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I N T RODUC T ION

How One Story Can Generate a Thousand Responses

What can we learn from having 40 teachers and 1000 students exploring one text 
at the same time in different school districts in Ontario, New Brunswick, and the 
Northwest Territories? This book examines responding to text in these K to 12 
classrooms in order to observe how different teachers can work with a particular 
text selection to enable their students to respond individually, in groups, or as 
part of a shared whole-class event.

We know that every reader interacts with a text by making a personal and 
individual response, but as a teacher-researcher, I am interested in how those 
responses alter, extend, grow, and expand when we incorporate different modes 
of interacting with the text, especially with others who have read, listened to, or 
viewed it, as well. Choice of response modes will vary depending upon the text, 
student needs, student interests, the context for the experience, and the teacher’s 
comfort zone and experience with different forms, formats, and media. I want to 
encourage teachers to incorporate a variety of response modes in their teaching 
of different types of texts.

In this book, Kindergarten through high-school students respond to the same 
story. This structure allows us to explore these questions:

-
side the text, and then return to the text with deeper understanding?

tellings, visuals, blogs, art, transcripts, comparisons, research, conversations, 
or role-play — tell us so that we can extend our own repertoires of useful 
response modes for our students?

Entering Worlds of Meaning
Exploding the Reading is built around a single universal story, told in several ver-
sions and formats, about selchies, mythic creatures of the northern seas, who 
once a year take human form; thus was created the Selchie Project. This folktale 
has been a staple of storytellers for years, and its minimal narrative leaves much 
to explore through a variety of response modes.

What interests me is how children take from a story or a film only what they 
can process themselves. The Lion King is a good popular example: on stage, the 
puppets are the best I have ever seen, and they thrill the children and adults. Few 
kids are worried about the evils of colonization as they watch, but some older 
ones are, and the adults’ responses vary according to their life experiences.

In 2011, Tara-Lynn Scheffel, 
from Nipissing University, and I 
spent some time with a similar 
project, where we had a novel 
reprinted chapter by chapter in the 
community newspaper for students 
in the North Bay area to choose to 
read.
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8  

The insights emerging from the Selchie Project grow from the variety and 
range of students’ responses as we look at the differences in the ages and stages of 
childhood, and yet find surprising commonalities. As a reader of Exploding the 
Reading, you will find that one text can, indeed, generate a thousand responses 
from students who have encountered it, depending on the context of the interac-
tion. I have included different teaching/learning experiences with this folktale, 
discovering alongside the classes the learning that happens when we go beyond 
the words into worlds of meaning that develop and accrue from “diving into the 
deep end of the pool.”

Looking Back to See Ahead
I began by rereading my own thoughts on response to text, found over the years 
in my own writings, but never had I focused entirely on this aspect of literacy 
growth. A few years ago, my colleague Bob Barton and I wrote Story Matters, in 
which we developed our framework for a response repertoire. We organized the 
types of activities with which children could be engaged into 10 categories, or 
modes, of communication. These are reflected in the structure of this book. Here, 
I have collected bits and pieces from my previous writings on response to text 
and used them as anchors for adding my changing and deepening understanding 
of how response to text can function in contemporary classrooms.

As I selected those past pieces of commentary and reflection on responding to 
texts, I realized how far we have come in discussing the value of student voice and 
personal interpretation as agents for meaning making; I also saw how supportive 
our response activities can be in expanding a student’s comprehension of a text. 
I felt this construct would work as a plan for exploring a single text in many dif-
ferent classrooms, with different grades. I was able to add to, rework, and extend 
my thoughts, enriched by my visiting or discussing with teachers and students in 
different grades in 30 classrooms, and observing their explorations growing from 
one story, represented in different versions, from oral tellings to picture books 
to complex ballads. The responses of the different students could be examined 
within the frame of the 10 different modes, and we would be able to notice the 
ages and stages of development as seen in the students’ work.

Opening up voice through response modes

In each telling of a story, the story truth will usually remain, but the voices will be 
unique to the specific experience. The heart of this project lies in the responses 
of the students: even though we all began with the same basic tale, each student 
has conjured up a slightly different story event determined by his or her past life 
and previous text experiences; at the same time, however, the societal truths of 
the tale can be found in the art of Kindergarten children (Laura Siwak’s “The 
Inquiry Process in Kindergarten”), in the role-play of Grade 7 students (Grant 
Minkhorst’s “How Creating Backstories Strengthens Students’ Oral Reading”), 
and in the issues-driven debate of Grade 9 young people (Pina Marchese’s “Inter-
preting Text through Argument and Debate”). As the students revealed and 
explored their personal interpretations with others, their personal stories may 
have altered, grown, become reframed, or extended. That is one of the joys of 
being together in the place we call school.

As teachers, we need to be aware of the range and of the merits and drawbacks 
of the choices we could give to or ask of students to expand their understandings 
of the text they have encountered. Traditionally, they have read and answered 

Making Meaning with Texts: Selected 
Essays represents the theory of 
Louise Rosenblatt, who has had an 
enormous influence on how we 
engage our students in negotiating 
meaning making with the texts 
they encounter. Response theory 
grows from her seminal studies on 
comprehension as an interactive 
process.

I owe Ellin Oliver Keene a great 
debt because of her book To 
Understand: New Horizons in 
Reading Comprehension. She writes 
with elegance and eloquence in 
her conversations about literacy, 
weaving in her own life experiences 
that demonstrate the strong values 
of a literary and literacy education.

Gordon Wells, a colleague and 
friend for several years, had a 
strong influence on my work with 
response to texts, and his books The 
Meaning Makers: Learning to Talk 
and Talking to Learn and Dialogic 
Inquiry: Towards a Socio-Cultural 
Practice and Theory of Education, 
on my bookshelves forever, are still 
foundations for understanding how 
children make meaning.
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questions where answers may be found in the text, or they have become involved 
in activities that do not connect back to the original text. For example, book 
reports occur after finishing a book, generally during independent reading, often 
done at home — but I seldom see evidence of how students have expanded on 
the ideas generated by their first reading of the text. On the other hand, litera-
ture circles and book clubs, in person or online, offer opportunities to hear other 
viewpoints and to rethink one’s original position on the ideas in the text with 
small groups of readers. Shared reading and discussion as a class can do the same, 
and moving into research on the Internet and exploring the deep issues and rela-
tionships in the text can move the students a long way forward in their under-
standing and meaning making. I wanted to become involved in sharing a text 
with students in order to expand their collective and personal meaning-making, 
their continually developing understanding of what they have experienced.

The first reading of a text is not “a done deal” — students can have so many 
different interpretations of their original reading experience. How exciting and 
involving it can be when they begin to explore the impact of that text on their 
meaning-making lives!

The Folktale as Text
I have chosen one folktale as the text: it is readily available online and in print, 
with lots of versions, different genres, different modes, with so many issues to 
catch our attention. A tale can be the beginning for exploring all the ways we 
as educators have for encouraging students to dig deeply inside the story and to 
discover the surrounds outside that particular text — the origins, the connec-
tions, the places, the values, the different perceptions readers have, the language 
structures — and to transpose that original text into other forms that let us look 
as if with different and critical eyes, to ponder what might have been, to challenge 
the information, to add the new learning to our construct of the world. I like the 
phrase “It takes two to read a book.” We may need to bounce ideas off others to 
find out our deeper thoughts and to rethink our views.

Storyteller Bob Barton says that these “stories of the tribe” provide strong read-
ing and listening materials for children. The context of long ago enables children 
to explore a variety of problems and concerns that have troubled humanity for-
ever, but in a safe, non-threatening framework. The deeds of heroes, the schemes 
of tricksters, the lore of nations past . . . these can all serve as settings for the 
children’s own development — family situations, societal difficulties, supernatu-
ral beliefs, and natural phenomena. Folktales or contemporary stories with folk 
quality help the children journey to another time: an imagined past, an analogous 
present, or an anticipated future. The words can offer powerful language learning 
for the child, story vocabulary, new and varied syntactic patterns, strong contex-
tual clues (which permit them to explore meaning), and characters who struggle 
with life’s problems, sometimes symbolic, sometimes very real. With such stories, 
the children are engaged in experiencing language more complex than their own.

Folktales have acquired significance as they passed through time. Stories of 
today are built on stories of the past. Folktales allow us to use their “bones” as 
they speak to the child in all of us, symbolizing deep feelings and using fantastic 
figures and events. No matter how ancient a story is, it’s not just archeological 
remains (see Chapter 12), but a living tale we can examine, offering glimpses of a 
particular time or a particular culture.

How much can we learn from 
working inside the text, then moving 
outside the textual frame, and then 
returning to the text with new-
found perceptions and insights and 
information? This focus has been my 
work over the last 40 years.
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