 

consideration of how they 

shape meaning or effect 

on reader. 

Possible reference to 

author, but no awareness 

of “an author who intends 

to make a point” (Vipond 

& Hunt, 1984, p. 264). 

don’t get much of a childhood in 

Nepal. The dialogue in this 

passage is also surrounded with 

rich imagery that clues into the 

symbolic setting as well. With the 

main theme of this excerpt 

relating to gender roles, 

McCormick incorporates multiple 

subtleties within the setting to 

convey the situation and mindset 

of these two females of Nepal.” 

dialogue… clues [us] in to…”), 

and the author (“McCormick 

incorporates multiple subtleties… 

to convey…”) as the agent 

determining meaning. Toni 

addresses the purpose of the 

author’s choices (“to convey the 

situation and mindset…”), but 

does not yet explicitly link this 

choice to the effect on the reader. 

Proficient 
Identification of 

figurative or symbolic 

language, structure, 

technique, style, and/or 

literary conventions of the 

genre and appreciation of 

ways in which they shape 

meaning and effect on 

reader. 

Awareness of “an author 

who intends to make a 

point” (Vipond & Hunt, 

1984, p. 264), but lack of 

understanding of author’s 

motives and “underlying 

message and 

assumptions” (Wade, 

Thompson, & Watkins, 

1994, p. 275). 

Jeannette, “A Music” 
“Berry uses light and dark 

imagery as well as the concept of 

music vs. sounds to convey the 

good beautiful things in life 

compared to the dark boring 

things that seem to fill our 

world…. Berry also uses the 

Metro tunnel as a symbol for the 

world we live in and the path in 

life.” 

 

 

Jeannette identifies specific 

literary devices (imagery and a 

symbol) and clearly and 

consistently attributes agency to 

the author for “conveying” and 

“using” them in the text. She 

identifies the purposes for the 

author’s choices, to make 

connections between the topic of 

the poem and to readers’ lives 

(“our world” and “the world we 

live in”).  

Advanced 
Insightful understanding 

and appreciation of ways 

in which author uses 

figurative or symbolic 

language, structure, 

technique, style, and/or 

literary conventions of the 

genre to shape meaning. 

Awareness of author’s 

purpose in using literary 

techniques, of “the 

structure of a text, its 

arguments, theoretical 

underpinnings, and 

Charlotte, from The Adventures 

of Huckleberry Finn and Things 

Fall Apart 
“In Adventures of Huckleberry 

Finn and Things Fall Apart, Mark 

Twain and Chinua Achebe aim 

to immerse their readers in the 

culture of the characters; 

however, as the authors each had 

very different intentions, the style 

and perspective from which the 

subject of culture was approached 

differs. As Achebe’s purpose is a 

didactic examination of pre-

British Igbo culture, he chooses to 

In her analysis, Charlotte focuses 

on literary techniques (e.g. style, 

point of view, character, voice) 

and how they are related to author 

purpose and reader response 

(“aim to immerse their readers in 

the culture”). She demonstrates 

awareness of the authors’ time 

periods, cultures, audiences, and 

genres, in relation to other texts 

by the authors and their 

contemporaries (e.g. pre-British 

Igbo culture and American 

South). Charlotte demonstrates 

not only an appreciation of the 
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discursive moves” (Wade, 

Thompson, & Watkins, 

1994, p. 275). 

 

 

focus on an older, more 

conservative man and his peers, 

all of whom are familiar with 

traditions and customs practiced 

by the Igbo. Twain, on the other 

hand, wishes to satirize and 

criticize the American south, 

making a young boy who is 

intelligent but “uncivilized” the 

best voice to tell his story. Both 

novels focus on racial conflicts 

and the ways in which 

Christianity influences culture and 

individuals.” 
 

author as agent, crafting and 

manipulating literary techniques 

like style, point of view, and 

character to tell their stories, but 

an awareness of how those 

techniques establish not only the 

themes of the works (racial 

conflict and Christianity) but the 

purposes the authors have for 

writing (Achebe wants to explain 

Igbo culture, Twain wants to 

satirize and criticize the 

American South). 

Note: In these examples, the subject or focus of the literary response genre is in bold, the author is 
in italics, the literary techniques are in italics and underlined, and references to the reader are 

underlined. 
 

Emerging Appreciation. Many essays from the beginning of the two-year 

sample identified figurative or symbolic language, structure, technique, style, and/or 

literary conventions of the genre, but they either did not address how the author’s choices 

shaped meaning or effect on the reader at all, or they attempted to address the author’s 

choices but without any specificity. Some essays identified plot or character, tapping into 

knowledge that is built in elementary school conversations about literary texts. They also 

tended to be more literal; so theme, literary techniques, or stylistic choices, which are 

more inferential or evaluative, were generally not addressed. Few essays from the 

beginning of the two-year sample made reference to or demonstrated awareness of the 

author as connected to theme. 

For example, in an early essay, Alice attempts to demonstrate Appreciation by 

mentioning literary features, but doesn’t specify any particular feature, when she writes, 

“Authors use different types of structure along with literary features to capture the 
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reader.” Although her essay reveals that she knows she must assign a motive to the 

author’s choices (to “capture the reader”), it does not yet demonstrate an awareness of 

how the author’s choices here shape meaning or effect on the reader. Later in the same 

essay, Alice writes, “This use of similes is designed to capture an audience, which it does 

so effectively.” Here she mentions a specific literary feature and the reader (“an 

audience”), but in an attempt to say more about this author’s choices, perhaps in the 

absence of the tools or language to evaluate the aesthetic qualities of the text, Alice 

moves to evaluate the author (“it does so effectively”), demonstrating judgment, a stance 

more typical of the genre of a Literary Review.  

All Response to Literature Genres have in common a focus on the judgment or 

evaluation of texts; however, the Thematic Interpretation evaluates what events or 

characters reveal or mean in the text and a Thematic Analysis evaluates the effect of the 

author’s craft on the meaning or effect on readers. Judgment with regard to the quality of 

the literary work and/or the ability of the author was rare in the sample of essays, 

possibly because students generally assume that the literature assigned to them by their 

teacher is of a high quality. Most high school students are unlikely to have the technical, 

cultural, or historical background knowledge required to judge an author’s ability or 

text’s quality with any authority, particularly in terms of institutionalized, disciplinary 

criteria.  

Developing Appreciation. Essays that demonstrated Appreciation at the 

Developing level consistently identified language, structure, technique, style, and/or 

literary conventions of the genre, but revealed inconsistent consideration of how these 
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techniques shaped meaning or effect on the reader. The essays might refer to the author, 

but not reveal awareness of or ability to demonstrate “an author who intends to make a 

point” (Vipond & Hunt, 1984, p. 264).  

Many essays at the Developing level of Appreciation often shifted between an 

understanding of the author as an agent shaping meaning and a response to the textual 

characteristics or the characters shaping the meaning, with limited awareness of the 

author’s purpose. In response to an excerpt from the novel The Kite Runner, for example, 

we can see Toni move back and forth between Emerging and Developing Appreciation, 

as evident in this excerpt: 

This passage from The Kite Runner, by Khaled Hosseini, reveals the intricacies 

of the father and son relationship, a main theme in this passage, while 

demonstrating how they are heavily affected by the gap between generations. 

With obvious hints about the complications in Amir and Baba’s relationship, and 

the use of General Sahib as a symbol for the older Afghan generation, this 

passage comments on the many problems that can result from generational gaps, 

especially in Afghan culture. The importance of these relationship complications 

and of this culture glued to tradition is highlighted by stylistic choices made by 

Hosseini. 

 In this excerpt, the subject of each independent clause in this excerpt is underlined and 

the predicate is in bold. “This passage” serves as the subject of the sentences, 

“revealing,” “demonstrating,” and “commenting” without attributing any of the effect to 

the author. Although Toni mentions the author in the first sentence, it is to introduce the 
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author as connected to the text, not to attribute agency. When the author is credited with 

some agency (“the stylistic choices made by Hosseini”), it is through a passive 

construction, as the subject of the sentence is the “importance of these relationship 

complications.”   

In Toni’s next essay, written in response to an excerpt from the novel Sold, she 

alternates between identifying the character (“Lakshmi herself shows…”), the literary 

technique (“The dialogue… clues [us] in to…”), and the author (“McCormick 

incorporates multiple subtleties… to convey…”) as the agent determining meaning (in 

this excerpt, the subject of each independent clause in this excerpt is underlined and the 

predicate is in bold). 

Lakshmi herself shows how, due to being a girl and having so many 

responsibilities, females don’t get much of a childhood in Nepal. The dialogue in 

this passage is also surrounded with rich imagery that clues in to the symbolic 

setting as well. With the main theme of this excerpt relating to gender roles, 

McCormick incorporates multiple subtleties within the setting to convey the 

situation and mindset of these two females of Nepal. 

The mixed attribution seen in this essay is particularly evident in the essay’s conclusion, 

moving from the chapter, which “speaks,” to McCormick, who uses literary techniques 

like setting, symbol, and text structure to “isolate the characters” and to “emphasize” 

their states of mind. 

This chapter as a whole speaks of the weight put on womens’ shoulders by men 

in this Nepali culture, and of the inability for girls to have a childhood because of 
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the burdens tied to being female. McCormick uses an intimate setting and 

symbolic weather to isolate the characters, and strategic formatting to emphasize 

the worries weighing on both Lakshmi and her mother’s minds. 

The very clear attribution of agency to the author in this last sentence in the conclusion, 

especially with the more precise purposes identified (“to isolate the characters” and “to 

emphasize the worries”) hints at Toni’s movement toward the Proficient level. 

Proficient Appreciation. Essays at the Proficient level identified figurative or 

symbolic language, structure, technique, style, and/or literary conventions of the genre 

and more consistently demonstrated Appreciation of the ways in which they shaped 

meaning and effect on reader. They demonstrated an awareness of “an author who 

intends to make a point” (Vipond & Hunt, 1984, p. 264), but may not yet demonstrate 

sophisticated understanding of the author’s motives and “underlying message and 

assumptions” (Wade, Thompson, & Watkins, 1994, p. 275) that expert literary critics 

would understand. Essays at the Proficient level attributed agency to the author and 

identified the purposes for the author’s stylistic choices. 

Mary’s thesis in her commentary on an excerpt from Denton Welch’s memoir 

Maiden Voyage clearly represents this linking of literary devices and meaning that is 

characteristic of writing at the Proficient level:  

A major theme in the passage is that aging, and the accompanying freedom, is not 

as completely wonderful as imagined. Welch reinforces this theme through 

landscape imagery, the symbols of the severed head and the wall, childlike 

diction, and the accelerating syntax. 
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In this thesis, Mary identifies a theme and argues that these specific literary devices 

(underlined) are used by the author to support this theme. However, although she 

provides powerful examples from the text to support this claim, she doesn’t carry this 

clarity throughout the body of the commentary, and although she highlights the role of 

the author in the thesis, she loses the author altogether in a few paragraphs, sometimes 

shifting the focus alternately from character/narrator to author to reader, as in evidence in 

the subjects of the sentences in this conclusion to the commentary. It is clear that Mary is 

aware of an author who intends to make a point and understands how the literary 

techniques support that point; however, she does not consistently demonstrate that she 

understands why the author is making this point, what larger cultural conversation the 

author is participating in, why the author is writing at all. Her inability to take 

Appreciation to the next level in this commentary may be a function of the constraints of 

the writing task: conducting a “cold” reading of an excerpt of a larger text about which 

she has no knowledge and focusing on the author’s craft without knowing more about the 

context of the author or the text. 

Advanced Appreciation. Essays at the Advanced level revealed insightful understanding 

and appreciation of the ways in which the author used figurative or symbolic language, 

structure, technique, and style to shape meaning and effect on the reader. They 

demonstrated an awareness of the author’s purpose in using literary techniques and of 

“the structure of a text, its arguments, theoretical underpinnings, and discursive moves” 

(Wade, Thompson, & Watkins, 1994, p. 275). There were no essays at the Advanced 

level at the beginning of the two years of student portfolios, and they were rare even at 
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the end of the two years, as Appreciation at this level is more characteristic of the Critical 

Response genre, which was beyond the target genre for the IB curriculum.  

Charlotte’s comparative analysis on The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn by Mark 

Twain and Things Fall Apart by Chinua Achebe is an example of Advanced 

Appreciation. The prompt she chose presented the following task: “Sometimes a novelist 

seems as much a sociologist as a storyteller. Compare two works you have studied in 

terms of the authors’ introducing their readers to an unfamiliar time, place, and/or culture 

or people—in terms of the techniques used to make such an introduction, and the 

purposes of such an introduction.”  

In her analysis, Charlotte focuses on literary techniques (e.g. style, point of view, 

character, voice) and how they are related to author purpose and reader response. She 

demonstrates awareness of the authors’ time periods, cultures, audiences, and genres, in 

relation to other texts by the authors and their contemporaries (e.g. pre-British Igbo 

culture and the American South). She introduces many of these elements in her first 

paragraph (in this excerpt, the subject of each independent clause in this excerpt is 

underlined and the predicate is in bold): 

In Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and Things Fall Apart, Mark Twain and 

Chinua Achebe aim to immerse their readers in the culture of the characters; 

however, as the authors each had very different intentions, the style and 

perspective from which the subject of culture was approached differs. As 

Achebe’s purpose is a didactic examination of pre-British Igbo culture, he 

chooses to focus on an older, more conservative man and his peers, all of whom 
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are familiar with traditions and customs practiced by the Igbo. Twain, on the other 

hand, wishes to satirize and criticize the American south, making a young boy 

who is intelligent but “uncivilized” the best voice to tell his story. Both novels 

focus on racial conflicts and the ways in which Christianity influences culture and 

individuals. 

Charlotte demonstrates not only an appreciation of the author as agent, crafting and 

manipulating literary techniques like style, point of view, and character to tell their 

stories, but an awareness of how those techniques establish not only the themes of the 

works (racial conflict and Christianity) but the purposes the authors have for writing 

(Achebe wants to explain Igbo culture, Twain wants to satirize and criticize the American 

South). 

In the following paragraphs, Charlotte more specifically addresses the authors’ 

audiences and how the authors craft their texts to best accomplish their purposes with 

those specific audiences: 

Achebe wishes to make the Igbo people seem more human and relatable to 

Westerners while Twain already has an audience. Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 

was a sequel, meaning Twain had an idea of what people would enjoy from him. 

Twain uses this opportunity not only to entertain, but also to pioneer the idea of a 

uniquely American novel…. Achebe, on the other hand, chooses language to suit 

his audience rather than his characters. Things Fall Apart, though it focuses on the 

Igbo people, is written for Westerners. For this reason, Achebe uses clear, explicit 

English and includes definitions of any words or phrases unique to the Igbo. 
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Achebe’s purpose is to teach about the Igbo, so he uses language that is clear and 

easy to understand: grammatically correct English, academic rather than 

colloquial. This differs greatly from Twain’s vernacular writing…. As Twain 

seeks to point out the illogical practices of civilization in the South, while still 

appealing to his original audience of young boys, Huck’s voice is ideal for his 

storytelling. Twain characterizes Huck as both an outsider - an “uncivilized” boy - 

and a member of Southern society who will not questions customs or laws….In 

choosing a young character unfamiliar with many customs, Twain casts doubt on 

things generally accepted as cultural norms. Huck’s questioning of Southern 

society forces the reader to do the same. 

In addition to her insightful attention to style in the books, Charlotte demonstrates her 

familiarity with the authors’ time periods, cultures, audiences, and genres—the reception 

of the novels historically as well as the continuing conversations in the academic 

community. She recognizes the genre of the boys’ adventure novel into which Huck Finn 

fit in its time, but also the regard that Western culture holds for the novel and the author 

today, as a “pioneer” of a “uniquely American novel.” Likewise, she understands 

Achebe’s position as an African writer writing for a Western audience, appropriating 

Western genre and style and archetypes and “translating” Igbo culture in such a way that 

readers will appreciate and empathize with that culture. Her ability to reach this level of 

analysis depends on a depth and breadth of domain knowledge, discourse knowledge, and 

world knowledge, as well as an understanding of the context of the field of literary 

criticism and the values of the academic literary community. She appreciates how the 
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authors function as “outsiders” in their worlds yet find ways to make their points through 

appropriating the language and values of the dominant culture, a process Charlotte herself 

is learning to do within the discourse community of literary studies. 

Analysis of Approximations of Appreciation 

The analysis of Appreciation in students’ literary analyses demonstrated that 

development was characterized by a growing awareness of the role of the author in a 

literary text. Students demonstrated more awareness of an author as an agent, making 

choices and crafting a text, with particular purposes for writing and for using particular 

literary techniques or narrative conventions to make a point or create effects on readers. 

They became more aware of the author as an individual, with experiences or roles in the 

society within which they were writing. As students developed in Appreciation, they also 

revealed a growing awareness of the role of the reader, from anonymous, passive 

receiver, to co-constructor of meaning. Students became more aware not only of 

themselves as readers, but of the many readers of a text, representing particular cultures, 

with particular repertoires and expectations that authors count on, either to fulfill those 

expectations or to turn them on their heads. 

We can also see evidence of greater awareness of the author and of the reader in 

the micro-characteristics of student writing. There were more References to the Author 

and References to the Reader in essays that demonstrated greater Appreciation of the 

literature. References to the Author and References to the Reader are indicators of 

Appreciation. References to the Author are evidence that the writer is “engaging” in 

“conversation” with the author. References to the Reader are evidence that the writer is 
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“engaging” in “conversation” with other readers. Because the subject of a literary 

analysis is either the text itself or the author and the effect of the text on the readers, the 

writer often refers to “the reader” or “we,” implying a community of readers as audience.  

There were also more Literary Techniques addressed in student writing that 

scored higher on Appreciation. Literary Techniques are also indicators of Appreciation in 

literary analysis, since their use indicates knowledge of the technical vocabulary literary 

critics use to talk about literature, such as literary features, techniques, or conventions, 

which allows readers to enter the critical literary conversations typical of the discipline. 

This knowledge and technical vocabulary are necessary in order to communicate 

Appreciation of the ways in which the author uses figurative or symbolic language, 

structure, technique, and style to shape meaning or the effect on the reader.  

Students’ abilities to develop Appreciation in a literary analysis may be a function 

in part of the constraints or the supports of the writing task. Conducting a “cold” reading 

of an excerpt of a larger text and by an author about which the student may have no 

knowledge hampers a student’s ability to focus on the author’s craft, context, and 

purpose. Thus students rarely reached a high level of Appreciation on the midterm 

exams, called Guided Literary Analysis in the IB curriculum. The tasks on the midterm 

exam provided texts that students had never seen before, perhaps by authors they didn’t 

know, without any context of production or reception. The prose passages were 

especially decontextualized, excerpts from longer short stories or novels. However, the 

Comparative Analyses, which students wrote on novels or memoirs they had already read 

and discussed in some depth in class, enabled students to draw on their knowledge of the 
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author and the author’s historical, cultural, or social context, in order to demonstrate 

understanding of and Appreciation of the author’s literary techniques and stylistic 

choices.  

Response to Literature Genres 

In this section, I describe and provide excerpts from student writing in the genres 

of literary response that students’ writing in this study exemplified: Character Analysis, 

Thematic Interpretation, Thematic Analysis (the target genre in the IB curriculum), and 

Critical Response. Christie and Derewianka (2008) identify four types of response genres 

(proposed by Rothery, 1994): (1) the Personal Response, a simple affective response to a 

text; (2) the Review, a retelling of the text with some evaluation of that text; (3) the 

Character Analysis, a discussion and evaluation of the characters in the text; and (4) the 

Thematic Interpretation, a more abstract reflection on the text and its values.  

I identified two distinct variations within Christie and Derewianka’s (2008) 

category of Thematic Interpretation in the student papers which differ on the elements of 

subject, audience, and purpose: the Thematic Interpretation and a more advanced genre I 

labeled Thematic Analysis, an abstract reflection on the text, its values, and author craft.  

The response genres move from immediate response, with simple attitudinal 

response to a text; to generalization, with retelling of events in the text and evaluation of 

its qualities or of the characters; to abstraction, with a reflection on the text and its values. 

Once a genre is mastered, writers continue to have access to the earlier forms, and some 

of the genres, for example the review, are quite common adult genres. Of course, there is 
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overlap in the response genres, and all have in common a focus on the response to and the 

evaluation of texts, as illustrated in Figure 4.1. 

Figure 4.1 

Response to Literature Genres  

  

The target genre in this study and in Mr. Short’s classroom was the Thematic 

Analysis. The IB program calls it a “Guided Literary Analysis” or “commentary” or, 

when writing about more than one piece of literature, the “Comparative Essay.” 

However, I found several different Response to Literature Genres evident in the sample 

of essays the students in the study wrote. There were no examples of the Personal 

Response or the Review, earlier response genres usually found in elementary or middle 

school. I found a few examples of Character Analysis, a response genre that Christie and 

Derewianka (2008) identify as a precursor to the Thematic Interpretation, and these were 

more frequent in the beginning essays of the two-year sample. And there were many 

examples of the Thematic Interpretation and Thematic Analysis, especially in essays at 

the end of the two-year study. I will explain these genres in more depth and then I will 

provide excerpts from these genres as written in response to two different assignments, 

with explanations that demonstrate the developmental progression. I will also discuss 
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alternative or hybrid genres that I saw in a few students’ portfolios, as well as examples 

of Critical Response, an even more abstract advanced genre.  

Character Analysis 

The Character Analysis is a discussion and evaluation of the characters in the 

text. The schematic structure of a Character Analysis includes 1) character presentation, 

2) character description, and 3) character judgment (Christie & Derewianka, 2008). The 

purpose of the Character Analysis is to demonstrate understanding of character 

development, generally to the audience of the teacher. The stance is concrete, as in earlier 

response to literature genres, but this genre is more consistently written in third person 

point of view. The subject of this genre is the characters themselves and the attitude is 

generally still judgement, of characters and their choices. The subject of a Character 

Analysis is the character him or herself. The Character Analyses, found mostly in year 

one of the study in the sample, rarely identified literary techniques and instead focused on 

character development, while a few identified literary techniques in the literature but 

provided little to no explanation of how they contributed to meaning.  

Thematic Interpretation 

The Thematic Interpretation is an abstract reflection on the text and its values and 

generally focuses on theme. According to Christie and Derewianka (2008), the schematic 

structure of the Thematic Interpretation can be described as: 1) thematic 

interpretation/preview of elements, 2) element evaluation, 3) reiteration of theme. The 

thematic interpretation and preview of elements are generally found in the introduction of 

a literary analysis, as the main theme is stated and the main points of the argument to be 
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used as evidence to support the theme are introduced. The element evaluation is 

recursive, repeated as many times as necessary to account for the main points of the 

argument, the evidence to support those points, and the discussion of that evidence. The 

purpose of the Thematic Interpretation is to demonstrate understanding of the text and 

argue for a particular interpretation. The stance is more abstract, detached, and distant, 

and the attitude taken is appreciation, particularly valuation (appreciation of the values or 

ideas of the text). The subject of the Thematic Interpretation is the theme the student 

identifies in the text. In the sample of study essays, I found many examples of Thematic 

Interpretations throughout the two years of portfolios.  

Thematic Analysis 

The Thematic Interpretation and the Thematic Analysis differ on the elements of 

subject, audience, and purpose. The subject of the thesis in a Thematic Interpretation is 

theme, while the subject of the Thematic Analysis is author craft, as related to theme. The 

purpose of the Thematic Interpretation is to demonstrate an understanding of the text and 

to argue for an interpretation, generally to an audience of the teacher and/or peers, while 

the purpose of the Thematic Analysis is to demonstrate appreciation for the author’s craft 

through an analysis of the effect of the craft on the meaning and effect on the readers, 

generally to an audience of fellow readers at any level. 

The Thematic Analysis is an abstract reflection on the text, its values, and author 

craft. The schematic structure of the Thematic Analysis can be described as: 1) elements 

of author’s craft/preview of elements, 2) element evaluation, 3) connection of elements to 

theme. The elements of author craft/preview of elements can be found in the first 
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paragraph, the element evaluation is repeated for each of the elements the writer is 

analyzing, and the connection of elements to theme is highlighted in the conclusion, 

although that should be found on a smaller scale throughout the element evaluation 

paragraphs. The stance is more abstract, detached, and distant, but it may be written in 

either third person or first person plural point of view (indicating a community of readers, 

of which the writer is one). The attitude in a Thematic Analysis is appreciation, 

specifically composition (appreciation of the composition or craft of the text). In the 

sample of study essays, I found many examples of Thematic Analyses, mostly in the 

second year of the study. The Thematic Analysis was the target genre for Mr. Short’s 

class. 

Student Examples of Response Genres 

We can see various iterations of response genres, from Character Analysis to 

Thematic Interpretation and Thematic Analysis in these different theses students wrote in 

response to Ruth Sharman’s poem, “Birth of the Owl Butterflies” in the middle of year 

one of the study. Although this is a lyric poem, not remotely a narrative with characters, 

some students still tended to revert to the response genre with which they were most 

familiar, seeking a character to analyze even when a character was not readily evident. 

Other students were clearly moving in the direction of the Thematic Interpretation, 

introducing thematic ideas and arguing for thematic interpretations. A few students were 

on their way to the Thematic Analysis, even at this early point in the course.  
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Table 4.10 

Literary Response Genre: Student Writing Examples and Explanations from Character 

Analysis to Thematic Interpretation to Thematic Analysis 

Genre Student Example Explanation 

Character 

Analysis 
Victoria: This idea of magical 

new life getting bigger and 

stronger quickly is captured in 

Ruth Sharman’s “Birth of the 

Owl Butterflies” when a child 

watches owls [sic] hatch and 

then watches her father kill one. 

Victoria’s thesis statement introduces a 

character, the “child” (and perhaps also the 

butterflies) as the focus of her analysis, and 

several syntactic clues in her thesis let us know 

that she will be writing about character 

development, with a temporal transition word 

like “when,” which signifies time, and a phrase 

like “getting bigger and stronger,” which 

indicates development. The author is mentioned 

only to identify the piece of literature.  

Character 

Analysis 

moving to 

Thematic 

Interpretation 

Jeannette: In the poem “Birth of 

the Owl Butterflies,” poet Ruth 

Sharman chronicles the birth, 

struggle for survival, and death 

of a group of exotic moths. The 

tale of the moths’ tribulations 

through their short life shows 

that, even in a seemingly 

protective and secure 

environment, nature prevails in 

her course of life and death. 

Jeannette’s essay highlights the author more 

prominently as the subject of the thesis, but the 

author is simply the one who “chronicles” the 

“tale” of the moths, focusing on the story and 

character development, like Victoria. However, 

Jeannette does begin to introduce a more 

abstract idea than the development of the 

moths’ lives in her thesis, “nature prevails in her 

course of life and death,” suggesting movement 

toward thematic interpretation. 

Almost 

Thematic 

Interpretation 

Billy: Sharman uses a lot of 

literary features, including 

similes, metaphors, and 

onomatopoeia to emphasis [sic] 

the moment of the butterflies 

emerging from their cocoons, 

and its beauty.  

Billy is still pulled in the direction of Character 

Analysis, with his focus on “the moment” that 

the butterflies emerge from their cocoon, which 

suggests character development. However, his 

thesis reveals that he is even closer to thematic 

interpretation, with the author featured as the 

subject of the sentence and as the crafter of 

literary devices, and a thematic idea, beauty, 

suggested at the very end of the thesis.  

Thematic 

Interpretation 
Lily: In Ruth Sharman’s “Birth 

of the Owl Butterflies,” the 

overlying theme of the circle of 

life breaks through within her 

poem.  

Lily’s thesis is solidly thematic and is thus an 

example of a thematic interpretation, as the 

subject of the sentence is the theme she argues 

for the poem. 

Thematic 

Interpretation 

Moving to 

Mary: Ruth Sharman’s “Birth 

of the Owl Butterflies” 
manages to convey the fragility 

Mary’s thesis represents an advanced example 

of the thematic interpretation, identifying a 

sophisticated theme and giving agency to the 
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Thematic 

Analysis 
of the life of both butterflies and 

humans and the painstaking 

process of developing it along 

with the quietness of the act that 

can snatch it away. 

author as a crafter of this theme, yet she is not 

quite at the level of the thematic analysis yet, as 

she is not yet identifying elements of craft as 

related to theme. 

Note: In these examples, the subject or focus of the literary response genre is in bold, the thematic 

idea is in italics, significant transitional words are underlined, and literary techniques are in italics 
and underlined. 
 

We can also see the subtle differences between Thematic Interpretation and 

Thematic Analysis in the different theses students wrote in response to an excerpt from 

John Edgar Wideman’s Fever, also in the middle of year one of the study.  

Table 4.11 

Literary Response Genre: Student Writing Examples and Explanations from Thematic 

Interpretation to Thematic Analysis 

Genre Student Example Explanation 

Thematic 

Interpretation 
Kate: In Fever by John Edgar 

Wideman, the narrator [states] 

though others believe that racism 

and prejudice started with the 

slave trades in the Americas, he 

believes that racism and 

prejudice comes from within 

ourselves. 

In Kate’s essay, which is a solid example of a 

thematic interpretation, she is making an 

argument about the theme, racism and 

prejudice. The subject of her thesis is actually 

the narrator, with the author mentioned only as 

a way to introduce the text (it is the narrator 

who “believes”). 

Thematic 

Interpretation 

on the way to 

Thematic 

Analysis 

Toni: In this passage from Fever, 

by John Edgar Wideman, this 

idea [that we’re all connected] is 

brought up in the context of the 

black plague, and is carried 

through by very particular 

syntax, just as the city in this 

selection is carried by “the 

waters’ flow.”  

Toni is on her way to thematic analysis: she is 

making an argument that the theme or “idea” 

(that we’re all connected) is supported (or in 

her words, “carried through”) by a literary 

technique, syntax. The subject of her thesis is 

the theme (“this idea”), and the author is only 

mentioned tangentially, as a way of 

identifying the text; however, the fact that she 

is addressing literary techniques as connected 

to theme suggests that she is on her way to 

thematic analysis. 

Thematic 

Interpretation 

on the way to 

Alice: Through imagery, 

personification, and symbolism, 

the reader is able to see that 

Alice is also on her way to thematic analysis: 

she is making an argument about the 

connection between fever and water and 

slaves, and she identifies literary devices that 
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Thematic 

Analysis 
there is a connection between 

fever and the water and slaves. 
enable this meaning (“through” the devices), 

but she hasn’t clearly elucidated a theme, and 

although she highlights the effect on the 

reader, which is the subject of her thesis, she 

hasn’t identified an author making these 

choices. 

Thematic 

Analysis 
Charlotte: In this passage from 

Fever, Wideman uses water and 

fever as metaphors to discuss the 

necessity of relationships and 

kindness. 

Charlotte is making an argument about 

Wideman’s use of literary devices, metaphors, 

to address the theme, in a thematic analysis. 

The subject of her thesis is the author himself, 

as an agent utilizing these literary devices to 

craft meaning.  

Note: Again, in these examples, the subject or focus of the literary response genre is in bold, the 

thematic idea is in italics, significant transitional words are underlined, and literary techniques 

are in italics and underlined. 

Alternative Genres 

There were a few student essays that proved difficult to score on the genre 

criterion on the rubric because they didn’t fit the criteria for Response to Literature 

Genres. Some students attempted to write in the target genre, a thematic analysis, but 

either they weren’t familiar with the target genre expectations or didn’t have the tools to 

meet those expectations.  

Themeless Thematic Analysis. Several students attempted to make a literary 

argument for an interpretation, for example, but the theme was missing. For example, 

Alice, writing a comparative analysis in response to Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-

Five and E.B. White’s essays, crafted a thesis that fit the form for a thematic analysis, 

including the author and literary techniques: “Both authors use humanization of creatures 

along with distractions and symbolism to represent the truth they are trying to portray. 

However, these works of literature present their layers in different ways, each with a 

different purpose.” But she doesn’t identify the “truth” (the theme), what the “layers” 
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represent, and she doesn’t make a literary argument for a particular interpretation. 

Rhetorical Argument. Other students recognized that they needed to make an 

argument, but were not yet familiar with the conventions of the literary argument, so they 

used alternative argument genres, such as a rhetorical argument. A literary argument is a 

specific kind of argument that makes a claim for an interpretation of a piece of literature, 

for a particular meaning, or for the value of the author’s craft. The most common stases, 

or the standard, recurrent kinds of questions that arguments settle, in the field of literary 

studies, are arguments of fact and arguments of definition in the context of literature. A 

rhetorical argument, however, can be an argument based on any stasis—arguments of 

fact, of definition, of cause and effect, of value, or of policy—and on any topic 

(Fahnestock & Secor, 1991; Wilder, 2002; Wolfe, 2003) .  

In her second essay of year one in the study, Pearl, a strong writer, wrote more of 

a rhetorical argument based on the stasis of policy, not a literary argument, making an 

argument against child sexual exploitation in her essay about Sold. Her essay shows a 

basic understanding of the requirements of an academic essay, particularly in terms of 

schematic structure. The thesis (“McCormick uses repetition and symbolism to show the 

role of children living in the brothel, which is important because it shows how children 

are used in a way that is detrimental to all”) is found in the essay’s introduction and 

incorporates the main points to be discussed (repetition and symbolism), each of which is 

developed in a body paragraph. The conclusion reviews the main points and reiterates the 

thesis in a more nuanced way (“The children… are ultimately the ones that suffer”). The 

introduction hints at a more abstract topic, typical of a Thematic Interpretation or 



 

 

166 

Thematic Analysis (“Babies are generally viewed to be helpless…”) but then introduces 

evaluative language and references to culturally valued attitudes regarding behavior 

(“They are supposed to lead lives free of hardship and stress”) and deontic markers 

(revealed in modals such as should), indicating an argument of judgment, more typical of 

a Character Analysis. The thesis of her essay introduces literary features, repetition and 

symbolism, as required by a Thematic Analysis, but then the thesis itself shifts into an 

argument of judgment (“which is important because it shows how children are used in a 

way that is detrimental to all”). 

Although each of her paragraphs mention the literary features, Pearl uses these 

features not to demonstrate appreciation of the author’s choices and their impact on 

theme, but to elaborate on actions of specific characters. She identifies the children as 

symbols of hope, but then focuses on the characters of the women who fight over the 

right to play with the baby and make the baby cry, and other actions that she includes to 

show that “it is not a normal parent-child relationship… not actual support and comfort 

that children would ideally receive.” Other examples of evaluative language include 

“The children are the center of the falseties, and they do not escape unscathed.” And we 

can see modals in this line: “The kids should not have to go to such lengths… to avoid 

the fact that their mothers are prostitutes.” Pearl is making value judgments about the 

characters in the novel, but more importantly, she is making judgments about the world 

of the brothel that the novel portrays, closing her essay with the judgment, “it is all 

artificial.” Thus, her argument of judgment is less a literary argument and more a 

rhetorical argument about a social issue, the injustice of children in a brothel forced to 
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support their mothers, using evidence from a piece of literature as support.  

Critical Response 

The Critical Response is a discussion and critique of a text that is generally 

performed by adults, typically experts in the field, and often involving more than one text 

(Christie, 2012; Christie & Derewianka, 2008; Rothery, 1994). A Critical Response goes 

beyond theme to situate the text among other texts and traditions, among social, 

historical, cultural, or political contexts of the texts and the authors. The purpose of the 

Critical Response is to engage in a conversation, arguing for (or against) a particular 

interpretation. The audience of a Critical Response is one’s colleagues, the discourse 

community of literary scholars, and, in effect, all readers. The attitude taken in this genre 

is one of evaluation, judgment based not on moral or ethical considerations, but on 

institutionalized, disciplinary criteria. The stance taken in a Critical Response is 

authoritative but collegial, particularly because the writer may actually have personal or 

professional relationships with other critics of literature for whom the writer is writing. 

The point of view is either third person or first person plural point of view, but there are 

multiple “voices” represented in a critical response, from the author to other authors, 

readers, other texts, and multiple contexts. The subject of a Critical Response is the 

context and the intertext, the “situating the work’s place among other pieces, and 

evaluating the credibility or truthfulness of the text” (Rainey & Moje, 2012, p. 85).  

I found very few examples of Critical Response in the two-year sample, but there 

were a few essays that moved beyond the target genre and approached Critical Response. 

In Pearl’s comparative analysis on The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and Things Fall 
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Apart, she provides not only an abstract reflection on text, values, and author craft, but 

goes beyond analyzing theme to situate the texts among other texts—not only between 

the two texts she is analyzing, but among larger genres, such as novels about Africa and 

by African authors and novels in the Western literary canon: 

Things Fall Apart is said to be the first novel written about Africa which is by an 

African author. Therefore, it is the first “Truly African novel”.... Huck Finn was 

groundbreaking as the first Western novel not written in contemporary literary 

tradition of elevated diction. Huck Finn was written in realistic language, full of 

obscenities, accents, and colloquial diction. 

She takes on an attitude of evaluation in her discussion of the texts, naming them 

“groundbreaking,” which she is able to say with authority because of her knowledge of 

the contexts and receptions of the texts over time. She addresses social, historical, 

cultural, or political contexts of the texts and the authors and identified patterns of 

intertextuality in a way that presented new insights to the reader. She demonstrates 

knowledge of the settings in which the novels were placed—“the ante-bellum deep South 

of the United States, a very rural environment” and “another rural setting… colonial 

Nigeria in the late 19th century.” And she also demonstrates an understanding that both 

novels were set in “a time of change”—in the South, there were “examples of progressive 

thinking concerning slavery and racism” and in Nigeria, white missionaries have arrived 

and “things begin to ‘fall apart’.” Pearl recognizes that these very precise settings have 

everything to do with the purposes of the authors, as in her discussion of the setting in 

Huck Finn: 
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This time of change is integral to the anti-slavery message of the book, because 

not only does allow for the opportunity to show the injustices of slavery, it also 

offers an alternative. 

Then Pearl also addresses the authors’ backgrounds—Twain’s upbringing in Hannibal, 

Missouri, and Achebe’s personal history growing up in colonial Nigeria—and how these 

contexts influenced their purposes for writing. In a move typically only seen in this more 

advanced genre, Pearl engages with other “voices” in her analysis: the voices of the 

authors, the authors’ literary, cultural, and historical contemporaries and forebears; and 

references to the social, historical, and political contexts of the literary work (Bakhtin, 

1981; Culler, 1981; Rogers, 1991; Scholes, 1986). Engagement with multiple voices and 

perspectives is valued in all academic discourse, but especially in the discipline of 

English Language Arts. 

Appreciation and Response to Literature Genre 

Movement along the rubric on the Response to Literature Genres criterion 

seemed very aligned to the movement along the rubric on the criterion of Appreciation. 

Appreciation is defined as attention to and analysis of the ways in which the author uses 

figurative or symbolic language, structure, technique, and style to shape meaning and/or 

effect on reader, similar to characteristics of the Thematic Analysis genre. Furthermore, 

students’ Response to Literature Genre scores and Appreciation scores appeared very 

aligned. Therefore, I tested for correlation between Appreciation and Response to 

Literature Genre using the Pearson correlation on the midterms, on the final exams, and 

on all four exam-condition essays. I ran linear regression analyses to test the relationships 
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between the following pairs of variables, as shown in Table 4.12, and found several 

significant correlations. The correlation coefficients of 0.801 on all four exams, 0.525 on 

the midterm exams, and 0.900 on the final exams do show significant correlations 

(alpha<0.01). Students’ Appreciation scores were correlated with their Response to 

Literature Genre scores, indicating that Appreciation is a key component of more 

advanced response genres. 

Table 4.12 

Results of Linear Regression Analyses  

Literary 

Analysis 

Correlation Significance Correlation 

Coefficient 

All 4 essays 

(n=55) 

Appreciation and Response to 

Literature Genre 

yes 0.801 (p<0.01) 

Midterms 

(n=28) 

Appreciation and Response to 

Literature Genre 

yes 0.525 (p<0.01) 

Final exams 

(n=27) 

Appreciation and Response to 

Literature Genre 

yes 0.900 (p<0.01) 

 

Analysis of Response to Literature Genres 

An analysis of the Response to Literature Genres represented in the students’ 

literary analyses demonstrated a range of genres, from the Character Analysis, a less 

mature genre typically learned in middle school, to the Thematic Interpretation and the 

Thematic Analysis, the target genre, to alternative or hybrid genres and even a few 

examples of the expert genre, the Critical Response. As students learned to enact the 

macro-characteristics of literary discourse, Appreciation, Interpretation, Textual 

Evidence, and Warrants, their mastery of the target Response to Literature Genre, the 
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Thematic Analysis, was realized. Looking at the approximations of the genre students 

wrote over time allows us to understand the incremental process of learning disciplinary 

writing at the secondary level. 

The typology of Response to Literature Genres as described by Rothery (1994) 

and Christie and Derewianka (2008) is instructive for teachers who seek to help students 

develop their writing in response to literature because it names the genres and “gives 

direction and order to the manner in which the apprentice writer may go about the writing 

task” (Christie & Derewianka, 2008, p. 62), particularly as the genres become more 

complex and abstract as students’ writing develops. Christie and Derewianka (2008) 

explain students’ development in response genres as the movement from “immediate 

expression of simple affect about text(s) towards eventual abstract reflection on the 

values expressed in text(s) or viewed, and judgement about them” (p. 59).  

I created a model of response genres (see Table 4.13) to provide additional 

descriptions of the different linguistic, generic, rhetorical, and disciplinary features under 

the domains of knowledge involved in literary discourse in each Response to Literature 

Genre, including subject, audience, purpose, attitude, stance, and voices, as informed by 

Snow and Uccelli (2009), Rainey and Moje (2012), Martin and White (2005), Rothery 

and Stenglin (2000), and Schleppegrell (2001).  
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Table 4.13 
Model of Response to Literature Genres 

Genre1 Subject Audience2 Purpose 
Primary 

Attitude3 Stance4 Voices 

Critical 

Analysis 

Context, 

“intertext” 

Colleagues 

(Literary 

Discourse 

Community) 

Engage in conversation 

about text, add new 

knowledge 

Evaluation 

Collegial, 

authoritative 

3rd or 1st person 

plural point of view 

Author, 

authors, texts, 

contexts, 

readers, critics 

Thematic 

Analysis 

Author craft, as 

related to 

meaning, effect 

on readers 

Teachers 

Demonstrate appreciation 

for craft, Argue for 

interpretation 

Appreciation 

(Composition) 

Abstract, detached, 

distant 

3rd or 1st person 

plural point of view 

Author, readers 

(all, including 

self) 

Thematic 

Interpretation 
Theme, meaning 

Teacher 

(Pretended distant 

uncooperative 

interlocutors) 

Demonstrate 

understanding of text, 

Argue for interpretation 

Appreciation 

(Valuation) 

Abstract, detached, 

distant 

3rd person point of 

view 

Author 

Character 

Analysis 
Characters, Plot 

Teacher 

(Pretended distant 

uncooperative 

interlocutor) 

Demonstrate 

understanding of character 

development 

Interpretation, 

Judgement 

Concrete, referential 

3rd person point of 

view 

Author, 

characters 

Review 
Characters, Plot, 

Other elements 

Peers (Cooperative 

interlocutor) 
Share opinion about text Judgement 

Concrete, referential 

1st, 2nd, or 3rd 

person point of view 

Characters 

Personal 

Response 

Reader (self) 

experience 
Self 

Express experience of 

reading text 
Affect 

Expressive, 

personally involved 

1st person point of 

view 

Reader (self) 

 

1 Christie (2012) and Christie & Derewianka (2008) 
2  Snow & Uccelli (2009) 
3 Christie (2012), Christie & Derewianka (2008), Rothery (1994), Rothery & Stenglin (2000) 
4 Snow & Uccelli (2009)
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It is useful to think of the model of the developmental pathway of Response to 

Literature Genres as a broadening of the “linguistic-experiential reservoir” (Rosenblatt, 

2004) or repertoire and acknowledgement of a wider interpretive community of voices. In 

this model of response to literature genres, students move from expressive and concrete 

to abstract. They move from the pre-critical immersion stance in literature that 

encourages students to develop a love for reading to a more analytical stance that fosters 

critical thinking. As students move up the level of the genres, they incorporate ever 

increasing funds of knowledge into their interpretation, starting with their own personal 

situation and interests and moving to greater knowledge of the world, of literature, and of 

ways of reading. As their “linguistic-experiential reservoir” deepens, the number of 

“voices” they address also increases, starting with their own, adding the characters, their 

peers and teachers, and the author, until they are in conversation with a larger discourse 

community, including other authors, other texts, and other readers and critics. As they 

move through these genres, students become more aware that they are entering the 

ongoing literary conversation. 

Once a Response to Literature Genre is mastered, writers continue to have access 

to the earlier genres, and some of the genres are quite common adult genres. In fact, 

readers must, in their minds, if not in their formal writing, return to previous levels, as 

even a Critical Response begins as an individual reader’s Personal Response to literature, 

which that reader then generalizes and analyzes in the context of other readers’ responses 

(Rosenblatt, 2004). Furthermore, the Response to Literature Genres are not necessarily 

linear in terms of their complexity, as the complexity of the text about which the writer is 
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writing may invite a greater complexity of analysis on, for example, a review, than a 

thematic analysis on a less complex text. However, research in Systemic Functional 

Linguistics finds that students’ knowledge and language resources develop as they learn 

and experience language in ways that allow them to produce texts that reflect more 

institutionalized, disciplinary genres. For example, as students develop proficiency in 

writing, their sense of authorial identity and their sensitivity to the needs of an unknown, 

distant reader develop, and they are able to make assumptions about the audience of a 

literary analysis (Christie & Derewianka, 2008).  

Literary Discourse and Habits of Mind: Definitions, Graduation, and Intertextuality 

The conventions in the literary discourse community include shared ways of 

reading and thinking, such as the appropriate stance taken when reading literature, the 

methods of interpreting literature considered valid, the values and beliefs about literature, 

the accepted attitudes toward or evaluations of literature, the habits of mind and norms of 

practice. Some of these conventions can be identified in specific micro- or macro-

characteristics evident in the written discourse, such as the stance or point of view from 

which a literary analysis is written, the schematic structure of a particular response to 

literature genre, or the linguistic markers that indicate a writer is engaging with the 

author. However, some of these conventions, like the values, beliefs, or commonplaces, 

are much more subtle, because they may cross word and sentence boundaries or may only 

be suggested by inclusion or omission of certain information or in how that information is 

presented. This last set of findings examines a few of these more-subtle conventions and 

habits of mind, as seen in various more or less successful approximations in students’ 



 

 

175 

writing: Definitions, Graduation, and Intertextuality. 

Common Knowledge: Definitions 

One aspect of any discourse community that novices need to learn is what is 

considered “common knowledge” in the field. In literature, for example, there are certain 

canonical texts that are known to experts in the field and with which writers can assume 

the audience is familiar. Not a lot of time is spent summarizing a work or giving 

extensive background information, because the assumption is that the audience has read 

the same texts and recognizes which texts, authors, and approaches are worth talking 

about (Christie & Derewianka, 2008). A few key phrases to remind the audience of the 

premise of the text are sufficient, but a long plot summary is inappropriate. Since the 

audience of a literary analysis is assumed to be familiar with conventional literary 

terminology, such as symbol or metaphor, these terms are not generally defined within 

the argument unless the writer is redefining the term or using an alternate definition. With 

terms specific to certain time periods, places, and cultures, however, it can be appropriate 

even when writing for an audience of literary scholars to define terms.  

Defining terms is a convention of literary analysis that was evident in a few 

Proficient and Advanced students’ essays, but not all essays demonstrated the 

conventions appropriately. For example, Lily, in her comparative analysis of The 

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and Sula, defines the literary term “bildungsroman”: 

“Sula is said to have the purpose of ‘bildungsroman’ meaning it takes the reader through 

the whole life of a character, in this case Nel.” Lily is defining a conventional literary 

term here in a conventional way, which is unnecessary when writing a literary analysis 
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for an audience which can be assumed to be familiar with the term.  

On the other hand, in her comparative analysis of The Adventures of Huckleberry 

Finn and Things Fall Apart, Mary defined the “quest” genre in a different way.  

A quest is a journey that starts with one goal in mind, but, through a series of 

events that occur along the way, always results in self-discovery.  Although 

Twain may not have expected his younger readers to comprehend the self-

discovery, he did know that the series of adventures would classify this book as a 

boy’s adventure book and help appeal to his readers who had enjoyed his previous 

adventure book, Adventures of Tom Sawyer.  Also, his choice to have a quest 

with self discovery shows that he was not just writing for children.  

Although the basic definition of the quest genre is certainly known to her audience, Mary 

complicates this definition and highlights the dual purpose and audience for such a genre 

and makes a claim as to why Twain would make use of the genre. In the same assignment 

on Huck Finn and Things Fall Apart, Wendy defines a particular theoretical construct 

that she uses to analyze Achebe’s distinctive style, the “white gaze.” She defines it thus: 

This means to describe something unfamiliar to another culture to, assumingly, 

that of a white culture for them to understand easier. This, in some ways, feeds 

into that dominance so by not giving them anything the audience has to immerse 

themselves in the time period through the vague cultural and linguistic references, 

a transport tool to the past. 

Because she is presenting her interpretation through this theoretical lens, it is important 

for Wendy to clarify her terms. In her analysis of the poem “Winter Syntax” by Billy 
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Collins, Margaret defines the literary term “syntax.”  

The title “Winter Syntax” is an interesting choice for a poem. The word “syntax” 

is used in English classes to describe poems but in general is not mentioned in the 

actual poems and stories themselves. The syntax describes the structure of a poem 

and the word order the author chooses to use. By putting the word “syntax” right 

into the title the author is calling even more attention to the way he set up the 

poem and the order and variety of the words he chooses. This way the reader is 

paying even more attention to the syntax as they read, instead of only looking 

after they have finished the poem. 

Margaret defines the word not because she assumes her audience doesn’t know the 

definition of the term, but because she wants to emphasize Collins’ unusual use of this 

word in the poem itself, a metalinguistic move by the poet that Margaret recognized.  

Students who read more widely in literature, like Margaret, are more familiar with 

common genres, themes, literary techniques, and conventions, thus they recognize 

unconventional moves that authors make and understand them as purposeful and related 

to meaning. Students who are exposed to the genre of literary analysis, through reading 

models and participating in literary analysis in discussion with the guidance of a teacher 

who can clarify what counts as common knowledge in ELA, become more familiar with 

the conventions of defining terms in their writing. 

The Value of Divergent Interpretations: Graduation 

Several students wrote literary analyses that demonstrated emerging 

understanding of the value of allowing and indeed encouraging multiple interpretations of 
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literature. They attempted to balance certainty and openness, as all literary interpretations 

are to be considered provisional. These are fundamental principles in the field. Some 

students made moves in their analyses that suggested attempts to approximate more 

expert or conventional ways of communicating this understanding, but they did not yet 

have the fluency in the literary discourse necessary to sound like an expert.  

For example, in her comparative analysis on Ishmael Beah’s A Long Way Gone 

and Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse Five, Virginia addresses Vonnegut’s decision to 

create a parallel universe and add time travel, fictionalizing somewhat autobiographical 

stories. She writes, “Vonnegut may or may not have made this authorial decision so that 

he would not have to relive every little detail of his own experience in the war…. Rather 

than facing his issues regarding his traumatic past head-on, he chose to pick a non-

existent man to relive his times for him.” She’s recognizing that there are multiple 

interpretations and she is proffering but one. However, she does not yet feel she has the 

authority to make a claim about her interpretation, hedging that Vonnegut “may or may 

not” have made certain decisions. Likewise, Alice, in response to Wendell Berry’s poem 

“A Music,” addresses the structure of the stanzas, trying to make sense out of the 

alternating five-line and four-line stanzas. She writes, “There could be different 

interpretations and implications to the structure; however, I feel the poet wrote the poem 

this way to show….” She uses the first person singular pronoun, traditionally frowned 

upon in high school English classes, which does indeed undermine her authority in this 

case. 

In the examples from Virginia and Alice, we can actually apply some aspects of 
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linguistic analysis to their writing, such as graduation. In their writing, we see the use of a 

particular kind of graduation, epistemic hedges, seen in words such as “may” and 

“could.” SFL defines graduation as the extent to which speakers or writers raise or lower 

the interpersonal impact, force, or volume of their utterances, and the extent to which 

they blur or sharpen the focus of their utterances. Graduation can be analyzed in the 

writer’s use of modality, which is “drawn on to temper judgements” (Christie & 

Derewianka, 2008, p. 230). Writers may use adjectives and adverbs, repetition, use of 

taboo words, use of metaphors, and word choice to amplify, enrich, or measure their 

feelings, opinions, or judgments (Rothery & Stenglin, 2000). Epistemic hedges, “markers 

of [a] degree of uncertainty that index a writer’s cautious attitude toward the truth of an 

assertion” (Uccelli, Dobbs, & Scott, 2012, p. 46), may be expected in literary analyses 

that conform to disciplinary standards in ELA, given the disciplinary value of multiple 

possible interpretations. However, use of epistemic hedges can also be read as 

undermining the strength of the writer’s conviction, as we see in the examples from 

Virginia and Alice.  

On the other hand, some of the students’ essays used epistemic boosters, “markers 

of emphatic certainty that index the writer’s commitment to the truth of an assertion” 

(Uccelli, Dobbs, & Scott, 2012, p. 46). In fact, Rothery and Stenglin (2000) observed 

high levels of this kind of graduation in students’ literary analyses. They concluded, 

“Presenting an interpretation of a creative work in strong terms is highly valued in 

writing in school English. It seems to be ‘read’ as indicating the strength of the writer’s 

conviction and also works to make the writer’s interpretation of the text seem ‘natural’ or 
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agreed” (p. 242). Expert literary analysis manages to communicate the value of openness 

to multiple interpretations, while at the same time asserting a clear, persuasive, and 

logical argument for a particular interpretation. 

In Mary’s introduction to her comparative analysis on Twain’s The Adventures of 

Huckleberry Finn and Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart, she opens with several 

epistemic boosters (see bold) to assert the authority of her claim:  

When an author has a specific purpose or message in mind when writing a novel, 

this purpose will undoubtedly influence that novel’s form and content.  Mark 

Twain clearly shaped The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn around several of the 

novel’s key purposes, and Chinua Achebe did the same with Things Fall Apart. 

An even more varied use of epistemic boosters and other graduation resources can be 

found in Mary’s response to Wendell Berry’s poem, “A Music.”  

The second stanza further focuses on how music can fill a seemingly empty space 

and connect two people. The speaker suggests that “this vacant place has need of 

[them] both” (7). This shows that the two people are connected by the need to fill 

the unexpected place of the Metro with music. Also, the idea of calling the Metro 

vacant seems ironic as they are usually very crowded places. The speaker does 

clarify that it is vacant “of dwellers” (8). This word choice is important. A 

dweller is someone who treats a place like a home and contributes to it. No one 

treats the Metro like this and, instead, it “is populated by passages and absences” 

(9). This personification is important as it clarifies the people who come into 

the Metro by their arrival and departure and not their time there. However, the 
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music is different. Music also contains musical passages and rests (absences). 

This is what really populates and fills the subway. This is what stays. This idea 

of music filling a space is continued throughout the rest of the poem. 

Mary uses epistemic boosters such as “really” in this paragraph and others. However, she 

also chooses words like “seems,” which indicates that what “really” in this case is 

different, and she knows the difference. She also uses syntax to assert her authority, using 

short sentences like “This word choice is important” and “This is what stays” to 

emphasize the truth value of her claims. These moves bolster her authoritative stance in 

asserting her interpretive argument. She has an awareness of how to strike a balance 

between certainty and openness when making literary claims. 

Engaging with Multiple Voices: Intertextuality 

Engagement with multiple voices and perspectives is valued in all academic 

discourse, but especially in the discipline of ELA. The richest or most authoritative 

interpretation of a work of literature recognizes a multiplicity of perspectives and voices. 

Engagement can be observed through the extent that the writer engages with or allows the 

presence of other voices in the analysis, or intertextuality. In order to make intertextual 

connections, readers must have sufficient background knowledge about literature, about 

text structures and conventions of genres, literary conventions and how authors use 

literary techniques like characterization and plot development, narrative devices like 

unreliable narrators and flashbacks, and rhetorical tools, such as irony, point of view, 

figurative language, symbolism, and satire. Readers also need to be familiar with 

significant historical periods of literature and major authors and works included in both 
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the traditional “canon” of literature in the cultural and literary tradition, as well as 

alternative, multi-ethnic canons. Authors often consciously and sometimes unconsciously 

create intertextual connections to their own or other previous works of literature or art, 

explicitly mentioning another text, intentionally or unintentionally adapting, parodying, 

or critiquing another text; sometimes their work is more subtly informed or influenced by 

previous work. This knowledge allows readers to recognize intertextual connections to 

other works by the same author or authors of related texts, and to identify allusions, 

character types, archetypal themes, and other literary conventions.  

In some of the student essays in the sample, students struggled to recognize the 

historical context in which a literary text was written or to which it referred because of a 

lack of general background knowledge. In her response to the excerpt from “Fever” by 

John Edgar Wideman, for example, Virginia attempts to figure out who the narrator is 

and what is going on, as she looks for “clues.” She successfully identifies the “fever” as 

slavery, calling it “an ‘illness’ of the world,” but her essay demonstrates that she has 

difficulty placing the excerpt in its historical context:  

Slavery has come very far in the past hundred years alone, and is still improving 

today; however, progress is not the equivalent of success, which is clear in this 

prose selection, and use of certain literary features. 

The historical event that Wideman is writing about is the 1793 Yellow Fever Epidemic 

that devastated the city of Philadelphia, but Jeannette assumes that the text is current and 

must be referring to global slavery, indicating a lack of background knowledge. Even her 

syntax is confused and confusing in her thesis, reflecting her confusion.  
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Some students lacked knowledge of the author’s historical and social context, as 

well as the history of the critical reception of a piece of literature, which prevented them 

from understanding the text in full, particularly as related to the author’s purpose. Kate, 

in her analysis of Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, fails to see Ibsen’s critique of current social 

gender roles and his challenge of  the stereotypical representation of women in literature 

with his female characters. Kate judges the rebellious main character, Nora, and elevates 

the more traditionally feminine Kristine, writing, “Kristine tries to influence Nora into 

doing the right thing and telling Torvald about the loan.” According to Kate, “Kristine is 

part of the reason why Nora is able to divorce Torvald and be born again at the end of the 

play. Kristine is indirectly Nora’s savior.” However, Kate ignores the fact that it is Nora 

who has really saved Torvald’s life by taking out the loan in the first place. The sacrifices 

in the play are those that all the women have to make, a critique Ibsen is making in this 

early feminist play. Kate doesn’t understand the historical and social context of the text 

or the place of this text in literary history, which prevents her from understanding Ibsen’s 

purpose. 

 Some students were not familiar with the more specific genres in the discipline, 

which prevented them from recognizing how authors utilize these genres in conventional 

or unconventional ways. For example, many of the students who had difficulty with Billy 

Collins’ poem “Winter Syntax” were not yet familiar with the long tradition of the “ars 

poetica,” the genre of poetry that takes as a subject the role of poets themselves, their 

relationships to the poem, and the act of writing, of which “Winter Syntax” is an 

example. Many were also not yet fluent with the meanings of common symbols that 
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expert readers of literature recognize and use to develop and complicate their 

interpretations—winter, heat and cold, midnight, for example. As students read more 

widely in a particular genre or within a particular author’s oeuvre, they began to 

recognize these patterns and make meaning with them. 

On the other hand, some students had rich knowledge of canonical genres and 

authors and the time periods in which they wrote, which helped them understand author 

purpose and engage with the “voices” of authors in relation to each other. An advanced 

example of this kind of intertextuality can be found in Mary’s discussion of the novels 

Things Fall Apart by Chinua Achebe and The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn by Mark 

Twain, in response to the question, “A novel is often shaped by its purpose. How have an 

author’s purposes shaped the form and content of their works in two novels you have 

read?” Mary applies her knowledge of these authors and the time periods in which they 

wrote as related to their purposes, as seen in her discussion of the place of Twain’s and 

Achebe’s novels in the canon of Western literature: 

Huck Finn’s content, diction, and syntax clearly illustrate its purpose as an 

American novel. Huck Finn is considered one of the first, if not the first, 

American novels because it differed from the literature previous produced in 

America that just mimicked European literature. Huck Finn discussed American 

issues, was set in extremely American towns, and was written in “American”.... 

Despite the fact that Things Fall Apart is clearly an African novel, Achebe 

borrows the Western, and mainly European, structure of the tragic hero for the 

novel…. Achebe has borrowed a Western literary structure, as well as a didactic 
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tone and relatable themes, to show his audience that situations in African cultures 

are no different than those in the West… 

Mary understands the canon of American literature and how Twain’s novel is situated in 

that canon, as well as the context of African colonization and how Achebe is attempting 

to co-opt the Western narrative convention of the tragic hero in an attempt to bring an 

African voice and story into the canon. She also demonstrates knowledge about the 

novels’ audiences when they were written and how the authors chose structures and 

genres that would appeal to their audiences as they served their purposes. 

Analysis of Habits of Mind 

An analysis of student writing over the entire sample revealed a growing 

awareness in many students of the values and beliefs of the academic literary community, 

such as the value of multiple interpretations of literature and the need to fill gaps, make 

connections, and unravel meaning. Some students also demonstrated more or less 

familiarity with what is considered common knowledge in the field, as evident in how 

they provided definitions, more or less appropriately. Several students wrote literary 

analyses that demonstrated emerging understanding of the value of multiple 

interpretations of literature, more or less conventionally. Some students used certain 

kinds of graduation, such as epistemic hedges or epistemic boosters, to balance the 

competing values of certainty and openness required when making an interpretive claim 

about meaning in literature, in more or less sophisticated ways. Students’ success at 

conveying an understanding of multiple interpretations and often depended on how 

authoritative students felt about making a strong claim.  
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Finally, some of the students were able to make rich intertextual connections in 

their literary analyses because of their rich background knowledge, both of literature and 

of the world, while some students struggled to reach a warrantable interpretation of the 

literary text because of their lack of knowledge. The richest or most authoritative 

interpretation of a work of literature recognizes and engages with a multiplicity of 

perspectives and voices, from the author and the author’s literary, aesthetic, cultural, and 

historical contemporaries and forebears, to the voices of the author’s or literary work’s 

descendants, critics, and readers. 

Summary of Results 

This chapter analyzed the data across the entire sample of students to answer my 

main research question: How do high school students’ literary analyses reveal developing 

understanding of and proficiency in the genre conventions and practices of the 

disciplinary discourse community of literary scholars? I investigated the following 

questions:  

a) How do the characteristics or conventions of literary discourse in students’ 

literary analyses change over time?  

b) Are there patterns or categories of characteristics that students’ literary analyses 

reveal that may represent attempts to approximate the discourse?  

c) Are there patterns or categories of characteristics that students’ literary analyses 

reveal that may represent attempts to approximate the discourse, but are 

unidentified in the literature? 
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In order to answer these questions, I examined students’ rubric scores on the macro-

characteristics of literary discourse on the literary analyses written for the four exam-

condition literary analyses for development. Students’ scores on the rubric increased from 

Year 1 to Year 2 on both the midterms and the finals, suggesting development. T-test 

results suggest that students improved on all of the macro-characteristics of literary 

discourse except for Genre between the first and second years, as reflected in their Year 1 

and Year 2 midterms, which were similar writing tasks and conditions. On their final 

exams, however, students improved on just Appreciation and Interpretation between the 

first and second years, as reflected in their Year 1 and Year 2 final exam scores.  

I found that Appreciation scores increased the most of all the macro-

characteristics, most likely because it was a new skill to these students. Scores for Textual 

Evidence and Warrants were the highest scores on the rubric at the end of the two years; 

however, they were also the highest scores on the rubric at the beginning of the study. 

Response to Literature Genre saw the least growth, most likely because of the narrow 

range of scores. Some Response Genres were more typical of younger students 

(Character Analysis), while others were more typical of English majors in college and 

even of expert literary scholars (Critical Response). Most of the papers in the sample 

were examples of Thematic Interpretation or Thematic Analysis, the target genre of the 

students’ English class. 

I also analyzed the incremental moves students made toward more expert or 

conventional forms of literary discourse that I observed over the entire sample. I 

investigated how the macro-characteristics of literary discourse emerged in students’ 
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writing and how their writing demonstrated developing understanding of and proficiency 

in the genre conventions and practices of the disciplinary discourse community. I 

presented excerpts of and analyzed student writing that exemplified the criteria of 

Interpretation and Appreciation at different levels on the rubric and analyzed 

developmental approximations that were observable in patterns over several students’ 

literary analyses, as well as some interesting approximations that appeared less frequently 

in students’ analyses, but which I interpret as more or less successful attempts to 

approximate the discourse of literary analysis. In addition, I described and provided 

excerpts from student writing in the genres of literary response that students’ writing in 

this study exemplified, including the identification of a new Response to Literature 

Genre. Finally, I provided examples from students’ writing that presented varied 

understanding of and proficiency in the habits of mind found in the disciplinary discourse 

community of literary scholars, from an understanding of what constitutes common 

knowledge, to an appreciation of multiple or divergent interpretations, to a willingness to 

engage with multiple voices and perspectives that is especially valued in English 

Language Arts. 

In the next and final chapter, I will synthesize the findings of this study and put 

them in conversation with existing scholarship. I will also offer a set of implications for 

instruction and further research based on the findings of this study.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Introduction 

The goal of this study was to investigate the presence of the conventions of 

literary discourse in high school students’ literary analyses. The central research question 

for this study was the following: How do high school students’ literary analyses reveal 

developing understanding of and proficiency in the genre conventions and practices of 

the disciplinary discourse community of literary scholars? To answer this question 

several sub-questions were examined:  

a) Which characteristics or conventions of literary discourse are present in students’ 

literary analyses?  

b) How do the characteristics or conventions of literary discourse in students’ 

literary analyses change over time?  

c) Are there patterns or categories of characteristics that students’ literary analyses 

reveal that may represent attempts to approximate the discourse?  

This study informs several aspects of disciplinary literacy in English Language 

Arts. The answers to the questions posed provide insights into high school students’ 

developing understanding of and proficiency in the genre conventions and practices of 

disciplinary literacy in ELA. The study analyzed norms of practice evident in students’ 

writing from rhetorical and linguistic perspectives, utilizing categories from Toulmin’s 

(1958) model in investigating literary argument and tools from Systemic Functional 

Linguistics and genre categories that Christie and Derewianka (2008) used to describe 

and analyze the nature of language used in the student literary analyses. The study also 
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examined the habits of mind underlying students’ interpretations, disciplinary-based 

criteria drawn from theory and research in English Studies, to account for the specific 

characteristics of the genre of the literary analysis.  

Most importantly, this study considered students’ developing understanding of 

and proficiency in the genre conventions and practices of the disciplinary discourse. This 

study investigated how these conventions and practices changed over time, and identified 

patterns or categories of characteristics that represented attempts to approximate the 

discourse, the strategies students used as they learned the appropriate knowledge and 

skills and the incremental moves to make as they progress toward the more complex 

forms of literary analysis, suggesting opportunities for instruction. These findings can 

inform future research on disciplinary writing development and contribute to the creation 

of a developmental framework for student writing of the literary analysis. Such a 

framework can allow teachers to identify their students’ strengths and build on them, to 

identify students’ “Zones of Proximal Development” (Vygotsky, 1978), and to help 

students move from initial forms of literary analysis to more expert forms. Furthermore, 

the findings from this study can lead to research with students’ writing in the genres of 

other disciplines as well. 

 In the sections that follow, I outline conclusions, listed below, that may be drawn 

from the findings of this study and recommend implications for instruction and for future 

research. I use the findings along with existing scholarship to situate the relationships 

among writing development, disciplinary literacy, and more specifically, the conventions 

of literary discourse.  
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1. Disciplinary literacy in English Language Arts, the genre conventions and 

practices of the disciplinary discourse community of literary scholars, including 

literary analysis, can be taught and learned. 

2. Students must attempt to approximate the discourse of the discipline while they 

learn it, which often leads to awkward, unusual, or hybrid forms. A 

developmental approach to secondary writing can help us value these 

approximations as steps in the right direction. 

3. Tools for teachers, such as a Model of Response to Literature Genres and a 

Rubric for Literary Analysis, can be helpful for understanding students’ 

development in writing in response to literature.  

4. A developmental perspective brings new insights to research on secondary 

writing. 

5. The findings of this study suggest that we still need to know more about 

disciplinary literacy in ELA. 

The following sections will describe these instructional implications and 

recommendations for future research in more detail. 

Disciplinary Literacy in ELA can be Learned and Taught 

This study provides empirical evidence that very able novices in a very supportive 

setting can learn to appropriate the characteristics and conventions of literary discourse 

and enact the genres of literary discourse in their writing. This finding extends research 

that even young children demonstrate knowledge of macro-level features of genres in 

their writing, such as overall structures and the relationships between elements of the 
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structure. Furthermore, researchers have found that genre knowledge is emergent. Like 

knowledge of spelling and punctuation conventions, genre knowledge develops over 

time, from very young children’s demonstration of awareness of common generic 

elements in their “pretend readings” to older children’s increasingly precise and complex 

approximations of different genres (Donovan, 2001; Donovan & Smolkin, 2006; 

Kamberelis, 1999; Langer, 1992; Newkirk, 1987; Pappas, 1993).  

Although this study focused primarily on textual analysis of students’ literary 

analyses over two years, their development in the genre of literary analysis was clearly 

shaped by two years of instruction, both because of the school’s goals and written 

curriculum and because of the teacher’s goals and enacted curriculum. The goals and the 

curriculum of the English courses required by the IB curriculum provided for direct 

instruction in the genre conventions and literacy practices of the disciplinary discourse of 

literary studies. We know that explicit instruction in writing strategy instruction is 

effective, as Graham and Perin (2007) reported in the Writing Next report, a meta-

analysis of the effectiveness of writing instruction strategies, which found an effect size 

of 0.82 for strategy instruction, the largest effect size in the study. Furthermore, explicit 

instruction in the characteristics associated with specific disciplinary discourse, such as 

the topoi of literary discourse, has also been found to be effective (Lewis & Ferretti, 

2009, 2011; Sosa, Hall, Goldman, & Lee, 2016; Wilder, 2002; Wilder & Wolfe, 2009).  

Looking at students’ approximations of macro-characteristics of literary analysis, 

Interpretation and Appreciation and the Response to Literature Genres, as well as the 

other habits of mind typical of literary discourse, highlights the kinds of conditions that 
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are required for students to enact more advanced genres. Most of the students who were 

able to enact these genres began the class already accomplished academic writers and 

students of literature, and their writing often demonstrated many of the characteristics of 

literary discourse. However, their writing developed more and more characteristics and 

conventions of literary discourse throughout the two years.  

Interpretation 

The analysis of Interpretation in students’ literary analyses demonstrated that 

development was characterized by increasing accuracy, logical consistency, and depth of 

interpretative meaning students were proffering in their analyses. As students developed 

in Interpretation, they increasingly made connections between local lines or scenes or 

literary techniques and larger textual meanings. Their analyses proposed clear, 

persuasive, and logical arguments for these thematic meanings. They demonstrated a 

growing awareness of accepted topoi or commonplaces as they gained broader and 

deeper knowledge of particular authors, genres, literary techniques, literary canons, 

rhetorical tools, and narrative conventions to incorporate into their interpretations, and 

new lenses through which to interpret texts. Development of Interpretation revealed a 

process of feeling authoritative enough to imagine oneself as a reader whose aesthetic 

responses are worthy of analysis, a process of feeling like a member of a community of 

readers.  

Implications. There are several implications for instruction that these findings on 

Interpretation suggest. First of all, explicit instruction needs to be provided to students as 

to what it means to interpret literature (Cope & Kalantzis, 1993; Garrett-Petts, 2000; 
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Rothery, 1989; Wolfe, 2003; Wilder & Wolfe, 2009). Some early iterations of 

Interpretation in student essays indicated that although students may have been able to 

demonstrate comprehension of the literature, they did not demonstrate an awareness that 

a literary analysis required something beyond retell or summary. Continued exposure to 

and analysis of exemplars can also help students to recognize what an Interpretation 

looks like (Graham & Perin, 2007; Knudson, 1991).  

Furthermore, instruction in literary practices, rules, conventions, interpretive 

frameworks, and literary topoi give students the tools for interpreting literature, the 

frameworks through which to analyze literature and the common themes in literature 

(Lewis & Ferretti, 2009, 2011; Sosa, Hall, Goldman, & Lee, 2016; VanDerHeide, 2014, 

2017). These tools can help students like those in the study whose approximations of 

Interpretation came across as clichéd, or those whose use of unconventional interpretive 

frameworks revealed that they were cognizant of the expectation that they go beyond 

literal or clichéd reading in their writing, but they didn’t yet have access to or knowledge 

of the appropriate tools.  

Finally, the approximations of Interpretation that read as “lessons on life” 

revealed students who did not feel authoritative enough to imagine themselves as typical 

readers. One of the implications that this pattern suggests is that students be given 

opportunities to “hear” from other readers, whether within the classroom community or 

through virtual reading communities and to try out their voices in these wider 

conversations. 

Mr. Short, the teacher in the study, provided explicit instruction in interpreting 
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literature, as reported by both teacher and students and supported by teacher-produced 

documents. He provided explicit instruction on how to interpret literature on a deeper 

level, teaching students a mnemonic device called SCASI — setting, character, action, 

style, and ideas — to use when identifying the aspects of the literature to analyze. He 

taught his students how to annotate literature, to look for patterns in sound or diction or 

images, to pay attention to structure, to titles, to repetition.  

Although in the beginning of the course, discussions were very teacher-led, over 

time, Mr. Short released responsibility to students to hold discussions amongst 

themselves. For example, when he was teaching them how to annotate a poem, in the 

beginning, he provided direct instruction and modelling, but then allowed opportunities 

for more guided practice. In the beginning, he recalled,  

I basically said “Write all this down.” I wanted them to see what a marked-up 

poem looked like. And then for the second one, we went through it together, like I 

say, with me at the front of the class. But then… I had at least three or four 

discussions that were just discussion circles, one poem per day… I was pretty 

happy with them. I was just sitting back here being happy with the stuff they were 

saying. 

Students also reported that although at the beginning of the course, there were more 

lectures, where Mr. Short basically told them what the literature meant, discussions 

became more of the norm. One student, Charlotte reported, “Discussion circles are very 

helpful, getting different points of view, and kind of collaborating a little more to see how 

other people are thinking about a work is really helpful. We do a lot of class discussions 
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and I think that’s really good for understanding the piece of literature, because you don’t 

necessarily see everything the first time you look at it.” Another student, Pearl, attributed 

her learning in part to the class community and the discussions where she would often 

“steal ideas from others” and “put [her] idea out there and hear it” through others’ 

responses. However, she was also aware that she had to find her own voice, to “find a 

structure that works for you,” and to keep practicing until “the tendency to analyze 

becomes natural after a while.” She became “aware of a larger purpose” in her writing, 

the larger conversations into which she felt herself entering and engaging.  

Mr. Short’s use of discussion aligns with what we know about the effectiveness of 

discussion or a dialogic approach to argument writing generally (Kuhn & Crowell, 2011; 

Reznitskaya et al., 2001) and to writing in English class more specifically (Applebee, 

Langer, Nystrand, & Gamoran, 2008; Langer, 2001; Nystrand, 1997; Sosa & Sullivan, 

2013; VanDerHeide, 2017). According to Kuhn (1992), the educational implication of 

Vygotsky’s theory that social interaction plays a fundamental role in the development of 

cognition is that, “social dialogue offers us a way to externalize the internal thinking 

strategies we would like to foster within the individual” (p. 174). Thus, social interaction 

such as oral discussion can provide the scaffolding necessary for students to internalize 

the disciplinary ways of thinking and making claims about literature which they can 

apply to their written literary argument. 

Appreciation 

The analysis of Appreciation in students’ literary analyses demonstrated that 

development was characterized by a growing awareness of the role of the author in a 
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literary text. Students demonstrated more awareness of an author as an agent, making 

choices and crafting a text, with particular purposes for writing and for using particular 

literary techniques or narrative conventions to make a point or create effects on readers. 

And they became more aware of the author as an individual, with experiences or roles in 

the society within which they were writing. Student essays revealed a shifting attribution 

of agency in the creation of meaning and effect over two years from characters, the 

speaker/narrator, or even textual evidence or literary techniques, to authors. In early 

iterations of this shift, students often referred to authors in passive voice, but in more 

advanced essays, authors were presented as active shapers of texts, both linguistically, as 

the subjects of clauses, and analytically. As students developed in Appreciation, they also 

revealed a growing awareness of the role of the reader, from anonymous, passive 

receiver, to co-constructor of meaning. They became more aware not only of themselves 

as readers, but of the many readers of a text, representing particular cultures, with 

particular repertoires and expectations that authors count on, either to fulfill those 

expectations or to turn them on their heads.  

Implications. Several implications for instruction emerge from these findings 

about Appreciation. In addition to explicit instruction and modeling and analysis of 

exemplars, as recommended for teaching Interpretation, there are several specific 

instructional techniques that can support students in developing their skill with 

Appreciation. First of all, it is important to provide students with background information 

about the author, the author’s socio-cultural and historical context, and the author’s 

literary and esthetic contemporaries and historical influences. This information can help 
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students determine the author’s purpose for writing and make them more aware of the 

choices the author is making. The more knowledge a reader brings to the experience of 

reading, the broader and deeper the reader’s “linguistic-experiential reservoir” 

(Rosenblatt, 2004, p. 1367), the richer the Appreciation the reader develops.  

It is also important to teach students the official literary terminology for the 

author’s choices, such as symbol, imagery, character, setting, plot, point of view, 

foreshadowing, irony, narrative voice, figurative language and sound devices, syntax, 

diction, tone, narrative devices like unreliable narrators and flashbacks, text structures 

and conventions of genres, and rhetorical tools. Use of these terms indicates knowledge 

of the technical vocabulary literary critics use to talk about literature, the literary features, 

techniques, or conventions, which allows readers to enter the critical literary 

conversations typical of the discipline (Grossman, 1991; Lee & Spratley, 2010; Moje, 

2007; Schleppegrell, 2001; Snow & Uccelli, 2009).  

Mr. Short built on students’ knowledge of literary techniques that they learned in 

English classes in middle school and in early high school and encouraged them to 

connect these techniques to the author’s purpose. The IB rubric criterion called 

“Appreciation of the writer’s choices” in a Paper 1 and “Appreciation of the literary 

conventions of the genre” in a Paper 2, align to the characteristic of Appreciation in the 

fields of English Studies and Systemic Functional Linguistics, as well as in this study. 

According to Mr. Short, this criterion was the most difficult for students and required the 

most instruction. He explained: 

They spent most of middle school and the beginning of high school learning what 
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things are, what is a simile, what is onomatopoeia, what’s a metaphor, what’s a 

symbol, blah, blah, blah. So I shouldn’t have to teach them that. But the next step 

that they really start getting hit hard with in 11th grade is: what is the effect? Why 

choose that simile? Why have that syntax and that structure and that paragraph 

form? How does it help to create that tension that builds and builds and builds 

between these two characters or in this situation? What are those techniques and 

how do they do it? 

He was very aware of students’ tendency to summarize, particularly in line-by-line 

restatement, and often called them on it, even when they were being “tricky” by using the 

literary features terminology, but failing to analyze the effect of those features.  

All of the interviews with students at the end of the year revealed their 

understanding of the importance of Appreciation. For example, when asked about the 

qualities of a good commentary, one student, Mary, essentially described the 

characteristic of Appreciation: 

You have to identify a general meaning or theme in the excerpt or poem. But you 

shouldn’t only talk about that. You need to talk about the literary features but I 

also think it’s important not to just talk about literary features…. when looking at 

literature you also need to tie it back to the theme because otherwise it’s like you 

are looking at a word and you are just identifying the letters and you are not 

understanding the meaning of it and how it relates. 

Another student, Lily, felt Appreciation was the hardest skill for her to learn; she referred 

to the poster with the criteria for a literary analysis (which was not present during the 
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interview), saying, “‘I know what it says. I know what it means. I know how the author 

did that.’ And I didn’t understand how the author did that until like probably a couple of 

months ago…. It’s more than just identifying like the features that an author uses to help 

to convey a message. But it’s like, like why does the author use that feature? Or like why 

is that being used there?”  

 Another implication of the findings in Appreciation is that teachers can create 

opportunities for students to develop a greater understanding of author style, both through 

in-depth author study as well as through comparative analysis work. The single literary 

analysis on which students in the study scored highest on Appreciation and other macro-

characteristics was written on Carol Ann Duffy’s poem “War Photographer.” This 

literary analysis was assigned at the completion of an entire unit on the poetry of Carol 

Ann Duffy. By the time students reached the end of the unit, they had a lot of expertise in 

Duffy’s style and themes. Thus, they had deep knowledge about the author and felt able 

to engage quite authoritatively with a Duffy poem, even though this particular poem was 

new to them. They demonstrated greater facility with writing of the analysis and greater 

awareness of the author’s choices, even though the writing was completely independent.  

The Comparative Analysis essays that Mr. Short taught and assigned also helped 

students develop a greater awareness of author’s craft because they gave students an 

opportunity to consider similarities and differences between two authors in terms of style, 

form, author, purpose, and audience. On the other hand, writing assignments that required 

students to conduct a “cold” reading of an excerpt of a larger text and by an author about 

which the student may have no knowledge seemed to hamper students’ ability to focus on 
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the author’s craft, context, and purpose. Students in the study rarely reached a high level 

of Appreciation on the midterm exams, called Guided Literary Analysis in the IB 

curriculum. The tasks on the midterm exam provided texts that students had never seen 

before, perhaps by authors they didn’t know, without any context of production or 

reception. The prose passages were especially decontextualized, excerpts from longer 

short stories or novels. However, the Comparative Analyses, which students wrote on 

novels or memoirs they had already read and discussed in some depth in class, enabled 

students to draw on their knowledge of the author and the author’s historical, cultural, or 

social context, in order to demonstrate understanding of and Appreciation of the author’s 

literary techniques and stylistic choices.  

Teachers can also create classroom conditions that help students become more 

aware of their roles as readers. As students become more aware of the author’s role in 

crafting the text, they can also become more aware of their role as readers and the 

author’s efforts to shape not only meaning, but reader response. Asking students to 

consider how an author uses figurative or symbolic language, structure, technique, and 

style to shape not just meaning, but effect on the reader, can help students become more 

metacognitive about their reader response. Furthermore, providing background 

knowledge about the reception of an author’s work by others, at other times or in other 

places that may be distinct from students’ own context, may give students the distance 

needed to consider the author’s purpose more objectively. 

Finally, although the micro-characteristics of literary discourse were not found to 

be correlated with writing quality or predictive of development, instruction in using the 
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micro-characteristics may be useful as writing scaffolds, particularly with Appreciation. 

There were more References to the Author and References to the Reader in essays that 

demonstrated greater Appreciation of the literature. References to the Author are 

evidence that the writer is “engaging” in “conversation” with the author. References to 

the Reader are evidence that the writer is “engaging” in “conversation” with other 

readers. Because the subject of a literary analysis is either the text itself or the author and 

the effect of the text on the readers, the writer often refers to “the reader” or “we,” 

implying a community of readers as audience. Micro-level characteristics seemed to be 

indicators of how these student-writers “tried on” the interpersonal or experiential 

metafunctions of language, notably language at the most fundamental, word-choice 

levels. Making students aware of how these micro-characteristic references work in a 

literary analysis and encouraging students to use them as they draft may scaffold 

development of the macro-characteristic of Appreciation in the same way that sentence 

frames do. 

Writing Instruction 

Much of the instruction Mr. Short provided was in line with what we know about 

good writing instruction, regardless of discipline. Students reported instruction on making 

and structuring a literary argument, on contextualizing and integrating textual evidence, 

on connecting evidence to claims with warrants, and on explicitly using “showing verbs” 

to do so. In addition to explicit instruction, Mr. Short’s instructional approach provided 

multiple opportunities for students to practice writing with varying degrees of 

scaffolding, including use of student exemplars, graphic organizers and sentence frames, 
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collaborative practice, and liberal feedback on student work. Applebee and Langer (1987) 

argue that “effective writing instruction provides carefully structured support or 

scaffolding as students undertake new and more difficult tasks. In the process of 

completing those tasks, students internalize information and strategies relevant to the 

tasks, learning the concepts and skills they will need in order to eventually undertake 

similar tasks on their own” (p. 139). Research and best practices have long demonstrated 

that discussion of models or exemplars of student work is a productive means of 

explaining tacit knowledge and guiding students into the requirements of academic 

writing, as exemplars can be used to enhance student understanding of quality writing 

and to promote transfer of strategies and skills from exemplars to independent writing 

tasks (Graham & Perin, 2007; Knudson, 1991). Mr. Short analyzed student exemplars 

with students, drawing from past IB exams, and provided regular feedback on student 

writing using the IB rubrics, as evident in both his self-reports and in papers he returned 

to students with liberal commentary, both questions and suggestions. He even attempted 

to replicate exam conditions so that students could practice writing a literary analysis 

under time constraints. Pearl attributed her growth to the instruction and guidance 

provided by Mr. Short, to the “honest, constructive feedback” he provided, his explicit 

instruction on “what to write about to get a good grade,” and to the reduction in 

scaffolding he provided, as “he held back more and more as the year went on.”  

Collaborative practice, or having students work together on planning, drafting, 

revising, editing, and/or peer revising their writing, is also a best practice of writing 

instruction (Graham & Perin, 2007; MacArthur, Schwartz, & Graham, 1991). Mr. Short 
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provided opportunities in class for students to organize and write literary analyses 

collaboratively. Several students mentioned in their interviews times when he would give 

students a poem or excerpt from prose and ask them to identify the literary features they 

would write about, then share their findings, or give them a prompt and ask them to write 

an introduction, then share their writing with a peer. 

Approximations are Normal 

One of the patterns of development is that as students are learning new skills, 

their performance can be inconsistent, awkward, or even strange. Students must attempt 

to approximate the discourse of the discipline while they learn it, which often leads to 

awkward, unusual, or hybrid forms. A developmental approach to secondary writing can 

help us value these approximations as steps in the right direction. In his seminal article, 

“Inventing the University,” composition theorist Bartholomae (1986) discusses with a 

certain benevolence the difficulties post-secondary student writers face learning the 

academic discourse(s) required of them in the university. He writes:  

The students have to appropriate (or be appropriated by) a specialized 

discourse, and they have to do this as though they were easily and 

comfortably one with their audience, as though they were members of the 

academy, or historians or anthropologists or economists; they have to 

invent the university by assembling and mimicking its language, finding 

some compromise between idiosyncrasy, a personal history, and the 

requirements of convention, the history of a discipline. They must learn to 

speak our language. Or they must dare to speak it, or to carry off the bluff, 
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since speaking and writing will most certainly be required long before the 

skill is "learned." (p. 4–5) 

Students must attempt to approximate the discourse of the discipline before they really 

understand it, and this often, and understandably, leads to awkward, unusual, or hybrid 

forms.  

As the students in this study attempted to replicate the discourse of literary 

analysis in their own writing, they tried to approximate it in different ways. They 

imitated, they used trial and error, they practiced, they got feedback from their teacher 

and peers, and they produced overextensions, underextensions, and misapplications of the 

characteristics of literary discourse as they learned new knowledge and skills. These 

approximations are not deficiencies, however, but reveal their “zones of proximal 

development” (Vygotsky, 1978), the opportunities for growth. 

For example, when students attempt to address a deeper meaning or interpretation 

of a literary work, they may not be familiar with the common themes — the literary 

“topoi” (Fahnestock & Secor, 1991, p. 84), “commonplaces,” (Bartholomae, 1986, p. 4) 

or “places of the mind” (Garrett-Petts, 2000, p. 70) — to which literary critics turn to 

analyze and interpret literary text. Thus, their interpretations may be read as superficial or 

cliché. In the absence of those topoi and other tools, like literary theories and other 

interpretive conventions, students in this study used alternative frameworks for 

interpreting literature that are less common and less respected within the literary 

community. In this small sample of student essays, I was able to identify intermediate 

forms on the way toward more expert or conventional forms of interpretation.  
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Fortunately, Mr. Short, the teacher in the study, demonstrated an awareness of the 

developmental progression in student writing over the two years and the stages they go 

through in their writing as they begin to incorporate the criteria of a literary analysis. Mr. 

Short’s awareness of the developmental progression, honed by years of teaching practice, 

allowed him to be patient with students’ development and to expect, even predict, 

particular misapplications and overextensions, strange patterns and unconventional 

moves. Educators like Mr. Short who recognize the approximations and intermediate 

forms can then determine instructional next steps. It is useful, then, to have a framework 

through which to understand student writing development in the Response to Literature 

Genres to guide instruction.  

Educators on the secondary level are constantly confronted with what their 

students can’t do when it comes to writing. Standardized test results and the research that 

is based on this data leave secondary teachers with very little in research-based 

instructional strategies or insights into their students’ writing development. They are able 

to identify what students can’t do, but have lacked the tools or the approach to determine 

why they fail to perform. The findings of this study suggest a different approach to 

secondary students’ writing: acknowledging, accounting for, and supporting students as 

they develop understanding of and proficiency in the conventions of the discipline. 

A developmental perspective is useful because it allows teachers to describe what 

students can do at particular levels and how their abilities change over time. A 

developmental model looks for strengths, not deficits; sees approximations, unexpected 

forms, and unusual hybrids as steps in development; and views overextensions and 
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inappropriate applications as signals that students are actively learning and applying new 

skills (Bartholomae, 1986; Langer, 1992; Newkirk, 1987; Rothery, 1989). Teachers can 

learn to understand their students’ writing not as error, but as emergent writing ability, as 

intermediate forms (Newkirk, 1987), and can use this information to identify their 

students’ strengths and build on them. Langer (1992) maintains that valuing the 

developmental continuum of students’ writing “helps us understand what a particular 

student knows and is reaching toward, and moves us away from the tendency to treat 

less-than-adult structures as wrong” (p. 52). Bartholomae (1986) claims that if we look at 

student writing as approximations of academic discourse, we will be able to “to 

determine the stylistic resources that enabled writers to locate themselves within an 

‘academic’ discourse” (p. 12). A developmental approach can help teachers identify the 

intermediate writing forms that students demonstrate on the way to competence and 

suggest places where the teacher can provide instruction to further students’ acquisition 

of the genres unique to ELA. 

Tools for Teachers 

A Rubric for Literary Analysis 

Rothery (1989) argues that in ELA, we lack explicit models and strategies and 

thus work “intuitively on the basis of implicit knowledge of texts so that the hidden 

curriculum prevails” (p. 81). This is particularly difficult for students who are developing 

understanding of the norms of practice and habits of mind of the discipline and need 

more specific instruction and guidance. But this study shows that disciplinary literacy in 

English Language Arts, the genre conventions and practices of the disciplinary discourse 
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community of literary scholars and, in particular, the literary analysis, can be learned and 

taught.  

An important corollary to this finding is that educators need knowledge of those 

genre conventions and practices in order to teach them. One problem is that educators 

may not have knowledge of disciplinary literacy or of the pedagogy of disciplinary 

literacy. But as the students in this study wrestled through trial and error to demonstrate 

appreciation for literature, to develop conventionally accepted interpretations, to support 

them, and to enact the different response genres, direct instruction in the attributes and 

exemplars of each genre helped them understand the expectations and more deliberately 

write in a given genre or progress to the next level of sophistication. 

Wolfe (2003) argues that “We have a responsibility… to make explicit the 

conventions, values, and methods of invention common to the discipline in question. The 

failure to be explicit often means that our courses work for students who have already 

assimilated these conventions (usually subconsciously) but leave those with less 

academic preparation on the outside” (p. 422). One way to make these conventions and 

expectations, the characteristics of literary discourse, clear to students is through the use 

of a rubric that clarifies the characteristics of the genre of the literary analysis.  

The rubric I developed for this study was specifically designed to assess the 

characteristics of disciplinary literacy in English Language Arts as evident in its primary 

written genre, literary analysis. This analytic rubric is based on a continuum of emerging 

competence and differentiates among four levels of development (Emerging, Developing, 

Proficient, and Advanced) on the four macro-characteristics of literary discourse 
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(Appreciation, Interpretation, Textual Evidence, and Warrant). The rubric also includes 

an additional code, Response to Literature Genre (Character Analysis, Thematic 

Interpretation, Thematic Analysis, or Critical Response), which proved to be useful to 

analysis of student writing.  

This rubric addresses many of the flaws that we see in standardized secondary 

writing assessments. For example, the rubric incorporates Toulmin’s (1958) categories of 

argument but also includes more disciplinary-based criteria to account for the specific 

characteristics of the genre of literary argument. The continuum of emerging competence 

on which the rubric is built acknowledges that the development of writing ability is 

uneven, individual, and contextually situated. It is also designed to provide information to 

students and teachers to guide instruction and provide formative feedback. The Response 

to Literature Genres criterion is especially useful for giving students feedback about the 

expectations and characteristics of the different genres. 
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Table 5.1 

Literary Analysis Rubric 

Criterion Emerging Developing Proficient  Advanced  

Appreciation: 
Attention to ways in 

which the author 

uses figurative or 

symbolic language, 

structure, technique, 

and style to shape 

meaning and effect 

on the reader, and 

analysis and 

evaluation of the 

beauty or aesthetic 

qualities of the work 

(Rainey & Moje, 

2012; Squire, 2003). 

Emphasis on plot, 

character, and events. 

May include identification 

of figurative or symbolic 

language, structure, 

technique, style, and/or 

literary conventions of the 

genre, but no 

consideration of how they 

shape meaning or effect 

on reader. 

OR Theme may be 

identified, but author craft 

is not. 

OR Little to no reference 

to or awareness of author 

as connected to theme 

(Vipond & Hunt, 1984). 

Identification of figurative or 

symbolic language, structure, 

technique, style, and/or 

literary conventions of the 

genre, but inconsistent 

consideration of how they 

shape meaning or effect on 

reader. 

Possible reference to author, 

but no awareness of “an author 

who intends to make a point” 

(Vipond & Hunt, 1984, p. 

264). 

Identification of figurative 

or symbolic language, 

structure, technique, style, 

and/or literary conventions 

of the genre and 

appreciation of ways in 

which they shape meaning 

and effect on reader. 

Awareness of “an author 

who intends to make a 

point” (Vipond & Hunt, 

1984, p. 264), but lack of 

understanding of author’s 

motives and “underlying 

message and assumptions” 

(Wade, Thompson, & 

Watkins, 1994, p. 275).  

 

Insightful understanding and 

appreciation of ways in which 

author uses figurative or 

symbolic language, structure, 

technique, style, and/or literary 

conventions of the genre to 

shape meaning or effect on the 

reader.  

Awareness of author’s purpose 

in using literary techniques, of 

“the structure of a text, its 

arguments, theoretical 

underpinnings, and discursive 

moves” (Wade, Thompson, & 

Watkins, 1994, p. 275). 

 

Interpretation: 
Overall meaning of a 

piece of literature, 

the main point being 

argued in a literary 

analysis.  

Offers few, superficial, or 

inaccurate interpretations 

of text with a tendency to 

retell.  

May address patterns of 

events or behaviors of 

characters without 

assessing meaning or 

significance to theme. 

No argument for 

interpretation. 
 

Offers accurate although 

somewhat basic interpretations 

of text that are partially 

explained and/or somewhat 

literal.  

Local interpretation of lines or 

passages may be insightful, 

but are not connected to 

themes of the larger work. 

Argument for interpretation 

may be unclear, unpersuasive, 
or logically inconsistent. 

Offers accurate 

interpretations of text with 

analysis that goes beyond a 

literal level. 

Interpretation of lines or 

passages connected to 

themes of the larger work. 

Somewhat clear, 

persuasive, and logical 

argument for interpretation. 

Offers insightful and 

sophisticated interpretations of 

text with analysis that goes well 

beyond a literal level. 

Insightful interpretation of lines 

or passages connected to themes 

of the larger work and more 

universal themes, often 

established disciplinary topoi. 

Clear, persuasive, and logical 

argument for interpretation. 
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Textual Evidence: 

Examples from the 

literary passage in 

support of the 

interpretation (direct 

quotations or 

paraphrases within 

quotation marks or 

not)  

Textual evidence relates 

to most points, but does 

not support main 

interpretation. 

Textual evidence is vague 

or too extensive to 

examine. 

 

Textual evidence supports 

each point and some may 

support main interpretation. 

Textual evidence is 

unimportant, unrepresentative 

(selective), and/or insufficient. 

 

Well-chosen textual 

evidence supports each 

point and main 

interpretation. 

Evidence is important, 

representative, and/or 

sufficient, but not all three. 

 

Powerfully chosen textual 

evidence is rich, interesting, and 

supports each point and main 

interpretation. 

Evidence is important, 

representative, and sufficient. 

 

Warrants: 
Propositions that 

explain or elaborate 

on the meaning of a 

textual citation, or to 

link a citation to the 

interpretation 

(Toulmin, 1958) 

Attempts to elaborate, but 

instead simply restates 

evidence.  

Evidence may be adjacent 

to interpretation, but no 

link to interpretation. 

Provides inappropriate or 

no context to introduce 

textual evidence. 

Textual evidence is 

insufficiently examined, 

explained, or relevant to the 

theme. 

May tie evidence to 

interpretation, but fails to 

provide clear explanation. 

Provides limited or awkward 

context to introduce textual 

evidence. 

Textual evidence is 

adequately examined, 

explained, and relevant to 

the thesis. 

Provides some analysis and 

elaboration of the evidence 

to show how it supports the 

interpretation. 

Provides clear context to 

introduce textual evidence. 

Textual evidence is thoroughly 

examined, explained, and clearly 

relevant to the thesis. 

Provides both well-developed 

analysis and elaboration of the 

evidence to explain how it 

supports the interpretation. 

Provides subtle context to 

introduce textual evidence, often 

by working snippets of most 

relevant text into syntax of own 

sentences. 

 

Genre 
As evident in thesis 

and in specific 

schematic structure 

of literature response 

genres, particularly 

character analysis, 

thematic 

interpretation, 

thematic analysis, or 

critical analysis 

(Christie, 2012; 

Character Analysis 
Discussion and evaluation 

of the characters in the 

text 

Subject of thesis: 
character 

Purpose: demonstrate 

understanding of character 

development 

Audience: the teacher 

Stance: concrete 

Thematic Interpretation 
Abstract reflection on the text 

and its values 

Subject of thesis: theme 

Purpose: Demonstrate 

understanding of text, Argue 

for interpretation 

Audience: teacher, peers 

(pretended distant 

uncooperative interlocutors) 

Stance: more abstract, 

detached, and distant 

Thematic Analysis 
Abstract reflection on the 

text, its values, and author 

craft 

Subject of thesis: author 

craft, as related to theme 

Purpose: Demonstrate 

appreciation for craft, 

Argue for interpretation 

Audience: teachers 

Stance: detached, distant 

Critical Response 
Discussion and critique of a text 

Subject of thesis: context and 

intertext; “situating the work’s 

place among other pieces, and 

evaluating the credibility or 

truthfulness of the text” (Rainey 

& Moje, 2012, p. 85). 

Purpose: Engage in 

conversation about text 

Audience: colleagues (literary 

discourse community) 
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Christie & 

Derewianka, 2008; 

Rothery, 1994; 

Rothery and 

Stenglin, 2000) 

Point of view: more 

consistently third person 

Attitude: judgement, of 

characters and their 

choices 

Point of view: third person 

Attitude: appreciation 

(valuation-ideational) 

Point of view: 3rd or 1st 

person plural  

Attitude: appreciation 

(composition-textual) 

Stance: detached, authoritative 

Point of view: 3rd or 1st person 

plural point of view 

Attitude: evaluation 
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A Model of Response to Literature Genres  

A model of Response to Literature Genres can be helpful for understanding 

students’ development in writing in response to literature. An analysis of the Response to 

Literature Genres represented in the students’ literary analyses demonstrated a range of 

genres, from the Character Analysis, a less mature genre typically learned in middle 

school, to the Thematic Interpretation and the Thematic Analysis, Mr. Short’s target 

genre, to alternative or hybrid genres and even a few examples of the expert genre, the 

Critical Response. As students learned to enact the macro-characteristics of literary 

discourse, their mastery of the target Response to Literature Genre, the Thematic 

Analysis, was realized. Looking at the approximations of the genre students wrote over 

time allows us to understand the incremental process of learning disciplinary writing at 

the secondary level. 

Children’s approximations toward mature forms of genre proceed through 

intermediate forms or stages, which different researchers have attempted to identify and 

classify in order to prepare a scope and sequence of curriculum and instruction to 

advance and support development (Donovan, 2001; Donovan & Smolkin, 2006; 

Kamberelis, 1999; Langer, 1992; Newkirk, 1987). In his discussion of his findings of 

children’s intermediate forms of non-narrative writing, Newkirk (1987) writes, “As we 

more clearly define the incremental moves students make toward mature expository 

prose, we will be better able to help students develop these discursive abilities. And by 

naming the forms children use, we will begin to possess a vocabulary to discuss what 

children do” (p. 142). Rothery (1989) suggests that we should look at students’ writing 
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“in terms of the extent to which the text approximates the mature model of this [genre] 

variety. If we do this, we can be positive and constructive in the comments we make” (p. 

81).  

The typology of Response to Literature Genres as described by Rothery (1994) 

and Christie and Derewianka (2008) is instructive for teachers who seek to help students 

develop their writing in response to literature because it names the genres and “gives 

direction and order to the manner in which the apprentice writer may go about the writing 

task” (Christie & Derewianka, 2008, p. 62), particularly as the genres become more 

complex and abstract as students’ writing develops. Christie and Derewianka (2008) 

explain students’ development in response genres as the movement from “immediate 

expression of simple affect about text(s) towards eventual abstract reflection on the 

values expressed in text(s) or viewed, and judgement about them” (p. 59). The model of 

response genres (see Table 8.1) that I have created provides additional descriptions of the 

different linguistic, generic, rhetorical, and disciplinary features under the domains of 

knowledge involved in literary discourse in each response to literature genre, including 

subject, audience, purpose, attitude, stance, and voices, as informed by Snow and Uccelli 

(2009), Rainey and Moje (2012), Martin and White (2005), Rothery and Stenglin (2000), 

and Schleppegrell (2001).  
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Table 5.2 
Model of Response to Literature Genres 

Genre1 Subject Audience2 Purpose 
Primary 

Attitude3 Stance4 Voices 

Critical 

Analysis 

Context, 

“intertext” 

Colleagues 

(Literary 

Discourse 

Community) 

Engage in conversation 

about text, add new 

knowledge 

Evaluation 

Collegial, 

authoritative 

3rd or 1st person 

plural point of view 

Author, 

authors, texts, 

contexts, 

readers, critics 

Thematic 

Analysis 

Author craft, as 

related to 

meaning, effect 

on readers 

Teachers 

Demonstrate appreciation 

for craft, Argue for 

interpretation 

Appreciation 

(Composition) 

Abstract, detached, 

distant 

3rd or 1st person 

plural point of view 

Author, readers 

(all, including 

self) 

Thematic 

Interpretation 
Theme, meaning 

Teacher 

(Pretended distant 

uncooperative 

interlocutors) 

Demonstrate 

understanding of text, 

Argue for interpretation 

Appreciation 

(Valuation) 

Abstract, detached, 

distant 

3rd person point of 

view 

Author 

Character 

Analysis 
Characters, Plot 

Teacher 

(Pretended distant 

uncooperative 

interlocutor) 

Demonstrate 

understanding of character 

development 

Interpretation, 

Judgement 

Concrete, referential 

3rd person point of 

view 

Author, 

characters 

Review 
Characters, Plot, 

Other elements 

Peers (Cooperative 

interlocutor) 
Share opinion about text Judgement 

Concrete, referential 

1st, 2nd, or 3rd 

person point of view 

Characters 

Personal 

Response 

Reader (self) 

experience 
Self 

Express experience of 

reading text 
Affect 

Expressive, 

personally involved 

1st person point of 

view 

Reader (self) 

 

1 Christie (2012) and Christie & Derewianka (2008) 
2  Snow & Uccelli (2009) 
3 Christie (2012), Christie & Derewianka (2008), Rothery (1994), Rothery & Stenglin (2000) 
4 Snow & Uccelli (2009)
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It is useful to think of the model of the developmental pathway of Response to 

Literature Genres as a broadening of the “linguistic-experiential reservoir” (Rosenblatt, 

2004) or repertoire and acknowledgement of a wider interpretive community of voices. In 

this model of response to literature genres, students move from expressive and concrete 

to abstract. They move from the pre-critical immersion stance in literature that 

encourages students to develop a love for reading to a more analytical stance that fosters 

critical thinking. As students move up the level of the genres, they incorporate ever 

increasing funds of knowledge into their interpretation, starting with their own personal 

situation and interests and moving to greater knowledge of the world, of literature, and of 

ways of reading. As their “linguistic-experiential reservoir” deepens, the number of 

“voices” they address also increases, starting with their own, adding the characters, their 

peers and teachers, and the author, until they are in conversation with a larger discourse 

community, including other authors, other texts, and other readers and critics. As they 

move through these genres, students become more aware that they are entering the 

ongoing literary conversation. 

Intermediate Response Genre: Thematic Analysis. My analysis of the students’ 

literary analyses in this sample led me to create an additional intermediate response genre 

to the typology of response genres as described by Rothery (1994) and Christie and 

Derewianka (2008): the Thematic Analysis. I identified two distinct variations of 

Response to Literature Genres within Christie and Derewianka’s (2008) category of 

Thematic Interpretation in the student papers which differ on the elements of subject, 

audience, and purpose: the Thematic Interpretation and a more advanced genre I labeled 
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Thematic Analysis. The subject of the thesis in a Thematic Interpretation is theme, while 

the subject of the Thematic Analysis is author craft, as related to theme. The purpose of 

the Thematic Interpretation is to demonstrate an understanding of the text and to argue 

for an Interpretation, generally to an audience of the teacher and/or peers, while the 

purpose of the Thematic Analysis is to demonstrate Appreciation for the author’s craft 

through an analysis of the effect of the craft on the meaning and effect on the readers.  

The written International Baccalaureate curriculum and Mr. Short’s enacted 

curriculum specified the Thematic Analysis as the target genre for the students enrolled in 

English A: Literature at Bradford Charter. The requirements of the Common Core State 

Standards (2010), with their Craft and Structure reading standards and argument writing 

standards, also indicate the necessity of teaching a genre like the Thematic Analysis, 

particularly at the high school level, but starting to build the skills even in elementary 

school. Anchor standards for reading include the following: 

 CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.CCRA.R.4. Interpret words and phrases as they are used 

in a text, including determining technical, connotative, and figurative meanings, 

and analyze how specific word choices shape meaning or tone. 

 CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.CCRA.R.5. Analyze the structure of texts, including 

how specific sentences, paragraphs, and larger portions of the text (e.g., a section, 

chapter, scene, or stanza) relate to each other and the whole. 

 CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.CCRA.R.6. Assess how point of view or purpose shapes 

the content and style of a text. 

One of the anchor standards for writing includes the following: 
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 CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.CCRA.W.1. Write arguments to support claims in an 

analysis of substantive topics or texts using valid reasoning and relevant and 

sufficient evidence. 

These reading standards echo the definition of the macro-characteristic of Appreciation, 

attention to ways in which the author uses figurative or symbolic language, structure, 

technique, and style to shape meaning and effect on the reader, and analysis and 

evaluation of the beauty or aesthetic qualities of the work (Rainey & Moje, 2012; Squire, 

2003). The writing standard reflects the other macro-characteristics, Interpretation, 

Textual Evidence, and Warrant, which are the disciplinary equivalents of Claim, 

Evidence, and Reasoning. 

Educators who know the characteristics of the different Response to Literature 

Genres and the developmental progression of the genres as presented in the model can 

use that knowledge to scaffold student writing, to provide specific feedback to students 

on their writing, and to determine instructional next steps. Furthermore, students who 

know the characteristics of the genres can develop metacognitive awareness of their own 

progress and begin to determine their own next steps. 

Furthermore, the contexts of the different writing tasks, written genres, and 

literary genres seemed to encourage or discourage particular Response to Literature 

Genres. The comparative analysis, for example, required students to compare and 

contrast the similarities and differences between at least two of the works studied in the 

course. The context of this task seemed to encourage a Critical Response, whose purpose 

is to situate the text among other texts and traditions, among social, historical, cultural, or 
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political contexts of the texts and the authors, engaging with at least two authors in a 

conversation of sorts. The single literary analyses, on the other hand, especially those that 

were written on texts that were brand new to students, provided no context in which to 

analyze the texts, encouraging a Thematic Interpretation or Thematic Analysis.  

Thus, it is important for educators to consider how the constraints of particular 

assignments affect student performance: the nature of the assignment, the texts about 

which students are writing, the scaffolding provided on the reading and/or the writing, the 

order in which assignments are sequenced. All of these features of an assignment can 

impact student writing performance, and may even result in different written genres, and 

should be considered when assessing students’ writing ability. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

A developmental perspective brings new insights 

The use of a developmental framework to conduct research on secondary writing 

is long overdue. The generally low estimate of adolescents’ abilities in writing may be 

due to the pervasive application of a deficit model which views adolescents’ writing as 

deficient. This perspective has its origin in the fact that what we know about secondary 

writing comes primarily from standardized assessments, which give incomplete if not 

flawed information (Llosa, Beck, & Zhao, 2011). There is very little research on 

adolescent writing development in general, much less disciplinary literacy development, 

particularly in ELA, upon which to base instruction, curriculum, and assessment (Christie 

& Derewianka, 2008; Kiuhara, Graham, & Hawkins, 2009; Myhill, 2008).  

The methodologies used by literacy researchers on the primary level (e.g., 
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Donovan, 2001; Donovan & Smolkin, 2006; Langer, 1992; Newkirk, 1989) allow for a 

developmental approach to writing that looks at student writing and develops models to 

describe this writing, identifying, categorizing, and elaborating on characteristics of or 

phases of emergent genre development in student writing. These methodologies should 

be applied to writing development on the secondary level, particularly in disciplinary 

writing.  

More research in disciplinary literacy in ELA is necessary.  

The findings of this study suggest that we still need to know more about 

disciplinary literacy in ELA, particularly about how students’ knowledge and skill at 

writing in response to literature develop over time, especially for a variety of different 

students. Because so little research on proficiency in disciplinary literacy in English 

Language Arts has been done, particularly for students or novice readers and writers in 

the discipline, it was important to first study how high-performing students learn to write 

literary analyses. The findings in this study contribute to an understanding of the types of 

strategies these high-performing students use as they are learning or when they have not 

yet learned the appropriate knowledge and skills, and how instruction can support their 

learning. However, it is only a beginning.  

This study explored two years of writing portfolios from 14 students from a single 

high-performing charter school. Although 14 students and 140 literary analyses is a small 

sample for quantitative research, it is a large sample for qualitative analysis. However, 

this sample should not be considered representative of all high school students or even of 

all high-performing charter school students. Furthermore, this study was undoubtedly 
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shaped by the participants with whom I worked. I may have reached different conclusions 

had I worked with a different teacher or a different set of students from a different school 

and location. Furthermore, race, class, gender, and other differences are always important 

considerations in social science research. However, since students were self-selected, and 

all students who elected to join the study were white and thirteen of fourteen students 

were female, I did not likely see a full range of understanding of and proficiency in the 

genre of literary analysis even at this particular school. Another consideration is that the 

students who elected to participate in the study were particularly interested in and 

metacognitive about their writing and learning processes.  

Initial analysis of the students’ literary analyses suggests that additional patterns 

or categories of characteristics of literary analysis may emerge from further analysis of a 

larger sample of students’ literary analyses. Further research can examine how “poor 

novices,” average or struggling students learn to implement some of the strategies and 

how teachers can scaffold their learning of the genre of literary analysis. Analysis of 

additional writing samples from a larger variety of schools and students would be 

necessary to confirm any findings and further explore additional variations in students’ 

emergent understanding and production of the genre of literary analysis.  

Secondly, although the study took place over two years, the data is not truly 

longitudinal, and the patterns that were identified cannot be attributed to development. 

There is, for example, no assurance that the twelfth graders in this sample had, three 

years earlier, written differently as ninth graders. There is no assurance that some of the 

characteristics that appeared later might not have taken hold earlier if they had been 
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introduced earlier. Whether the development was due to instruction or developmental 

readiness or logical progression within the response genre typology is not clear from the 

data. Longitudinal research that follows writers during the middle school and high school 

years would be needed to determine developmental trajectories and individual variability 

in the mastery of the genre of literary analysis over time. Only two years of data were 

collected, which certainly reduces the number of response to literature genres identified 

in the students’ writing. Although the two years of student writing studied reflects the 

most intense instruction in writing literary analyses of the students’ academic careers at 

the time of the study, students were likely writing about literature or in response to 

literature since elementary school. Much earlier iterations of this genre would likely be 

revealed in research at earlier grade levels. 

Third, research on the development of disciplinary literacy in ELA should 

consider instructional contexts more fully. Because this study’s analysis focused 

primarily on students’ written texts, it did not attempt to fully describe the contexts in 

which various textual forms emerged. I did not investigate the multiple social and 

cognitive variables that may have impacted the students’ writing performance, including 

reading ability, background knowledge, experience with and exposure to a variety of 

genres in reading and writing, vocabulary knowledge, socio-economic background, and 

impact of instruction, among others.  

Finally, the analytical framework, the Literary Analysis Rubric, and the Model of 

Response to Literature Genres should be tested with additional populations and in 

different instructional contexts. The macro-characteristics analyzed in the writing of the 
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students in this study were able to reliably describe aspects of the literary discourse, and 

may be able to be used to describe the structures and characteristics of writing in other 

samples of students’ writing. The qualitative analysis of the student writing in this study 

focused most on the macro-characteristics of Interpretation, Appreciation, and Response 

to Literature Genre because they were more obviously specific to Literary Discourse and 

thus most relevant for analysis. However, the macro-characteristics of Textual Evidence 

and Warrant, as used in literary analysis or any Response to Literature Genre, may have 

subtle differences from the evidence and warrants used in other kinds of academic 

argument that could be investigated in future research. Furthermore, the Response to 

Literature Genres found in this study fell in a fairly narrow range. The Thematic 

Analysis, an intermediate genre that lies between the Thematic Interpretation and the 

Critical Response, as defined by subject, audience, purpose, attitude, stance, and 

“voices,” was identified through analysis of the student writing in this study. Analysis of 

student writing at different grade levels, different populations, and in different 

instructional contexts may reveal additional intermediate genres. 

In this study, the quantitative analyses of the macro-characteristic data across the 

entire sample of students allowed me to identify whether the quality of those 

characteristics changed over the two years of the sample. However, although the scores 

on the rubric demonstrated students’ improvement in their writing over two years, this 

information offered only general judgments and provided no specific information to 

guide instruction and provide formative feedback. A deeper analysis of the written 

discourse investigated how the macro-characteristics of literary discourse emerged in 
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students’ writing over time and revealed developing understanding of and proficiency in 

the genre conventions and practices of the disciplinary discourse community. It revealed 

intermediate writing forms and showed the growing, but often incremental, complexity of 

students’ writing development and their proficiency in enacting the genre conventions 

and practices of the literary discourse community. Many of the students in this study 

demonstrated the ability to enact the characteristics of literary discourse in their writing 

more deeply, more fluently, and in more conventional ways in essays that were 

scaffolded, processed, written and revised in class or at home, and with assistance from 

teachers and more able peers.  

The category system, itself, contains implicit assumptions about what 

development means. The construct of writing development is broad, multifaceted, 

situated, contextual, and resistant to a monolithic, stable definition, particularly when 

examining the trajectory of development over time. In order to narrow the scope of the 

analysis, a single written genre is studied, the literary analysis. However, even the 

differences among the different writing assignments students completed over the two 

years of the study, all officially the genre of literary analysis, made significant differences 

in the frequencies of the characteristics of literary discourse and the quality of the 

writing.  

Conclusion 

Given the students’ development in integrating the norms of practice and habits of 

mind of literary discourse over the course of this study, students are capable of reaching 

proficiency in disciplinary discourse when given explicit instruction in the language, 
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exposure to and practice in applying the disciplinary practices and habits of mind, and the 

instruction in the tools to write in the appropriate genres. Furthermore, many students are 

capable of reaching a level of expertise when challenged to do so, as seen in some of the 

examples of Critical Response and Advanced Interpretation and Appreciation. A few of 

the students in this study were already high-performing readers and writers, and Mr. 

Short’s class was an optimal setting with highly effective instruction by a master teacher. 

Not all students would be starting the process of learning to write a literary analysis at 

such a high level or in such an optimal setting. But their progress demonstrates that 

students can exceed the expectations if given instruction in the tools, the language, the 

commonplaces, and the necessary background information, the types of knowledge and 

the strategic behaviors literacy scholars apply during literary reading and writing at the 

very highest levels. 

Learning to write about literature like a literary scholar is a long developmental 

process that takes many years of instruction and practice. The overall trajectory of writing 

development must be understood flexibly, because individuals develop at different rates 

and their life experiences and schooling prepare children and adolescents to deal with the 

language of schooling more or less successfully (Christie, 2012). Furthermore, language 

development in general (Lonigan, 2006), in disciplinary literacy in ELA, and in the 

literary response genres (Christie & Derewianka, 2008) occurs as phases that occur in 

overlapping waves, rather than as stages that are linear and developmentally normed, and 

regression in language development is normal.  

Most high school students will not reach expert levels of writing in the discipline. 
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However, although students’ literary analyses may not display mastery of all of the 

features of the expert literary analysis, their writing demonstrates some of the features at 

various levels of competence. In addition, their writing often demonstrates alternative 

characteristics that may not be present in expert forms but may signal emerging or 

developing competence in the genre, attempts to approximate the discourse of the 

discipline, or intermediate forms that emerge when the appropriate knowledge and skills 

are not yet learned. Students’ literary analyses can be examined for the presence of these 

micro- and macro-characteristics of the genre, which can provide evidence of their 

developing proficiency in the disciplinary discourse of English. As we understand better 

what students know and can do, we will be prepared to support them in their acquisition 

of this “genre of power.” 
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APPENDIX A: Informed Consent Form (Teacher) 

Introduction 
Please read this form carefully.  The purpose of this form is to provide you with 

important information about taking part in a research study.  If any of the statements or 

words in this form is unclear, please let us know. We would be happy to answer any 

questions. 

 

If you have any questions about the research or any portion of this form, please ask us.  

Taking part in this research study is up to you.  If you decide to take part in this research 

study we will ask you to sign this form.  We will give you a copy of the signed form. 

 

The persons in charge of this study are Jennifer Rabold and Dr. Mary Catherine 

O’Connor.  Jennifer Rabold can be reached at jrabold@comcast.net or 508-360-5575. Dr. 

O’Connor can be reached at mco@bu.edu or 617-353-3318. Jennifer Rabold will be 

referred to as “the researcher” throughout this consent form.  

 

Why is this study being done? 
This study is being conducted as part of the researcher’s doctoral dissertation research. 

Your views and insights will contribute to the findings the researcher will report to 

complete her doctoral dissertation at Boston University. 

 

The purpose of this study is to explore the intermediate forms, the approximations, pre-

disciplinary forms, or incremental moves students make toward more expert or 

conventional forms of literary discourse. The study will attempt to identify the 

characteristics of disciplinary literacy found in secondary students’ writing identified as 

“literary analyses” by their teacher and categorize intermediate forms that students 

attempt as they move toward the more complex forms of literary analysis required in 

post-secondary education. 

 

We are asking you to take part in this study because you teach students how to write 

literary analysis in the context of a rigorous International Baccalaureate curriculum.  

 

How long will I take part in this research study? 
We expect that you will be in this research study for one year.  During this time, the 

researcher will visit your school a minimum of four times. 

 

About 30 students and one teacher will take part in this research study. 

 

What will happen if I take part in this research study? 
Data will be collected from three sources in this study: (a) student writing classified by 

the participating teacher as “literary analysis,” (b) transcripts derived from interviews 

mailto:jrabold@comcast.net
mailto:mco@bu.edu
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with the participating teacher, and (c) transcripts derived from interviews with the 

students. 

 

Student papers. A minimum of 6 papers per student will be collected. Photocopies of the 

student papers will be collected, de-identified, and coded. The researcher will analyze the 

texts for the presence of the characteristics of the discourse of literary analysis. The 

student papers will be used as independent data sources and also to guide semi-structured 

interviews. 

 

Student interviews. Several students may be selected to participate in interviews at the 

end of the year. In the interviews, the researcher will show students their papers and ask 

them to talk about their writing and revising processes and evaluate their paper, 

explaining their criteria for evaluation. The researcher will identify sentences/examples in 

students’ texts and ask whether the writer would be willing to eliminate the 

sentence/example and why/why not. The interviews will be approximately 30 minutes in 

length and will be audio-recorded and transcribed. The transcripts will be coded to 

identify students’ tacit and explicit knowledge of social contexts, genres, and 

characteristics of disciplinary discourse. 

 

Teacher interviews. The researcher will conduct interviews with the participating 

teacher after collecting each set of papers to identify his criteria for quality in a literary 

analysis and the instructional strategies to which the students will have been exposed. 

The researcher will ask the teacher to choose a representative poor, average, and 

exemplary paper, explaining his criteria for evaluation, for each set of papers. The 

interviews will be approximately 60 minutes in length and will be audio-recorded and 

transcribed. The transcripts will be coded to document the teacher’s definition of “literary 

analysis” and the teacher’s criteria for quality writing, as well as the curriculum and 

instructional strategies to which the students will have been exposed. 

 

Audio-recording 
We would like to audio-record you during this study. All interviews will be audio-

recorded with a digital recorder and transcribed verbatim, with names and other 

identifying information, including the name of your school, removed from transcripts to 

ensure anonymity. The audio recordings will be destroyed after data analysis is complete. 

 

Do you agree to let us audiotape you during this study? 

 

______YES   ______NO  _______INITIALS 

 

How Will You Keep My Study Records Confidential? 
We will keep the records of this study confidential by removing names and other 

identifying information, including the name of your school.  We will make every effort to 

keep your records confidential.   
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The following people or groups may review your study records for purposes such as 

quality control or safety: 

 The Researcher, a second coder, and any member of the dissertation committee 

 The Institutional Review Board at Boston University.  The Institutional Review 

Board is a group of people who review human research studies for safety and 

protection of people who take part in the studies. 

 

Names and other identifying information, including the name of your school, will be 

removed from transcripts and writing samples to ensure anonymity. We will label the 

audio recordings, transcripts, and writing samples with a code instead of your name. The 

key to the code connects your name to your audio recordings, transcripts, and writing 

samples. We will keep the key to the code in a password protected file. We will store the 

audio recordings, transcripts, and writing samples in a password-protected computer, and 

we will store any hard copies of transcripts and writing samples in a locked cabinet. The 

audio recordings will be destroyed after data analysis is complete. 

 

Only the researchers, the dissertation committee, and additional coders will see the 

transcripts and writing samples, but the dissertation will be published and may be used 

for teaching. Although the report may cite direct quotes from your interview, your name 

and all other identifying information will be kept completely anonymous.  

 

Study Participation and Early Withdrawal 
Taking part in this study is your choice. You are free not to take part or to withdraw at 

any time for any reason. No matter what you decide, there will be no penalty or loss of 

benefit to which you are entitled. If you decide to withdraw from this study, the 

information that you have already provided will be kept confidential. 

 

Also, the researcher may take you out of this study without your permission.  This may 

happen because: 

 The researcher thinks it is in your best interest 

 You can’t make the required study visits 

 Other administrative reasons 

 

What are the risks of taking part in this research study? 
Loss of Confidentiality. The main risk of allowing us to use and store your information 

for research is a potential loss of privacy.  We will protect your privacy by labeling your 

information with a code and keeping the key to the code in a password-protected file. 
 

There are no other known risks of taking part in this research study. 

 

What will it cost me to take part in this research study? 
There are no costs to you for taking part in this research study. 
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Will I get paid for taking part in this research study?   
To thank you for participating in this study, you will be given a gift certificate for $50.00 

to a local book store. 

 

What are the benefits of taking part in this research study? 
There are no direct benefits from participating in this research study. However, the 

teacher will be afforded the opportunity to: 

 reflect on your teaching practice 

 make a contribution to literacy research 

 learn new strategies for helping students improve their writing 

 gain feedback on your students’ learning 

 

If I have any questions or concerns about this research study, who can I 

talk to? 
You can contact us with any concerns or questions. Our contact information is listed 

above. 

 
If you have questions about your rights as a research subject or want to speak with 

someone independent of the research team, you may contact the Boston University IRB 

directly at 617-358-6115. 

 
By signing this consent form, I certify that I       (print full 

name here) agree to the terms of this agreement. 

 

             

Signature        Date 
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APPENDIX B: Informed Consent (School Leader) 

Introduction 
Please read this form carefully.  The purpose of this form is to provide you with 

important information about a research study being conducted in your school.  If any of 

the statements or words in this form is unclear, please let us know. We would be happy to 

answer any questions. 

 

If you have any questions about the research or any portion of this form, please ask us.  If 

you agree to allow this research study to take place in your school, we will ask you to 

sign this form.  We will give you a copy of the signed form. 

 

The persons in charge of this study are Jennifer Rabold and Dr. Mary Catherine 

O’Connor.  Jennifer Rabold can be reached at jrabold@comcast.net or 508-360-5575. Dr. 

O’Connor can be reached at mco@bu.edu or 617-353-3318. Jennifer Rabold will be 

referred to as “the researcher” throughout this consent form.  

 

Why is this study being done? 
This study is being conducted as part of the researcher’s doctoral dissertation research. 

The views and insights of the participating teacher and the student participants in your 

school will contribute to the findings the researcher will report to complete her doctoral 

dissertation at Boston University. 

 

The purpose of this study is to explore the intermediate forms, the approximations, pre-

disciplinary forms, or incremental moves students make toward more expert or 

conventional forms of literary discourse. The study will attempt to identify the 

characteristics of disciplinary literacy found in secondary students’ writing identified as 

“literary analyses” by their teacher and categorize intermediate forms that students 

attempt as they move toward the more complex forms of literary analysis required in 

post-secondary education. 

 

We are asking permission to conduct this study at your school because your students are 

taught how to write literary analysis in the context of a rigorous International 

Baccalaureate curriculum.  

 

How long this research study take? 
We expect that your school will be involved in this research study for one school year.  

During this time, the researcher will visit your school a minimum of four times. 

 

About 30 students and one teacher will take part in this research study. 

mailto:jrabold@comcast.net
mailto:mco@bu.edu
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What will happen in this research study? 
Data will be collected from three sources in this study: (a) student writing classified by 

the participating teacher as “literary analysis,” (b) transcripts derived from interviews 

with the participating teacher, and (c) transcripts derived from interviews with the 

students. 

 

Student papers. A minimum of 6 papers per student will be collected. Photocopies of the 

student papers will be collected, de-identified, and coded. The researcher will analyze the 

texts for the presence of the characteristics of the discourse of literary analysis. The 

student papers will be used as independent data sources and also to guide semi-structured 

interviews. 

 

Student interviews. Several students may be selected to participate in interviews at the 

end of the year. In the interviews, the researcher will show students their papers and ask 

them to talk about their writing and revising processes and evaluate their paper, 

explaining their criteria for evaluation. The researcher will identify sentences/examples in 

students’ texts and ask whether the writer would be willing to eliminate the 

sentence/example and why/why not. The interviews will be approximately 30 minutes in 

length and will be audio-recorded and transcribed. The transcripts will be coded to 

identify students’ tacit and explicit knowledge of social contexts, genres, and 

characteristics of disciplinary discourse. 

 

Teacher interviews. The researcher will conduct interviews with the participating 

teacher after collecting each set of papers to identify his criteria for quality in a literary 

analysis and the instructional strategies to which the students will have been exposed. 

The researcher will ask the teacher to choose a representative poor, average, and 

exemplary paper, explaining his criteria for evaluation, for each set of papers. The 

interviews will be approximately 60 minutes in length and will be audio-recorded and 

transcribed. The transcripts will be coded to document the teacher’s definition of “literary 

analysis” and the teacher’s criteria for quality writing, as well as the curriculum and 

instructional strategies to which the students will have been exposed. 

 

Audio-recording 
We would like to audio-record the interviews in this study. All interviews will be audio-

recorded with a digital recorder and transcribed verbatim, with names and other 

identifying information, including the name of your school, removed from transcripts to 

ensure anonymity. The audio recordings will be destroyed after data analysis is complete. 

 

How Will You Keep Study Records Confidential? 
We will keep the records of this study confidential by removing participants’ names and 

other identifying information, including the name of your school.  We will make every 

effort to keep records confidential. The following people or groups may review study 

records for purposes such as quality control or safety: 



 

 

233 

 The Researcher, a second coder, and any member of her dissertation committee 

 The Institutional Review Board at Boston University.  The Institutional Review 

Board is a group of people who review human research studies for safety and 

protection of people who take part in the studies. 

 

Names and other identifying information, including the name of your school, will be 

removed from transcripts and writing samples to ensure anonymity. We will label the 

audio recordings, transcripts, and writing samples with codes instead of names. The key 

to the code will connect names to audio recordings, transcripts, and writing samples. We 

will keep the key to the code in a password protected file. We will store the audio 

recordings, transcripts, and writing samples in a password-protected computer, and we 

will store any hard copies of transcripts and writing samples in a locked cabinet. The 

audio recordings will be destroyed after data analysis is complete. 

 

Only the researchers, the dissertation committee, and additional coders will see the 

transcripts and writing samples, but the dissertation will be published and may be used 

for teaching. Although the report may cite direct quotes from the papers or interviews, 

names and all other identifying information will be kept completely anonymous.  

 

Study Participation and Early Withdrawal 
Taking part in this study is the choice of the students, their parent or guardian, and the 

participating teacher. They are free not to take part or to withdraw at any time for any 

reason. No matter what they decide, there will be no penalty or loss of benefit to which 

they are entitled. If they decide to withdraw from this study, the information that they 

have already provided will be kept confidential. 

 

Also, the researcher may take any participants out of this study without their permission.  

This may happen because: 

 The researcher thinks it is in their best interest 

 Other administrative reasons 

 

What are the risks of taking part in this research study? 
Loss of Confidentiality. The main risk of allowing us to use and store information for 

research is a potential loss of privacy.  We will protect participants’ privacy by labeling 

their information with a code and keeping the key to the code in a password-protected 

file. 
 

There are no other known risks of taking part in this research study. 

 

What will it cost participants to take part in this research study? 
There are no costs to participants for taking part in this research study. 
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Will participants get paid for taking part in this research study?   
To thank the students for participating in this study, they will be given gift certificates for 

$5.00 to a local coffee shop. The students selected for interviews will be given additional 

gift certificates for $10.00 to a local bookstore. The participating teacher will be given a 

gift certificate for $50.00 to a local bookstore. 

 

What are the benefits of taking part in this research study? 
There are no direct benefits from participating in this research study. However, the 

teacher will be afforded the opportunity to: 

 reflect on teaching practice 

 make a contribution to literacy research 

 learn new strategies for helping students improve their writing 

 gain feedback on students’ learning 

 

Students will be afforded the opportunity to: 

 learn about their own writing development and how to improve their writing 

 

If I have any questions or concerns about this research study, who can I 

talk to? 
You can contact us with any concerns or questions. Our contact information is listed 

above. 

 
If you have questions or want to speak with someone independent of the research team, 

you may contact the Boston University IRB directly at 617-358-6115. 

 
By signing this consent form, I certify that I       (print full 

name here) agree to the terms of this agreement. 

 

             

Signature        Date 
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APPENDIX C: Assent Form (Student) 

What is a Research Study? 
We want to tell you about a research study we are doing.  Research studies help us to 

learn new things and test new ideas. People who work on research studies are called 

researchers. During research studies, the researchers collect a lot of information so that 

they can learn more about something. We are doing this study because we would like to 

learn more about the development of high school students’ writing in English classes. We 

are asking you join this study because you are learning to write about literature in English 

class in the context of a rigorous International Baccalaureate curriculum. 

 

There are a few things you should know about this study: 

 You get to decide if you want to be in the study 

 You can say “No” or “Yes” 

 Whatever you decide is OK 

 If you say “Yes” now, you can change your mind and say “No”  later 

 No one will be upset if you say “No” 

 You can ask us questions at any time 

 We will also get permission from your parent/guardian for you to take part in this 

study 

 

What will I do if I am in this research study? 
You can decide whether you want to be in the study, at the beginning or at any time 

during the study. If you decide to be in this study, we will ask you to participate in a 30-

minute interview at your school throughout the school year. These interviews can occur 

before school, after school, or during a study or lunch period. The interview will be 

conducted near the end of the school year. 

 

Audio Taping 

We will audiotape the interview sessions that are part of this study.  This will help us to 

remember what we talked about in the session.   

 

What else could happen to me while I am in this study? 

There are no known risks to participating in this study, except for a potential loss of 

privacy. To minimize this risk, we will keep the records of this study confidential by 

removing names and other identifying information, including the name of your school, 

from your interview transcripts, and we will label the audio recordings, transcripts, and 

papers with a code instead of names. The key to the code will connect your name to audio 

recordings and transcripts and will be kept in a password-protected file. The audio 

recordings will be destroyed after data analysis is complete. 

 

 

 



 

 

236 

If I join this study will it help me? 
There are no direct benefits from participating in this research study. However,  

 Being in this study may help you learn more about how your writing is 

developing and improving and how to improve it even more. 

 This study will help us to learn more about writing development. 

 We may learn something in the study that will help other high school students 

learn to improve their writing too. 

 

Will I be paid to do this study? 
To thank you for being in this study, we will give you a gift certificate for $5.00 to a local 

coffee shop. The students selected for interviews will be given additional gift certificates 

for $10.00 to a local bookstore. 

 

What will happen to my information in this study? 
We don’t plan to tell anyone or share your name or other information about you if you 

join this study.  Only the researchers, the dissertation committee, and additional coders 

will see the transcripts and writing samples, but the dissertation will be published and 

may be used for teaching. Although the report may cite direct quotes from your 

interview, your name and all other identifying information will be kept completely 

anonymous 

 

Taking part in this research study 
You do not have to take part in this research study.  You can say ‘Yes’ or ‘No’.  You can 

say ‘Yes’ now and change your mind later.  All you have to do is tell us you want to stop.  

No one will be mad if you don’t want to take part in the study or if you change your mind 

about taking part in the study.  Your parent or guardian can also decide to have you stop 

taking part in this study—that is OK too. 

 

Contacts 
If you have any questions about this study, you can talk with me, Jennifer Rabold. You 

can reach me at jrabold@comcast.net or 508-360-5575. Or you can talk with Dr. 

O’Connor, who can be reached at mco@bu.edu or 617-353-3318. 

 

By signing this assent form, I certify that I         

(print full name here) agree to allow the researcher to read papers in my writing portfolio 

in English class and to participate in an interview and allow the researcher to audio 

record it. 

 

             

Signature        Date 

 

 

mailto:jrabold@comcast.net
mailto:mco@bu.edu
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APPENDIX D: Consent Form (Students of age) 

Introduction 
Please read this form carefully.  The purpose of this form is to provide you with 

important information about taking part in a research study.  If any of the statements or 

words in this form is unclear, please let us know. We would be happy to answer any 

questions. 

 

If you have any questions about the research or any portion of this form, please ask us.  If 

you decide to take part in this research study we will ask you to sign this form.  We will 

give you a copy of the signed form. 

 

The persons in charge of this study are Jennifer Rabold and Dr. Mary Catherine 

O’Connor.  Jennifer Rabold can be reached at jrabold@comcast.net or 508-360-5575. Dr. 

O’Connor can be reached at mco@bu.edu or 617-353-3318. Jennifer Rabold will be 

referred to as “the researcher” throughout this consent form.  

 

Why is this study being done? 
This study is being conducted as part of the researcher’s doctoral dissertation research. 

Your views and insights will contribute to the findings the researcher will report to 

complete her doctoral dissertation at Boston University. The purpose of this study is to 

explore the development of high school students’ writing in the genre of literary analysis, 

a complex genre in which students will be expected to be proficient by the time they 

graduate high school. We are asking you to join this study because you are learning to 

write about literature in English class in the context of a rigorous International 

Baccalaureate curriculum.  

 

What will happen if I take part in this research study? 
You have already given assent to the researcher to collect and analyze writing samples 

from your English writing portfolio. You have been selected among all the participants in 

the study to participate in an interview as well. 

 

If you decide to be in this study, we will ask you to participate in a 30-minute interview 

at your school. This interview can occur before school, after school, or during a study or 

lunch period. The interview will be conducted near the end of the school year.  

 

Audio-recording 
We would like to audio-record you during this study. All interviews will be audio-

recorded with a digital recorder and transcribed verbatim, with names and other 

identifying information, including the name of the school, removed from transcripts to 

ensure anonymity. The audio recordings will be destroyed after data analysis is complete. 

 

 

mailto:jrabold@comcast.net
mailto:mco@bu.edu
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Do you agree to let us audiotape you during this study? 

 

______YES   ______NO  _______INITIALS 

 

How Will You Keep My Records Confidential? 
We will keep the records of this study confidential by removing names and other 

identifying information, including the name of the school.  We will make every effort to 

keep your records confidential.   

 

The following people or groups may review your study records for purposes such as 

quality control or safety: 

 The Researcher, a second coder, and any member of her dissertation committee 

 The Institutional Review Board at Boston University.  The Institutional Review 

Board is a group of people who review human research studies for safety and 

protection of people who take part in the studies. 

 

Names and other identifying information, including the name of the school, will be 

removed from transcripts and writing samples to ensure anonymity. We will label the 

audio recordings, transcripts, and writing samples with a code instead of your name. The 

key to the code will connect your name to your audio recordings and transcripts. We will 

keep the key to the code in a password protected file. We will store the audio recordings 

and transcripts in a password-protected computer, and we will store any hard copies of 

transcripts in a locked cabinet. The audio recordings will be destroyed after data analysis 

is complete. 

 

Only the researchers, the dissertation committee, and additional coders will see the 

transcripts, but the dissertation will be published and may be used for teaching. Although 

the report may cite direct quotes from your interview, your name and all other identifying 

information will be kept completely anonymous. 

 

Study Participation and Early Withdrawal 
Agreeing to take part in this study is your choice. You are free not to take part or to 

withdraw at any time for any reason. No matter what you decide, there will be no penalty 

or loss of benefit to which you are entitled. If you decide to withdraw from this study, the 

information that you have already provided will be kept confidential. Also, the researcher 

may take you out of this study without your permission.  This may happen because: 

 The researcher thinks it is in your best interest 

 You can’t make the required study visits 

 Other administrative reasons 
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What are the risks of taking part in this research study? 
Loss of Confidentiality. The main risk of allowing us to use and store your information 

for research is a potential loss of privacy.  We will protect your privacy by labeling your 

information with a code and keeping the key to the code in a password-protected file. 
 

There are no other known risks of taking part in this research study. 

 

What will it cost me to take part in this research study? 
There are no costs to you for taking part in this research study. 

 

Will I get paid for taking part in this research study?   
To thank you for being in this study, we will give you a gift certificate for $5.00 to a local 

coffee shop. The students selected for interviews will be given additional gift certificates 

for $10.00 to a local bookstore. 

 

What are the benefits of taking part in this research study? 
There are no direct benefits from participating in this research study. However,  

 Being in this study may help you to learn more about how your writing is 

developing and improving and how to improve it even more. 

 This study will help us to learn more about writing development. 

 We may learn something in the study that will help other high school students 

learn to improve their writing too. 

 

If I have any questions or concerns about this research study, who can I 

talk to? 
You can contact us with any concerns or questions. Our contact information is listed 

above. If you have questions about your rights as a research subject or want to speak with 

someone independent of the research team, you may contact the Boston University IRB 

directly at 617-358-6115. 

 
By signing this consent form, I certify that I         

(print full name here) agree to allow the researcher to read papers in my writing portfolio 

in English class and to participate in an interview and allow the researcher to audio 

record it. 

 

             

Signature        Date 
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APPENDIX E: Parental Consent Form 

Introduction 
Please read this form carefully.  The purpose of this form is to provide you with 

important information about taking part in a research study.  If any of the statements or 

words in this form is unclear, please let us know. We would be happy to answer any 

questions. 

 

If you have any questions about the research or any portion of this form, please ask us.  If 

you decide to allow your child to take part in this research study we will ask you to sign 

this form.  We will give you a copy of the signed form. 

 

The persons in charge of this study are Jennifer Rabold and Dr. Mary Catherine 

O’Connor.  Jennifer Rabold can be reached at jrabold@comcast.net or 508-360-5575. Dr. 

O’Connor can be reached at mco@bu.edu or 617-353-3318. Jennifer Rabold will be 

referred to as “the researcher” throughout this consent form.  

 

Why is this study being done? 
This study is being conducted as part of the researcher’s doctoral dissertation research. 

Your child’s views and insights will contribute to the findings the researcher will report 

to complete her doctoral dissertation at Boston University. The purpose of this study is to 

explore the development of high school students’ writing in the genre of literary analysis, 

a complex genre in which students will be expected to be proficient by the time they 

graduate high school. We are asking your child to join this study because your child is 

learning to write about literature in English class in the context of a rigorous International 

Baccalaureate curriculum.  

 

How long will my child take part in this research study? 
We expect that your child will be in this research study for one year.  During this time, 

the researcher will visit your child’s school a minimum of four times. 

 

About 30 students and one teacher will take part in this research study. 

 

What will happen if my child takes part in this research study? 
If you decide to allow your child to be in this study, we will ask your child’s teacher for 

copies of at least six papers that your child has written in English class this year and last 

year. We may ask a few students to participate in an interview at the end of the school 

year. If your child is selected, she or he will be given an additional parental consent form. 

This study will last until the end of the school year, in June 2014. 

 

 

 

 

mailto:jrabold@comcast.net
mailto:mco@bu.edu
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How Will You Keep My Child’s Records Confidential? 
We will keep the records of this study confidential by removing names and other 

identifying information, including the name of the school.  We will make every effort to 

keep your child’s records confidential.   

 

The following people or groups may review your child’s study records for purposes such 

as quality control or safety: 

 The Researcher, a second coder, and any member of her dissertation committee 

 The Institutional Review Board at Boston University.  The Institutional Review 

Board is a group of people who review human research studies for safety and 

protection of people who take part in the studies. 

 

Names and other identifying information, including the name of the school, will be 

removed from writing samples to ensure anonymity. We will label the writing samples 

with a code instead of your name. The key to the code will connect your child’s name to 

the writing samples. We will keep the key to the code in a password protected file. We 

will store the writing samples in a password-protected computer, and we will store any 

hard copies of transcripts and writing samples in a locked cabinet.  

 

Only the researchers, the dissertation committee, and additional coders will see the 

writing samples, but the dissertation will be published and may be used for teaching. 

Although the report may cite direct quotes from your child’s writing, your child’s name 

and all other identifying information will be kept completely anonymous. 

 

Study Participation and Early Withdrawal 
Allowing your child to take part in this study is your choice. Your child is free not to take 

part or to withdraw at any time for any reason. No matter what you and your child decide, 

there will be no penalty or loss of benefit to which your child is entitled. If your child 

decides to withdraw from this study, the information that your child has already provided 

will be kept confidential. Also, the researcher may take your child out of this study 

without your permission.  This may happen because: 

 The researcher thinks it is in your child’s best interest 

 Your child can’t make the required study visits 

 Other administrative reasons 

 

What are the risks of taking part in this research study? 
Loss of Confidentiality. The main risk of allowing us to use and store your child’s 

information for research is a potential loss of privacy.  We will protect your privacy by 

labeling your child’s information with a code and keeping the key to the code in a 

password-protected file. 
 

There are no other known risks of taking part in this research study. 
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What will it cost my child to take part in this research study? 
There are no costs to your child for taking part in this research study. 

 

Will your child get paid for taking part in this research study?   
To thank your child for participating in this study, your child will be given a gift 

certificate for $5.00 to a local coffee shop. If your child is selected for an interview, your 

child will be given an additional gift certificate for $10.00 to a local bookstore. 

 

What are the benefits of taking part in this research study? 
There are no direct benefits from participating in this research study. However,  

 Being in this study may help your child learn more about how his or her writing is 

developing and improving and how to improve it even more. 

 This study will help us to learn more about writing development. 

 We may learn something in the study that will help other high school students 

learn to improve their writing too. 

 

If I have any questions or concerns about this research study, who can I 

talk to? 
You can contact us with any concerns or questions. Our contact information is listed 

above. If you have questions about your rights as a research subject or want to speak with 

someone independent of the research team, you may contact the Boston University IRB 

directly at 617-358-6115. 

 
By signing this consent form, I certify that I        (print 

full name here) agree to the terms of this agreement, and allow my child    

   (print child’s name here) to participate in the research study. 

 

             

Signature        Date 
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APPENDIX F: Teacher Interview Questions 

1. What kinds of writing assignments do you give your students? 

2. What are your students reading right now? 

3. How do you want them to read those texts? 

4. What are you having them write about those texts? 

5. What kinds of considerations do you want them to keep in mind as they write? 

 

Definitions/Processes 

6. What is your definition of a literary analysis? 

7. What does it mean for someone to interpret a piece of literature? 

8. What do you feel the purpose of teaching literary interpretation is? 

9. What do you feel the purpose of teaching literary analysis is? 

 

Criteria for Assessment 

10. What are the qualities of a good literary analysis? What’s lacking in a poor literary 

analysis? 

11. Rubric(s) if any… explain. 

12. What makes    text an exemplar? 

13. How did they need to read to attain this? 

14. What did you do to help the student reach this level? 

15. What makes    text a poor example? 

16. What instruction/support would you need to provide to move this text to be 

exemplary? 

 

Instruction 

17. How do you teach students to read literary texts? How do you teach students to 

interpret literary texts? What methods do you utilize to teach students to read? 

Interpret? 

18. What are the most important strategies you employ to teach students to read and write 

about literature (significance and frequency)? Any other factors than importance and 

frequency? 

19. How do you teach students to write a literary analysis? What kinds of instruction, 

models, support, etc. do you provide? 

20. What do you find students struggle with most in a) interpreting literary texts, and b) 

writing literary analysis? 

21. On which aspects of a) interpreting literary texts, and b) writing literary analysis do 

you find students perform adequately? 

 

Theory 

22. Did you ever take a theory course in college? 

23. What is the role or significance of literary/critical theory in how you read literary 

texts? 
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24. What is the role or significance of literary/critical theory in your instructional 

methods (if any)? 

 

Development 

25. How do you observe students’ development? What benchmarks, signposts, etc. do 

you look for? How do you assess incremental progress? 
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APPENDIX G: Student Interview Questions 

Introduction/Definitions 

1. Which kinds of writing assignments are easiest for you? Which are hardest? What 

makes the easy ones easy and what makes the hard ones hard? 

2. What kinds of support does your teacher provide to help you write the hard ones? 

What kinds of support are helpful or would be helpful with the hard ones? 

3. I know that you write the literary commentary (Paper 1) and the comparative analysis 

(Paper 2) in your English class. What are the qualities of a good Paper 1? What’s 

lacking in a poor Paper 1? What are the qualities of a good Paper 2? What’s lacking 

in a poor Paper 2? Are there certain things you make sure to do or include? Are there 

certain things you should never do? 

4. What do you think you have learned about writing about literature (or reading and 

analyzing literature? 

 

In reference to a specific paper 

Process 

1. I’d like to ask you a little bit about the process of writing this paper. What did you do 

before you started writing, when you were still reading the poem/excerpt/book?  

2. What did you do or did your teacher do in class that helped you to write this paper? 

3. Can you tell me a little bit about how you went about writing this, what you were 

thinking about? Walk me through your steps. [What did you do first, next, etc.?]  

 

Product 

1. What do you think you did well on with this paper? Are there parts of this paper that 

you’re really proud of?  

2. If you were given the opportunity to revise your paper, what kinds of things would 

you be thinking about changing?  

3. What was the point you were trying to make in this paper? 

4. [Researcher will identify sentences that reflect characteristics of literary analysis 

(such as Appreciation, Interpretation, Evidence, Warrant, References to author or 

reader, Literary terminology, “Showing” verbs) before interview and ask these 

questions.] 

I’d like you to think back on when you were writing this. I have identified some 

particular sentences and phrases and sections of this paper, and I’d like to ask you 

some questions about those. [What is the function or purpose of this phrase/sentence? 

Why did you put this phrase sentence/example here? What were you thinking about? 

Why did you choose these particular words? Why did you include this?] 

a. I was thinking about… 

b. I made sure to include… 

c. I was remembering… 

d. I wanted to… 

5. Now we’ve looked at a paper, can you think of any other things that your teacher did 

that helped you with this particular paper?  
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Conclusion 

1. How do you think you have improved in writing for English over the past two years?  

2. If you were to talk to a student coming into Mr. X’s class next year, what would you 

tell them about how to write a commentary? 

a. I would tell them to… 
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APPENDIX H: Coding Manual 

Definitions and Student Examples of Micro-level Characteristics of Literary Discourse 

 

Code Operational 

Definition 

Data Exemplars 

Engagement, 

as shown in 

references to 

author 

References to the 

author, name of 

author, or pronoun 

that refers to 

author. Writer 

“engages” in 

“conversation” with 

the author. 

 

 

In Ruth Sharman’s “Birth of the Owl Butterflies” 

(1997), the overlying theme of the circle of life 

breaks through within her poem. 

 

Another typical device that Duffy tends to use is 

enjambment. 

 

The author foreshadows the boy’s future 

acquisition of maturity. 

 

She also uses an underlying rhyme scheme to 

represent a war photographer trying to organize and 

make sense of the war, just as she organizes the 

sentences to rhyme. 

 

In his novel Things Fall Apart, Chinua Achebe 

expresses the views on colonialism of those who 

were taken over. 

 

The linguistic and language choices of the authors 

painted a picture of the characters’ place in history 

that was impossible to ignore. 

 

Engagement, 

as shown in 

references to 

reader 

References to the 

reader, audience, 

“we,” “us.” Writer 

“engages” in 

“conversation” with 

a community of 

readers. 

The diction of the author plays a key role 

throughout this work as it contributes to the vivid 

imagery painting a picture for the reader. 

 

In this passage we still see glimmers of the Baba we 

knew in Afghanistan. 

 

As the story goes on, the Christmas tree is a visual 

clue to the audience as to what Nora’s state is at 

the beginning, middle, and end of the story. 

 

He wants us to know Huck inside and out in order 

to make his struggles more real to us, allowing him 

to become a real person. 
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“Showing” 

verbs 

Verbs that mean “to 

show” as used to 

link textual 

evidence to 

warrant, 

demonstrating or 

suggesting the 

theme, often found 

after quotations and 

before warrants. 

Code as  

(1) Author as 

subject,  

(2) Literary 

Feature as subject, 

or  

(3) Evidence as 

subject. 

Throughout "A Music," Berry uses images and 

ideas of the financial world to emphasize the power 

of music over money. (1) 

 

The author illustrates the boy’s feeling of loss and 

failure in the second section of the poem with 

dreary, morbid diction. (1) 

 

The free verse form of the poem only manages to 

enhance that feeling of direction with chaos. (2) 

 

The imagery used serves to draw a symbolic line 

between the quaint and relatively non-threatening 

world of England and war filled countries. (2) 

 

The setting which the traveler endures is very 

indicative of the writing process. (2) 

 

The first line reads “At dawn he will spot the vine 

of smoke rising from your chimney,” indicating 

that the end is near and there is a light at the end of 

the tunnel for the writer. (3) 

 

As a token to remember him by, Harish gives his 

American storybook to Lakshmi, which shows not 

only his compassionate personality, but also his 

own affection for the girl. (3) 

 

The bear signifies that it is Dieter’s time to die. (3) 

 

Literary 

techniques 

Naming any literary 

features, 

techniques, or 

conventions, 

including but not 

limited to symbol, 

imagery, simile, 

metaphor, 

character, setting, 

plot, point of view, 

foreshadowing, 

irony, narrative 

voice, sound 

devices 

The tone of Huck Finn is very satirical and 

inquisitive. 

 

The narration of Things Fall Apart isn’t tainted with 

the qualities of an unreliable narrator. 

 

While the writing process can be like the chaos and 

mess of the metaphorical blizzard here, it is going 

somewhere. 

 

Beah and Vonnegut both use anachronistic time 

order, forewards, and foreshadowing of the end of 

the book in their structures. 
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(alliteration, 

onomatopoeia, 

rhyme, rhythm, 

assonance, 

consonance, etc.), 

syntax, diction, 

tone, structure. 

 

He satirizes racism and slavery, politics and 

religious hypocrisy. 

 

 

 



 

 

250 

APPENDIX I: Literature in IB Curriculum Referenced in this Study 

Achebe, C. (1958). Things fall apart. New York: Knopf. 

Barker, P. (1991). Regeneration. New York: Penguin. 

Beah, I. (2007). A long way gone. New York: Farrar, Straus, & Giroux. 

Berry, W. (1964). “A music.” In The broken ground. New York: Harcourt Brace & 

World. 

Collins, B. (1988). “Winter syntax.” Poetry Magazine. Chicago: Poetry Foundation. 

Druce, R. (1980). “Child and insect.” Publication information unavailable. 

Duffy, D. A. (2004). “War photographer.” In New selected poems 1984–2004. London: 

Picador. 

Hosseini, K. (2003). The kite runner. New York: Penguin. 

McCormick, P. (2006). Sold. New York: Hyperion. 

Morrison, T. (1973). Sula. New York: Penguin. 

Sharman, R. (1997). “Birth of the owl butterflies.” In Birth of the owl butterflies. London: 

Picador. 

Twain, M. (1994). The adventures of Huckleberry Finn. New York: Penguin. 

Vanderhaeghe, G. (1982). “Dancing bear.” In Man descending: Selected stories. Toronto: 

Macmillan of Canada. 

Vonnegut, K. (1969). Slaughterhouse-Five. New York: Random House. 

Welch, D. (1999). Maiden voyage. Cambridge, MA: Exact Change. 

Wideman, J. E. (1989). Fever. New York, Penguin.  
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